No name change needed

Mississippi University for Women: A Lovemark

[image: image1.jpg]\&h



By L. Kim Kimbrough

Chief Marketing Officer

Fournier Learning Strategies

MEMPHIS, Tenn., Wednesday, May 14, 2008 – Today there will be an Identity Committee meeting on the campus of Mississippi University for Women, the state’s tradition-rich university that was founded in 1884 as the first public college for women in the United States and one that has accepted male students now for some 20 years. 

The committee is to discuss the possibility that MUW President Dr. Claudia Limbert may seek a name and/or mission change for the W over the next few months.  Should it occur that Limbert proceed with a name change, it would be one of the biggest educational disasters for the state and possibly the country.

Kevin Roberts wrote an interesting little book in 2004 entitled Lovemarks: The Future Beyond Brands. His premise was simple, yet brilliant: Lovemarks transcend brands.  

He states in his book that Lovemarks reach your heart as well as your mind, creating an intimate, emotional connection that you just can’t live without. He demonstrates its apex with his Love + Respect axis (http://www.saatchikevin.com/Love_Changes_Everything).

Roberts has applied his Lovemarks concepts to more than just brands such as McDonald’s and Levis and Coca-Cola for which people will go the distance and defend. Some examples include New York City Firemen, Paris, Oprah, the Statue of Liberty, and the Apollo Missions to the Moon.

In this respect, Mississippi University for Women is a Lovemark. It has been nominated with Roberts on his Lovemarks Web site as such.

The Case for Lovemark Status

It is fondly known as The W and is a public university that feels like a private one. Furthermore, it feels like a superior educational experience for students and once graduated, it has proven to us graduates as well as our colleagues and bosses to be Ivy-league in quality.

The W inspires loyalty in its graduates beyond reason: it beckons the most disconnected of us to come back into the fold; it connects and unifies graduates across time and space; it provides us with emotional connections that heretofore only family could provide; and it creates a one-time experience like no other we had before attending the university nor have had since our graduation. I dare say that we will have no other experience like it again ever in our entire lives.

The W is akin to a mother with no preconceived notions about her children, seeing only the potential in us. The W has shaped, developed and molded her children since 1884 to become leaders, innovators, legislators, entrepreneurs, philanthropists, change agents and yes, even servants who have made a difference.

The W, as an institution of higher learning, offers more than just a high-quality undergraduate and graduate education for women and men in a variety of liberal arts and professional programs. You can get that at hundreds of universities across the country. 

The W has a very special mission that few other institutes of higher learning in this nation possess:  a historic commitment to academic and leadership development for women.

This is tantamount to the discussion because of what Roberts says about women:

“To fire up Lovemarks you need women on your side. They’re a huge part of why Lovemarks will succeed. Women don’t want to be niched. Hate being labeled a "segment". Don’t want cut-down versions or simplified instructions. Won’t tolerate Male-lite. No wonder the research findings about women are all over the place. Mothers, career women, farmers, writers. Or extraordinary combinations of the unexpected. The mystery and excitement around women has never been greater. I believe women are super-smart when it comes to love and to emotion. I also know our culture is becoming intuitive and networked. Everyday, everyone has to think faster and more flexibly. Juggle more stuff at the same time. Be expert at judging people fast and making personal connections. All this says "women" to me simply because women are best at it.”

Further evidence that The W is a Lovemark comes when invoking the university name in any setting. Outsiders recognize it almost immediately. This is not my unique experience. Hundreds of W graduates express this sentiment daily.

I have had the good fortune of some wildly fantastic dream jobs that have carried me all over the United States and Canada and to several foreign countries. The overarching comment made about me during my 25-year career in communications and marketing is that there is decidedly something different about me from my female colleagues, that I have an edge, that I am incomparable, possessing a gravitas that other women in my occupation and at my level do not usually possess.  It is because of my education and experiences at The W.

As such, The W does not belong to the state of Mississippi, or the city of Columbus, or the IHL. The W belongs to its graduates and no name change is needed. The only need is to resolve current alumni issues which stem from Limbert’s desire to change the name and the mission and to get back to the business of raising funds and enrollment through a combination of good, old-fashioned and new hi-tech marketing tactics.

The Pitfalls of Renaming and Rebranding 

Ask any marketing genius from Madison Avenue to the medium and small firms across this country about a name change and you will get this diatribe from the smart ones:

· Be ready to lose a lot of market share

· Be ready to spend a lot of money over a long period of time to rebuild awareness at even a small percentage of what you had before the change

· Be ready for a cultural rejection 

· Be ready for loss of recognition

Big name changes should almost never occur in any industry, business, non-profit or government entity. With 32 years of brand equity in the current name and 124 years of branding in the mission of Mississippi University for Women, what should occur here is an introspective and critical look at the university’s leadership and not a committee to study the feasibility of a name change. 

Good leaders don’t rename and rebrand, they put strategies in place to improve on the existing ones. Poor leaders get fired and new ones get brought in when this doesn’t happen in the business world. 

Alan Mulally was hired at Boeing and he turned the company around without a name change. Now he’s at Ford making big news with his turnaround strategies and he hasn’t changed its name either.

We don’t need to change the name of Mississippi University for Women, just the leadership. 
This country is littered with rebranding failures -- two key ones are Coke to New Coke and Payless Drug Store to Rite Aid – and these were highly capitalized companies that had deep pockets to rename and rebrand but failed. 

Imagine what it will mean to Mississippi Taxpayers when the renaming and rebranding of the world’s most unique university fails? And it will fail, I assure you. 

It will fail because there is something called The Long Blue Line. It will fail because the current name has too much brand equity for the new one to overcome. It will fail because the name change is being driven by a group of megalomaniacs.

It will fail because Mississippi University for Women is a Lovemark.

Before you say this is a university and not a business or corporation, The Chronicle of Higher Learning notes in a major article that successful university presidents are to act like corporate CEOs and be judged as such. (The Chronicle of Higher Learning (http://chronicle.com/free/v52/i11/11a02601.htm) 

I wonder then if Dr. Limbert knows who Bernie Ebbers is? 
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