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Brief and objectives: 
The #WeAreInternational campaign was initially launched by the University of Sheffield and 
Sheffield Students’ Union in 2013. 
 
However, following the EU referendum in 2016 we wanted #WeAreInternational to become a 
more prominent voice nationally and internationally. Our brief was to develop awareness and 
support for #WeAreInternational within the Higher Education (HE) sector and to create a new 
communications campaign that would reassure international staff and students they remain 
welcome in UK HE, celebrate their contributions to the UK’s knowledge base, economy and 
culture and lobby the UK government to remove barriers that prevent this. 
 
Objectives: 
 

 Raise awareness of #WeAreInternational by growing support among HE institutions, 
sector organisations and industry bodies. 

 Provide current international students and staff with a platform to tell their stories and 
share their experiences of studying in the UK. 

 Reassure prospective students across the world they remain welcome in UK 
universities despite the impact of Brexit. 

 Influence policymakers to ensure they recognise the valuable contributions 
international students bring to the UK. 

 
Primary audiences: 
 

 HE institutions, sector organisations and industry bodies 

 Current and prospective international students and staff 

 Policymakers. 
 

Rationale behind campaign, including research and planning: 
The idea for our campaign was centred around finding the right people to speak on behalf of 
UK HE and share their stories via a range of media, digital and social media channels. 
 
Our fundamental rationale was we needed to find persuasive and emotive examples of how 
internationalism in UK universities is crucial to our vibrant campuses and the economic and 
cultural success of our country. 
 



Our research into post-Brexit sentiment of the UK within key international audiences 
revealed a groundswell of negative press coverage, particularly in countries such as China 
and India. Liaising with our Strategy, Planning and Governance Team we were able to 
understand concerns of other stakeholders such as current and prospective international 
students and staff. 
 
We conducted extensive political and public affairs monitoring via DeHavilland to understand 
the sentiment towards internationalism in UK universities among policymakers and other 
influential stakeholders. 
 
These insights were crucial for shaping the voices, messages and content of our campaign. 
 

Strategy and tactics, including creativity and innovation: 
Digital/social: 
 
We developed a strategy that focused on cultivating our supporter community and 
empowering them to share the messages of #WeAreInternational from their many 
communications channels. 
 
We created and open-sourced: 
 

 A #WeAreInternational toolkit - providing all supporters with a range of social 
media/digital assets and marketing collateral designed to enable all partners to apply 
the #WeAreInternational message to their own communications. 

 #WeAreInternational campaign films - a package of films featuring real students from 
around the world that tapped into the universal truths of internationalism across 
campuses throughout the UK. To ensure these could be shared internationally, we 
produced country-specific and subtitled versions in a range of languages. 

 
Media: 
 
To help achieve our objective of mobilising the sector, we identified key HE publications and 
websites to pitch news stories, student testimonials and comment pieces. 
 
We also wanted #WeAreInternational to be a leading voice championing international 
students nationally. Therefore, we sought opportunities to proactively pitch positive 
international student stories and issue reactive comments on relevant government policy. 
Template press releases were created for use by #WeAreInternational supporters to issue to 
their local/regional media and comment pieces by campaign spokespeople were pitched to 
national publications. 
 
We also briefed an international PR freelancer to target publications read by international 
students in India and their influencers. 
 

Implementation of tactics: 
The campaign focused on a number of target audiences and adopted specific tactics and 
extensive consultation with each. It was important that existing students were advocates of 
the campaign, so we involved them at every stage of the creative process. 
 
We were able to find students from North America, South America, Europe, Asia and Africa 
to be featured in our film. 
 



The implementation of our campaign was dependent on creating robust distribution networks 
and partnerships for content. We established partnerships with Universities UK and GREAT 
Britain to secure access to their networks of institutions, influencers and organisations that 
we wanted to back #WeAreInternational and to share our campaign content via their own 
communications channels. 
 

Measurement and evaluation: 
Our most important objectives was to reassure international staff and students they are 
welcome in the UK and independent research shows we achieved this. A survey of 62,000 
prospective international students in April 2017 by Hobsons EMEA found sector-wide 
publicity campaigns aimed at promoting UK universities as welcoming destinations, such as 
#WeAreInternational, were having a measurably positive impact – with 84% of respondents 
saying campaigns like this had persuaded them that the UK was welcoming. 
 
Digital/social: 
 
During 2016, our main campaign videos received nearly 120,000 views across all channels, 
from 146 countries. However the video has also been downloaded by many partners for their 
own use, meaning the number of views is likely to be significantly higher. 
 
The number of active supporters has grown to over 250, with 136 of these being universities. 
 
The #WeAreInternational Twitter account added 1,583 new followers in 2016 - having 
started the year with 585 followers. The total number of followers is now 2,600. 
 
A number of high-profile bodies have adopted the #WeAreInternational hashtag, including 
the Foreign & Commonwealth Office, the British Council, National Union of Students and UK 
Embassies from a number of countries. 
 
Media relations: 
 
In the last year, #WeAreInternational has been mentioned in the media 122 times with 
coverage in 17 countries. 
 
Coverage was achieved in our target sector publications as well as national and international 
titles, including The Deccan Herald, India Today, The Guardian, The Independent and 
Yahoo News. 
 
The success of #WeAreInternational was the inspiration for a sister campaign, 
#YouAreWelcomeHere, in the USA and we are working with their campaign team. 
 

Budget and cost effectiveness: 
The total amount spent on the campaign was just over £64,000. Half of this was spent on the 
#WeAreInternational film, which provided much of the content and photography that has 
since been used across a wide range of channels. The remainder was spent on the design 
and production of supporting materials and promotional gifts that have been popular in 
raising awareness of the campaign. The #WeAreInternational website and social 
media/digital assets were produced in-house. A PR freelancer pitched to the Indian media as 
part of a £900 monthly retainer, but all other media relations were carried out in-house. 
 


