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MINUTES

Branding Steering Committee Meeting

October 23, 2006

2:30-4:00 p.m.

Thomson Board Room, 3rd Floor, Ballentine Hall

Attendance:  Ruby Dholakia, Linda Acciardo, Cynthia Bonn, Joanne DiBello, Garry Bozylinsky, Tom Frisbie-Fulton, Don Letendre, Gregg Burke, Dan Sheinin, Neil Cavanaugh, Mary Carmody, Sandra Witten, Lynn Pasquerella, Ann Morrissey, Donna Arnold, John Palumbo, Greg Perry, President Carothers, Bob Beagle.                                                                                                  

Welcome & Introductions: Linda Acciardo welcomed everyone and outlined the agenda. She introduced President Carothers who attended the meeting to thank the members of the Steering Committee for their participation. The president noted that branding is a comprehensive discipline because it involves everything we do and how we position ourselves.  The product itself is an important part of what we are doing. He noted said that there are a number of University groups also working on issues like enrollment management, which is an extremely important part of what this committee will be doing. The president wished everyone well with the initiative.

Research Plan Presentation
Ruby provided a brief introduction for the research presentation. Dan gave a PowerPoint presentation detailing the three phases of the plan. (The PowerPoint presentation is available at www. uri.edu/news/branding/). Dan said that the overall objective of the research is to understand the beliefs that potential target customers have about URI and primary competitors. 

Research Presentation

Dan noted that we need to establish positioning for URI relative to competitors in the market place, ideally a position of differentiation. However, it is also important to understand where URI stands at present, as a new positioning should represent a clear advancement but not too far of a leap from the current reality. Dan discussed each phase in terms of the main objective and how to carry that out.

· Phase 1 - Pre-Survey Focus Groups

· Phase 2 - Qualitative Survey

· Phase 3 - Post-Survey Focus Groups

Phase 1 – Pre-survey Focus Groups

At this time it is important to ask the targets, without bias, in a relatively small short-term phase to find out what they are thinking about. What is most important in their minds that will allow us to move on and develop Phase 2.

Phase 2 - Quantitative Survey

Objective is to obtain direct survey data from these key target segments. The information to put together the questions will come from the Phase 1 Focus Groups along with information that we already have from other URI surveys conducted among Student, Alumni, etc.

Telephone surveys with sample size of approximately 1000, from the following tentative target segments: High school seniors 250; Current students – 350; Administration/faculty/staff – 125; Alumni – 200; Recruiters – 50; Opinion Leaders - 25

Survey could be put on-line for email participation. Survey will include about 100 questions on the following (tentative) categories: Attributes, Academics, Life, Cost, Benefits - what the student will get out of an education; Affect - emotional connectivity; Attitude; Satisfaction - very important to learn expectations; Value - how satisfaction fits into tuition 

Since the quantitative survey has questions and response formats specified in detail to allow ease of analysis and comparison, Dan noted that is why the Phase I is so important – to help us determine the questions and the exact the path we need to take. In Phase II, we will structure how we want the survey respondents to evaluate URI and competitors.

The output from the survey will be very detailed perceptions as to what the various target segments think about URI at the same moment in time. We will be looking for strengths and weaknesses, differentiation, consistency on issues among segments, and issues where there is inconsistency among segments.  We will look at the data relevant to benchmarks we already have from other survey data.

We will try to understand the basis of some of the attitudes.  If they are dissatisfied, happy, involved -- then we will have the data to understand why.  We will be able to get a significant amount of in-depth understanding regarding some of the data. Also, based on data analysis, we will be able to sketch out preliminary ideas on brand positioning.

Phase 3 - Follow up Qualitative research

The idea is to follow up on what was learned in the survey, to probe on issues regarding inconsistencies, to probe on surprising findings. Follow-up focus groups will allow us to probe and get qualitative data in an interactive manner. 

Discussion 

Discussion period followed with several members of the steering committee asking questions and raising issues related to the outcome of the focus groups, what target segments would be included, how the prospective students would be identified, and the budget for the research

Questions were raised by Tom about surveying the competition. Dan noted that we can’t do that in large numbers, but we can do it for our most important competitors and we will also ask high school seniors about those institutions.  

Ruby commented that one of the possible ways an institution can approach branding is actually to say I am going to break out and do something very, very different.  Will the market be willing to accept something that is very different from what has been done in the past? This research will attempt to identify constraints to that approach. Our recommendation of a positioning statement will also suggest the communication strategies and budget that will be required to accomplish this. This is a very different approach. Whatever the final positioning statement is that we recommend as a committee, based on all this research, it has to be nevertheless accepted by the administration of this institution.

Question raised by Gregg about whether we will approach both the in-state and out-of state students to find out why they did not choose URI. Dan said we would work with high school counselors and admissions to connect with them to understand where URI fits in. What did URI lack? What would URI have to do to attract them? 

John emphasized the importance of guidance counselors in a student’s decision about college, and Sandra asked about including graduate students. Dan said that graduate students had been considered but the issue is funding, and undergraduates are the bread and butter. If we have the resources we would like to include graduate students.

Comments were made about the sample size, and Dan said that in a resource-free world the numbers would be higher.  We are trying to stay at a minimum number to get fundamental statistics of reasonable significance. Ruby said that the number used is the minimum we can do. It is clearly an issue of dollars. 

Request for Proposals:

Linda explained that the proposal had been submitted to purchasing for review to request a firm to conduct the focus groups in the pre -survey phase. This will be bid on separately from the qualitative survey. Ruby and Dan have started developing the survey instrument and they will be able to use the focus group output to finalize it. The budget for this fiscal year (July 06- July 07) is $40,000.  Four firms have been identified - one in CT, one in MA and two in RI to conduct the focus groups. The RFP has been written so that there is an option for additional focus groups. All firms have done hundreds of focus groups a year.

The survey parameters have been sent to the URI Cancer Prevention Research Center survey center. The intent is to conduct the quantitative survey in-house. The center responded with some additional questions, and we are waiting for their final proposal. 

Discussion followed with questions from Don about whether the survey was too long with 100 questions. Linda responded that the 2004 survey of 500 alumni had 116 questions and an 82% completion rate. She explained that the high completion rate was an indication of the level of interest in the topic, and that as alumni, they were engaged.

Ruby noted that some segments will cooperate, other segments won’t.  The more distant you are to the institution the more difficult it is to cooperate. That is where the quality of the list and the experience of the research firm get factored in.

Stakeholder rankings/competitive set

The committee broke down into pairs to rank Stakeholders listed on the handout, Stakeholder Rankings and Core Beliefs. The stakeholder rankings give insight into the 3 to 4 focus groups that should be chosen for the first phase of the plan.

Ruby noted that they tried to identify the various stakeholders, but asked the group if they thought other relevant segments needed to be captured in the research. She noted that each stakeholder has a different opinion about who the competition is. The whole effort of branding is about differentiating.  Who are we differentiating against? It will depend on your perspective as faculty member, administrator, or prospective student.

Linda noted that as a committee we are going to have to come up with an agreement as to the finite numbers of stakeholders who will be included. 

Comments were made about the inclusion of graduate students, guidance counselors, parents, and alumni parents in the focus groups. A great deal of discussion centered on the importance of guidance counselor participation. The limitations on the number of focus groups are in part a budgetary issue, but Ruby explained and Gregg reinforced that the focus group portion was designed to provide the information to develop the survey instrument. A wider variety of stakeholders will be solicited as part of the quantitative survey.
Gregg said that the purpose of the focus groups is to inform the decisions as to what questions are going to be on the survey.  We need to look at who are the three most important people that we are going to want to probe farther on in the quantitative survey. He identified prospective students at the top, the alumni who help drive the financial machine and carry the word as ambassadors for the university, and then the opinion leaders because they are the other financial engine that guides all the decisions that get made.

Garry suggested that some of these groups are going to be more expensive than others to bring in for a focus group, that faculty and staff should almost be free of charge, and perhaps groups coming to campus for a tour could be a part of the focus group process.

Greg noted that we need to get perceptions from where we are pulling our target audience and they are coming from such places as Connecticut, New Jersey and Westchester County. We will need to know what they’re thinking about as they are making their decisions and what their parents eventually will be thinking about as well.

Donna referenced the fact that the out-of-state student is a different group because they are paying out of state tuition so the value question becomes very important and different.

John raised concerns about the issue of long-term funding for the initiative. He asked where we go from here because we don't want to do research that makes the dollar sheet work fine and then not get the information that we need. We would be spending all our money executing a positioning statement that may not be on target. 

Linda noted that there is a budget request for $160,000 for next fiscal year (06-07).

Bob responded that we have a group of experts here who are clearly respected. As the process unfolds and we keep deliberating and saying we need this kind of research to occur, he will advocate for any additional necessary funds. He said that since this is an inherent part of the University’s strategic planning process, then the budget has to follow. At some point the budget is going to have to be set to allow us to do the research to get the job done. 

Linda invited members to participate in a sub group related to the focus groups to evaluate the proposals Volunteers: Cindy Bonn, Donna Arnold, Garry Bozylinksy, Don Letendre, Linda, Ruby, and Dan.

She said that a November meeting would not be scheduled. The current plan is that the committee will be updated via email about the progress with the focus groups, and we would return as a full committee with a presentation of the focus group results. 

Ruby said that once the focus groups are scheduled we would let everyone know, so they can have an opportunity to observe, should the logistics of the sessions make that possible. It is helpful to get a feel for the conversations when they are happening.

