
HOW A WEBSITE REDESIGN SPARKED 
A CULTURAL SHIFT AT ONE OF THE TOP 
BUSINESS SCHOOLS IN THE WORLD 
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BACKGROUND
When we first met, the University of Maryland Robert H. Smith School of Business was a top-

ranked business school struggling with a website that failed to live up to the school’s world-class 

reputation. Initially engaged for a website redesign, our team learned quickly that Smith School’s 

marketing challenges weren’t limited to just the website. 

During the discovery period (an essential part of any VisionPoint engagement), our listening tour 

with key stakeholders uncovered that even senior leadership were unclear as to the foundational 

pillars of the school’s brand. Everyone agreed that Smith was a world-class business school, but 

what exactly made Smith different from its prestigious competitors? While we heard a few similar 

comments–descriptors like: entrepreneurial, sense of community, scrappy–no one person or 

group could speak confidently to the overall brand of the school.



SOLUTION
To help leadership clarify and hone the characteristics that 

made the Smith School distinctive, VisionPoint paused the 

website redesign project (at the end of the discovery phase) 

to develop what we refer to as Brand Pillars and Brand 

Attributes (i.e. foundational elements that articulate the unique 

benefits and differentiators associated with the institution). 

Following extensive research, a competitor analysis, stakeholder 

interviews and surveys, VisionPoint facilitated a five-hour brand 

messaging workshop with deans, faculty, staff, students, alumni 

and the MarComm team. 

The collaborative efforts of everyone involved culminated in defining the following Brand Pillars: 

1. World Class Faculty & Research: At Smith, intellectual 

capital is paramount. Faculty are not only among the 

world’s finest in their respective fields, but they’re 

passionate, engaged and accessible to their students. 

2. Experiential/Reality-Based Learning: The academic 

experience at Smith is no ivory tower; students are 

expected to get their hands dirty in the real world (as 

opposed to a theoretical or case-based learning approach). 

3. Entrepreneurial Spirit: Students, alumni, faculty 

and staff at Smith are resourceful, self-reliant problem 

solvers. When there’s no pat answer, they carve the path 

themselves. 

4. Community: Students at Smith often speak of 

the school’s empowering, challenging and nurturing 

environment. Competitive sure, but never cut-throat, the 

people at Smith truly care for each other and believe 

collaboration leads to greater success for all. 

Taken together, the Brand Pillars articulate the essence of the Smith School’s unique brand 

positioning. It’s true that many business schools can offer a comparable curriculum. Identifying the 

Brand Pillars however, illuminated the very essence that made Smith different from its peers. For 

hard-working, driven, problem-solving students, there’s nowhere else in the world that offers the 

same blend of opportunity, experiential learning and rigorous academics. 
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APPLYING THE BRAND PILLARS TO THE WEBSITE

Defining and developing the Smith brand, although critically important, is only the beginning of 

the story. To reinforce the Brand Pillars, VisionPoint incorporated the brand into the information 

architecture, content strategy and visual design of the website. 

To prove the Pillars are true to what Smith actually delivers, each news story published on the 

home page is tagged and categorized by a particular Brand Pillar. By following a deliberate 

content strategy, all of the Smith School’s marketers understand how to create content that 

reinforces the brand. For instance, a story about a distinguished faculty member who receives a 

research award demonstrates World Class Faculty & Research; a story about a group of Smith 

MBAs traveling to Australia demonstrates Experiential/ Reality-Based Learning. 
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RESULTS
VisionPoint launched the website to rave reviews from leadership, faculty, staff and current 

students alike. The website is a world-class representation of a world-class business school. 

After the website launched, it gained recognition and accolades from organizations across the 

country. VisionPoint and the Smith School have been humbled and thrilled by invitations to a 

number of higher ed focused marketing conferences to speak about the story and process of 

this project as well as the profound and positive impact it had on the school’s people, culture and 

overall success. 

A WORLD CLASS WEBSITE

“Our new website did its job 

in a big and bold way with 

large pictures, social media 

streams and responsive web 

design. All of our Smith Terps 

now know the four branding 

pillars: world-class faculty 

and research, community, 

experiential learning, and 

entrepreneurial spirit.”

ALISSSA ARFORD,      
DIRECTOR OF ONLINE STRATEGY



BRAND ATTRIBUTES

Determined

Not easily dispelled or  

discouraged. Persevering.

Supportive

A will to see our peers -  

students, faculty, staff,  

alumni and corporate  

partners alike - succeed.

Encouraging, collaborative.

 

Analytical

A thorough approach to 

decision-making based on 

research, facts and data;  

not purely on philosophical 

beliefs or impulse.

 

Inspired to  

Achieve Excellence

The will to win, the desire  

to succeed, the urge to  

reach our full potential.  

Driven to contribute at  

the highest level. 

BRAND PILLARS

World Class  

Faculty & Research

The Smith School has not 

lost sight of the fact that 

higher education is all about 

educating. We are proud 

to have world class faculty 

who conduct and bring the 

latest cutting-edge research 

into our classrooms on a 

daily basis. Our faculty are 

consistently passionate, 

engaged and accessible. 

Intellectual capital is at  

our core. 

Experiential /  

Reality-based 

Learning

This is no ivory tower. We  

believe in providing our  

students a hands-on learn-

ing approach as opposed to 

one that is purely theoretical 

or case-based. Our students 

thrive within this model and 

are able to quickly apply 

what they’ve learned in the 

real world. We leverage our 

prime Washington, D.C., 

location.

Entrepreneurial 

Spirit
We are resourceful, self- 

reliant problem-solvers.  

When there’s not a clear  

path or way to do some-

thing, we don’t let that stop 

us. We find a way to get it 

done. We bring our visions 

to life.

Community

The Smith School is a  

community of people who  

foster growth and advance-

ment by empowering,  

challenging and nurturing 

each other. We truly care 

about each other and we  

truly care about this school. 

We are competitive but  

not cut-throat. We work  

with each other and believe 

that collaboration leads to 

greater success for us all.

POSITIONING STATEMENT

An internal decree, which refers to the benefits stakeholders and target audiences, are assured of receiving as a result of their 

relationship with the Smith School. This positioning statement will articulate the ‘mental space’ the Smith School occupies in 

the minds of stakeholders and should, therefore, be leveraged as a guide for all future marketing and communications initiatives.

 
For hard-working, driven, problem-solving students, the University of Maryland’s  

Robert H. Smith School of Business fosters opportunities for experiential learning  

and rigorous academics that launch extraordinary careers.

Attributes can be seen as personality traits that help define the personality or culture of the organization.

Pillars focus on what the organization delivers and are typically more about benefits and differentiators.

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND ROBERT H. SMITH SCHOOL OF BUSINESS | WWW.RHSMITH.UMD.EDU 

MORE THAN JUST A WEBSITE

Even more critically important to the school’s marketing strategy and vision, the Brand Pillars have 

permeated the entire organization, from the execution of the school’s content strategy to posters of 

the Brand Pillars and Attributes hung throughout Van Munching Hall. There’s even a travel-sized copy 

tucked into the Dean’s suit jacket pocket. 
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