Alumni want to know what’s in it for
them. The more that universities can
do to help them network in terms
of careers and jobs, that’s a major
incentive for them to support us

LASTING LEGACY HOW UK CAN LEARN FROM US COUSINS
Why are alumni so
important to fundraising? The most
significant sums of
money given to
universities come
from wealthy
individuals and, almost
invariably, these
individuals are alumni.
Decisions about
corporate giving – and
other forms of corporate
support to universities –
can also be strongly
influenced by alumni
who hold key positions
within companies, so
maintaining good
relations is a strategy
that can pay off.
The mass of alumni
do not fall into either
category, but that does
not mean they should
be neglected: although
they may only be able
to make small
contributions during
their lifetime, if enough
of them do so, very
useful sums of money
can be raised.
The American
experience is that the
best way to get bigger
gifts is to persuade
alumni to start giving
when they are young
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and to encourage their
giving to grow as they
become more prosperous. Ivy League
experience has shown
that if an alumnus gives
$1 million (£643,000),
there has usually been
a history of regular
giving to that institution.
British universities are
starting to report similar
experiences anecdotally.
While only a handful of
donors will reach those
heights of giving, many
could nonetheless afford
substantial legacies –
and with average legacies
to charities in the UK
approaching £20,000,
this is an important area
for growth.
One mistake often
made in UK university
development offices –
when compared with the
US and some universities
in continental Europe –
is to focus exclusively
on individual giving. A
typical US office will have
some corporate fundraisers. Even without
such staff, there are
synergies that can be
gained from close
coordination between
development offices

focused on individuals
and trusts, and corporate,
commercial or grants
offices, which focus
mainly on contract
income. Businesses that
have close contractual
relationships with universities are more likely to
provide softer and more
strategic support to
universities, especially
if they really value a
university’s strength in
a particular field. This is
often how professorial
chairs come to be funded
by companies. Alumni
who are in positions of
influence in such companies may be more
inclined to direct funds
and contracts to their
own alma mater than
to other universities.
Sadly, the silo structures
of most UK research
intensive universities
do not encourage the
kind of cooperation that
is needed to benefit from
these potential synergies.
Many would say that
the best way to cultivate
donors is to involve them
in the university and to
give them something to
do other than just being
a donor. There are

numerous ways for
alumni to provide
volunteer help. These
include opportunities
for them to serve on
advisory committees,
to mentor and provide
internships for
students, to give visiting
lectures, to encourage
student applications,
and to offer careers
advice.
I recently attended
a Council for Advancement and Support of
Education meeting
of senior marketing and
development professionals in Birmingham.
The most important
message to take away
from the event was the
importance of alumni
for a whole range of
external services:
development, alumni
relations, contract
research, overseas
student recruitment,
careers, public relations
and lobbying.
John Kelly is
a fundraising
consultant and
a former head of
Regent’s College,
London.

alumni used this service as many as 128,000
times per year at one participating school.
But the economic downturn has had
another broader, and potentially more
damaging, effect than making universities
more dependent on donations and donors less
able to give. Cutbacks in funding from other
sources have helped to raise tuition prices so
much that students become cynical about the
institutions – especially since some colleges
now ask them for money before they have
even graduated – and many of them are left in
so much debt that they could not contribute
even if they wanted to. This makes creating
the traditional loyalty of alumni toward their
universities even tougher, Herek says. “There’s
a transactional paradigm out there for a lot of
students who feel that now they’ve paid for
this degree, they’re done,” he says.
Schanz says he sees this, too. “Some of these
people consider it a transaction, as in, ‘I
graduated, I paid my tuition, see you later’.”
“It’s expensive to go to any college now,”
says Herek. For alumni-relations offices, the
resulting resistance among alumni to contribute
even more “can be a bit of a frustrating barrier,
but it’s understandable. If it looks like all we’re
doing is coming cap in hand to ask you for
cash, that’s not the message we want to send.
Sometimes that means we have to understand
that everything is not about, ‘Will you give us
money?’ It may be about, ‘We’re going on a
skiing trip, so why don’t you come along?’.”
Many universities have increased their use
of alumni volunteers as student mentors,
advisers and recruiters, and in other capacities.
“While things might be difficult in terms
of an outright cash gift, that’s not to say that
there aren’t other ways to support your
university,” Schanz says.
Alumni may recruit in areas where
university admissions officers can’t visit, or
interview prospective students, or man booths
at education fairs. That saves money and can
also boost the number of applicants – a key
consideration used in US university rankings,
which measure the “yield” rate derived from
dividing the number of students accepted by
the number who apply. “It really helps to drive
that yield up among prospective students if
you can point to a few successful engineers,
for instance, and show them to be still
involved with the school,” says Herek.
Increasing numbers of alumni also help
students after they enrol by providing career
advice, or hiring them outright for internships
or full-time jobs. “We like our alumni to be
connected with our students, and that’s a great
way to have that happen,” Herek says. “It
makes them want to be more involved, and
that’s what we’re trying to get people to do.”
One problem is that it’s tougher to quantify
how many alumni volunteered, in what ways,
and for how long than it is to count how much
money they give. University administrators are
now giving their alumni offices goals to meet
for volunteerism and other things that have not
been counted in the past. “It all goes back to
return on investment and making the case the
best we can that what we do is helping with
engagement and philanthropy,” says Schanz.
Even if alumni don’t become involved in
person, universities have become adept at

using social media to keep them constantly
informed. Many now tweet announcements on
Twitter that were once the subject of mass
mailings or press releases, coincidentally
sidestepping conventional media that might
present the news less favourably. They use a
new feature on the online networking site
LinkedIn called Classmates, which lets alumni
search for fellow graduates in certain
industries or with common interests. They
encourage their alumni to list – and “friend”
and “like”– their alma maters on Facebook.
And they use streaming video from events, so
even those alumni who cannot attend can
watch and hear their friends online.
“You’re not going to see a class reunion or
homecoming disappear tomorrow,” says
Schanz. But social media allows for even more
connections. People who were in classes
together at RPI and now live in Europe, for
example, meet on LinkedIn, he says.
Alumni-relations offices once feared social
media, says Goldsmith, thinking it would give
graduates a way to connect that might supplant
reunions and other all-important in-person
social gatherings. In fact, she says, universities
now use social media to promote reunions. “It
makes it easier because you are finding alumni
who are becoming engaged with the institution
who never would have done in the past.”
New technology does complicate the work
of alumni relations in the sense that different
generations expect communication in different
ways, officials say. “People who are in their
fifties and sixties still want to get things by
mail or by phone,” says Herek. “Younger
alumni depend on email and social media. The
core of what they want is the same, but you
have to frame the message differently.”
Another way alumni offices engage former
students is to offer low-cost car insurance,
credit cards and other services, provided by
companies that lust after large lists of welleducated, high-income prospective customers.
It’s a happy convergence of interests. Alumni
like these deals, research shows, and those
who take advantage later donate money at a
higher rate than those who don’t. After all, the
bottom line is, well, the bottom line. And the
end result of all this relating and engaging is
supposed to be financial contributions.
Literally the end result in some cases. One of
the most successful trends in US alumni support
is estate giving, in which graduates leave
substantial sums to their universities in their
wills. “There still is a lot of money out there,”
says Schanz. “Philanthropy is not going to die
because of an economic downturn, because
there are so many ways for alumni to give.”
That’s not the only way alumni can show
their school spirit when they die. Forty-six US
universities, including the universities of
Nebraska, Alabama, Kentucky, Oklahoma,
and North Carolina, sell caskets with their
logos embroidered in the lining. They collect
royalties of up to 10 per cent per coffin.
“Higher education, certainly in the United
States, is a visceral relationship,” says
Borowick. “It doesn’t end up being just a
transactional one. It’s something that we in
alumni relations believe can transcend the end
of the educational transaction and go into that
lifelong relationship.” And beyond. l

Universities have so many more
data points about alumni that they
know what they’re interested in.
It could be athletics or a student
programme they were part of
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