
This isn’t  a technical talk 
about creating photos and 

videos.



This talk is about
● What kinds of visuals work on a website

● How to get those visuals

● How to keep getting them

in other words, visual content strategy



“Content strategy is the practice of planning for the 

creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable 

content.”

—Kristina Halvorson



“Visual content strategy is the practice of planning for 

the creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable 

photos and videos.”



Why do we even need visuals?



It’s the 21st century.
Of course your site
will have visuals.





It’s the 21st century.
Of course your site

will (probably)  have visuals.



The most effective visuals
do more than decorate.



Diagramming

Image: Santa Clara University

What’s more effective?
A. Describing  the room 

layout with words?
B. Showing  the room 

layout in a diagram?

https://www.scu.edu/living/residential-living-options/video-tours--room-layouts/residence-hall-room-layouts/graham-hall-room-layout/


Conveying emotions

Image: University of Louisiana Lafayette

What’s more effective?
A. Saying  your students 

love it here
B. Showing  your students 

loving it here

https://louisiana.edu/admissions-aid/costs-financial-aid


Providing proof points

Image: St. Lawrence University

What’s more effective?
A. Saying  your university 

is outdoorsy
B. Showing  your students 

in canoes

https://www.stlawu.edu/athletics-recreation


Telling stories

Image: Pitzer College

What’s more effective?
A. Talking  about the 

student-run organic 
garden on campus

B. Showing  students 
working in the organic 
garden on campus

https://www.pitzer.edu/values-action


Videos can do the same thing (but 
slower)

Videos: St. Lawrence U, Pitzer College, U of Louisiana at Lafayette

https://youtu.be/1lE4SJ7cGBI?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/attaimqwenI?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/WtkQ7BqB1i8?feature=shared


It’s about showing ,
not just telling .



It’s about showing ,
not just decorating .



Diagramming

Conveying emotions

Providing proof points

Telling stories

We’ll concentrate 
on images and 
videos that do 
these things



Some ways higher ed
visuals go wrong



What you’re saying

“You’ll love being a part of 
our vibrant campus 
community.”

Image: SK

What you’re showing

🤨

https://www.flickr.com/photos/irisphotos/34485839291


What you’re saying

“You’ll love being a part of 
our vibrant campus 
community.”

Image: Elvis Ripley

What you’re showing

😟

https://www.flickr.com/photos/elvisripley/110613747/


What you’re saying

“You’ll love being a part of 
our vibrant campus 
community.”

Image: iStock

What you’re showing

🧐



🤯



What you’re saying

“You’ll love being a part of 
our vibrant campus 
community.”

Image: Pitzer College

What you’re showing

😃

https://www.pitzer.edu/academics


What you’re saying

“As a student here, you 
will be able to participate 
in our groundbreaking 
research.”

Image: US Mission Canada

What you’re showing

🫤

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=17310860


What you’re saying

“As a student here, you 
will be able to participate 
in our groundbreaking 
research.”

Image: University of Louisiana at Lafayette

What you’re showing

🤓

https://louisiana.edu/research-impact


What you’re saying

“At our university you will 
benefit from hands-on 
learning.”

Image: CollegeDegrees360

What you’re showing

😞

https://www.flickr.com/photos/83633410@N07/7658165122/


What you’re saying

“At our university you will 
benefit from hands-on 
learning.”

Image: St. Lawrence University

What you’re showing

😍

https://www.stlawu.edu/academics


What you’re saying

“At our university you will 
benefit from hands-on 
learning.”

Image: Pitzer College

What you’re showing

☺

https://www.pitzer.edu/academics


Visuals that work…

…depend on what 
you’re saying



Let’s take a short break to go on a 
journey of (institutional) 
self-discovery



To create and choose good 
visuals, you need to know

who your institution is.



You should have it written 
down.

It’s your messaging 
architecture .



What’s a messaging architecture?
● 3 to 5 key things (messages) that

○ Your audiences need to know about your 
institution

○ To differentiate you from other schools, 
colleges, and universities

● Those messages serve as guideposts when 
you’re developing any kind of content—
including visuals



A strong messaging 
architecture…
● Helps you create content that 

sets your school apart, which 

helps you…

● Communicate those 3 to 5 

things everyone needs to 

know about your school

Source: St. Lawrence University

https://www.stlawu.edu/student-life


At St. Lawrence 
University…
Students have a close-knit 

community, enjoy outdoor 

activities, and care about the 

environment.

Source: St. Lawrence University

https://www.stlawu.edu/student-life


Developing a messaging 
architecture is worthwhile, 

but it’s a journey.



BRAND PERSONALITY SPECTRUM

Personable and friendly Corporate, professional

Spontaneous, high energy Careful thinking, planning

Modern or high tech Classic and traditional

Cutting edge Established

Fun Serious

Accessible to all Upscale

A tale of two institutions

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

2

2

2

2

2

1Institution 2Institution
Source: Big Brand System

https://bbsmedia.s3.amazonaws.com/Brand_Personality.pdf


A tale of two institutions

● Institution 1 is a forward-thinking 
university, with programs in the 
most in-demand fields and modern 
facilities.

● We welcome people of all 
backgrounds to our community. 
You’ll fit in here.

● Institution 2 is a traditional, 
residential institution featuring a 
classic liberal arts education.

● We have an unparalleled record at 
placing our grads in high-paying 
jobs at major corporations. 

Institution Institution 21



Source: Seattle University

Institution 1 is a forward-thinking 
university, with programs in the most 
in-demand fields and modern facilities.

Institution 2 is a traditional, residential 
institution featuring a classic liberal arts 
education.

https://www.seattleu.edu/academics/lemieux-library/


Some ways higher ed
videos go wrong



Video mistake #1

Videos are great for 
showing, but only 
showing a speaker is 
really just telling

Holding a viewer’s 
attention as a talking 
head is a skill most 
people don’t have
Source: TED

Not visual

https://youtu.be/IzPcu0-ETTU?feature=shared


This meeting
could have been

an email .



This lecture video
could have been

a podcast .



Video mistake #2

Viewers can deal with 
poor-quality video better 
than they can deal with 
poor-quality sound

Wireless mics are aces

Source: TED

Poor sound

*the sound on this video is actually fine

**the Mikes of the world want you 
to know it’s spelled m-i-c-s

https://youtu.be/arj7oStGLkU?feature=shared


Video mistake #3

A study of 30- to 60- 
second movie trailer 
video ads displayed on 
Facebook found that 70% 
of viewers abandoned the 
ad within within the first 
half.

Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth But will they watch till the end?

Too long
“The video durations ranged from 30 to 60 
seconds, and the data showed that 90 percent 
of those who watched the first three seconds 
of the video did not watch the entire ad. 
Consumers abandoned the ads at different 
times, but 70 percent of them tuned out within 
the first half.”

https://www.tuck.dartmouth.edu/news/articles/but-will-they-watch-till-the-end


Video mistake #3

Viewers will stay with 
videos they choose to 
watch for longer.

But don’t expect viewers 
to watch a 14-minute 
video unless they are 
already pretty interested 
in the topic.
Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth But will they watch till the end?

Too long
“The video durations ranged from 30 to 60 
seconds, and the data showed that 90 percent 
of those who watched the first three seconds 
of the video did not watch the entire ad. 
Consumers abandoned the ads at different 
times, but 70 percent of them tuned out within 
the first half.”

https://www.tuck.dartmouth.edu/news/articles/but-will-they-watch-till-the-end


Video mistake #4

Given how high 
abandonment rates are, if 
your main point comes 
past the halfway mark, 
most viewers will never 
see it.

Too linear

Main point at
8 minutes in



Non-linear storytelling

Stories don’t need to be told 
in order.

Just ask Homer.

Public domain

Started the Odyssey
in the middle of the story

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2171360


Non-linear storytelling

Or Star Trek.

Put the main point of the 
video first. Fill in details later.

Give viewers the point 
quickly, entice some to watch 
for longer.

3 seconds in and 
we’re at red alert



Indiana University of Pennsylvania

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aKGqw176sEM
https://youtu.be/aKGqw176sEM




Handing common higher ed 
video genres



Campus tour videos
Campus tour videos aren’t about 
your campus buildings.

They’re about your institution’s 
story and your prospective 
students stories.

Source: Tartanwea

We have 
buildings.

This one was 
built in 1953 
and has 80 

classrooms.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/24661431@N02/29068564827/


Campus tour videos
While showing the campus, the 
buildings, and (especially) the 
dorms, put things in context of 
those stories.  

Wesleyan University

3 seconds in and we’re at red 
alert

So. Many. Books.

Paint-splattered 
overalls

http://videos.wesleyan.edu/detail/videos/featured/video/5302872322001/wesleyan-university-campus-tour?autoStart=true


Campus tour videos
How does the campus contribute 
to the sense of community?

How does a facility provide hands- 
on experiences and great 
outcomes?

Davidson College

https://www.davidson.edu/academic-departments/biology/facilities


Testimonials

Keep them short. A video 
testimonial embedded on a web 
page might be just 15-30 seconds.

And it would probably get more 
views than a longer testimonial on 
your YouTube channel.

Davidson College

https://youtu.be/5yPFeyw1RYE


Testimonials

Use b-roll or photographs to 
illustrate what the speakers says.

These could be phone pictures 
from the speaker.

Davidson College

https://youtu.be/5yPFeyw1RYE


Testimonials

When interviewing for testimonials, 
ask questions related to your brand 
story, so you get brand-related 
answers.
“What kinds of people have you met since 

coming to Institution 1?”

“How do you see your Institution 2 liberal arts 
education helping with your career?”

Davidson College

https://youtu.be/5yPFeyw1RYE


Testimonials

Split up longer interviews into 
smaller pieces that can be used in 
context on your website.

Davidson College

https://youtu.be/5yPFeyw1RYE


Alumni success stories

Use a similar approach as with 
testimonials and avoid long 
periods of talking head footage.

Indiana University of Pennsylvania

https://youtu.be/C4LAqWbCFEg?feature=shared


Alumni success stories

Try interviewing alumni in situ, at 
their workplace.

Get b-roll of them pursuing their 
careers, doing their jobs.

Consider using photographs they 
provide when appropriate.



Research highlights

Faculty researchers have a 
tendency to be too detail-oriented 
during interviews.

Cut down interviews to the best 
moments.

Show the effects of the research.

Duke University

https://youtu.be/586N5miNX84


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=586N5miNX84




Day-in-the-life videos

Can provide highly authentic social 
proof for claims about your 
institution.

Keeping them on brand is the 
challenge.



Day-in-the-life videos

Student selection is key. Consider 
students who already have a 
strong social media presence.

Then give them a list of situations 
you’d like to see.



Day-in-the-life videos

Options:

● They shoot, they edit
● They shoot, you edit
● You shoot and edit
● Or a combination

The more you do, the less 
authentic the video may seem.



Planning for good visuals



Keep a running list of of 
images and videos you need 

but don’t have.



Things you might need
A faculty member listening to a student

Students working in a lab or other special 
learning environment

More pictures of students from different 
groups and backgrounds

Video of student engaged in hands-on 
learning activities

Shot list for your 
photographer and 
videographer



You need a plan to use your
production capacity for the 
photos and videos you need



Photo and video planning 

Strategic / Proactive
75% of capacity

Reactive
25% of capacity

● Look ahead at next semester or academic year and schedule time for 
must-cover events like move in and commencement.

● Schedule time to get the photos from your list. Align your photo and 
video decisions to institutional priorities, audience needs, 
communications and brand objectives.

● Socialize photo and video strategy across campus. Provide content 
criteria and set publishing expectations.

● Create a standard 
procedure for 
photo and videos 
requests, like a 
request form.

● Set expectation 
that you don’t 
have the capacity 
to cover all 
requests.



Be ready to evaluate
photo and video 

opportunities



Evaluating photo opportunities

More 
Valuable

Less 
Valuable

● Usable in many situations

● Looks authentic

● Shows brand pillars visually

● Could only be taken at your 
institution

● Only usable once, like a grip 
and grin in a news release 

● Looks like a stock photo; 
could be taken at any college

● Could be about any topic, like 
a photograph of a lecturer



Evaluating video opportunities

More 
Valuable

Less 
Valuable

● Shows brand messages 
visually

● Works with no sound as 
ambient video or b-roll

● Short; user can get the point 
within the first 15-30 seconds

● Visually uninteresting (like a 
lecturer or talking head)

● Needs sound to make its 
relevance clear

● Long; viewer needs to watch 
for a few minutes to get the 
point



Know how to
turn down a request



When you need to turn down a request…
● Can the request be handled in a smaller scope? A 

few pictures at the start or end instead of the 
whole event?

● Can you divert the request to get something more 
valuable? Like agreeing to photograph the work 
getting done in the lab or field instead of the 
poster session?



When you need to turn down a request…
● Can it be assigned to a student?

● Can someone involved with the event get a grip 
and grin with their cell phone? 

● Be up front about the photo and video needs for 
the website and find ways to involve the 
requester in that work.

● Keep lines of communication open.

Selfies can work great, 
in the right context.



Review



Review

● Higher ed has a whole bunch of visual habits that tend 
to use images as decoration instead of communication

● Effective visuals tell your institution’s story by 
supporting key messages

● You need to know your key messages to create, 
choose, and use effective visuals

● Planning is the key to make sure you’ve got the 
visuals you need


