
BRAND 101

Ladder-Up Branding Planning Sheet

What are the university brand pillars? 
What forms the backbone of UW–Madison & makes us unique?

Engine for Change
Our enterprise

We were founded with a purpose that has driven us since 
day one. We are dedicated to serving our fellow citizens to 
the best of our abilities. To this end, we consistently push 
ourselves forward, never satisfied with our success, and we 
are always recruiting new and brilliant minds to help make 
our collective future brighter. 

Unparalleled Magnetism
Our location

There’s a vibe in the air here. Some call it “The Madison 
Miracle,” and we like that phrasing quite a bit. It explains how 
a cold, low-profile, largely rural midwestern state sustains 
one of the finest public universities in the nation. Our 
campus might get cold, but it’s still a hotbed for creative 
and intellectual activity year-round. We have developed 
an attitude of inspired goofiness that combines our love of 
work and play to create a place that is unlike anywhere else. 
You can’t fully explain it, but once you’ve experienced it for 
yourself, there’s no mistaking it. 

Citizens of Substance
Our culture and community

We are a community of doers. We attract faculty members 
who make a difference for the better, and we attract 
students who seek to improve life for everyone. We 
passionately believe, by building an environment where 
people with different identities, cultures, and backgrounds 
can come together and address today’s issues, we can 
make the world a better place. 

Limits Redefined
Our impact

The Wisconsin Idea is a cornerstone of our philosophy, and 
it’s been guiding us since day one. We believe our success 
can have an impact on our state, our country, and our world. 
We believe in discovery for discovery’s sake, and in never 
being complacent with the status quo. But most of all, we 
believe that we can make a difference in our world, starting 
here in Madison.

PILLARS



What form the backbone of your brand, and make your unit/ 
initiative/campaign unique? (You don’t need to have four!)

Our _________________________________________________________________________________________________

How/why?

Our _________________________________________________________________________________________________

How/why?

Our_________________________________________________________________________________________________

How/why?

Our_________________________________________________________________________________________________

How/why?

#1

#2

#3

#4



What do we want to call these qualities? Is there a short description 
or phrase that sums up each?

#1

#2

#3

#4

You’ve now got the basis for your own brand pillars, and the rationale for them.



Now, think: Where do they link to the university brand pillars? Which could 
“ladder up” to the main brand?

Engine for Change Unparalleled Magnetism Citizens of Substance Limits Redefined



The last step is just to put it all together! There are many ways to do 
this, but a simple format would be:

Name of Your Pillar #1: Explanation or rationale for how this pillar supports who you are. Which UW brand pillar 
this correlates with or invokes.

For example:

Sharing Knowledge. We’re not only world-class researchers, but consummate citizens of the academy. That 
means we’re tireless in our pursuit of truth, and just as tireless in making sure that everyone benefits from that 
knowledge. Corresponding UW brand pillar: “limits redefined.”

Try one out below!



NOTES!



BRAND 101 

What are the university brand tonal words, i.e., what’s the overall personality of the brand?

Passionate
We’re driven by discovery, and are always looking for 
what’s next rather than being satisfied with what has 
already been achieved.

In use: bold and prideful, but not pretentious
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni, internal, 
external

Approachable
We’re never pompous or unnecessarily elevated. We are 
welcoming and inclusive to all ideas and all people.

In use: relatable, genuine, and authentic, but not self-
deprecating
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni, internal, 
external

Unconventional 
We have been doing things our own way for quite some 
time. Why stop now? Note, however, that unconventional 
does not mean unnecessarily frivolous or pointless. Our 
unconventionality always has a direction and point of 
view.
In use: creative, vivid, and witty, but not unprofessional or 
inappropriate
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni

Catalytic
We are driven to make change. That means looking at 
problems from different angles and welcoming options 
that differ from our own, all with the aim of making 
strides toward a better future.

In use: ambitious, forward-thinking, and achieving, but not 
boastful
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni, internal, 
external

TONE

Ladder-Up Branding Planning Sheet



Purposeful
We are a land-grant university that was founded on a purpose. 
We do not communicate with fluff or unnecessary language. 
Our communication is always driven and deliberate.

In use: active, concise, and clear; without fluff, jargon, or clichés
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni, internal, 
external

Tenacious
We work tirelessly toward our goals, not stopping until we’ve 
reached them. And when we do finally reach them, we set our 
sights a little farther down the line. We are always pushing 
toward the future, because we know that is how we can make it 
brighter.

In use: inspiring and engaging, but not hyperbolic
Audience scale up: students, prospectives, alumni

Grounded
Every day, we work within our means and capabilities to 
achieve tangible success. Similarly, our tone should never 
sound too lofty or become separate from our concrete 
successes and goals.

In use: Curious, thoughtful, and intellectual, but not preachy or 
arrogant
Audience scale up: students, internal



What’s the personality you’re trying to assert in your work?  
(Feel free to circle any that align and cross out any that definitely don’t)

Accepting
Accessible
Accommodating
Accountable
Action-oriented
Active
Adaptable
Adept
Admirable
Adorable
Adventurous
Agreeable
Airy
Alert
Alluring
Altruistic
Ambitious
Amusing
Analytical
Antique
Approving
Artistic
Assertive
Astute
Athletic
Attentive

Authentic
Awesome
Bold
Botanical
Boundless
Brave
Bright
Bubbly
Calm
Candid
Capable
Captivating
Carefree
Careful
Caring
Casual
Cautious
Challenging
Charismatic
Charming
Cheerful
Chic
Classic
Clean
Clever
Collaborative

Colorful
Comfortable
Comforting
Compelling
Competent
Complex
Concerned
Confident
Conscientious
Conservative
Considerate
Consistent
Contemplative
Contemporary
Content
Contrary
Cool
Cooperative
Corporate
Cosmopolitan
Country
Courageous
Couture
Cozy
Crafty
Creative

Credible
Cultured
Curious
Current
Custom
Cutting Edge
Dainty
Daring
Darling
Dashing
Dazzling
Debonair
Decisive
Decorated
Deep
Deliberate
Delicate
Delightful
Deluxe
Dependable
Detailed
Determined
Dignified
Diligent
Diplomatic
Direct

Discerning
Disciplined
Discreet
Disruptive
Dramatic
Dreamy
Driven
Dynamic
Eager
Earthy
Easygoing
Eccentric
Eclectic
Edgy
Educational
Efficient
Effortless
Elaborate
Elated
Elegant
Eminent
Enchanting
Encouraging
Endearing
Enduring
Energetic

Engaging
Enigmatic
Enterprising
Entertaining
Enthusiastic
Equitable
Ethereal
Exacting
Excellent
Exciting
Exclusive
Expensive
Expert
Exquisite
Extravagant
Extroverted
Exuberant
Fabulous
Fair
Faithful
Familiar
Fancy
Fantastic
Fashionable
Fast
Fearless

Feminine
Festive
Fierce
Fine
Fit
Flexible
Forgiving
Formal
Forward-thinking
Frank
Free
Fresh
Friendly
Fun
Functional
Funny
Futuristic
Generous
Gentle
Genuine
Giving
Glamorous
Gorgeous
Graceful
Grand
Groundbreaking



Happy
Hard-working
Harmonious
Healthy
Heavy
Helpful
High-tech
Hilarious
Historic
Holistic
Homey
Honest
Honorable
Hopeful
Humble
Imaginative
Impactful
Impartial
Impulsive
Independent
Indulgent
Industrial
Industrious
Influential
Informal
Ingenious
Innocent
Innovative
Inquisitive
Inscrutable

Insightful
Inspiring
Instinctive
Intellectual
Intense
Intentional
Intriguing
Intuitive
Inventive
Inviting
Involved
Joyful
Kind
Knowledgeable
Lavish
Liberal
Light
Likeable
Lively
Logical
Lovely
Luxurious
Magical
Magnetic
Majestic
Masculine
Mature
Measured
Mechanical
Messy

Methodical
Meticulous
Metropolitan
Minimal
Moderate
Modern
Modest
Moody
Mysterious
Natural
Noble
Noisy
No-nonsense
Nostalgic
Old-Fashioned
Open-minded
Optimistic
Opulent
Orderly
Organic
Organized
Original
Outdoorsy
Outgoing
Passionate
Peaceful
Persistent
Placid
Playful
Plucky

Poetic
Polished
Positive
Powerful
Practical
Pragmatic
Pretty
Principled
Productive
Professional
Progressive
Proud
Punctual
Pure
Purpose-Driven
Quaint
Questioning
Quick
Quiet
Quirky
Radiant
Rational
Realistic
Receptive
Refreshing
Relaxed
Resilient
Resolute
Resourceful
Responsible

Retro
Revolutionary
Righteous
Robust
Rugged
Rural
Rustic
Safe
Scholarly
Scrappy
Self-Assured
Selfless
Sensible
Sensitive
Sentimental
Serene
Serious
Shabby
Sharp
Silly
Simple
Sincere
Skillful
Sleek
Smart
Sociable
Social
Solid
Soft
Soothing

Sophisticated
Soulful
Spiritual
Splendid
Spontaneous
Steadfast
Stimulating
Stoic
Straight-forward
Striking
Strong
Structured
Studious
Stunning
Successful
Swanky
Sweet
Sympathetic
Tactful
Thoughtful
Timeless
Timely
Tolerant
Tough
Traditional
Tranquil
Transparent
Trendy
Trustworthy
Truthful

Unassuming
Unbiased
Unconventional
Understanding
Understated
Unified
Unique
Unprecedented
Unusual
Upbeat
Urban
Values-driven
Versatile
Vibrant
Vintage
Vivacious
Vivid
Warm
Welcoming
Whimsical
Wholesome
Wild
Wise
Wistful
Witty
Woodsy
Worldly
Youthful
Zany
Zealous



Okay, what are the top four–eight that you’re shooting for?

These form the basis of your tonal platform.

#1 #5

#2 #6

#3 #7

#4 #8



Now, think: Where do they link to the university brand tonal words? Which 
could “ladder up” to the main brand?
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The last step is to put it in action. There are many ways to do this, 
depending on your task. Some things to consider:

If you’re writing something: Are there any words in your draft that could be amended to “lean on” the tonal 
words more? Does the headline scale to your audience? Does this sound like the UW you know?

If you’re creating something visual: How do the tonal words translate to this piece — use of light, tightness or 
looseness, graphic use, etc.? Does this look like the UW you know?

Here’s some room for “notes-to-self,” with ideas for how to better align the piece to the tone you’ve identified.



MORE NOTES!
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