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Foreword

Demographic shifts and the swift evolution of social media and online platforms have made young alumni 

engagement more complex, and more important, than ever.

At Switchboard, we’ve spent years perfecting our strategies for engaging young alumni with our partner 

schools. We also speak regularly with professionals at other institutions. Those strategies and discussions 

evolved into this whitepaper.

The first three essays in this whitepaper aim to reveal just how lacking our approach to young alumni 

engagement truly is. We then examine how six institutions are responding to this challenge.

Kean University is a large private university, George Mason University and Oklahoma State University are 

large publics, Willamette University is a small private university, Phillips Exeter Academy is an independent 

high school, and Hamilton is a small liberal arts college.

Though each school is different, they share a similar set of challenges when it comes to engaging young 

alumni. We hope that you and your team will find the diversity of perspectives and programs featured in this 

whitepaper informative and useful.

Though the schools in this whitepaper are currently focusing on alumni career development, engaging 

students before graduation, and making engagement measurable, remember the advice of Kean University’s 

Stella Maher: “Always be sure to view best practices through the lens of your institution’s alumni.”

—Team Switchboard
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Why Do We Treat Our New 
Alumni So Poorly?

Our relationships with new grads almost always start off 

on the wrong foot. They’re frustrated with their student 

loan debt. They hate being asked to give to the annual 

fund. They give at low rates, don’t think their degrees 

are worth the cost, and don’t think their alma maters are 

doing enough to help them build their careers.

Many young alumni resent their alma maters to varying 

degrees—and they resent us palpably.

But we’ve become so used to this that we seldom seek 

to change it, and rarely realize that we have the power 

to counteract its negative effects. We take the disillusionment of young alumni for granted, along with the 

resentful relationships and reduced giving and involvement that come with it.

To better understand why alumni feel this way, what we can do about it, and what we stand to gain by 

improving, let’s return to the moment they become alumni. When we walk through the experience of our 

alumni, starting with graduation, it becomes much more clear why they resent us—and what we can do to 

change that.

CONGR ATULATIONS! NOW GET OUT

THE PROBLEM:  We celebrate when students graduate. Commencement has all the pomp and circumstance of 

a wedding. But in reality, graduation is more like a divorce.

Institutions of higher ed do everything for their students. We find them friends, they have a place for them to 

live, and they cook meals for them. We educate students, guide them to maturity, and give their life a routine. 

We invest tremendous amounts of time and resources in the student experience.

After commencement, we send them off—and then, nothing. When you compare our investment in the 

student experience to our investment in the graduate experience, it seems like we just don’t care about 

alumni.

When students graduate, they leave the community they’ve known for years. They leave their friends, their 

mentors, and the place where they felt they had a purpose. They leave their alma mater, their “nurturing 

mother,” their surrogate family. Mike Sciola, associate vice president of institutional advancement and career 

initiatives at Colgate University, puts it this way: “By the time they’re seniors, they’re at the top of their 

profession — nobody is better at being a student. And then in May, we lay them off.”

We tend not to spend much time thinking about the social and emotional toll that graduating has on our 

alumni, but it has an enormous impact on our relationships with them. Our inattention after graduation 
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fosters resentment in many, if not most, alumni, and damages their loyalty to their alma mater right out of the 

gate.

Too often, the first that new alumni hear from us again is when we invite them to give to the annual fund. Can 

you imagine how you’d feel if a best friend stopped talking to and spending time with you for a year, only to 

then ask you a favor? That’s more or less how we kick off our relationships with alumni.

THE SOLUTION:  We need to put more effort into easing 

the student-to-alumni transition and establishing a good 

foundation for a lifelong relationship between alumni and 

alma mater—in meaningful ways, not just by giving them a 

branded mug and keychain at a senior dinner.

Some schools approach the issue by hosting events 

specifically for new or soon-to-be grads. Vanderbilt 

University invites seniors to connect on campus with 

alumni board members, reunion leaders, and chapter 

leaders from the cities where they expect to land after 

graduation. Vanderbilt’s alumni association also hosts a 

number of other events for outgoing seniors before they 

leave to help them with whatever it is they need. The 

University makes an effort to be an active presence in its 

graduates’ post-campus lives, even before commencement.

At the same time we try to bridge the student experience and the alumni experience, we need to invest more 

in our alumni. This doesn’t mean holding their hands like we do our students’—it just means considering and 

helping them meet their needs. We have networks of thousands of people willing to help young alumni out: 

the alumni who came before them. All we need to do is make the introduction. We can make alumni feel like 

they’re still a part of their alma mater’s community by helping them find their place in it.

“GIVE YOU MONEY? I’M STILL PAYING OFF MY LOANS”

THE PROBLEM:  We ask our alumni to give back to their alma mater without helping them establish their 

capacity to give first. An alumna in a sub-par job is in neither the financial position nor the mindset to make a 

gift to her college.

Our students graduate in debt, dissatisfied with the career services they receive, and unconvinced about 

whether their degree was worth the cost. They frequently cite their debt as a reason for not giving—more so 

than any other reason.³

Most advancement offices treat career services as an afterthought when they should be treating it as a top 

priority. Helping new grads achieve positive career outcomes is not only central to our value propositions as 

institutions of higher education, it’s essential to building alumni giving capacity and cultivating donors.

The vast majority of students attend college looking for a better job and better pay. If that’s exactly where we 

aren’t delivering, how can we expect them to want or be able to help us in return?
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THE SOLUTION:  To borrow a metaphor from commercial aviation, our alumni need to put their own masks on 

before they can help someone else with theirs.

Alumni career services develops in our alumni their capacity to help themselves first so they can better help 

others (including their alma mater) down the road.

Mt. Holyoke guarantees funding to its students for at least one unpaid internship during their four years 

there. The data show that Mt. Holyoke’s Lynk program is not only closing the economic gap between wealthy 

and disadvantaged students, but making internships, and thus better career outcomes, more accessible to all 

their students. This isn’t career services for alumnae, but it is a big investment in their alumnae’s future. Smith 

College similarly provides funding for about 400 students with unpaid internships every summer with its 

Praxis program. Colgate, Duke, Tufts, and others do the same.

Of course, not every school has the resources to fund unpaid internships, or to hire full-time staff dedicated 

to providing alumni career services. Even those that do can’t possibly service every alumna on their own. We 

need to enlist the help of our vast alumni networks and empower alumni to help each other. Our institutions 

can be the umbrellas under which these interactions occur—our alumni can be the ones doing the leg work. 

We need to activate these networks efficiently and enable our alumni to provide services to one another.

FOSTERING A CULTURE OF GIVING

THE PROBLEM:  We’ve all heard the line that we should “foster a culture of giving” at our institutions. It’s an 

amorphous solution to a complex problem. Our alumni aren’t giving at the rates we want, unlike the alumni of 

institutions X, Y, and Z. Why is that? Because they have a culture of giving!

The nonsensically tautological nature of this answer aside (Why is it windy? Because the wind is blowing!), 

it does have some merit. It is important to educate our students and alumni about the impact their 

contributions have. But that merit is obscured by our narrow understanding of “giving.”

Too often, the effective definition of “a culture of giving” is “a reality where our alumni don’t hang up on our 
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phone-athon callers when they ask them to give.” We envision a purely financial form of generosity when in 

fact we need contributions of all kind—volunteered time and expertise for us and mentorship, advice, and 

opportunities for our students and alumni. A true culture of generosity runs much deeper than donations and 

requires more work on our part to create.

Ron Cohen, vice president of university relations at Susquehanna University, puts it this way:

We need to tap into the enormous reservoir of non-monetary assets that graduates are willing and waiting to 

give. We need to ask alumni for a broader array of contributions that deliver consequential results. And we 

need to realize that these results are valuable enough on their own to pursue, because for many alumni, the 

non-monetary contribution is the most meaningful one they will ever be able to make.

Of course, shifting institutional perspective isn’t something we can do in a day.

THE SOLUTION:  Creating culture can’t just be another bullet point on our strategic plan. It’s not something 

you can cross off a to-do list. The word culture comes to English via Middle French from the Latin cultura, 

“a cultivating, agriculture.” The etymology of the word culture aptly describes what it truly is. Culture is a 

process, not a product. If we are to create a culture of giving, it must be a constant unfolding of generosity, a 

continuous manifesting of our values. It has to be reflected in everything we do.

Truly creating a culture of giving isn’t something we can do at our institutions alone, and it isn’t something we 

can do quickly. In the meantime, though, we can work to bring it about in our own, smaller ways.

Elon University hired alumni engagement officers, who are like gift officers but whose goal is to solicit 

engagement, not financial gifts. Longwood University’s 1 Hour a Month Volunteer Program encourages 

alumni to remain active in their community. Oberlin College won a CASE Circle of Excellence Gold award for 

getting dozens of alumni to offer career and life advice to students and fellow alumni.

All these schools recognize that generosity goes both ways, that they have to give to their communities first 

before they can make the ask in return, and that “giving” doesn’t just mean making a gift to the annual fund.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Some things in this equation are beyond our control. (Who are we to cap the rising cost of higher education 

and eliminate the country’s $1 trillion in student debt?) But we can still demonstrate to our alumni that we 

care by including them in their alma mater’s community, helping them meet their needs by activating their 

network, and by treating them like more than piggy banks.
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The Missing Middle
Advancement and alumni relations’ generational deficit

Advancement and alumni relations had a formula for engaging alumni that worked for decades. But young 

alumni these days are breaking that mold. Their giving rates are lower. They attend fewer events. They give 

for different reasons, care about different causes, face different economic challenges, and have different 

perceptions of higher education and its worth than their older counterparts.

Yet for all our self awareness and new strategies, we’re still only scratching the surface when it comes to 

solving the problems underlying the young alumni engagement deficit. The problem lies in how we define 

“engagement” in the first place.

We think of engagement as the process of shepherding alumni toward making gifts. We assume that if an 

alumnus reads a piece of news, volunteers, or attends an event, he or she feels more affinity (or something) 

toward his or her alma mater and moves closer to making a gift. All we have to do is put coins in the machine 

until a prize pops out.

We might not publicly—or even consciously—acknowledge it, but we understand engagement to be the 

means we use to lure alumni into giving. We offer them something—news, snacks, the chance to reconnect 

with old classmates—that ostensibly fortifies their institutional loyalty and then we ask them for a financial 

contribution in return. But our wine tastings and class notes don’t work on young alumni. They demand a 

fundamentally different sort of engagement. They don’t want a lure—they want a ladder.

Our young alumni are in quite the predicament. They are delaying marriage, buying their first home, and giving 

back to their alma mater all because of student loan debt. Employers say college graduates are missing skills 

necessary to succeed in the work place, and the public is losing faith in the value of a college education. Not to 

mention nationwide wage stagnation and the alarming trend that most young people are not going on to earn 

as much as their parents.

Our young alumni climb the ladder to a successful career and prosperous life all through college only to 

graduate and find the next rungs missing. Young alumni don’t need cocktail mixers and reunions. They need 

help. But not only are we offering the wrong engagement to our vulnerable young alumni, we’re engaging 

them far less than other parts of our constituency.

We invest heavily in our older, established alumni once they become significant gift prospects. We have 

entire teams of staff dedicated to maintaining relationships with them. Our institutions invest heavily in 

our students. But we invest comparatively little in our relationships with young alumni. We can’t expect our 

pipeline for gift prospects to keep working as long as there’s a break in the middle. And right now that is just 

what we have.

We need to stop equating cultivating donors with buttering them up and start cultivating them by actually 

helping them grow as human beings. If we can increase alumni capacity to give, we can reap the rewards for 

our institutions. That begins with fixing the broken ladder we give our young alumni.
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Why Young Alumni Give – or Don’t

We all know intuitively that young alumni are different than their older counterparts, but we often lack the 

data to explain how—or to explain what we can do about it. Now we have some data to help. The Alumni 

Attitude Study surveyed over 500,000 alumni at 200 universities and colleges between 2001–2012. The data 

help explain why young alumni giving patterns are different than those of their older peers.

ALUMNI GIVING

There are several points in the graph above where age does not make a significant impact on alumni giving. 

But those where it does reveal what we can do to encourage greater giving from young alumni:

1.  Personal finances and student loan debt have a significant impact on young alumni giving.

2. Young alumni are more likely to cite unemployment or career flux as a reason for not giving more.

3. Young alumni are less sure how their gift will be used by their alma mater, and this affects their giving.

We have little control over some of these factors, but we can change others for the better. We can better 

communicate how gifts make an impact or offer directed giving options. We can also help young alumni with 

their career development by investing in career services and alumni networking.

ALUMNI NET WORKING

Young alumni overwhelmingly identify “Identifying job opportunities” and facilitating “Networking with other 

alumni” as areas where their alma maters are failing. The importance of those activities vastly outweighs their 
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schools’ performance in doing them. Fortunately, these are things we have control over and can improve on.

ALUMNI CAREER SERVICES

Offering career assistance in some form to your alumni will improve their opinion of your institution, whether 

they’re from the class of ‘86 or ‘16. But it has a disproportionately positive affect on younger alumni. The next 

time a colleague wonders aloud, “What can we do to boost young alumni giving?” you can show them these 

graphs and explain what you intuitively know to be true with the help of empirical evidence.
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Hamilton College
Getting 90% of seniors to give – and keep giving after graduation

As advancement offices work to boost their young alumni giving rates, many are investing in efforts to 

increase student giving first. Senior class gifts are a natural way to introduce students to philanthropy and 

build affinity for their alma mater at the same time, but senior gift programs aren’t always easy to pull off.

Hamilton College has found a way to make it work. The college’s senior gift program has generated over 90% 

senior class giving rates for decades—and that giving rate doesn’t drop off much for years after those seniors 

graduate. We asked Hamilton’s Assistant Director of Annual Giving Angela Suppa to explain how they do it.

CAN YOU TELL US A LITTLE BIT ABOUT THE WORK HAMILTON HAS DONE TO GET SENIOR 

GIVING TO THE R ATE IT IS NOW, AND WHY IT’S BEEN A PRIORIT Y FOR HAMILTON?

It hasn’t always been at this rate. 1982 was when we really said, “This is something. This is something we 

should do, get them ready, get them used to giving.” It stuck around 60%, then it started to get up to 80% in 

the 90s. Since 1994 we’ve been over 90%. We wanted to give seniors a way to give and get used to giving.

HAVE THERE BEEN MEASUR ABLE RESULTS OR RETURNS?

Absolutely. Our highest amount of participation was in 2013, when 98.6% of the senior class gave. This year, 

we raised the most money we ever have, with $53,920. That comes not only from seniors, but from seniors, 

senior parents, and matches.

HAVE YOU BEEN ABLE TO MEASURE AN IMPAC T ON GIVING OF THESE CLASSES DOWN THE 

LINE AS WELL?

Yes. GOLD, Graduates of the Last Decade, that cohort, they do really well for the first five years out, and then 

they begin to taper off after those five years. Usually it stays fairly the same rate.

COULD YOU TALK ABOUT WHAT THAT LOOKS LIKE?

Hamilton College has a group called HALT: Hamilton Alumni Leadership Training. The spring of their junior 

year they have to apply for this program. We try to get students in every campus group, diversity group, 

friend group, sports group. In this group, seniors are taught the ins and outs of Hamilton. They have a sit-down 

lunch with the president, they hear from our admissions VP, they hear from trustees, they have networking 

opportunities. They’re invited to pretty much every event on campus. We had about 70 this year.

These 70 are automatically on the senior gift committee. They’re the cream of the crop. We know they 

can reach out to everybody, we know they love Hamilton, we know they’re involved. The members of the 

committee are the ones who reach out to their classmates.

To manage them, we have three, sometimes four senior gift co-chairs. They apply, they interview. It’s not a 

lengthy process, but it takes time to think about who would be a good senior gift co-chair. We need to have 
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people who are not afraid to go up to a classmate and say, “You love Hamilton, Hamilton loves you. We really 

need your support.” This year, we had three senior gift co-chairs, and they were great.

We met once a week and found ways to reach out to students. We asked the committee, “What do you 

think Hamilton can use? What do you want to give back to Hamilton?” We all throw out ideas, we get them 

approved, then we send out a survey to the entire senior class, and they have five options to choose from 

for their senior gift. This year we chose an endowment gift for the counselling center. They wanted to do an 

endowment gift because it isn’t a one-time gift, and they can keep giving to it.

Once we announce the senior gift, we start collecting donations and do a senior gift pub night on campus. It’s 

on a Thursday night, usually in December. We have a senior design a mug—if the students donate $5, they get 

a free drink in the mug and that goes toward the senior gift. We always have a pretty good turn out. We do 

games, they have karaoke, it’s fun. It gets them all together the week before they leave for break.

We also meet with the whole committee and ask each member of the committee to choose five people to 

reach out to. That’s how we tie in the campus groups they’re associated with so that it’s a friend asking a friend 

rather than a stranger asking a stranger.

Lastly, we have something on campus here called senior week. After classes are done, all underclassmen leave 

and just seniors are left. Student Activities plans the whole week for them. It’s $100 for a ticket for the entire 

week. We have a gala, a lobster bake, all these events planned just for them. The senior gift program buys five 

senior week passes: If you already gave to the senior gift, you’re in the running to win one of these passes. 

If you haven’t you can give to in order to be in the running. Those are probably what really bring in the gifts, 

rather than just the students’ love for Hamilton.

It’s not hard for us to reach high participation because the students love Hamilton, and they want to give back 

to Hamilton as much as they can. They want to help Hamilton as much as Hamilton has helped them.

SO THIS HAS REALLY BEEN A LONG-TERM GOAL AND PROJEC T OF HAMILTON’S. FOR OTHER 
INSTITUTIONS THAT DECIDE TO MAKE SENIOR GIVING A GOAL , WHAT ADVICE WOULD YO 

OFFER THEM?

My only advice is that you have to do something the students are passionate about. My senior gift co-chairs 

are so passionate about Hamilton. Just talking to someone, their love for Hamilton shines through, and it’s 

hard for someone to say no.

It’s hard—I don’t know how exactly to put this into words—students need to have love for the school as a 

whole. Senior gifts can’t do that on their own. You need to find students who love Hamilton so they can, not 

tell you why, but make you see why you love Hamilton already. HALT lets our students see Hamilton in a way 

that they wouldn’t have, and then they teach their classmates about that. It’s inadvertantly giving them new 

ways to love Hamilton and letting that shine through on their classmates. 
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George Mason University
Engaging young alumni with the Golden Quill Society

George Mason University has what every school wants: young alumni who want to remain engaged. But 

until 2011, GMU young alumni felt there was no easy way for them to give back to their community after 

graduation. That was the year George Mason created the Golden Quill Society, a young alumni leadership 

group that went on to win a CASE Circle of Excellence award in 2014.

Since then, the Golden Quill Society has created a pipeline for alumni leadership, volunteering, and giving, and 

helped the GMU Office of Advancement and Alumni Relations better understand the wants and needs of its 

young alumni community.

We asked George Mason’s Associate Director of Alumni Relations, Adrienne Teague, to recap the 

presentation on the Golden Quill Society that she made at the CASE District 3 Conference.

WHY DID GEORGE MASON DECIDE TO LAUNCH THE GOLDEN QUILL SOCIET Y? WHAT WERE 

YOUR GOALS?

It’s really quite simple, there was a need and we wanted to fill it. One day a 

young alumna, who had been very involved as a Mason student, walked into 

our Associate Vice President’s office and talked about how she wished there 

was a way for her to continue her involvement right out of college. After being 

involved for so many years on campus, graduation was almost a letdown to her 

because she didn’t have a way to give back in a volunteer capacity. 

Our goal became to create a pipeline for engagement and leadership, so that no 

young alumnus/a feels disconnected from Mason after graduation. We want to 

give our graduates a meaningful way to connect back with their alma mater that 

we hope will prepare them for future leadership within the Alumni Association 

at a variety of levels and interests.

HOW HAS GMU MADE THE GOLDEN QUILL SOCIET Y A SUCCESS?

Our recruitment model focuses on a few key components: REALLY STRONG 

AFFINITY, leadership aptitude, demonstrated leadership while at Mason, and existing meaningful 

connections. By focusing on these key areas, we are able to really customize who we’re recruiting. If everyone 

came to the Golden Quill Society (GQS) with a minimum of just “really strong affinity,” we would still be able 

to capitalize on this so that we can provide them with the proper education and training to build strong and 

effective advocates and leaders for Mason Young Alumni.

In addition, we work very hard to mirror our student body in our makeup of GQS members. As the largest and 

most diverse university in the Commonwealth of Virginia, we feel strongly that our alumni leadership team 

should be an accurate representation of our student body so that we are successfully preparing our outreach 

to meet the needs of every type of alumni.
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In addition to strong and diverse recruitment strategies, we also have done extensive work to make sure 

that we are continually cultivating, educating, and nurturing our alumni leaders. This year, GQS has had 

three individual professional/leadership development presentations/seminars built into our business-

meeting model. We know that not every graduate comes out of Mason with the same leadership exposure or 

opportunities. So, we want to take the time while our GQS members spend five years of service within our 

society to really cultivate the leaders that we will need in the future (for the Alumni Association as a whole).

Preparing them to be effective and purposeful leaders not only helps our alumni to be more engaged, but 

it really helps the Alumni Association ensure its future leadership pipeline will work to aid in growth and 

support of the University and our Mason alumni. 

WHAT BENEFITS DOES THE GOLDEN QUILL SOCIET Y OFFER GMU AND ITS ALUMNI?

Our Mason Young Alumni constituency represents 20% of all Mason alumni—and that number continues 

to grow. As this constituency becomes the next group of prospects for volunteerism, advocacy, and giving, 

it is so important to work to engage them in ways that are meaningful and cost-effective (on both ends) 

immediately after graduation.

The Golden Quill Society is a small, but representative, portion of the larger Mason Young Alumni 

constituency; however, their advice and insight helps the Alumni Association to better engage with our young 

alumni and to ensure that we are meeting the needs of this unique constituency, and thus building a lifelong 

connection with our alumni immediately after graduation. We know as an industry how important it is to 

keep and connect with new grads in those first two years after graduation. And in our case, the Golden Quill 

Society helps us to solidify that connection by representing and advocating for the needs of their peers.

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THE GQS TO IMPROVE OUR YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT AND 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT EFFORTS ELSEWHERE?

I’ve got a couple of tips that I provided as “Lessons Learned” in my CASE III conference presentation in 

Nashville this past February:

1. Provide your young alumni with involvement opportunities! Don’t reinvent the wheel…every institution 

has initiatives that need support, so put those opportunities in front of your alumni (at every stage in the 

alumni life cycle). Follow basic principals of volunteer management: C.A.R.E.!

2. COMMUNICATE—it’s a two-way street, and young alumni are busy building a life and career, so make sure 

to stay in touch with opportunities, news, and needs that your Alumni Association and school have going 

on. 

ALIGN—focus on aligning your key leaders/volunteers with the mission and goals of your Alumni 

Association. Not every volunteer signs up for the same reason; and in some cases, not every volunteer 

likes the role that they’re signed up for. So make sure to have the right volunteers and leadership in place 

so that you can work together to achieve aligned goals. 

RECOGNIZE—a thank you goes a long way! By publicly and privately recognizing your volunteers and 

volunteer leaders, you not only are making someone feel appreciated, you are also building a relationship 

that allows you to call on that individual when you are really in need. When you want to make a change in 

the organization, start a new initiative, or just have eyes/ears on a newly formed committee, volunteers 
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are more likely to meet these needs if their efforts (however big or small) are being recognized and truly 

appreciated. 

EXPEC TATIONS—whether you are a small shop or a large shop, each person is only one individual! 

Volunteers need to know from the start what’s expected of them, and they also need to know what’s 

expected from you and the Advancement Professionals they’ll be working with at your institution. Setting 

clear expectations from the start (and re-evaluating/communicating those annually) will ensure that you 

are able to grow at a reasonable and productive pace.

3. Surveys provide great feedback, so make them work for you!—these are a great way to allow your alumni 

volunteers to tell you how they really feel things are going. And if you need to politely remind them of 

your expectations, you can always throw a question or two in there, such as “Of the four mandatory 

business meetings we held this year, how many did you participate in?” You’re able to respectfully 

remind them of a requirement, and also provide them an opportunity to self-reflect on their own level of 

commitment/participation.

4. Enthusiasts need work…so give it to them!—we all have those over-eager volunteers who have a laundry 

list of things that we could all be doing differently. Well, here’s your opportunity to get around to your 

own laundry list of goals/dreams/wishes that you might not be able to fit into your daily workload. These 

volunteers have time, and they want to help, so help them help you help your institution. Worse case 

scenario: if they don’t finish the project, then you’re in no worse shape than if you hadn’t given them the 

task to begin with (because in reality, you weren’t going to be able to even “think” about that task until 

“things calm down around here!”).

5. Continue developing your leaders! Provide your leaders with leadership development. It doesn’t matter 

if they’re young alumni, veteran alumni, or retired alumni—no one person knows everything about 

leadership! Give them the tools to become better leaders for themselves and for your institution. Rely 

on your faculty, staff and researchers to come and present (free of charge) to your volunteer leaders. The 

impact is immeasurable; and the reward grows every year they’re engaged with your institution!

6. Be innovative; keep things fresh! Don’t be afraid to change things up, especially if it’s time. Each year, your 

student population is new—and their student experience is slightly different than the year before. So, 

keep your programs relevant—change when change can help you! For example, if you want to have a more 

representative approach to volunteers (i.e. your alumni population is more national than it is regional)—

don’t be afraid to introduce a small change, like teleconferencing into your business/board meeting model 

to accommodate volunteers from across the nation. Small changes can have a huge impact in achieving 

your overarching goals!
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Kean University
Adapting programming to serve young alumni

We all want to do more for our alumni. The question is: Where do we start?

Setting institutional priorities means balancing the desires of our alumni, the needs of existing programs, and 

the resources required to develop new ones.

We asked Kean University’s Director of Alumni Relations, Stella Maher, to share her team’s priorities.

COULD YOU DESCRIBE KEAN’S ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY?

STELLA MAHER: Kean has over 89,000 alumni predominantly living locally in driving distance to the 

University. 

We offer a number of reunion opportunities, especially around affinity groups such as greek organization, 

athletic teams, and specific departments/majors on campus, which we find resonate more with our alumni 

than class year reunions.

We also offer a menu of volunteer options to fit the desires and availability of our alumni, whether they can 

give one day to speak to a class, or 4 years to serve a term on the Alumni Board. Kean has changed a lot over 

the years, so it is important for us to get alumni back to campus and on a tour to see the Kean of today.

THIS YEAR, YOU’ VE BEEN FOCUSING ON ONLINE ENGAGEMENT AND ALUMNI CAREER 
DEVELOPMENT. WHY DID YOU CHOOSE THOSE PRIORITIES?

MAHER: Our immediate priorities are engaging alumni in their professional and career development. When 

they are unemployed or under-employed, it is harder for them to be able to return to campus for events or 

volunteerism.

We are providing tangible benefits where they can say specifically, “The Alumni Association gave this to me, 

or helped me in this way,” such as online networking.

While most of our alumni live nearby, that doesn’t mean they want to battle the campus traffic and parking 

for brick-and-mortar events. We offer online networking nights where alumni can connect with one another 

from their couch, office, or coffee shop. With campuses in Tom’s River, NJ (Kean Ocean) and Wenzhou, China 

(Wenzhou-Kean), this will grow Kean’s global presence as our alumni demographic shifts. 

It’s still fairly early in the year to discuss how this focus is going, but we had strong attendance at our first 

online networking night and good survey results that alumni enjoyed the opportunity and want more.

Now that we are through some of the major in-person events, I hope to spend more of the winter term 

focused on webinars and getting more of our programs up online so we can build this resource for alumni. 

If you’re doing an in-person panel or discussion already, it makes sense to record it and share that out so it 

becomes a living resource and will be another tangible benefit we can direct our alumni to utilize.
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‘ENGAGEMENT’ CAN BE PRETT Y ABSTR AC T. HOW DOES KEAN MAKE ENGAGEMENT 
MEASUR ABLE AND TR ACK ABLE?

MAHER: Our staff spent FY15 developing our alumni engagement rate and going through the process of 

coding all of the necessary data to start out with a benchmark. We began with the 3 basic criteria espoused by 

Chris Marshall of GG&A that are becoming a standard in our field: donors, event attendees, and volunteers.

In addition, we have added other engagement areas we are able to code: one-on-one visits with our staff, 

social media engagement, and purchasing memberships such as the gym or the museum. We obtained the 

number for each category, then removed duplicates that becomes the number of unique engaged alumni. For 

our base year, we coded 3,194 engaged alumni, which makes the rate 4.3% (of mailable alumni).

It’s hard to illustrate where that rate falls compared to other similar institutions, since the idea of calculating 

alumni engagement is still new to the field, and many schools aren’t able to accurately code these criteria.

Over the next few years, I expect we will see more and more schools that are doing the calculations so we can 

start to have conversations about where we are relative to our peers, like our advancement colleagues have 

with giving rates. 

IF YOU COULD IMPART ONE PIECE OF WISDOM TO SOMEONE DEVISING A NEW ALUMNI 

ENGAGEMENT PROGR AM, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

MAHER: The biggest lesson I have learned this past year in re-invigorating a program is to pick your priorities 

and create a few strong programs first versus trying to do a little bit of everything. I had to look at what I felt 

we must be doing (reunions, events, volunteer committees, communications, professional development) first 

and be patient for things I would like to be doing (travel program, regional chapters/clubs, legacy admission 

events, student alumni association) a little further down the road.

With newer programs, it is important to remember no two schools are the same and adapt your strategy to fit 

your alumni.

At prior institutions, we would build a packed 3-4 day reunion or homecoming weekend expecting alumni to 

fly in from out of town and anticipating they wanted something to do the entire time. At Kean, I’ve found when 

we plan those multi-event weekends, sometimes our alumni have to pick and choose because they are local 

and don’t want to get baby sitters both nights, or only feel like driving to campus once.

Review best practices and absorb what you can at conferences, but always be sure to view them through the 

lens of your institution’s alumni.
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Oklahoma State University
Reaching young alumni before they leave campus

When you’re tasked with engaging over 200,000 alumni, it doesn’t take long to figure out what works and 

what doesn’t.

The Oklahoma State University Alumni Association does that every day—but it doesn’t just engage alumni. 

The OSUAA team has also adopted a highly effective alum-from-day-one strategy that engages students as 

early as their freshman year.

We asked the OSUAA’s Director of Communications and Marketing, Chase Carter, to share some insight on 

young alumni engagement.

WHAT IS THE OSU ALUMNI ASSOCIATION’S YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY?

CHASE CARTER: We have seen the most impact in engaging with young alumni by starting the process even 

before they graduate.

In 2011, we rebranded our Student Alumni Association and began offering a student life membership option 

within it that allows students to make payments each semester toward a life membership through their bursar 

account. If they begin the payment process their first semester freshman year, they graduate as a fully paid 

life member (at a discounted $600 rate as well).

The program has done very well, and we have been signing up more than 500 student life members each 

year since we launched, compared to only a few hundred annual memberships we would normally sell at 

graduation.

This process has a number of benefits. First, it allows us to begin communicating with students and 

educating them about the mission of the Alumni Association early on in their collegiate career. By doing a life 

membership, we also take the pressure off annual renewals and acquisition post graduation.

It took many years to put the program together and ultimately was made successful through a strong 

partnership between our alumni board chair and the university president. The support and cooperation of 

the Office of the Registrar was also key to modify the bursar payment system to allow for the $75/semester 

charge.

ATHLETICS PLAY A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN THE OKLAHOMA STATE BR AND AND ANCHOR THE 
OSU COMMUNIT Y. WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM ENGAGEMENT AROUND ATHLETICS 

THAT TR ANSFERS TO OTHER ENGAGEMENT EFFORTS?

CARTER: There are very few things that bring together and excite our alumni as much as OSU athletics.

We have a wide variety of programming centered especially around football game days that include a three-

hour event and pep rally inside the OSU Alumni Center, watch parties nationwide with OSU Alumni Watch 
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Clubs and a carefully choreographed stream of posts on our social media channels.

We play off this passion for sports by having programming year-round that promotes alumni engagement 

with the help of athletics. One example is our Cowboy Caravan—a series of 10 summer events hosted by 

OSU Alumni Chapters across Oklahoma that provide an opportunity for local alumni networking and a Q&A 

session with a prominent OSU head coach.

We recently expanded our two largest Caravan events this summer in Oklahoma City and Tulsa when we 

moved them to the respective OSU branch campuses in both cities. This partnership not only showcased 

the branch campuses to alumni in those communities but also provided us a new venue to host community 

food trucks, have inflatables for children and generally host a more family friendly event, which was very well 

received.

IS THERE ANY THING YOU’ VE LEARNED ABOUT YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT THAT 

SURPRISED YOU?

CARTER: I mentioned earlier our success with student life members in our Student Alumni Association. We 

have struggled to gain traction with this group on Facebook but found they respond very well to posts on 

Instagram.

It’s important to use the specific media your target demographic is responding to when trying to connect with 

them. Our Office of Undergraduate Admissions has had wild success using Snapchat—so much so that we’ve 

considered it for student and young alumni engagement as well (if only we had more staff resources).

Our alumni always respond well to nostalgic pieces and beautiful pictures of campus. Those of us in alumni 

communications and marketing always need to remind ourselves that although we work every day on a 

college campus, a vast majority of our constituents do not—and they love reminiscing with photos and videos 

from their alma mater.

IF YOU COULD IMPART ONE PIECE OF WISDOM TO SOMEONE DEVISING A NEW YOUNG 

ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

CARTER: Do your research. We are not nearly as far along on a young alumni engagement strategy as we 

should be, but I know some of our peer conference schools like Iowa State University are doing it well after 

years of research and planning.

We have worked hard in building up a strong network of engaged student members, and our next step is to 

leverage this group when we begin to expand our young alumni engagement programs. But we still have a lot 

of research to do to find out what exactly these young alumni are interested in from their alumni association.
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Willamette University
Empowering young alumni to network with other alumni

Sometimes, alumni engagement is more art than science.

That art requires a deep understanding of and affinity for your alumni community. So who better to engage 

that community than alumni themselves?

Willamette University in Salem, Oregon has taken that point to heart. Willamette succeeds in engaging its 

young alumni by leveraging the generosity of its broader alumni network. We asked Devin Bales, Willamette’s 

alumni and parent relations associate, and a Willamette alumnus himself, to shed some light on Willamette’s 

most successful strategies.

WHAT IS WILLAMETTE’S YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY?

DEVIN BALES: We want to let young alumni know that we, the alumni office and the alumni association, have 

their back.

We strive to keep them engaged in the capacity that works best for them, so we create opportunities that 

offer them value. We put on career building lectures, formal and casual networking opportunities and virtual 

tools for connecting with older alumni and job opportunities.

HOW DOES YOUR PERSPEC TIVE AS A YOUNG ALUMNUS HELP YOU IN YOUR WORK?

BALES: As a young alumnus, I understand the emotional roller coaster recent graduates go through when 

thinking about their alma mater. “I loved my experience! But I owe so much money.” “I need a job, maybe 

my school can help me get a job?” “Who would I talk to? And how?” It is really a time in life when you are 

redefining your identity, and there is a lot going on.

Knowing this helps me create effective strategies for getting young alumni to listen and take advantage of 

what we offer. Whether they have advice coming from multiple sources or are completely lost, by offering 

platforms where they can casually interact with alumni, virtually or in person, we can put them in control 

of building their network and eliminate the intimidation factor of reaching out to a random “successful 

professional.”

IF YOU COULD IMPART ONE PIECE OF WISDOM TO SOMEONE DEVISING A NEW YOUNG 

ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

BALES: Make engagement easy for new graduates, and offer opportunities that have value to them now.  

Make connecting with successful alumni low pressure and present opportunities to give back that aren’t 

monetary. Keeping young alumni engaged is more efficient and effective than trying to re-engage them later 

in life.
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Phillips Exeter Academy
Engaging early and often

Independent schools face a unique set of challenges when it comes to engaging young alumni.

For one, their alumni graduate four years younger than their post-secondary counterparts’. It takes another 

four years for their graduates to begin giving in an adult capacity.

It is the task of these schools’ alumni relations offices to keep alumni engaged in the interim.

We asked Phillips Exeter Academy’s Assistant Director of Student and Young Alumni Programs Michelle 

Curtin to discuss Exeter’s strategy for keeping young alumni engaged.

WHAT IS EXETER’S YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY?

MICHELLE CURTIN: Our strategy is to start the engagement process before they leave campus. Over the 

past several years, we have focused on building a student engagement program that dovetails with our young 

alumni program.

Our hope is to connect with students and educate them on what it means to be an alum, the benefits of 

staying connected and the impact of philanthropy. Our goal is to engage, excite and educate students about 

becoming alumni before they actually become alumni.

Some of our programs include an annual alumni/senior dinner, an annual “Thank A Donor Day,” mailing the 

alumni magazine to seniors starting in the fall of their senior year, alumni induction ceremony, and an alumni 

online directory registration event each spring.

In addition, members of the institutional advancement office advise a student club dedicated to raising 

awareness about the impact of donor support and thanking alumni, parents, and friends who support Exeter’s 

annual fund.

COLLEGES FACE CHALLENGES ENOUGH TRYING TO KEEP YOUNG ALUMNI ENGAGED. 

EXETER’S GR ADUATES ARE EVEN YOUNGER . HOW DO YOU OVERCOME THIS CHALLENGE?

CURTIN: I’m not going to say that we are beyond the challenges that many of our peer schools face. We 

encounter the same challenges of keeping alumni connected and engaged throughout their college years; 

however, because we start the engagement process early (before they leave campus), we have seen an 

increase in our ability to connect with and maintain engagement with young alumni after they graduate. 

EVERY ALUMNI OFFICE EXCELS AT SOMETHING . WHAT DOES YOUR TEAM DO BEST?

CURTIN: At Exeter, we strive to make it easy for alumni to be engaged.

We help organize and execute a lot of regional events world-wide. These events range from annual receptions 
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with the principal and faculty to casual happy hours or baseball games with local alumni and just about 

anything in between. Our goal is to keep alumni connected to each other and to the academy so we strive to 

bring Exeter to our alumni when and where we can.

We also have a strong social media presence and our communications team works hard to put out newsletter 

every month in addition to our alumni magazine that is mailed quarterly. We try to have a lot of opportunities 

for alumni to stay connected with Exeter regardless of if they can attend or help organize an event.

IF YOU COULD IMPART ONE PIECE OF WISDOM TO SOMEONE DEVISING A NEW YOUNG 

ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STR ATEGY, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

CURTIN: Start small and start simple.

Find a way to connect with students before they become alumni.  Focus on the 3 E’s: engaging, exciting, and 

educating. At Exeter we have found success in educating students about philanthropy through stewardship 

and donor relations. Our message to students is always, “let’s thank those who make all this possible” rather 

than, “let us tell you about why we ask alumni for money.”  

If you can steer the conversation towards how it impacts them as students and the experiences they are 

having now, you have a better shot at getting their attention and at helping them understand the impact of 

philanthropy and its value to the educational experience they are receiving. The focus should be on building a 

foundation of engagement for the future.

We ask ourselves, “What if the data make me look bad?” One thing is for sure: Ignoring the data will make you 

look worse.

And starting to measure one’s own success is itself a useful task, a sign of someone doing their job well. From 

there, we can improve.
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