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SeSSion 001
TranSlaTing alumni love inTo annual giving wiTh heaTher Brown

Beth: Thank you so much Heather for joining me today. I’m speaking with Heather 

Brown, the Executive Director of Annual Giving at Villanova University. Thanks for 

joining me today Heather. I’m going to start today by asking you about how you came 

to fundraising and membership work that you have been doing.

heather: We really are primarily focused on fundraising so we are not a dues-paying 

organization or anything so our main focus is on the fundraising efforts through the 

annual giving. Just a little bit about me, I’ve been in the field now for I guess about 

12 years and have worked at a couple of different institutions. One of the things that 

we’ve really been focused on specifically at Villanova is making sure that our annual 

giving team and our alumni relations departments are working very closely together. 

I know a lot of institutions whose departments are kind of like report to the same 

AVP or something. We do not here. We report through different AVPs but ultimately 

the same VP, so that’s been one thing over the past 4 years that I’ve really worked to 

make sure I am working closely with my colleagues and alumni in ways that we can 

partner since they really are focused on the engagement at the mass level without 

necessarily being associated with giving, but that we can try to leverage some of the 

opportunities that they are doing to directly increase our participation.

Beth: I’m hearing that more and more that people are trying not to muddy things up 

too  much with the alumni work without having too much asking going on there, but 

that when people are working together and at least coordinating and planning and 

having shared goals that it’s really starting to make a difference.

heather: Absolutely. And I think one of the things that I found early on is that we 

have a great group of volunteers. Some are chapter volunteers, reunion volunteers 

and quite frankly a lot of our volunteers do want to help with the fundraising efforts. 
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As we know, not everyone is actually comfortable asking people for money and one 

of the things I try to do is try to find some fun and interesting ways that our volunteers 

could talk about giving without necessarily being the one to stand up there and say, 

“Now so-and-so I need you to make a gift to support Villanova”. I kind of give them 

some resources and opportunities that can be part of a more extreme programming, 

but not necessarily a way that might turn somebody off so that they then don’t come 

to another alumni event.

Beth: That’s really great, sort of stepping in slowly. So what are some of the things 

that you’ve come up with to ask them to do that they’ve really responded to?

heather: One of the first things I did during my first year here is we implemented 

what we call the chapter challenge and so we looked at all of our different regional 

chapters that were kind of being overseen by the alumni office and again alumni 

participation is something that is very important to our President and our board and 

when I started at Villanova, it was at 17%, which is kind of one of those things with 

all the alumni had great things to say like, “Villanova is the best thing that happened 

to me”, “The best four years of my life” and it wasn’t necessarily translating into 

annual gifts. What we decided to do with the chapter challenge is kind of say this is 

where we are and this is where we want to be at the end of the year and give some 

incentives to those chapters who would further members who would help get us 

there. For example, when we were at 17%, the next year’s goal was to be at 19%. We 

did reach that goal, but what we did for any chapter who met that national average 

of 19%, they got a special event grant from the university. Not many of our alumni 

chapters get funding from the university so we gave them a $300 event grant, which 

may not seem like a lot, but as you know…

Beth: Absolutely. For events, that can be great especially if it’s something simple that 

they’re doing.

heather: Exactly and so maybe they don’t have to charge everybody as much or they 
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can do something for free or if they have a game watch party maybe it’s providing 

free food. It was a nice incentive for them to get some money without having to 

necessarily charge people to attend an event. That was one way that they could get 

an event grant and then for the chapter who had the highest overall participation 

rate, they received an additional event grant and then we also did incentive for folks 

that had the biggest increase. Let’s say that your participation rate was only 10% 

the year before in your region, but you guys got up to that 17% so it was the largest 

percentage increase over all the chapters, we recognized that as well. It was not 

about dollars at all, but all about participation and because there was something in 

it for the chapter, not in it for the individuals themselves, but for the chapter, it was 

something that our chapter leadership really felt they could promote at an event and 

not as a turn off way. Hey guys we have the opportunity to receive over $1,000 worth 

of event grants if we can kind of meet this. This is how you can help. Just make a gift 

to the university. It doesn’t matter the size. It doesn’t matter the designation. Just 

make a gift in a way that is most meaningful to you. It wasn’t necessarily like we need 

you to give, we need you to give. It was more like we want you to give and this is how 

it’s going to directly help our chapter.

Beth: I really like that. It’s such a great idea and also it sort of gives a shared goal 

locally among people who know each other. Did the chapters give you any sort of 

feedback about being more comfortable to use that language in having something to 

ask, but not so direct and did they see anything like more people participating and 

things going on because they had something really specific they were striving for?

heather: Absolutely. We had the results posted. We did them bi-weekly on our 

website and the specific communication to the chapter leaders too and then they 

would post it on their Facebook pages and everything else and you started to see 

these threads on Facebook where the Carolina chapter is going at the Atlanta chapter 

going like, “Haha we got 15 new gifts this week. How many did you get?” It was kind 

of neat to see that.

Beth: Kind of a little fun one-upmanship going on. The other thing that that did, it 



www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

sounds like it gave the ability to incorporate social without you being the ones that 

directed it. You know, let them be social among themselves.

heather: Right. We provided the information and some of them used email and 

some of them did Facebook depending on the natural way the chapter engaged 

with their group, but a lot of them were doing a lot of stuff with it, which was great 

to see. Again I think from our volunteers, they felt good because they know alumni 

participation is something important. All of our volunteers like the chapter leaders are 

making gifts, but this was an easy way for them to talk to some of their peers about 

making the gifts without making them feel like we’re asking for money, asking for 

money.

Beth: that is so great. It is so great that a university of your size that is very structured 

and very conscious of their brand was able to sort of let go of that and let the 

chapters communicate in the way like you said in a way that works best for them, 

which really probably helped people feel that they really owned this event and 

experience.

heather: Right, absolutely. It got to the point where we would have chapter leaders 

call us and say, “Hey, can you send me a list of people who have attended events in 

our region that haven’t made a gift? I want to do a little bit more outreach with these 

folks as our fiscal year was coming to a close.” It was really great to see them feeling 

like, “Gosh I’m five gifts away from where I need to be. How can I get this?”

Beth: So that wasn’t something that they were doing before? You know calling up and 

saying that I need to do more reach out?

heather: Right, exactly.

Beth: That’s a really big impact from such small things.
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heather: It was and I wish I could say that every chapter fully embraced it, but you 

know like anything, more than 50% of our chapters really got behind it. There were 

some chapters that really probably weren’t quite as active anyway. Do you know what 

I mean? Like not really hosting a lot of networking and social events and stuff like 

that who didn’t embrace it as much, but we thought that was okay. For those that 

did, it was a great way and they got to see results and there was something tangible 

that they ultimately ended up getting at the end of the day to help with the chapter 

and so we’ve done that for the last couple of years. Sometimes we’ll do little subsets 

within the chapter challenge. I guess it was two years ago as part of it during March 

we did what we called chapter madness. Everybody likes to fill out a bracket and so 

we took all of the chapters and we matched them up based on the first place team 

from last year with the last place team. We did it just like they do for basketball and 

the chapters competed each week for the percentage increase of donors and we did 

percentage increase because our Manhattan Chapter has a ton more people than 

our Western Pennsylvania chapter. We had to do percentage increase, which was fine 

instead of the number of donors for each of the areas and so ultimately at the end 

of the day for each week we would update the bracket where people stood. We did 

this because, again for all of us, this is about participation and we didn’t want anyone 

to feel when they lost that they were the loser and that they could still help to get 

some donors so we put them into what we called our challengers bracket and the 

challengers bracket basically each team could still try to acquire as many new donors 

as they could and then at the very end when it got to the championship round, if 

one of the challengers had a higher participation percentage increase, then one of 

the challengers in the actual final game, the final team could be knocked out by a 

challenger and the challenger could be competing for the grand prize. 

Beth: It’s such a good idea. That’s one of the big risks of contests.  It’s such a 

great way that the concept of, they talk about gamification and turning things into 

entertainment, it’s such a great way to capture people’s attention and really increase 

the shareability, but that’s the whole risk of that other side of negative feelings when 

people feel like they are a loser.
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heather: Exactly. That’s why we were like we can’t have a loser’s bracket. You can 

challenge your way back in. Ultimately the championship game came down to 

somebody moving their way up from the challenger’s bracket and knocking someone 

else out to compete for that final round. It was great to see that, but again there was 

a lot of chatter on social media about it and again it was just a fun game-oriented 

type thing that our volunteers could push out. The university didn’t necessarily have 

to be sitting there saying we need you to give, we need you to give. 

Beth: It’s always a good idea to sort of jump on something that is sort of trending 

in the public consciousness at the moment and the whole March Madness concept 

is such a big thing especially at a school with the basketball legacy of Villanova. I’m 

sure that’s something that graduates are very attuned to, especially if they’ve since 

moved out of the area. It does so many things, capitalizing on the popularity of it plus 

it reconnects people with sort of that feeling of being part of that experience when 

they were still at school. My father is a Villanova graduate and he’s a fan to the end. 

It’s been awhile. That is so great! As a university you’re saying that they have a really 

strong commitment to this concept of participation. Can you tell me how that came 

about and why that is something at a strategic level the university thinks is important?

heather: It really boils down to our graduates are very satisfied with their degrees 

for the most part. We have great reviews from our alumni, but we just felt as an 

organization it wasn’t translating into gifts and the percentage of alumni that was 

giving back, which is important because for us and we looked at some of our parent 

situations, many of them were in high 20’s or 30’s or 40’s when we looked at alumni 

participation. I was like, “Gosh, we need to be there” and not just for the sake of 

getting gifts. Honestly, as you know, having additional resources for the institution 

is fantastic. Fundraising is important as all higher education institutions know, but 

for us, we didn’t want it to look externally or even internally that our alumns were 

not happy or satisfied with their degrees, which ultimately is measured by alumni 

participation. We knew that we needed to do a better job internally engaging folks. 

This is where our participation rate is. This is where some of our peers are. This is why 

it’s important. This is why the gifts of $25 or $50 makes a difference, especially when 
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we’re announcing million dollar and $5 million dollar gifts. We need to make sure that 

our lower level donors understand that the $25, $50 or $75 gift is important and it is 

for the university as well.

Beth: What are some of the things that you’ve done to kind of demonstrate to them 

that that’s important?

heather: We spend a lot of time with our messaging, depending on the segment 

of our direct mail, phone-a-thon, email and e-newsletters and all that stuff with very 

specific things and one of the favorite things I always like to look at is our pyramid 

chart, the number of gifts that have come into the university between a certain level 

and what it accounts for. Our $1–$99 is where the majority of our gifts come in at—

quite frankly—you’re talking like 10,000 gifts can come in during a one year time 

period at those low levels.

Beth: Yeah, but 10,000 gifts at the low level still adds up.

heather: Exactly and that’s what I like to do so we’ll show and I think it was a couple 

of years ago, but over half million dollars came in just by adding up all the small gifts. 

We like to educate donors that your gift of $25 might not seem like it’s doing a lot 

when you look at what tuition and room and board is, but when we take your gift and 

add it up with everyone else who made a gift at that level too, look at the impact that 

it has for the university. You start looking at half million dollars, geez you’re talking 

about 10 kids that could have had a free ride to Villanova that your donation, you 

know what I mean? It puts it in more real terms.

Beth: That’s huge. To be able to tie it to that specific, to be able to get it all the way 

down to here’s the giant number and here’s how we take that giant number and utilize 

it. It’s so great. That is really amazing and it’s such a simple metric to pull out.
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heather: It really is and I think sometimes we under utilize it because I know not just 

at Villanova, but at institutions everyone talks about average gifts. Well as we all know 

we have a couple of large donors in there that’s really going to skew your average gift 

and our average gift last year was less than $2,000 but it was still almost $2,000.

Beth: Which is unachievable for a recent graduate.

heather: If that’s the average cost then I’m well below the average so why should I 

even bother giving? I try to focus on what stats and information really makes sense 

and so from a non-donor respective and our low level donors we make sure that 

we always include that messaging that it’s not just about your one small gift. It’s 

about your gift and everyone else making those gifts and the impact that they have 

together.

Beth: That is great. Where are things sitting now? You’ve been doing these 

challenges. Have you been able to move your participation needle up in a significant 

way?

heather: Yes, we went from 17% to 19% to 21% to 23% and we closed our books last 

year at 24% and have a goal of 25% this year, so it’s working. We’ve been working 

hard. We have our work cut out for us still. As you know, each percentage increase 

is acquiring thousands of new donors and then of course trying to retain the donors 

that we have so it’s definitely challenging each year, but it’s nice to be able to share 

some real results with our alumns. At the beginning we really talked about our rate 

compared to the rate of some of our peers and our aspirants and now we can really 

share the Villanova story. This is where we were and with your help look at how far 

we’ve come. It’s just amazing.

Beth: What is the size of your alumni base that your percentages are coming from?
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heather: We calculate our base every year because we do take out anyone who 

is deceased and add in the new graduates at the same time, but you know we 

roughly are around I think this year is around 88,000 for our undergraduate alumni 

participation. 

Beth: So moving it a couple of points in there is really, and that’s a significant number 

of gifts.

heather: Right and that’s what I always say. It’s not just about getting the new donors, 

but it’s about retaining the donors that we have and our costs are large. We’re adding 

a lot and so we’re spending a lot of time too and over the past couple of years have 

really enhanced our undergraduate philanthropy outreach opportunities and our 

senior class skip program to make sure that those messages are incorporated early on 

in the Villanova experience so that when people are out in those first couple of years, 

they know a: that they’re going to be asked to contribute back, b: they know they can 

do it at any gift level. It doesn’t need to be a large gift and c: that it’s really something 

that they can take ownership over.

Beth: That I think is so important and it is definitely something I’m hearing more and 

more about in the education sector is teaching people to be an alumni while they’re 

still on campus. What are some of the things that you’ve actually specifically been 

doing that you’re seeing is connecting with the students where they are having an 

impact on what you’re getting when you’re done because of that?

heather: We have a senior class skip program where the students all gave money 

or something, whether a bench, a clock, a sign or some sort of capital, a piece 

of equipment and I was like, this is not what we ask alumnis to support once 

they graduate. We want them to give to their school or college, their major, their 

program and so it took a little bit of arm twisting and looking at it holistically, but I 

said we need to replicate the senior class skip program just like we ask our alumni 

to contribute back so we began calling. Our phone-a-thon callers would call our 

senior students. We would send them a direct mail piece. We would send them an 
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e-solicitation and they would get to choose where their money went. There was no 

longer giving $25 and getting a t-shirt or giving $25 and if everybody does this, we’re 

going to put up a new bench in the center of the campus. No, we want them to give 

to the areas that are most meaningful and we want them to talk about that. That has 

been one big change for us, but what it means when we looked, we’ve taken this 

approach for the last two years and so last year when we looked at the class of 2012, 

almost 50% of those students made gifts before they graduated, which was terrific, 

true gifts, not anything like a cover charge, but like a real philanthropic contribution 

and out of that group, more than half of those people made a gift the following year 

in their first year actually out. For us those numbers speak volumes because before we 

would have these programs where people were giving $5 and $10 to help plant trees 

or whatever and it wasn’t considered a gift. They would get the call or get the direct 

mail that they didn’t give and our participation percentages from those most recent 

classes were all well under 10% and so now we’re really seeing a shift in that class of 

2012 and 2013 ended up at 28%, which is fantastic. These are small victories that we 

celebrate, but it feels really good to know. We have a really great committee in place 

now. The students that are on this committee they have personal goals of outreach 

and gift giving and all that kind of stuff which is great to make them feel empowered 

and sort of replicates what we ask our reunion volunteers to do quite frankly, but 

beyond that with the freshman, sophomores and juniors we make sure that we have 

a presence on campus and at different events. A lot of times its just education. We 

did like a philanthropy week and one day our focus was on parents and we had the 

students make a video thanking the parents who made donations that we could send 

to all the parent donors. It was great because the students were talking about helping 

us make this video. The parents felt good because they got this video. But it also 

helped educate the students that the parents are making gifts to the university.

Beth: That’s a newer trend. That didn’t happen twenty years ago that people were 

asking parents whose children were still in university to give gifts.

heather: Our current parent participation last year was 32% of our current parents 

made a gift so that’s fantastic. We have really good parent support. We did a day 
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with parents. We did a day with faculty and staff. We did a day for alumni and the 

students would make postcards and all kinds of stuff and again it was great because it 

was great stewardship for our donors who were getting these things. It was fantastic 

because it really educated the students that sees there are people who are making 

gifts help make my experience possible.

Beth: That’s huge and being able to come up with things to make that connection. 

I remember my experience in college being I don’t need another brick walkway. I 

need heat in my dorm before the end of October. I used to constantly say that it 

was always frustrating that my opinion of what happened with alumni money was 

stuff that I didn’t need so the fact that you’re able to really connect students with 

the fact that you’re able to afford being here is because of this and then engage 

them in participating in that act of showing appreciation and thanking them. That 

pulls everything so full circle in a way that is so much more powerful and at that age 

asking someone to fill out a postcard. You’re not asking them for money, but just 

beginning that baby step to showing gratitude in such a tangible way that then pays 

off and creating content that you can then deliver to parents. Any size organization 

and especially ones that are not as well staffed or well funded as you are to be able to 

utilize and take that concept. That can be played out at any level, which is why I love 

that.

heather: As part of homecoming week last year we did and we’re doing a similar 

thing again this year, we did what we called our tag day. We had these tags that were 

all over the campus and they had the QR codes and if you selected the QR code you 

had to watch this little video and it was great because we asked the union volunteers 

to do little videos and share why they gave to Villanova and so the student had a total 

of four different tags that they had to find and watch the video and they could bring 

their tags and their phones to show that they watched all the videos to the alumni 

office and we gave them a prize for doing this. Again it was great to do this just for 

our reunion volunteers because it gave them an opportunity to share why they give 

back and why they think it is so important to give back, but our students got to hear 

these videos basically that shared and we had some younger folks and we had some 
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older alumns. We had a variety of folks that did these videos and our students got 

to hear first hand from these videos from individuals who wanted to give back and 

why they think it’s important. Again, do we think every single student watched every 

single video and memorized it? Nope, but we know that some of them watched a lot 

of them and even if they didn’t listen fully, intently on each and every one, they got 

some of that messaging out of there.

Beth: And now they know where the alumni office is.

heather: Right, exactly.

Beth: Exactly. And that’s the thing. You’re not going to hit everybody with every 

tactic, but I love the fact that you’re trying sort of digital and online with QR codes 

which a lot of people struggle with trying to find an appropriate use for. You’re still 

doing print mail and video. You’re doing such interesting things with combining the in 

person activity with a variety of different media for delivering that message to really 

make sure that you’re casting as wide of a net as possible so that people can interact 

with you in a way that they want to as opposed to you saying this is what we do and 

like it or not. These are great ideas.

heather: Thank you. The other thing that we did do is we spend a lot of time on 

focus groups and surveys especially with our young alumns to figure out what is it that 

they want and what are we not doing that they would like to see us do and all those 

types of things. One thing that came out a couple of years ago, we did a focus group 

that had some of our Young Alumni Circle members, which is kind of our leadership 

young alumni giving club as well as some non-donors and then some of our smaller 

donors so it was a good group of folks and one of the things we were talking about 

was giving back and why some people do and why some people don’t, what might 

inspire you to give and one thing that came out of it kind of went against everything 

that I typically gravitate towards was that the young alumns were like we go to charity 

events all the time where we pay $100 and we know that $30 goes to the charity and 

the other helping for food and beverage and to have a good time and network. We 
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like doing those types of things. Okay, we can employ a model like that too. It’s not 

something traditionally that Villanova has done. Most of our events are stewardship 

focused, not so much fundraising through the event itself. We did a young alumni 

event during homecoming on campus we called young alumni pub night and the fee 

was $50 bucks and $25 of it went as a gift to the university and $25 covered your 

food and drink for the night. We had over 250 people who came to that event and 

125 had never made a gift to the institution. For us, again we’re talking about 88,000 

alumni and we’re only talking about 250 here, but what we’ve been able to do with 

that information again is share it with our chapters and have some of our chapters 

think about is the event itself going to cost $10, charge people $20 and have half of 

it be a donation for the institution as long as we put it out there upfront, we’re giving 

them a receipt and we’re letting people know. Most people are happy about doing 

this. We do still solicit those people through our traditional mechanisms as well, but 

we found some great things through that. I was like we do that with golf outings. 

People go to these golf outings and there’s the taxable donation part of it and we can 

do the same thing with some of our other events as it makes sense.

Beth: That does, that makes a lot of sense. It does a couple of things for you. It 

lets you sort of at the University-level be doing the research and testing things that 

when you’re telling your chapters try this, you can say we actually have a test case 

that worked and not just saying “you people should do things more.” You’re actually 

giving them a tool that says we’ve demonstrated that this is something and we’ve 

done the research that said young alumni are willing to spend up to $100 on doing 

something if there’s an activity involved and they’re willing to and can handle that up-

sell. It’s so common in marketing and all kinds of communications for people to just 

say I know that they’ll never do that because maybe their friends wouldn’t do it and 

we look at such a tiny little microcosm as the norm. It’s hard not to do that.

heather: Right. The first pub night that we did on campus as part of homecoming 

was three years ago and it’ll be our third one this year that we’re doing and we’ve 

made some changes to the program and we’ve moved it actually off campus and 
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on a Friday night versus after the football. Some of those types of tweaks, but we’re 

expecting 400–450 people this year which is great.

Beth: So it’s growing and in doing that maybe you’re just getting a group of people 

that like a pub night or maybe some of those people are people that then will 

translate and become regular donors because now they have that first gift and if they 

come for that second gift it opens up a lot more possibilities for you.

heather: We do do it as a free event for our Young Alumni Circle members, which is 

great too because it gives us a little bit of a donor angle. We make sure we do some 

education and some information about the Young Alumni Circle and just giving back 

in general so it’s been a very useful tool for us as it relates to our young alumns.

Beth: That’s really terrific. Now how have you come up with some of these ideas 

because you’re trying really different things?

heather: I have a great team of people and we do sometimes call our Friday 

afternoon pow-wows and stuff like that. Literally I just try to have everyone think of 

budget as no object, if time was no object, if we could do anything we wanted to do, 

what do we think would have the biggest impact and just start brainstorming. We do 

a lot of surveying and research with our alumns too. We want to make sure we don’t 

go too far off the deep end with things, but we test everything. We always try to 

gather as much data and there’s been sometimes when we’re done and we’re like this 

doesn’t work or this does work. Let’s go for it. I think too it’s important for us, I have 

to remember we’re charged with increasing alumni participation, but also increasing 

additional funds each year for the institution so we always want to make sure that 

we don’t go too far away from that and yes there’s fun things that we should do for 

stewardship, but we also need to make sure that we stay focused on that alumni 

participation and giving back.
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Beth: Those are all really good tactics because I know people who are in large 

organizations and a lot of times people forget that there’s plenty of nonprofit 

organizations that are still large institutions, large entities and sometimes getting a 

new idea pushed through in a larger structure can be really difficult. It seems like the 

research and testing that you’re doing, is that some of the things that are helping to 

convince the structure of the university to try some of these new things?

heather: Yes, absolutely. We have a great AVP and VP who are very supportive of 

doing things and letting us try new things and all that which is great. As you know 

too, budgets are tight and so the more information that I can provide in a proposal 

upfront like this is what we want to do and this is the research that we did, this is what 

we looked at, this is why we think it would be successful, this is what we’re hoping to 

yield from this, the more support I’m able to get.

Beth: I think that’s a really good tip to share with people because a lot of people have 

that struggle of I have a good idea, but I can’t get people to approve it and smaller 

organizations sometimes have to approve something are volunteer board members so 

being able to say here are the pieces that you need in a proposal to someone to show 

them what your plans are as opposed to walking in and saying I want to try this thing 

– Yes or No – can really be helpful to someone that has to move an idea through a 

group of people that maybe it’s a new or uncomfortable situation for them and trying 

something different may be a bit harder at some organizations. These are all such 

great ideas. Do you have any sort of final thoughts or anything that you want to share 

before we finish up?

heather: No, I think I covered the big things that we were trying to do, but it’s 

challenging but I think too for us just thinking outside the box beyond annual giving 

and looking to our natural partners and alumni relations, but other areas of the 

institution that are kind of interacting with alums and what can we do to kind of help 

them in their efforts and how can we form new partnerships and new relationships 

that are going to help the enrollment of the institution. It’s been a big important part 

of the work that we’ve been doing. 
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Beth: It sounds like it’s really working and I just hope it keeps getting better and 

better for you.

heather: Thank you so much Beth. Hopefully this is helpful and if you have any 

additional follow up questions feel free to reach out.

Beth: Absolutely I will. Thank you so much for your time. I really appreciate it.

Questions? Contact beth@iriscreative.com


