Brand New U: Imagining Australian universities through branding


Introduction. Contemporary universities exist as imagined communities which become embodied in each institution’s brand.  These brands are then sold to audiences via advertising, online and social media, and events such as open days.  Using Barnett’s (2013) two axes of the imagination, this paper examines the branding of 11 Australian universities in order to map how the institutional ideologies and values of Australian higher education are communicated to the public.
Aims. This research investigates the branding of 11 Australian universities and positions these brands on Barnett’s two axes for imagining the contemporary university — Criticality / Endorsement and Surface / Deep.  Positioning the universities on this axis provides insight into how each institution conceptualises its social, cultural, and economic value.
Methods. Using textual analysis, we analyse the most recent branding materials for a sample of Australian universities from each state and territory, selected from the major university groupings (Group of 8, ATN, IRU, RUN, ungrouped, plus private/public). 
Results. The textual analysis supports Barnett’s argument that the contemporary university is imagined using a limited conceptual framework that prioritises the economic value of the teaching and research “product” for individuals.  Despite surface claims to the contrary, in the material analysed, a picture of Australia universities emerges that positions them as ideologically closed, provincial, and self-interested.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Discussion. Current literature on university branding focuses on how it influences prospective students’ decision-making processes and expectations about their studies. This research explores the vision of higher education imagined by each university’s brand. This is valuable because it reveals each university’s public response to the increased marketisation of higher education and the ideologies that underpin it.  The findings provide an opportunity for expanding the “institutional energy” (Barnett, 2013, p. 158) of Australian higher education so the university can be reimagined beyond market-focussed boundaries.
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