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SIDs CAN HELP REWIN THE
PUBLIC’S SUPPORT OF HI-ED

By Rene A. Henry



Colleges and universities are suffering one of their worst financial crises.  And, SIDs can help.  Institutions need to rewin the public’s support of higher education and send a message to sate legislatures.  

Sport is one of the most powerful of all marketing and promotion tools and encompasses all demographics.  SIDs have this vehicle and should begin working now with their university relations counterparts to create messages and launch a campaign this fall.
Legislatures across the country trying to balance budgets are slashing funds for higher education.  A college’s response of freezing or reducing enrollment and raising tuition is not the answer the public and elected politicians want to hear.  They do respond when a president or chancellor takes a significant salary pay cut, reduces perqs and cuts other costs.  But all the good public relations quickly disappears when multimillion dollar salaries for football and basketball coaches are announced or a halfcocked athletic director and president start lobbying for $300 million to refurbish a football stadium in a professional sports city where taxpayers already are paying for a new, first class facility that could be used.  Timing is everything.

Every year colleges and universities, conferences and the NCAA waste millions of dollars in free television advertising during basketball and football games with meaningless commercials.  In the mid-1990s, an ad hoc committee of representatives from Big 10, Big XII and other universities, and volunteers from outside higher education, reviewed many of the televised promotional spots.  The committee concluded that if the names of the colleges were eliminated, they almost all looked the same.  Not one TV spot gave the general public a reason to support higher education.

In 1993, Texas A&M organized a campaign that involved all of the Texas universities and the then Southwest Conference.  A professional approach was taken before any message was created, just as a for-profit company does before launching a new product.  Focus groups were held, followed by a statewide public opinion poll.  The message was structured to tell the public and the legislators what they wanted and needed to hear.

Radio and television commercials were on all game broadcasts.  Advertisements were published in game programs.  The message was repeated on public address systems. Outside advertising firms donated billboard space.  The public service announcements were used by professional teams in the region.  All members of the administration and faculty were given prepared speeches and statements.  Since coaches are more in demand as speakers than anyone else on campus, each was given brief and important remarks to make during any speech or public appearance.  All of these are easily doable by any college.
As a result of the campaign, a 10 percent across-the-board cut mandated by the Texas state legislature was rescinded and turned into an increase of 6.8 percent, or a swing of more than $1 billion for higher education.  The scores of good things that colleges and universities are doing today for the public need to be communicated.  There is no simpler or more positive way than to use sports as the vehicle.

SIDs and heads of university relations and communications need to define the message to be told, and then create a campaign to get it understood and accepted by their students, alumni, faculty, administration, friends, fans, philanthropists, elected politicians and publics.  Involve the business school or economics department in the research phase before creating a campaign.

Collaborate with other regional colleges and universities, whether public or private, and also get the athletic conferences to adopt and undertake the same or similar campaigns.  A unified message needs to be communicated for higher education to rewin trust and support from the American public. 
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-o-
