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Excutive Summary:
Michigan State University Master of Strategic Communication Program

The research team presents the following three findings that provided a basis for the strategic
recommendations. Highlights of strategic recommendations are included with each finding.

1. Education: Through in-depth interviews and data gathered from Meltwater and Google
Trends, the team found that “strategic communication” is a newly emerging concept that is
not widely searched, seldom mentioned in the media, and is not widely understood even by
students at the outset of the program. The students interviewed do understand the concept
more as they move through the program. However, at the outset, the concept is still relatively
new and obscure.

Strategic recommendation highlight: This led the team to conclude that increasing under-
standing of strategic communication, its value, and its emerging importance are high-priority
goals.

2. Thought Leadership: Through in-depth interviews with current students in the current
cohort, the team discovered that thought leadership and influence were important concepts
related to student expectations of the program. In other words, students believed they would
learn more about thought leadership and how to be effective influencers upon completion.

Strategic recommendation highlight: This insight was key in the development of the strat-
egy recommendation to utilize TedX MSU as a central part of the program where students
could present and curate TedX MSU talks in order to have real experience with thought lead-
ership and influence. This may include selecting speakers who are thought leaders on par-
ticular relevant topics and having students themselves present their own talks on pertinent
topics.

3. Focus on Career Goals: Through the in-depth interviews with the current cohort, the team
presented a table of key terms that were used by interview participants.

Highlight of strategic recommendation: Because some of the goals students described
related to career placement and advancement, the team selected targeted campaigns on
platforms such as LinkedIn, which is focused on the world of work, job seekers, companies,
and job opportunities.

MSU Strategic Communications | Cashen & Hyslop



Client Analysis And Analytics-Based Strategic Plan

Brand Analysis:

Michigan State University Master of Strategic Communication Program

Client Background, Objectives and Goals:

+ To be the number one program of its kind.

+ To find “differentiators” that distinguish it from other programs.

+ To create a network of strategic communication professionals who help and serve one another
in the program and after.

+ To increase the careers success of its students, as evidenced by “success stories” shared by
Jason Archer about Greg Teachout and other students.

Current enroliment in the program: Approximately 120 students
Program start: 2016

Strength, Favorability and Uniqueness of Brand Associations

Strength

Since it is a new program, MSU StratComm needs time to develop brand strength and brand
salience. It has the challenge of being of interest to a limited audience (potential students and
professionals in the market to expand their credentials and knowledge base in the area of strate-
gic communication). Also, “strategic communication” is a relatively new term and concept. Some
people may not understand what “strategic communication” is. It is, in a sense, the new marketing
and public relations for the digital age. This information was derived from in-depth interviews with
current students in the program (S. Crosby, personal communication, October 9, 2018) (A. Davis,
personal communication, October 10, 2018) (G. Teachout, personal communication, October 11,
2018).

There may be a learning curve for consumers to comprehend this paradigm shift and possess
brand knowledge (how MSU StratComm is held in their memory) that is accurate and informed.
This will be an important factor for creating and increasing brand equity. It is akin to the shift from
the term “cell phone” to “mobile device.” The new terminology is aligned with the evolution of the
product attributes and the context in which it is used. One way to increase the brand’s strength is
to align it with thought leadership in the communication sector.

Favorability

The brand favorability of the Michigan State University Master of Strategic Communication Brand
relies, in part, on the overall reputation of the university. The sentiment analysis in this paper shows
significant negative sentiments (via Meltwater which shows 18% Positive, 25.1% negative and the
remainder Neutral) in the designated search time period. This result is associated most strongly with
the Larry Nassar scandal and competitive team sports.
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Uniqueness

The MSU Stratcom program was created based on years of research that addressed needs for
expertise in the context of a growing, evolving and complex digital age. The program is unique due
to its novelty. It is the first all online degree program offered at MSU.

Brand Attributes: A reputable school, a program designed to suit working people, high quality in-
structors with appropriate credentials.

Brand Benefits

Students can work full-time and complete the program, students can complete courses at their own
pace with an individualized plan, students will learn how to navigate the ever-changing digital land-
scape, students will learn to make both innovative and informed decisions in the areas of marketing
and influence, students may gain new employment opportunities or promotions with their newly
acquired skills and knowledge.

Brand Analysis Report

Brand Audience: Career professionals, undergraduate students, recent undergraduate grads, em-
ployers and business owners

Brand Share: The brands compared are from the video interview with Jason Archer for the three
leading programs of their kind. Texas Technical University’s Master of Strategic Communications
and Innovation, University of Florida’s Master of Strategic Global Communication and Michigan
State University’s Master of Strategic Communication. According to the interview Michigan State’s
program was ranked third behind the other two programs in Florida and Texas.

The challenges to measurement of brand share are: scarce data in Meltwater pertaining to specific
programs (but not to the universities at large), newness of programs, limited social media following
and activity. All three program brands are relatively obscure. The three universities, in general, have
more social mentions, followers and data to track. Since the universities have their followers at large
as engaged audiences, it’s important to use these figures to determine brand sentiments, share of
voice and other factors. The overarching university brand impacts the brand image, salience and
knowledge of the specific programs.

Social Media Channel U of Florida (All)

Facebook Followers 468,186 243,191 650,154
Facebook Page Likes [EULERK] 253,492 674,627
Twitter Followers 231,000 156,000 181,000

LinkedIn Followers 398,332 191,061 383,649

Table 1:1 shows shares of followers on Facebook and Twitter for each of the three universities, not the specific programs
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FB Followers 213
FB Page Likes 224
Twitter Followers 131

LinkedlIn Followers 57

Table 1:2 shows shares of followers on Facebook, Linked In and Twitter for
MSU StratCom Program

The following are Tweets found in Twitter search

that mention each of the three programs, all with
minimal engagement

Gainesville NewsChan @Gainesville_NC - 12 Jan 2012 v
UF begins online master’s degree in global strategic communication -
University of Florida: UF begins online mas... bit.ly/wBAKks

- = =

Tl o &
Marvin Vercruyssen @shopmarvver - 15 Jan 2012 ~

. UF begins online master's degree in global strategic communication -
University of Florida bit.ly/za0J8q

S

2=

MSUStratCom @MSUStratCom - 4 Dec 2017 v
Meet Kaitlin Nye, a graduate student in her third semester of the Strategic

Communication Online Master's program at MSU. Kaitlin is combing her g TV COMC @TTU_COMC - 13 Jun 2017 v
bachelor's in pelitical science with her passion for social media to build her s Pursue the Master of Strategic Communication & Innovation from Texas Tech!
career! Blog post: bit.ly/2i0Bo0T Designed for professionals, 100% online. ow.ly/Ibzvi0cz2xE

Texas Tech University's
Master's Program in Strategic
Communication & Innovation

- For Professionals

Dyl
T

Caollege of Media & Commmunication”
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Brand and Consumer Alignment

The brand was designed to be aligned with its audience and the audience’s needs. For several
years, MSU researched the need the program fills and the value it brings to students. In today’s dig-
ital age, brands are not completely in control of their brands, due to the power of WOM, media and
other influencers that have the power to shape the brand, its reputation and its image. The new pro-
gram is in a stage of ongoing discovery about its value and identity. However, the research-based
design of the program gives the brand a well-defined identity. This brand is a pioneer for MSU and
in the field of communications.

Based on this writer’s research outlined here, this brand will continue to be shaped by the way it is
perceived by communications professionals and the industry. The goal to be humber one in aca-
demic rankings and the design of the program being based on research in the industry are both
evidence of this. The past two years were about growth. The coming years will be about refinement
and alignment. The brand will be able to strengthen its brand by showing the impact on students
and on the world. It already does this with success stories on social media and the web site. But
with some creativity, this could be expanded.

1. Audience: Who is the audience?

The selected audience is students living in the United States who hold bachelor degrees and are
ready to enter graduate school who may be candidates for the Master of Strategic Communication
Program. This report contains some analysis of current students to help the writers to explore the
attitudes and motivations of these potential students.

Through interviews (S. Crosby, personal communication, October 9, 2018) (A. Davis, personal com-
munication, October 10, 2018) (G. Teachout, personal communication, October 11, 2018)

with current students in the cohort the following terms were relevant to the students’ interest in the
program and their decision to enroll in the program.

a. Strategic communication programs

b. Digital media strategies

c. Social media management

d. Digital marketing

e. Career advancement strategic communication
f. Master of strategic communication degree

g. Social media management

The social media following and engagement (including Twitter and Facebook), the primary audience
for the client is comprised of: undergraduate students; graduates of bachelor programs; communi-
cations, PR, marketing, advertising and business professionals; professionals making career chang-
es/transitions; journalists; parents and family members of student candidates; business leaders and
potential employers; academics; MSU students, alumni, and faculty.
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2. Understanding: What is the audience’s knowledge and attitude toward the brand?

This can be answered through data gathered from the current students in the cohort who were
interviewed. The three in-depth interviews indicate the students have a positive attitude toward the
brand and have reported career gains due to the program, including job offers, successful inter-
views, and increased confidence in their skills and value. (S. Crosby, personal communication,
October 9, 2018) (A. Davis, personal communication, October 10, 2018) (G. Teachout, personal
communication, October 11, 2018)

3. Demographics: What is the audience’s age, gender, education, location, etc.?

The audience is equally split between male and female. The average age of a graduate student is
approximately 33 years. The education of the audience is a bachelor-level degree. The location of
the selected audience is the United States.

Age: According to Csgsnet.org (2018), “As of December 31, 2007, the average age of graduate
students was 32.4 years old, while four years earlier in 2003, the average age of graduate students
was 32.5 years old. Both figures are nearly identical to those for 1999 and 1995, when the average
ages of graduate students were 32.6 and 32.4, respectively.”

Gender: According to Statista.com (2018), “In academic year 2015/16, about 0.81 million male and
1.1 million female students earned a bachelor’s degree in the United States.” According to Census.
gov (2018), “In 2015, the percentage of men aged 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher
was not statistically different from that of women.”

Education: Bachelor degree

Location: United States

An analysis of specific Bachelor of Communication graduates in the United States shows the fol-
lowing: The degee holders are dominated by the white/female (race and gender) combination.

According to Datausa.io (2018), “This chart illustrates the differences by gender for each race &
ethnicity of students graduating with a Bachelor’s Degree in Mass Communication & Media Studies.
White Female graduates, who earn most of the degrees in this field, are the most common combi-
nation of race/ethnicity and gender.” The average age in the work force is 40 years.

Race & Ethnicity by Degrees Awarded

MOST COMMON RACE OR ETHNICITY

1+ White
69.652

2 Hispanic or Latino
15717

1 Black or African American
13378

This chart s

Chart 1.1 shows demographics for communications degree holders.
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4. Interest: Why is the audience reading, sharing and interacting with your brand/content?

Based on data gathered from the current students in the cohort who were interviewed. The three
in-depth interviews indicate the students are interested in the client brand due to the reputation

of Michigan State University, enthusiasm about the newness and relevance of the course content
and their hopes to enrich and advance their careers through newly gained strategic communication
skills. (S. Crosby, personal communication, October 9, 2018) (A. Davis, personal communication,
October 10, 2018) (G. Teachout, personal communication, October 11, 2018).

5. Environment: Where does the audience spend time online?

ACCOFding to (BeSt Practices in Grad- Figure 1.8: Social Media Use Among US Graduate Institutions, prospective students.

uate Student Recruitment) study 100% 92%

graduate students spend 92% of their Ta 80% s

time on Facebook, 54% on Twitter and §§ 60%

28% are on Linkedin. While this has 2 2

: ) > e & . "

likely changed in recent years, it gives o | | . o

an idea Of Whel‘e mOSt Students are Facebook Twitter LinkedIn Other Google Plus
Types of Social Media In Use

spending their time. Using this knowl-
edge targeting students through these
mediums is key to increasing brand
awareness. and gaining a better under-
standing of audience needs.

Source: The National Association for Graduate Admissions Professionals®®

Chart 1.2 shows social media us of prospective graduate students

6. Needs: What are the audience needs associated with your brand, product, service?

According to a recent study by (Aslanian, Carol. “Graduate Student Marketing Today: Things Have
Changed.”) majority of people looking into Master’s programs that are female specifically are look-
ing for an online program and are just as likely to be looking for a career change as they are career
advancement.

40% of Masters students already have a Masters degree but are also looking for further training
through certificate programs and licensing programs. Graduate students are seeking a work, life
and school balance and are seeking career advancement
or change, they’re looking for the value in a program and

the ROI. TOP 3 PRIOITIES FOR

_ o GRADUATE STUDENTS
According to (Hanover Research, Best Practices in Grad- .
uate Student Recruitment) the top three priorities for 1. Quality of program
graduate students are — the quality of the program, the 2. Cost/affordability

cost/affordability, and the pathway or career available.

3. Pathway or career available

Hanover Research, Best Practices in Graduate
Student Recruitment

MSU Strategic Communications | Cashen & Hyslop



Client Analysis And Analytics-Based Strategic Plan

7. Customization: What personalization and/or attributes of the experience should the brand
address in order to add value for the audience?

Graduate students often pay for schooling out of their pocket so value is very important to them.
According to (Aslanian, Carol. “Graduate Student Marketing Today: Things Have Changed.”) With
modern technology they’re looking for a quick, responsive answers when looking into graduate pro-
grams. Making sure the site is easy to navigate and easily highlights the key areas of the program.
This is key to converting enquiries into students. In addition students value the support systems in
place (tutoring, guidance counselor, career services) so having these systems in place and high-
lighted in the program details.

RECOMMENDATION DESCRIPTION

Overall Recommendations
Ongoing multi-modal communication with potential students at each stage of the
recruitment process is a must. Call and email highly qualified candidates on a set
schedule and answer inquiries quickly. The communication schedule should be
distributed to recruitment volunteers.
A department’s website is usually the first (and sometimes only) point of contact
Design an effective | for potential students. Effective websites should be up to date and communicate
website detailed information about admissions, funding, research interests, as well as
faculty, alumni, and student achievements.

Departments can develop a recruiting handbook and PowerPoint presentation as
a resource for faculty, student, and alumni volunteers. The department can
disseminate these resources to recruitment volunteers to ensure that the
information communicated at each information session, seminar, and university
visit is accurate and consistent.

Table 1.3 shows recruiting recommendations from Hanover Research, Best Practices in Graduate Student Recruitment

Sustain ongoing and
timely
communication

Involve faculty,
current students,
and alumni in the

recruitment process

Customize retargeting ads and inquiries based on traffic. During the research phase potential stu-
dents may navigate through the website or even inquire about the program. To stay in those poten-
tial students radar retargeting ads based on their navigation and certain interests should be imple-
mented in order to try and bring them back and have them apply.

Along with retargeting reaching out to potential students who’ve visited the programs page will help
customize their experience. If they’ve trafficked the site x amount of times in a few weeks have a
message pop-up that ask’s if they’re looking for more.

8. Expectations: What are both the stated and unstated expectations that the audience has
for their interactions with your brand?

Graduate students expectations when interacting with the brand is that they want to gain informa-
tion on the program quickly. Ensure that all inquiries are responded to within a 24 hour window. Al-
lowing potential students to speak with staff members and current students would aid understand-
ing in unstated expectations they may have. The overall expectations of online graduate students
is for a valuable experience that will allow them to work on their own time and will allow for career
advancement.
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Strategy Recommendations

The team has developed two distinct strategy recommendations, one that utilizes (Part 1)
TedX, and (Part 2) Blogs that utilizes blogs and other channels to achieve its goals.

Part I: TedX

Part | draws on insights from in-depth interviews broken down in Table 1.4

In-DepthInterviewee |1 ]2 3

Keyword Positive Influence, Leader, thought Leader, formal
Sentiments competence, digital, leadership education,
strategies advantages
Keywords Negative Unknown, Unfamiliar Emerging, unfamiliar
Sentiments competitive
GO L ERG L EL T ROl Jobs, reputation, MSU, college Potential employers,
resume reputation, Spartan, skills, job
job growth,
opportunities
Keywords Highest Current research Current information, Newest information,
Priorities for Program best practices, strategies,
research comprehensive

Explanation: Table 1.4 shows keywords from in-depth interviews with the client’s current students.
It captures insights into concerns, priorities, expectations, experiences and motivations for joining
the program. The only negative sentiments were related to the newness of the concept of strategic
communication and how most people are not familiar with the label. Source: In-depth interviews (S.
Crosby, personal communication, October 9, 2018) (A. Davis, personal communication, October 10,
2018) (G. Teachout, personal communication, October 11, 2018).

Targeting Strategy

Based on the team’s identified audience, the targeted demographic audience is bachelor’s degree
holders in communications and communications professionals (see additional audience insights be-
low). Via in-depth interviews detailed in Figure 1, the team identified keywords, priorities, motivators
and concepts central to the interview subjects’ decision-making process in choosing the client’s
program.

Content Strategy

The content strategy recommended based on the team’s research is to utilize the MSU TEDx in
order to educate the public about strategic communication, as the unfamiliarity and newness of the
concept were both identified in Figure 1 as challenges or negative sentiments. Thought leadership
was a part of the interview subjects’ positive sentiments about the program and the brand.
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The team recommends a content strategy as follows:

1. Make the MSU TEDx the domain of the strategic communication program by making students
curators and presenters.

2. Focus MSU TEDx talks on enlightening the audience about topics relevant to the master’s-level
program.

3. Make promoting MSU TEDx part of the class curriculum to integrate concepts of thought leader-
ship, the consumer journey, persuasion, ethics and research into real practice through the produc-
tion of TEDx talks, discussion, promotion and distribution.

Measurement Strategy

Measure the number of views on the MSU TEDx YouTube channel and the number of audience
attendees. Use surveys among live audience members in order to gain additional insights and to
measure increased understanding of the program and the concept of strategic communication.
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Strategy Recommendations
Part 2: Blogs

Content Strategy

The second content strategy recommended based on the team’s research is to utilize blogs in
order to educate the public about strategic communication, provide valuable insights to the field of
communications, to share student and professors testimonials and create infographics that explain
key areas and its importance in the communication field. Providing valuable content is a key way to
engage with the target audience, while bringing awareness to the StratCom program.

The team recommends a content strategy as follows:

1. Utilize blogs as a way to generate traffic to StratCom page and bring awareness of the program
to potential students.

2. Use blog posts as ways to engage audiences’ on social media ie. Facebook, Twitter and Linke-
din. With a focus on Linkedin.

3. Make creating a blog post part of the curriculum for classes that involve social media marketing,
leadership or storytelling. Integrating a blog requirement to the program allows students the option
to tell their story or translate key information they’ve learned to potential students or fellow profes-
sionals who are seeking insights. It allows for a practical use of the skills learned throughout the
program.

Measurement Strategy

Measure the traffic generated through link clicks. See path people follow once on website. Mea-
sure likes, comments and engagement on social media where posts are shared. Capture audience
insights and use them to retarget potential students with advertisements.

The link below shows the importance of blogging and how it generates traffic and leads:

w Michigan State University Strategic Communication M.A.

g me apply and rework thes
broadly about how | could
our most impactful conver:

PLUS SIDE TO BLOGGING ,
79% OF COMPANIES WHO BLOG REPORT POSTIVE RO i H o o et

acceptance letter she sends out to admitted Michigan State University students.

KEYWORDS FROM BLOGS DRIVE TRAFFIC FROM ——
SEARCH ENGINES

COMPANIES WHO BLOG RECEIVE 97% MORE LINKS TO
THEIR WEBSITE VS. THOSE WHO DO NOT

GENERATE MORE LEADS FOR LESS

Walker-Ford, Mark. Blogging For A Better Business

MSU StratCom results: Applying the psychology of persuasion ]
comartsci.msu.edu
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