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Organizational branding drift is happening in some of the most prestigious Christian Universities across America. 
Faith-based universities occupy a niche market that competes for academic and athletic consumers amongst other 
secular universities. Marketing strategies must communicate effectively in a rapidly changing and dynamic 
environment of higher education. Universities are facing a challenging shift in the consumer behavior of students 
(Newman, Couturier & Scurry, 2004). This study examines the brand communication strategies using a content 
analysis of the University tagline, university mission statement, an athletic department mission statement. Building 
off of the work by Tolbert (2014), and utilizing a research instrument developed by Pendleton (2008), institutional 
websites were examined to measure the strength of faith identity presented on the sites through a content analysis. 
In order to illustrate themes within Christian higher education, SPSS Modeler was used to examine the qualitative 
nature of the tagline, the university mission statement, and the athletic department mission statement. 
 
Method 
 
The schools examined in this study were comprised of 141 Universities that are members of Council for Christian 
Colleges & Universities (CCCU) and that compete in sanctioned intercollegiate athletics programs (NCAA, NAIA, 
NCCAA). Universities were excluded from analysis if they did not have an athletic department (n= 10), if they did 
not have an athletic department mission statement (n= 8), or if they did not have a University tagline (n= 5). A total 
of 118 CCCU & athletic departments were used for the final analysis. Researchers collected the tagline and the 
University mission statement from the University’s website. The athletic department mission statement was then 
collected from the athletic department website. The themes listed below were identified using Text Analytics within 
the SPSS Modeler. 
 
Findings 
 
University Tagline 
 
Four major university tagline themes (e.g., faith-based, education, behavior, and change) were identified from Text 
Analytics feature within SPSS Modeler. The faith-based theme included 46 descriptors that describe a Christian 
environment and was the most frequently utilized in 63 university taglines. The education theme included 41 
descriptors about the educational experience through training and development in 46 university taglines. The 
behavior theme included 19 descriptors about building positive behaviors such as leadership, growth, character, and 
integrity in 24 university taglines. The change theme included 18 descriptors of leaving an impact on others through 
their career in 25 university taglines. The tagline themes were then analyzed to determine the use of co-themes. 
Faith-based and education were identified most frequently in 24 universities. 
University Mission Statement 
 
Five major university mission statement themes (e.g., faith-based, education, behavior, unique location, and change) 
were identified. The unique location oriented words were used to describe the unique campus environment or 
community and were the only additional theme emerging from the data. The faith-based theme included 165 
descriptors and was present in 115 (98%) university mission statements (UMS). The education theme included 227 
descriptors and was present in 106 (90%) UMS. The behavior theme included 137 descriptors and was present in 86 
(73%) UMS. The unique location theme included 97 descriptors and was present in 61 (32%) UMS. The change 
theme included 39 descriptors and was present in 70 (39%) UMS. The UMS themes were then analyzed to 
determine the use of co-themes. Faith-based and education themes were identified in 103 University mission 
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statements. 
 
Athletic Department Mission Statement 
 
Six major athletic department mission statement themes (i.e. student-athlete, faith-based, education, behavior, 
unique location, and change) were identified. The student-athlete theme was used to describe the university 
experience through their academics and sport and was the only additional theme that evolved from the data. 
Example: _________ Athletic Department, centered in Christ, will equip each student athlete with a highly 
competitive, quality athletic experience that is framed by the University's commitment to academic excellence and 
spiritual vitality and that leads to a lifetime of learning, leadership and service as they engage their cultures and 
advance the cause of Christ around the world. 
 
The student-athlete theme included 148 descriptors and was present in 105 (89%) athletic department mission 
statements (ADMS). The faith-based theme included 79 descriptors and was present in 69 (59%) ADMS. The 
education theme included 108 descriptors and found in 94 (80%) ADMS. The behavior theme included 100 
descriptors, while being present in 93 (79%) ADMS. The unique location theme included 63 descriptors and was 
found in 56 (47%) ADMS. The change theme included 12 descriptors and was present in 27(23%) ADMS. 
Subsequently, the ADMS themes were then analyzed to determine the use of co-themes. Student-athlete and 
education themes were identified in 86 ADMS. 
 
Discussion 
 
The University tagline indicated the largest area of improvement given that almost half of these Christian 
universities did not include a faith-based theme in one of the most frequently and easily utilized marketing slogans. 
Additionally, the University mission statement provided the clearest use of a faith-based theme. These findings 
suggest that universities have the intention of communicating the faith-based component of their brand. However, 
the mission statement is usually located on one page on the website, whereas, the tagline may be indicated on several 
different webpages. Christian universities may benefit from increasing faith-based brand awareness by integrating 
these faith-based terms into their tagline. Furthermore, the athletic department mission statement indicated another 
area of brand communication improvement. The theme of the student-athlete was more clearly and more frequently 
communicated with 89% than the Christian components 59% of the athletic departments. This means that 41% of 
the Christian athletic departments did not mention faith-based terms as part of their mission statement. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Marketing personnel and administrators at Christian universities need to develop consistent faith-based 
communication strategies in the University tagline, University mission statement, and the athletic department 
mission statement. Just over half of the Christian universities evaluated in this study utilize consistent faith-based 
communication strategies. This data indicates that Christian athletic departments are experiencing a branding drift in 
faith-based branding communication. Christian Athletic departments are choosing not to brand themselves with a 
faith-based component or they are unknowingly leaving this out of their marketing strategy. Future research will 
assess the Faith-Based Branding strategies in CCCU Athletic Departments.  
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