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HOW TO WEATHER
THE STORM

The Higher Education sector in the UK is facing up to a multitude of short, medium
and long-term challenges brought about by Brexit, the cost-of-living crisis and
societal change. Being able to attract, engage and retain the right students has never
been more important. Read on for recommendations on how the right insights can
help you weather the storm.
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A STORM IS BREWING IN
HIGHER EDUCATION
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COST AND VALUE

Some universities are making considerable losses on
the teaching of domestic students, and as inflation
bites some vice-chancellors are calling for increases in
domestic tuition fees. Meanwhile, a 2022 Col survey
from Mustard found that just 8% of UK adults said they
were considering studying for a H.E. qualification
(compared with 16% just 3 years ago). Furthermore,
54% of HE students at UK HEls said their course wasn’t
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STUDENT DEMANDS

UG and PG students are (quite rightly) becoming more
demanding. They have been brought up to expect
elevated customer experiences and have high
expectations for their investment. Yet, in many areas
satisfaction scores are as low as they have ever been.
Many believe Covid (and how it was managed) had a big
impact with national satisfaction scores falling
significantly for “mental health support” (only 42%
agreed that their university / college was doing enough to
support their mental well-being through the pandemic).
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\ delivering value for money. /
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LIMITED DIFFERENTIATION

You exist within a crowded market with limited
perceived differentiation. Increases in capacity over
recent years means that there is excess supply in HE

relative to demand. The breadth of competition has been
increasing. Students have more choice than ever, and

therefore Universities will have to work harder to attract
the students they want. This means investing in (and
clearly differentiating) the brand and product/service.
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ADAPT TO SURVIVE

Hoping the storm will blow over is not an option. The
sector as a whole knows it needs to adapt to survive, but
each HEI has to act quickly. MOOCS (Massive Open Online
Courses), for example, are providing free access to

learning, enticing students to the top of the funnel. Covid
forced Universities to digitise teaching, and this has been

more successful for some than others. Aside from how
the teaching is delivered, how else has Covid impacted on

what students want from HE experiences, and how can

you adapt to build on strengths and address weaknesses?
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QUESTION 1

WHAT DO WE
STAND FOR?

What do we believe in?
What makes us different?
What makes us better?
What is our value proposition?
How does this align with what students want?

Mustard is helping H.E. Institutions by engaging stakeholders to define brands more effectively, ensuring they
are differentiated, compelling, believable and future-proofed. We then conduct surveys to track where the
brand is on its alignment journey and to prioritise areas for improvement.



QUESTION 2

WHO ARE OUR
: LOWEST-HANGING

FRUIT?

Where do we find them?
(locally, nationally, internationally)

\ What are their needs and motivations to study?
A What are the triggers and barriers to studying with us?
\ What is the impact of increased distance-learning on

targeting UG / PG students?

The market is evolving and is it neither finite nor homogenous. So, Mustard is helping H.E. Institutions by
providing a deeper understanding of who the target audience is and what resonates with them in order to
inform strategy, gain competitive advantage and target more effectively.



Mustard is helping HEIs to develop UG and PG programmes that resonate with potential students and align to
the ambitions of both academics and students, whilst addressing skills gaps facing the UK / Global economy.
This means evaluating the programmes relative to what students could potentially access elsewhere.
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QUESTION 4

ARE WE
PROVIDING THE
RIGHT STUDENT

EXPERIENCE?

. How do we maximise the proportion of new
UG students that stay-the-course?

A
Recent National Student Surveys saw scores for the support of student’s mental health plummet and so it’s
crucial that HEIs continue to invest in student wellbeing. Insight is needed to understand what support is
required — where, when and why. Having (just about) navigated Covid, now is the time to step up to support
students through the Col crisis and deliver experiences that will reignite the enthusiasm to study at University.
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Mustard — the global research agency making the difference

EXAMPLES OF OUR WORK

‘ |
o
P 4
Py oD

Having up-to-date insight on your brand, product, service and market is of huge
importance. More so in such challenging, changing, stormy times.

If you want to know more about our sector experience or have a potential project that you would like to discuss,
please call David Hickson at Mustard on 0161 235 5270 .
or email david.hickson@mustard-research.com . ’
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We recently revised our Strategic Plan and were
looking to understand what people thought of us. We
wanted to create a benchmark but also to check that
our ambitions weren’t out of step with how we were

currently viewed.

Mustard’s proposal was sensible, creative and on
brief. Crucially, it also allowed us to get the whole
picture, as well as understand the details between the
groups.

We have since used the research findings as the
bedrock for 3 key projects:

e To evidence the need for a more deliberate
communication strategy across the entire university

e To refresh the brand strategy

p i§ e To create KPIs for how we are perceived amongst our
«% varied audiences

In a nutshell, the results from the Branding
Stakeholder Research has been pivotal in how
we now plan our marcomms activity.

Russell Bartlett
Head of Market Insight
The University of Edinburgh
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