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What is Anti-Marketing?

▪ Identify who you DON’T want to reach / who is not a good fit

▪ HELP THEM UNDERSTAND that there is not a good fit 
(to avoid inquiries/applications)

▪ Requires a solid marketing strategy:

▪ understanding of your institution’s strengths, weaknesses & values

▪ understanding of who you WANT to reach

▪ Helpful approach when demand is too high or not a good fit

▪ Handle with care:
If done wrong, might run against grain of 
being inclusive & what education should stand for!



Why would you want to DIScourage prospects?

It also has opposite effects

▪ Negative marketing strengthens appeal 
with prospects who are good fits

▪ Consumer brands use this all the time! (Marmite)
▪ Also: Small defects can drive brand loyalty 

(“Pratfall effect”)

…so: Help them make a better choice

▪ Inquiries & applications cost students 
time and money, too

▪ …which they could invest elsewhere
▪ Maybe you can even point them 

in the right direction?

Not every student is a good fit

▪ You don’t offer what they are looking for
▪ Not qualified: Application will cause workload for 

likely rejection
▪ Overqualified: Offer will likely not be accepted
▪ Unlikely to be able to afford tuition fees
▪ …and/or to be granted study visa
▪ Other reasons (e.g. specific requirements)



Anti-Marketing
in Practice



Personas & Negative Personas: The Why and How

▪ Personas are summarised characters that help inform your 
marketing decisions:

▪ Demographics

▪ Interests and priorities

▪ Behaviours

▪ …

▪ Just like normal personas represent prospective students 
who are a good fit

▪ ...negative personas summarise groups of students 
who would not be a good fit

▪ “Negative persona” is an awful term, but we mean well!



Why did KdG first use negative personas?
→To suit our strategy and objectives

Need for sustainable growth
– manageable class sizes

Need to ensure the 
right quality of applicants

Focus on saving time and resource 
to allow for more value-added work

Rapid growth across 
international programmes

Low threshold on entrance requirements
(no exams/interviews) 

Repeat questions,
e.g. Do you offer scholarships?



A measure of success

Between September 2022 
and September 2023…

▪ we doubled our intake

▪ but at the same time,
halved the number of emails
into our enquiry inbox. 

How?

By being clearer – on the website, in emails
to prospects, at info sessions:

This is who we are

This is what we offer

This is your profile



▪ High maintenance

▪ Attitude: “prove you're 
good enough for me”

Explain in content and 
emails that KdG is inclusive 
(not exclusive) and how it 
may or may not align with 
his career goals

Examples of anti-personas at KdG

▪ U.S. American

▪ Studies at an international school

▪ Parents are expats and pay his tuition

▪ Assertive, ambitious, interested in rankings

▪ Confident yet unsure of career goals

Tirekicker Tony

Tell-tale signs Actions

▪ Asks for application fee 
waiver

▪ Very early to apply

Explain that our admissions 
is not a selection process –
that everyone who meets 
criteria will be accepted

▪ British

▪ Just graduated, has high test scores, ambitious, 
interested in rankings

▪ Well-prepared and well-informed

▪ Would qualify for more prestigious universities 
(i.e. KdG might be “safety school” or unlikely 
choice if “better” one is available)

Overqualified Olivia

Tell-tale signs Actions



Do any of these apply?
Then KdG may not be for you:

You’re not one for working in groups.

You prefer research to practical application.

When choosing a university, you’re focused on rankings and prestige.

You’re unsure about working alongside people from other cultures.
An international degree is not just studying in English!

You’re expecting A LOT of free time!

You want to check out if our tennis facilities are up to scratch.



How negative personas can help feed 
your marketing & recruitment efforts

▪ Improve clarity about what you offer.
Repeat key words to strengthen your brand.

▪ Use student ambassadors for authenticity/the ‘real’ experience.

▪ Create content that goes deeper (experiential marketing) 
and make it polarising.

▪ Ask the right question prompts. Students don’t always know what they want. 
Or what to expect. Feed them the questions they should be asking.

▪ Blend it in. Get the balance between ‘putting off’ those who you don’t suit with 
attracting those that you do…



Market truth. But maintain balance.
Some quotes from KdG students:

The pace of learning here is very fast, 
which can be a challenge for some. 

Matas, on the workload:

I was used to knowing that students mostly chill, 
don’t really go to class, and that you can do 
whatever you want whenever you want. When I 
found out that we have this 2-month-model in 
MCT, I was a little bummed out at first

Charlotte, on reality vs expectations:

In my studies, a real key point 
was actually failing a few exams. 

Phatsimo, on overcoming challenges



Some example initiatives to blend in honesty

A student-led
info session

A story about dealing with 
the challenges of moving 

to another country.

Behind the scenes of the 
programme – a student’s 
perspective of positives & 

negatives.

An email to prompt 
deeper consideration



An email to prompt deeper consideration

Subject:

100% of international graduates find employment within 3 months. BUT…

Hi Steve

Yes, there’s a BUT… last year only 65% of our International Business 

Management students, who had started the programme, graduated.

Can you be sure this programme is right for you?

Let’s give you the insights you need… from some of the 65%...



Out of interest…

Imagine you’re already quite interested in a product or a service.
Which of the following two headers has more of a hook?

15

This is why X is for you This is why X is NOT for youvs



Defining a
Negative Persona



Student decision-making process

Investment for everyone involved: 

Our job as educators primarily is to create activities along the whole process 
that help and inspire prospective students to make an informed decision 
to continue on a path to Uppsala University→ thus become succesful alumni

Discovery Evaluation Ranking Application Admission Arrival Study Graduation



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Y_6fZGSOQI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Y_6fZGSOQI


Defining a negative persona: George Costanza (1)

Background:

George Costanza is from the States and is not from a highly-educated 
family. He lives with his parents and is currently unemployed. George 
feels that […]. But he is not used to […]. He is not prepared for […].

Demographic Touchpoints Key decision factors Communication 
behaviour

Goals Expectations Motivations Frustrations



Defining a negative persona: George Costanza (2)

▪ Move out of his parents’ house

▪ Have a fun experience

▪ Improve his chances at landing a job

Expectations



Defining a negative persona: George Costanza (3)

▪ George feels that an international education is 
“cool” to talk about at dinner parties, e.g. to impress his 
future wife

▪ …and will look good on his CV to help him out of 
unemployment

Motivations



Defining a negative persona: George Costanza (4)

▪ Frustrated by rules and regulations of the applications 
and admissions process (deadlines, formalities etc.)

▪ Not used to taking care of himself and e.g. cooking, dish 
washing, laundry etc.

▪ Overwhelmed with administrative tasks (getting visa, 
registering in Sweden, getting bank account)

▪ Impatient - everything takes such a long time!

Frustrations



Defining a negative persona: George Costanza (5)

▪ Very demanding, does not appear to understand that we 
have rules to follow

▪ Tries to influence decision through frequent phone calls 
and emails

▪ Does not appear to read the information we send him

▪ Appears uninterested in academic information and more 
interested in social life, culture, etc.

▪ Problems accepting answers from female staff members

▪ Very active via social media channels; expects us to keep up 
with whenever he wants to continue a conversation

Communication behaviour



Applying the persona to the student journey

Discovery Evaluation Application Waiting 
for offer …

▪ Negative marketing should focus on pre-application steps

▪ Go through each step and

▪ describe the scenario the student is in

▪ identify the step-specific actions and problems

▪ decide how to address these (channels/content/activities)



Contra-Signalling



“Contra-Signalling”: What factors can you focus on?

IMPLICIT EXPLICIT

▪ Local climate & weather
▪ Application fees
▪ Course content (e.g. practical vs. theoretical)
▪ Rankings (or lack thereof)
▪ Acceptance rates (if very low or very high)
▪ Specific admissions requirements
▪ Tuition fees
▪ Cost of living (honestly rather than “…if you eat pasta every day”)
▪ Scholarships (or lack thereof)
▪ …



Example: Winter is coming

https://www.ltu.se/



Example: We only take the best of the best

https://www.lse.ac.uk/study-at-lse/Undergraduate/Prospective-
Students/Virtual-undergraduate-open-day/applying-to-LSE/applying-to-lse

In 2022 we received over 26,000 

applications for roughly 1,700 places. 

This level of competition means that 

meeting or being predicted to meet the 

standard offer entry requirements 

doesn't guarantee that an offer of 

admission will be made.



Example: If you don’t like it, there’s the door!

https://www.kdg.be/en

▪ Whole portfolio 
(5 programmes + 
specialisations) on 
homepage

▪ Prospects instantly 
know if relevant to 
look further

▪ Same approach 
works for other 
aspects or on other 
pages!



Example: We take (almost) everybody

Dear KdG Admissions team,

… yada yada questions etc …

your prestigious university … 

… yada yada yada…

Sincerely,

…

Dear %FIRSTNAME%,

… KdG is not exclusive, 

and proudly so! …

… yada yada yada… 

With best regards,

…

A potential student inquiry to KdG



Example: Study fair material from a pompous #1 uni

“Do you have
what it takes?”



Example: Study fair material from a pompous #1 uni

We believe that every person has the potential to make positive change happen, but 

it's not an easy task to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary, especially at a 

world renowned university like Uppsala.

But, if you have what it takes and a desire to make an impact, you can join 

thousands of other ambitious students from all over the world and get started on 

your own journey.

So take a good look at what we offer and what is required to be successful in your 

studies here. Then if it feels right, you can apply to join us in our mission to make 

meaningful contributions to a better world.



Example: Getting a visa will be hard

(This is a mock-up based on a real example 
from a continental European university.)

Students from [COUNTRY] – please note:

Despite our best efforts in helping every student that we accept, 

applicants from [COUNTRY] unfortunately have a very low chance 

of being granted a visa by the Immigration Authority.

Please be aware of this before you submit your application and pay 

the non-refundable €60 application fee.



Example: Work experience mandatory!

https://www.arcada.fi/en/study-arcada/masters-degree-
programmes/big-data-analytics

Applicants must have a 

suitable bachelor's degree 

[…] and a minimum of two 

years (24 months) of 

relevant work experience

gained after the completion 

of the bachelor's degree. 



Example: Do you reallywant to be a banker?

https://www.study.eu/article/getting-a-finance-degree-all-you-need-to-know



Summary



Summary: Anti-Marketing

▪ Can complement your marketing strategy (and save time & money)
by defining who is not a good fit

▪ Helpful tool for this approach: negative personas

▪ Contra-signalling:
Incorporate aspects that might discourage applicants who are not a good fit
▪ implicitly or explicitly

▪ in various forms and across various types of content or personal interactions

▪ You’ll help some students to invest time & effort 
for better-suited options

▪ …and strengthen your brand with students who aregood fits!



Gerrit Bruno Blöss

gerrit@study.eulaven.fathigarcia@uu.sejon.wickins@kdg.be

Jon Wickins Laven Fathi Garcia

Thank you! Connect with us:
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