Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions
The State of the Field in 2017
_____________________________________________
Realizing the Potential for Recruitment, Brand Awareness and More

About the Authors
Managing Global Operations, One Piece At
A Time.
Academic Assembly provides solutions to
educational institutions seeking to better
manage and grow their global operations
and university internationalization efforts.
Academic Assembly helps institutions
supplement existing resources and provides
a scalable approach to achieve strategic
objectives. Academic Assembly brings
together some of international education’s
most successful entrepreneurs and leaders
with a suite of global services that are
designed to boost global institutional
success. Services range from professional
development and training, to alumni
development and relations, to international
student recruitment, risk management and
strategic planning.
Contact: info@AcademicAssembly.com

Where Your Digital Footprint Meets Your
Ground Game
Academic institutions hire Intead to develop
and execute marketing strategies that
effectively engage hard to reach student
and graduate segments. We offer a holistic
blend of on-the-ground recruiting efforts
and digital marketing. Our use of culturally
appropriate and accessible digital platforms
enhances the communication, branding
and marketing presence of our university,
college, and private high school clients. We
support our clients with sophisticated content
development, design, and analytics services,
ultimately improving results and decreasing
costs over time.
Contact: info@intead.com
2

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions

© 2017 Academic Assembly, Inc. and International Education Advantage, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions
The State of the Field in 2017
_____________________________________________
Realizing the Potential for Recruitment, Brand Awareness and More

Contents

Executive Summary:

Our Key Findings ........................................... 4

Background:

What Is Global Alumni Management,
And Why Does This Matter? ......................... 6

Our Process:

Surveying 100+ Academic Professionals ....... 7

Our Findings:

Detailed Analyses .......................................... 8

Summary and Recommendations:

Your Take-Aways .......................................... 16

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions

© 2017 Academic Assembly, Inc. and International Education Advantage, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

3

Executive Summary
Where in the world are your alumni?
With our increasingly global workforce, colleges and
countries and over continents. “International” or “global”
alumni relations is the outreach to, and engagement of,
these internationally-located alumni.1 This group includes not
only students who came from abroad to complete studies
at American universities, but domestic students who have
relocated to other countries since graduating.

The purpose of international alumni relations is
to leverage the support of this potential group
of brand ambassadors. The cumulative effect of
this will increase your global brand projection,
boost enrollment and fundraising, and create
new employment opportunities for current
students and recent graduates. It’s about
making good use of the powerful resources you
already have.
Enrollment professionals are typically well aware of alumni’s
critical role in recruitment and fundraising efforts. And yet,
many have big questions about just how to manage these
efforts effectively. This is particularly true for alumni abroad,
who are beyond the reach of typical domestic alumni relations
efforts.
of 103 respondents working at 97 United States colleges,
universities, or other post-secondary institutions and involved
in development, admissions, international affairs, or alumni
management. Respondents were surveyed about their
institutions’ current international alumni management practices,
their rating of the program’s consistency and effectiveness,
their areas of frustration, and how much value they and their
institutional leadership ascribe to the work of global alumni
development.

Gretchen Dobson and Academic Assembly, retrieved January 5,
2017 from http://www.academicassembly.com/services/international-alumni-services
1
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You are not alone in
wanting your global
alumni relations
efforts to do more.

51%
28%

Inadequate Budget

(28%) were the most commonly reported
impediments to expanding institutional
international alumni efforts.

OVER

50%
65%

of our sample reported having no
dedicated staff time devoted to
international alumni management.

Leadership Support

While over 50% of respondents reported
feeling that international alumni management
was “very important” to increasing
international student recruitment and brand
awareness, nearly 30% of the sample did
leadership support.

OVER

50%

of respondents reported that that
their institution’s international
alumni management program was
not well-organized, well-resourced,
well-planned, or consistent.
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30%

International Alumni
Management Very
Important

Our Recommendations:

1
2
3

Pay attention to your data
management. Systems matter.
Start small. Begin with just a
handful of international cities,
and grow from there.
Recognize the importance of
senior leadership buy-in.

© 2017 Academic Assembly, Inc. and International Education Advantage, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

5

Background
“International” or “global” alumni
relations is the outreach to and
engagement of internationalincludes not only students who
came from abroad to complete
studies at American universities
and then return home, but also
graduates – domestic included –
who have relocated abroad since
graduation.
Managing alumni is a complicated
task – even when these former
students are still local. Keeping
contact information up-to-date,
continuing to engage alumni with
their alma mater’s mission, and
keeping these connections fresh
as the years roll on, requires a
high level of organization, resources, and creativity. When alumni
are located abroad, the complexity multiplies - and the number of
international alumni is growing
dramatically.
According to the “Open Doors
2016” Report of the Institute of
International Education 1 , 60% of
all international students in the
United States come from four
countries: China (31.5%), India
(15.9%), Saudi Arabia (5.9%), and
South Korea (5.8%). The overall
rate of increase for students from
these countries seeking degrees
outside their home country has
risen dramatically over the past
few years. India, for example, sent
24.9% more students to American
universities in 2016 than in 2015.

Not only do colleges and universities need to keep track of “domestic” or “international” alumni,
they need to consider a growing
third group: transnational alumni.
These are graduates who conduct
their personal and professional
lives in two or more countries.
When alumni live in London but
work in Paris, customer relationship management (CRM) gets
complex quickly.2 Many universilogical resources to keep up with
an increasingly global and mobile
workforce.

All of these students and
graduates represent an
enormous opportunity
for their American alma
maters. Sadly, without
action, they will remain a
lost opportunity.

therefore, it is ironic that U.S. institutions have not effectively extended their expertise to include
alumni abroad.
Does having decades of data advance an institution’s internationalization strategy? Not necessarily.
In an increasingly global economy,
it has never been more important
or more complicated to identify,
track, and connect with global
alumni. At some institutions, the
management of these processes has never been fully thought
through. Many universities simply
don’t know what they don’t know.
the ground, we set out to survey
out to us and share your perspecn

Overseas alumni can be extremely
effective at recruiting new students, building the brand, bringing in philanthropic dollars, and
creating international internship
and job opportunities for current
students and new graduates. And
yet, it can feel overwhelmingly
connect and activate these alumni
effectively. Institutions around the
world – and those within the United States – have long-considered
American-style alumni relations as
the “gold standard” of outreach,

Institute of International Education (2016). “International Student Enrollment Trends, 1948/49-2015/16.” Open Doors
Report on International Educational Exchange. Retrieved from http://www.iie.org/opendoors

1

2

Dobson, G., (Ed.) (2015). Staying Global: how international alumni relations advances the agenda. Netherlands: EAIE
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OUR FINDINGS

Our Process
In July 2017, Academic Assembly and Intead co-sponsored
international alumni relations management. This study
was open to administrators of United States colleges,
universities, and other post-secondary institutions working
in development, admissions, international affairs, or
alumni engagement roles. Intead and Academic Assembly
distributed the survey via email and social media.
Respondents were surveyed about their institutions’ current
international alumni management practices, their rating of
their programs’ consistency and effectiveness, their areas of
frustration, and how much value their institution ascribes to
this work.

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions
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Our Findings
Our online survey received 103 responses from professionals
working at United States colleges, universities, or other
post-secondary institutions and involved in development,
admissions, international affairs, or alumni management. Since
responses were not required for each question, the number of
respondents per question varies.

following areas continue to be challenges for

8
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•

Identifying alumni and managing data

•

Accessing adequate resources to advance global alumni
priorities

•

Creating sustainable solutions and internal systems to
manage international alumni activity
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Only

35

%

102 respondents completed a question about
dedicated staff time.
•

59% (60) reported that their institution did
not dedicate any staff time whatsoever to
international alumni management.

•

Only 35% (36) reported any dedicated staff
time devoted to this effort.

Of those dedicating some staff time,
•

32% (11) reported having about 1 full-time
equivalent (FTE).

•

60% (21) reported that their global alumni
relations efforts were centralized in the

reported any dedicated staff time
devoted to this effort.

60%
50%
40%
30%

How much staff time
does your institution
currently devote to
international alumni
management?

20%
10%
0%

More
than
2 FTE

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions

About
2 FTE

About
1 FTE

About
.5 FTE

Less than
No
Don’t
.5 FTE, dedicated know/
but more staff time prefer not
than
to answer
nothing
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Current activities
98 respondents shared information about
their current breadth of efforts, platforms for
communication, and frequency of contact with
international alumni.

Number of cities
•

27% (26) reported that their institution does
not manage international alumni at all.

•

33% (32) reported that their institution is
currently working with international alumni in 5
or more international cities.

•

19% (19) reported that their institution is
currently working with international alumni in
fewer than 5 international cities.

Frequency of contact
When asked how often a member of their
institutional staff is in contact with an international
alumnus to talk about volunteer efforts (such as
hosting events, applicant interviews, etc.):
•

23% (23) reported once or twice per year

•

7% (7) reported a few times per month

•

10% (10) reported a few times per week

•

11% (11) reported that they are never in
contact

•

19% (19) either did not know or preferred not
to answer

Online or in-person?
Again, 27% (26) of our sample reported that their
institution is not managing international alumni at all.
•

22% (22) reported connecting with
international alumni online only—relying on
social media, newsletters, and email.

•

4% (4) reported connecting with international
alumni only at in-person events or at
gatherings in international cities.

•

38% (37) reported using a combination of
online outreach and in-person events.

•

10
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communication methods.
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Technology

35

%

OUR FINDINGS

97 participants responded to a question about the
technology/customer relationship management
software/online community they use to track their
international alumni.

reported using no software
platform at all.

•

35% (34) reported using no software platform
at all.

•

25% (24) did not know enough to say.

•

6% (6) use Razor’s Edge.

•

2% reported using Graduway (1) or Aluminati
(1).

•

39% (37) reported “other.” These text
responses indicated a variety of other software
platforms and home-grown systems. One (1)
respondent opted not to answer.

Do larger institutions use technology better or
more consistently? Not necessarily.

very little if anything with
international alumni. They
do not want to focus
on being fundraisers so
they don’t keep track.
Unfortunately, they
are missing a lot of
opportunities.”
- Midwest Regional
Public University

Survey results suggest that institutional size is not a
determining factor in how international alumni data
is managed.
•

Of the 42 respondents from institutions with
fewer than 10,000 enrolled students:
•

17 do not use a CRM to track international
alumni.

•

13 do not know enough to say.

The remainder reported using a variety of CRMs,
or use only social media to only engage alumni (a
solution which does not allow for an immediate
transfer of data to effectively track and update
contact records).
•

Of the 22 respondents from institutions with
10,000-20,000 enrolled students:
•

11 do not use a CRM to track international
alumni.

•

4 do not know enough to say.

Of the 11 respondents from institutions with
20,000-30,000 enrolled students:

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions

•

All but one of these institutions is a public
4-year university granting doctoral degrees
with the highest level of research activity.

•

7 of the 11 do not use a CRM or do not know
which CRM they use.

© 2017 Academic Assembly, Inc. and International Education Advantage, LLC. All Rights Reserved.
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Even those institutions with CRM systems in place
reported struggles with proper management. For
instance, one respondent noted:

“We have Ellucian Advance, but no
historic effort has been made to ensure
we enter their data correctly (according
to the address systems of their
country), or to keep their information
updated.”
•

“Ultimately, the issue is
lack of resources. However,
I will add that from our
experience and discussions
with colleagues at other
community colleges, that
there is an inherent barrier
with international students
more often establishing
deeper alumni connections
with the 4-year universities
they transfer to. Granted,
this is not an impassable
barrier, but one that would
again take greater resources
to overcome.”
- a community college
in the Northwest

Of the 17 respondents from institutions with
more than 30,000 enrolled students:
•

All but one is a public, 4-year doctoral
university.

•

6 of the 17 do not use a CRM, or do not know
which CRM they use.

•

Several wrote in responses about home-grown
CRM systems: “I don’t love it, but it’s unlikely
to change,“ wrote one respondent.

•

A total lack of tracking systems seems
particularly endemic at community colleges.
67% of respondents from community colleges
(8) reported that their college does not track
international alumni, compared to 35% of the
overall sample. Despite this, the majority feel
it is “very important” to engage international
alumni to raise brand awareness.

35

%

of our sample (34) reported
using no customer relationship
management software at all.

12
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65

%

Charitable giving
97 participants responded to a question asking how
much charitable giving their institution currently
receives from international alumni donors per year.
reported that they did not know how much
international alumni give to their institution.
•

Of the smaller remaining response pool reporting
on the total annual giving from all international
alumni:
•

8% (8) reported giving of less than $1,000 per year.

•

5% (5) reported giving of $1,000-10,000 per year.

•

9% (9) reported giving of $10,000-100,000 per year.

•

8% (8) reported giving of over $100,000 per year.

•

4% (4) opted not to say.

did not know how much international
alumni give to their institution.

5
(Not Very Important)

4

3

2

1
(Very Important)

Increased international
student recruitment

6.25%

4.17%

9.38%

20.83%

59.38%

6

4

9

20

57

Increased donations

12.50%

15.63%

27.08%

13.54%

31.25%

12

15

28

13

30

Increased brand
awareness

6.32%

6.32%

9.47%

22.11%

55.79%

6

6

9

21

53

Increased employment
and networking for all students

6.32%

7.45%

12.77%

26.60%

47.87%

5

7

12

25

45
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WEIGHTED
AVERAGE
1.77

2.55

1.85

1.96
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Personal perceptions of value
96 respondents shared their perceptions of the
Over 50% of respondents believe international
alumni management to be “very important” to
increasing international student recruitment and
brand awareness.
•

31% (30) feel these efforts are “very
important” to increasing donations.

•

48% (45) feel these efforts are “very
important” to increasing employment and
networking opportunities for all students.

Perceptions of leadership support
“It is nearly impossible to
start anything that doesn’t
come as a directive from the
top, especially something
that would require crossdepartmental support…we’re
just not focused enough on
international at the top to
get buy-in right away.”
- Private 4-year university

96 respondents completed this item: “Do you think
that you get the internal leadership support that
you need to effectively run an international alumni
program?”
•

67% of respondents (63) feel that they do

Struggles
97 respondents indicated the three biggest
impediments to expanding their international alumni
efforts. The most commonly cited barriers were:
•
•
•

Not tracking international alumni (35%, 34).

96 respondents reported what they would do with
an additional $24k in their yearly international alumni
management budget. The most common responses
were:

14
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•

32% (31) would devote the funds to
international events and staff travel.

•

25% (24) would hire additional staff to manage
the program.

•

8% (8) would make enhancements to their
CRM system.

© 2017 Academic Assembly, Inc. and International Education Advantage, LLC. All Rights Reserved.
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Over

50

%

of respondents reported that it was “not
at all true” that their organization’s international alumni management efforts could
be described as well-resourced, consistent, well-planned or well-organized.

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0

Satisfaction with current efforts
99 participants reported on their perceptions of their
institution’s current efforts.
•

Over 50% of respondents reported that it
was “not at all true” that their organization’s
international alumni management efforts could
be described as:
•

Well-resourced (64%, 64)

•

Consistent (53%, 53)

•

Well-planned (51%, 51)

•

Well-organized (50%, 50)

•

Most of the remaining respondents were
lukewarm, saying these positive descriptors were
just “somewhat true.”

•

Less than 5% of respondents reported that it was
“very true” that their organization’s international
alumni management efforts could be described as:
•

Well-resourced (4%, 4)

•

Consistent (2%, 2)

•

Well-planned (3%, 3)

•

Well-organized (4%, 4)

These groups are not mutually exclusive—in
fact, only 6 total respondents considered any
of these descriptors to be very true, and only 1
considered all four to be very true.

How true are these descriptions
for your institution’s current
international alumni management?

Very true
Somewhat true
Not at all true
I don’t know
Prefer not to answer

Well-organized

Well-resourced

Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions

Well-planned

Consistent
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Summary and Recommendations
Our key take-away: international data
management remains an obstacle. Many American
higher education institutions have a long way to go
in properly prioritizing and funding international
alumni management.
the simplest: 59% (60) of our sample reported
that their institution does not currently have any
dedicated staff time devoted to international
alumni management. Given that, it is not surprising
that a majority of respondents did not feel
adequately supported by internal leadership, and did
not feel their efforts were consistent, well-resourced,
well-organized, or well-planned.

So, how can struggling institutions
improve?
We can draw from established best practices and
offer recommendations for moving forward.

Data matters.

Output is only as good as input. The success of
engaging international alumni relies heavily on
the use of sophisticated, user-friendly systems.
Institutions must ensure that these systems can
record international information such as postal
codes, country codes for phone, three or more
that are regularly used in home countries.
Pay attention to your transnational alumni. Take,
for example, international students who have since
place. At many institutions, these alums would simply
be coded as “domestic” because of the postal code
transnational domestic alumni. Capturing this kind of
nuance requires a commitment to internationalizing
your CRM systems and annually inviting alumni to
update their contact information. 1,2
Institutions should also create records for “nontraditional” alumni: for example, non-degree
students, guests who have spent time with the
university community, international honorary degree
recipients, study abroad and exchange students,

16
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visiting international faculty, and research fellows
from government scholarships programs.
Anyone who has had a positive experience with your
institution has the potential to serve as a valuable
brand ambassador abroad—regardless of whether or
not he or she earned a degree at your school.
from truly understanding who is in their alumni
database. When schools use more strategic
mechanisms for tracking, they increase their access
to the valuable international diaspora at their
doorstep.

Look at the big picture.

“Anyone who has had
a positive experience
with your institution has
the potential to serve
as a valuable brand
ambassador abroad—
regardless of whether or
not he or she earned a
degree at your school.”

Institutions need to understand how the
demographics of their institutions’ international
students have changed over time. Understanding
these demographics may provide better context
for how current systems were developed - and why
they may need to be updated. Important data may
reside in places other than in central advancement
records (such as with academic departments,
graduate schools, summer language programs, or
admissions/recruitment). If so, these systems need to
be connected.

Take this seriously.

Both staff working on the ground and senior
leadership need to understand the enormous
potential international alumni represent. While the
majority of our survey respondents personally placed
a high value on these efforts, many did not feel
adequately supported by senior leadership.

The value of this work must be
understood by leadership and staff in
order for it to be successful.
International alumni relations can’t be managed in
a vacuum by an institution’s alumni relations team.
Reasonable expectations must be set for interdepartmental cooperation, and a reasonable budget
must be allocated.
Ideally, a cross-functional team from admissions,
advancement, international programs and career
for grassroots alumni engagement outside of
America. Develop annual plans that leverage
Global Alumni Management for U.S. Institutions
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regularly-scheduled travel abroad (e.g., “fall
recruitment in India including an alumni engineering

in January, while recruiters continue reading
applications at home”).
Whether an institution has $5,000, $10,000, or more
to devote to the establishment of an international
alumni network in a foreign city, resources must be
allocated wisely. Remember that this is not a process
that can be managed by the generosity of alumni
volunteers. Annual budgets should be forecasted
departments. It takes money to make money (and
build relationships). Outside assistance from experts
recruitment, training and managing of volunteers so
that efforts going forward are sustained.

Less can be more.

Institutions just starting to build international alumni
networks should choose just one or two regions to
begin their efforts. Select a small number of targets
which serve overall institutional objectives (not just
one, such as fundraising). While targeting a larger
number of cities may seem like the fast-track to
increased fundraising and enrollment, this is
something to work up to gradually.

Building initial success will demonstrate
value to leadership.
Which brings us to…

Demonstrate value.

Alumni networks can be city-based, country-based,
or region-based (e.g., Beijing, China, or East
Asia). No matter the format, your goal is to create
opportunities for alumni to identify with their alma
proposition.
Why this work is valuable:

For institutions

From an institutional perspective, the value of having
global alumni involved in student recruitment is
clear. These alumni can speak convincingly about
your school to prospective students in a way that
international alumni also strengthens the alumni

18
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connection to the institution—strengthening
professional network opportunities (good for
students and for the school), deepening loyalty to
the alma mater, and encouraging donations.

For current and prospective students

A strong, global network of alumni is a powerful
networking resource. Your current students may
securing internships or jobs. These perks are not only
useful, but encourage positive feelings that bolster
recruitment and fundraising.

your university a welcoming place? Where can they
no better source of expert advice than your alumni.

For alumni

From an alumni perspective, what is the value in
donating time, money, and tapping their professional
and personal resources to support the institution?
This is the value you must make clear. Your alumni
engaging, fun, and rewarding. Make them feel
respected and appreciated. Give them opportunities
to promote their own successes and make
connections that may be useful to their own lives and
careers.
An international alumni relations program will die as
quickly as it began if the approach is strictly based
only on the internal vision. Invest in an international
alumni volunteer management program and invite
interested alumni to become chapter/regional
leaders, advisors, and, eventually, your most valuable
brand ambassadors.
With leadership support, staff guidance, a budget
to support their efforts, and social media channels
with which they funnel and exchange ideas and
information, your global alumni network will
understand that this is a serious and ongoing
collaboration between your institution and its former
students. Your commitment will communicate that
their alma mater is investing in a long-term strategy,
and that they are central to this effort.
British Council (2015). “Broadening Horizons: the value of overseas experience.” Retrieved from https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/ihe/knowledge-centre/student-mobility/report-broadening-horizons-2015
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