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What I’ll cover

• Imperial’s communications 
landscape

• Comms strategy reprioritisation
• Our lived experience of the new 

strategy: 
– Community 
– COVID-19
– Recruitment

• What we have learned



• Central team (c.30): 
– Community communications (internal 

and social media – main channels)
– Media relations (issues and research)
– Design and editorial (incl brand)
– Digital (content strategy, apps and 

products)
• Decentralised communications model 
• Student Recruitment & Marketing separate
• Communications Network: c.140

Communications landscape at Imperial



1. Community:
– maintaining a sense of community among 

staff and students, wherever they are

2. COVID-19:
– providing factual information and 

reassurance, promoting our research and 
supporting our researchers, and providing 
expert commentary

3. Recruitment:
– supporting home and international student 

recruitment, and remaining attractive to 
current students

Communication priorities re-set in March 2020

From 7 broad themes to 3 priorities => clear focus and direction for a team with a wide-ranging remit



Challenges

Getting the right information to the right people at 
the right time when it kept changing

Shared themes (safety, wellbeing, support) – but 
different execution relevant to our audiences

Staff specific

• Professional staff all working from home

• Some academic and service staff on campus

• Major organisational restructures continued

Community

Student specific

• Wide-ranging community from UGs to 
PGRs, some hard to reach

• Speed of switching and adapting to remote 
teaching and assessment longer term

• Creating a parity of experience – globally 
spread community

• Student experience deficit – from clubs 
and societies to graduation



Approach

Information: 

• Email – a timely bulletin to our whole community

• Senior leaders’ messages – at key moments

• Website - COVID-19 specific web pages = single source 
of truth and resources

Behaviours:

• Campaigns to engage and influence

– Imperial@home – a campaign to connect people 
and share tips 

– Protect and Respect – to promote safer behaviours

Pride in our community’s response:

• Community news stories

• Education innovation stories

Community



• COVID-19 Update emails sent to all 
staff and students since March 2020 
(built in Poppulo)

 

• Contain the latest information relating 
to COVID-19  - general and audience 
specific

• Frequency of emails has changed -
now generally one per week 

The ‘what you need to know’ email bulletin

Community



• Staff and PGR open rates show similar 
pattern; as do UG and PGT students 

• Staff are most engaged audience and 
PGT are least engaged 

•  PGT and UG students see rise in 
engagement at start of new academic 
year 

• No obvious connection: number of 
emails and engagement 

• Knock on: engagement with other 
College-level newsletters also 
increased

COVID-19 Update email bulletin open rates (2020/21)

Community

Note: average open rate for newsletters across Imperial is 65% - above the national average for UK unis (48%) 



Aim: to encourage positive behaviours and compliance 
with safety measures – deliberately different from the stark 
instructional signage 

 

Protect and respect – safety campaign 

Community

What? 
• Animations  
• GIFs 
• YouTube peer-to-peer 

videos
• Protect and Respect 

graphics 

Where? 
• Safety COVID-19 

webpages 
• Social media channels 
• Email (incl. Newsletters) 
• Digital screens on 

campuses 

Outcome: drove 500% increase in website safety page 
visits; high levels of impressions/reach and engagement on 
social; high recognition rate



Community news
• Fifty-one community-focused 

news articles were published on 
our website last year (2020).

• Articles aimed to inform, motivate 
and comfort staff and students, by 
providing a platform for voices 
from across the College, as 
well as raising the visibility of 
inspirational work. 

Community



Community news

Community



Providing factual information and 
reassurance, promoting our research and 
supporting our researchers, and providing 
expert commentary

Priority no.2

COVID-19



Challenges:

• Moving into the spotlight (and all that goes with it)

• Increased volume and visibility of research outputs

• Vastly increased global media interest

• Documentary requests

• Vile social media

• Deliberate misinformation

• Threats on our researchers

COVID-19

























Supporting home and international 
student recruitment, and remaining 
attractive to current students

Priority no.3

Recruitment



• Encouraging our current students to return 
for Academic Year 20/21

• Moving from passive to active recruitment
• ‘Immediate Marketing Group’ established 
• Recruitment campaigns for PG courses –

Imperial’s first ‘brand’ campaign
• Supporting a major improvement in 

communication with offer holders and 
applicants by departments

• A level exams fiasco

Challenges (summer 2020):

Recruitment



Recruitment marketing 

Outcome of PG campaign in Autumn 2020 
for under-recruiting courses included:

• 15% increase across the Faculty of 
Medicine 

• 9% increase in applications for 
Engineering courses in the campaign 

UG and PG 2021 recruitment campaign 
sees a new campaign approach and in 
more diverse target markets

Recruitment







• Created an opportunity for a decentralised 
organisation to work more effectively together

• Value of good comms demonstrated and 
appreciated

• Beware the website monster
• Shift to better resourced recruitment and 

improve communications amongst non-comms 
staff

• Brand appreciation
• Focus on three priorities but BAU never really 

went away 
• Data has proved its worth in comms
• Clarity of the COVID comms strategy lives on

What we learned



Questions?



Launched in July 2020: 360-visit.imperial.ac.uk

360° content and on-demand content (student 
chat)

– UG subjects

– Campus facilities

– Accommodation

• Jan–June 2021 – new features, content and 
visual improvements

• Used platform created by Revolution Viewing
• Complemented by:

– ‘day in the life’ videos
– virtual tours of halls of residence

Virtual tour – Imperial360



Webinars hosted on a dedicated platform

First event 13–18 July 2020:
• 11,885 pre-registrations
• 6,662 attendees across 18 live webinars
• Session recording sent to all pre-registrants 
• 63 academic staff and 49 student panellists took 

part

Repeated over two weekends in September 

Complemented by:
• 40+ virtual fairs Sept–Nov 2020
• Advisor & influencer engagement

– Virtual conferences
– Newsletters

Virtual Open Days – Imperial360 Live



Virtual graduation ceremony

• Graduations for PG (May ‘20) & UG (Oct 
‘20) cancelled

• Survey with students carried out

• Graduation committee formed (staff and 
students reps)

• Commitment to an in-person graduation 
remains

• Online ceremonies created for 28 x 
departments (Dec ‘20) 

• Bespoke platform built incorporating video 
messages from senior leaders and student 
leaders and all students’ names read out

• Incorporated chat function allowed the cohort to 
communicate in real time during the celebration




