
What does it 
mean to be 
bold, anyway?
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The University of Pennsylvania had everything going for 
it. It’s one of the most elite institutions in the country. It 
was founded by Ben Franklin. It’s been educating students 
since before the United States existed. And it’s produced 
some of the most influential thinkers and leaders of all 
time. 

The challenge: how could we turn all this into a compelling 
story for Penn? And how could we make that story stand 
out so that the right people would hear it?

We needed to take a bold approach.

Penn had an 
incredible story.  
It just needed  
the voice to tell it.
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So we got to work.

And like we always do, we dove deep. 
We found there was more to Penn than a 
reputation. More to its campus than just 
history. More to the place than a list of its 
successes could describe. 

The University of Pennsylvania is an Ivy 
League institution with a decidedly un-Ivy 
personality. And its story deserved a voice, 
a style, and an identity all its own.

University of Pennsylvania

D I S C O V E R I N G 
P E N N

ologie.com
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T H E  A P P R O A C H

The big idea.

Penn wanted to create a refined, authentic, 
and compelling admissions platform for 
the university — one that was distinct from 
its elite peers, Ivy or otherwise. A focus on 
“interdisciplinarity” could work to bridge the 
decentralization between schools and colleges, 
but the effort needed a fresher take than this 
buzzword. We heard Penn referred to as the 
“Friendly Ivy,” but it’s also a rigorous place 
where students will face challenges. And 
where did Ben Franklin fit into the university’s 
modern-day story?
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It actually starts with three big ideas.

In telling a story, we have to make choices. And 
those choices focus the brand itself: the vessel 
that contains all the stories we tell.

So we developed three conceptual directions 
for the Penn story, each of which pulled from 
an authentic element of Penn: the revolutionary 
thinking that takes place in Philadelphia, the spirit 
of inventiveness embodied by Ben Franklin, and 
the culture of honesty and realism that exists on 
Penn’s campus.

It was Penn’s one true story, told three 
different ways.
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Bold is 
revolutionary.
This concept issued a challenge to 
the dreamers, builders, and activists 
of tomorrow: it’s up to you to find 
the way forward. Inspired by the 
revolutionary spirit of Philadelphia, 
the story was both a call to arms and 
an invitation to take action against 
passivity, carelessness, and stagnation. 

C R E A T I V E

Concept One: Find a Way

and if  you don’t, 

make one.

With audacity and courage, 
you will find a way.
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 I N V E N T I V E.
2/21/2

C R E A T I V E

Concept Two: Inventive

Bold is 
inventive.
Inspired by the boundless curiosity of Ben 
Franklin, here we told the university’s story 
by showing how his spirit influences everyone 
at Penn. We focused on how Penn invites 
students to explore everything that captures 
their attention, as they work to invent new 
things of their own.

I plunge feet-first 
into knowledge as I 
cram in information, 
smash together 
realities, collide 
concepts, connect 
curiosities, 
and juxtapose 
perspectives.

I’m hungry. I bite the 
introductory letters 
off impossibilities.

I try all the things I 
always wanted to see in the 
world, and turn them into 
all the things nobody in the 
world has ever seen before.

I run a tutoring center, run an 
all-female improv troupe, run 
wild, run my mouth, run track, 
and never run out of steam.

I’m focused. I 
was so engaged in 
something else, I 
didn’t write a line 
for this one.
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Without failure, 
we’d never be the people 
we were meant to be. 

C R E A T I V E

Because without trying, we’d never 
discover what drives us, inspires us, 
and leaves us wanting more. 

Concept Three: Without Fail

Bold is 
unapologetic.
For this concept, we told the story of the Penn 
community and its appetite for taking on big 
challenges, unafraid of the risk of failure. Penn 
students are open to imperfections, false 
starts, and less-than-productive endeavors, 
because who they become is the result of 
their successes and their failures.
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F I N D I N G 
P E N N ’ S  S T O R Y
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Bold is telling 
your story  
like nobody 
else can.
Together, we drew on all three concepts 
to establish an honest, real brand 
that conveyed Penn’s positioning of 
interdisciplinarity among a community 
of curious, creation-centered students. 
Ben Franklin was recast as the ultimate 
incarnation of Penn’s give-everything-a-
try, don’t-be-defined-by-just-one-thing 
ethos, with trial and error as a natural 
part of the learning and growth process. 

Overall, the story emphasized how the 
university provides a challenging yet 
meaningful journey of potential and 
expansion, so that students can envision 
and cultivate ideas of significance, and 
go on to do world-shaping work.

Final Concept
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A P P L Y I N G  
T H E  B R A N D

The Result

To press the new brand into 
action, we worked with Penn to 
examine its communications flow 
and identified key print pieces 
to deliver these messages to 
prospective students. Each 
tactic is designed to speak 
to students at a particular 
moment in their college search 
process, and connects with 
digital and each other important 
touchpoints. 

We believe that half the job of 
printed admissions materials 
is simply getting prospective 
students to pick them up and 
open them. So not only do these 
pieces look and sound nothing 
like peer materials from other 
elite institutions, but they’re 
also printed in unusual formats 
intended to pique their interest.

Visit Piece

When prospective students visit campus, they receive a 
huge, double-sided poster that unfolds from a smaller 
size. It starts with a cheeky, meta headline, then reveals 
more information on every new panel. On the reverse is a 
useful campus map, full of locations, experiences, and wry 
commentary about life at Penn.

ologie.com
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Travel Piece

The cover of this tabloid-style newspaper 
uses striking, eye-catching imagery and type 
(which also hides the full list of majors). Each 
page is designed with its own distinctive 
style, and important information lives next to 
unexpected bits — like the Table of Tables of 
Content (featuring a Table of Condiments and 
a Table of Consonants), a feature on Penn’s 
toast zamboni, and stories about the Addams 
Family and Einstein’s brain. A semi-secret 
puzzle hidden on the back makes readers go 
back through the piece to find clues that lead 
to a winking but satisfying conclusion.

A P P L Y I N G  
T H E  B R A N D
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Storytelling Piece

In this unique double-spine book, each spread on the left 
side (student stories) works with each spread on the right 
(Penn experiences) to demonstrate how every student 
takes their own path, but they all have the same limitless 
opportunities. The final page features even more student 
stories and the many ways they intersect, not only with 
each other, but also with Penn founder Benjamin Franklin. 

A P P L Y I N G  
T H E  B R A N D

ologie.com
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During our process, you asked  
us to push the envelope. A lot  
of schools say they want to be  
bold, but they never quite pull  
the trigger. Why was it important  
for you to, say, modernize the  
story of Ben Franklin? 

Early on in our work with Ologie, 
I was speaking to prospective 
students at a high school outside 
of the U.S. I had started my 
session with the same “script” we 
had always used to describe Ben 
Franklin founding the university,  
and I could just see the students 
begin to glaze over. I thought a  
lot about it afterward.

Penn is a global brand, and I 
was reminded in that session 
that we need to acknowledge 
the experiences of our global 
audience — not assume that 
everyone we speak to has grown  
up with an understanding of 
Benjamin Franklin’s legacy.

But even more than that, I knew  
that these students would be 
fascinated by Ben if I could only 
have told his story differently. 
Benjamin Franklin was largely self-
taught; he arrived in Philadelphia 
with almost nothing; his genius was 
absolutely extraordinary; all of us 
still use things he invented on an 
almost daily basis; and he lived in a 
complicated time when there were 
a lot of big, abstract problems that 
needed solving. When you think 
about it, there’s a lot in Ben’s story 
that a 17-year-old could identify with 
and admire. We just weren’t telling 
the story right.

How do you think this work will 
differentiate your brand from  
other schools?

What I love about the new brand 
is that it’s not really about other 

schools. The process Ologie guided 
us through helped us truly excavate 
the important pieces of our own 
identity. We heard from so many 
students, faculty, staff, and alumni 
along the way, and their reflections 
about Penn had much in common. 
Becoming clear on what those 
commonalities were was invaluable.

Certainly Ologie helped us look at 
what other schools were doing in 
a thoughtful way, but in the end 
that only made us more clear about 
how Penn stands out. I think the 
beauty of this branding project has 
been that it has helped crystallize 
our story. The branding process 
didn’t help us see what Penn is 
in comparison to other schools; it 
helped us see Penn.

Do you feel the implementation of 
the new brand could enable future 
undergrad enrollment trends?

The new brand has already 
helped us open up a multitude 
of different conversations around 
the office. For example, we’ve 
changed our information session 
considerably as a result of the 
research and work that went into 
the new branding. And I don’t 
just mean in a visual way — we’re 
trying to talk to our audiences 
differently as a result, trying to 
use more relatable language, and 
to offer more guidance about our 
process. Ologie’s research showed 
us that even the foundational 
terms we were using to describe 
our education — “liberal arts,” as 
one basic example — were not 
necessarily conveying meaning to 
our audiences. Once we realized 
that, it meant that everything we 
do needed to be reexamined. Put 
a different way: my team and I will 
continue to be very busy over the 
next few years!

Your team developed a new website 
as we were developing the brand. 
Why was it important to create 
these hand in hand?

We received the new branding 
guidelines from Ologie and then, 
almost immediately, the first large 
project we applied them to was 
our website rebuild, which was a 
complete overhaul of our former 
site, not just an aesthetic refresh. 
We knew it was critical for the new 
website to reflect the look and feel 
of the new brand’s design concepts, 
but also for it to support the core 
ideas of the new brand: accessibility 
of information, and the use of story 
to show and not tell our audience 
about what it means to be a student 
at Penn.

The website helped us push the 
branding further — and it was the 
first significant test of whether 
we could successfully use the 
guidelines to create something 
beyond the deliverables that 
Ologie had assisted us with. Had 
we applied the new branding only 
to print assets, we would have 
missed a major opportunity to bring 
the brand to life, and we would 
have been going right back to the 
fractured audience experience that 
we had started with.

Why was it important to do  
this branding initiative when you 
didn’t have an application problem 
at Penn?

We started with a careful look at all 
of our messages and materials and 
had a few observations right away. 
First, that what we were conveying 
made sense to us as “Penn insiders,” 

but that we weren’t always doing 
the best job of explaining things  
to those who were less familiar  
with our brand.

Second, we noticed that we were 
spending a lot of time describing 
each individual undergraduate 
school’s degree programs, but we 
were not as successful at conveying 
what every student — regardless of 
their “home” school — experienced 

at Penn: what unified the whole 
Penn story?

Once we put ourselves in the shoes 
of our audience, we knew we were 
unintentionally creating a narrative 
that probably felt a bit fractured, 
and that hid some of our most 
amazing resources and stories rather 
than revealing them in a dynamic 
way. We knew could do better.

Kathryn Bezella on 
Higher Ed Branding

Kathryn Bezella is vice dean and director of marketing 
and communications for the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Undergraduate Office of Admissions. From winter 2016 
to summer 2018, Kathryn led a rebranding effort for the 
office, including a complete reimagining of the entire 
marketing and communications portfolio, and the 
redesign and relaunch of Penn’s admissions website.

I think the beauty of this 
branding project has been 
that it has helped crystallize 

our story. The branding 
process didn’t help us see 
what Penn is in comparison 
to other schools; it helped 

us see Penn.
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Building brands. With purpose.
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Ologie is a branding and marketing 
agency. We’re a team of strategic 
thinkers, creative problem solvers, 
and great storytellers. Together, 
we help organizations define their 
purpose and tell their story in 
powerful ways. We’re passionate 
about making brands clearer, more 
compelling, and more consistent, 
so that they’re better known, better 
understood, and truly unique.

We’ve helped tell the stories of more 
than 150 colleges and universities 
across the country. We create brand 
experiences through all forms of 
media: print, digital, environmental, 
photographic, and video. 

Building brands.
With purpose.


