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SESSION 007
BALANCING THE SEESAW OF VOLUNTEERISM WITH THE WIDENER ALUMNI 

ENGAGEMENT TEAM

Beth: Hello and welcome to Driving Participation. I am thrilled today to be down 

here at Widener University in Chester, Pennsylvania with the group from the alumni 

communications department, the engagement department. Tina Phillips and I met at 

the Intend conference.

Tina Phillips: Case.

Beth: Intend? Oh it was Case conference?

Tina: It was Case.

Beth: It was Case conference. There have been so many conferences this year. It was 

the Case conference. What state were we in?

Tina: It was in Baltimore.

Beth: Baltimore, there we go. Tina was generous enough to offer to let me speak 

with her entire team to learn about what they’re doing with the alumni at Widener 

University so I’m here with Amy Sheely, Jessica Prince, Noelle Cordeaux and Meghan 

Radosh. Thank you so much everyone for joining me. So I’m gonna let each of these 

ladies introduce themselves and tell us a little bit about what they do and what their 

role is with their alumni responsibilities here at the organization. Tina, why don’t we 

start with you?

Tina: Hello. I’m Tina Phillips. I am the Executive Director for alumni engagement here 

at Widener University and my role is to basically manage the alumni engagement 
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office and increase participation through attendance to events and to actually 

engage the alumni association and alumni body. We have 56,000 alumni and they are 

throughout the entire country. We have designed programming and things along that 

line that is unique to our specific constituents. I have to give you a little bit of history 

about Widener. We started off as a military school.

Beth: Really?

Tina: Known as Pennsylvania Military College and then we morphed into Widener 

College and then to Widener University. The changes occurred between the years 

of 1970, let’s say, to 1982, along that line. There have been a lot of changes going 

on so when I look at the population, the alumni population as a whole, I actually 

segment them out into various groups because they have affinity to the older school, 

the military college, which was all male. Then we have the Widener College years, 

and then we have the Widener University years and through that whole historical 

perspective, we also had mascot changes. It adds to some of our challenges with 

communication, challenges with re-engagement and things along that line because 

the memories of the military college are no longer here so when they come back to 

the University during homecoming or whatever to re-ignite that affinity it had with 

the school it doesn’t look or feel the way it used to so we have had that challenge 

and it was a major challenge. The same thing with the Widener College years. It was 

over the late 60’s, 70’s and early 80’s when it was Widener College and at that time 

it was mostly a commuter college, so we really didn’t have a lot of resident students 

here so we had to think of creative ways to engage those types of people or to 

engage the alumni from that era with things that they feel are reminiscent of their 

time here. Of course once we rolled into the 90’s, late 80’s and early 90’s and into 

the 2000’s, the college itself physically started changing, and we kind of moved into 

the era of technology so we have a lot going on and whenever we’re thinking about 

re-engagement from the perspective of the entire alumni base, we can’t ignore the 

historical background that’s associated with each one of the constituent populations 

that we have. My job is to manage the team in reaching out to the various groups 

from students, to young alum, to regional alumni, to the PMC-era alumni, which 
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we’ll call cadets, and even to the graduate population because Widener’s student 

population is equal, almost equal in the fact that we have just as many graduate 

students as we do undergrad. We can’t ignore that population, that graduate 

population. So basically that’s an overview of the alumni association the way it is at 

this point in time.

Beth: So Noelle, what is your focus?

Noelle: I’m kind of the switch hitter of the team. My job is ever changing and pretty 

flexible. I started with Widener with this team about seven years ago and the way I 

got my job was Meghan decided everything that she really hated doing and so that 

was how my job description came about and since then Jess is now under me so she’s 

gotten everything that I hate doing and so we’re working it out. I run the reunion 

program. That’s probably the biggest chunk of what I do and I also work with the 

graduate populations and I work with the diverse constituencies on campus.

Beth: Jess?

Meghan: I’m Meghan.

Beth: Meghan!

Meghan: It’s all right. It’s all right. I oversee our homecoming and reunion weekends 

so I’m like the Project Manager for that event and also our awards program, so the 

event and the program, and I oversee a good chunk of our communications so I 

manage our online community, which is with online modules and the social media. I 

can’t specifically say right now that I’m the one doing it because we do have an open 

part-time person who is actually responsible for doing our social media.

Beth: Okay, so you do have some extra help with that?
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Meghan: Yes.

Beth: And what is your awards program?

Meghan: Our awards program are our alumni awards, we offer five awards to alumni. 

Anyone can nominate an individual of the five. Three have to be alums of the 

institution, one goes to someone who is not an alum but has done a lot for Widener 

and the last one goes to a student. They each have to have their own specific criteria 

and we have a year-round nomination process that results in one major awards 

celebration.

Beth: Okay.

Amy: I’m Amy.

Beth: Amy!

Amy: I’m Amy Sheely Pecsi and I am the Associate Director of alumni volunteer 

engagement and regional events. When I first started with the office about I guess 

in the Fall of 2008, my position came about because Widener was undergoing 

the largest fundraising campaign in the University’s history, taking the lead of the 

campaign for Widener and at the time Widener had never had alumni regional 

chapters where we engage our alumni across the country in their home towns. I guess 

about a year and a half before I came on board, the idea was started that we should 

be doing these programs, but it was very decentralized. Tina had some regions she 

oversaw, Meghan had some, our development colleagues—they all had some and 

everyone quickly realized this was a large undertaking. Everyone was doing things 

kind of in their own way, but there wasn’t consistency across the board for all the 

chapters and ultimately it just became the monkey on everyone’s back. The extra 

little thing to do that no one could ever quite get to, so kind of like Noelle’s position. 

It was created out of the stuff that no one else wanted to do, but I’m so grateful 
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because I love my job. I get to travel the country, meet great people, do wonderful 

things, but now as this campaign is closing we’re kind of looking to the future to 

say when the next campaign comes about what do we need to do to be prepared 

for that. Right now we’ve hired a graduate assistant who is working right down the 

hall right now and we’re training her to kind of take over some of my duties for the 

regional chapters so that I can start to build a comprehensive volunteer engagement 

program because the one thing we found during this campaign was getting the right 

volunteers in the right positions to lead these chapters was difficult. It ended up 

being a very staff-driven program and so we see now probably two or three years 

down the line and we go into our next campaign, we want to really be ready to have 

the right volunteers in the right place for our regional chapters, but also for all of our 

other programs throughout the University where alumni are involved as volunteers so 

that’s kind of where I’m gonna start changing my focus now.

Beth: We will get back to getting volunteers involved.

Jessica: Hello, I’m Jessica Prince and I’m the Assistant Director of alumni initiatives 

and I’m the newest member of the alumni team and I couldn’t be happier. I know they 

all keep saying that every new person gets the jobs that nobody wants, but I really 

love all the jobs. I work on our senior class gift and I know some people think that’s 

just a development function.

Beth: Very often it is.

Jessica: Often it is, but we actually share it. It is me and one of my colleagues from 

development that work on that and that’s been fantastic for us. We have a student 

committee, we work with fundraising and that really helped on boarding them to what 

alumni engagement is, what we do and it helps them get involved in reunions and 

homecoming and different things like that so that’s been very successful for us. I also 

work a bit on social media with Meghan, so I do that and I work on reunions with 
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Noelle, and I’m kind of the primary person to go to the student events and promote 

my engagement and this is what we do and to really introduce students to what 

alumni is. 

Beth: That is terrific, and I know so many people would kill to have this many people. 

Even the slice of development that is alumni about so it’s really incredible and such 

a gift probably for you to have this kind of support to do that. One of the things I 

usually like to start with is an alumni obviously these people were involved when they 

were at school and then they’ve left. That’s one of the differences between things like 

an association or non-profit or other types of non-profit types of organizations and a 

lot of people don’t realize that many colleges are non-profit organizations, but in your 

case and in all school’s cases people leave and it’s often the experience they have 

here and then how that experience is translated as a graduate that could really make 

a difference. How is participation important for the school as a whole? Does it matter 

here? Do people factor it in when they are giving you things to do? Where does that 

play into what you guys have to do?

Tina: I think participation overall, when you have alumni participation in with the 

University, it builds value into the degree that the recipient or student or graduate has 

received, whether it be undergrad or graduate. I think we all want to feel that there’s 

value in the degree that we had obtained and participation is a part of that. When you 

see national rankings based on participation and you see your school listed, you have 

a sense of pride that comes along with that so that’s a key component to participation 

that I think people may forget because they look at participation as in giving or 

they look at participation as coming to events and event attendance, but I think the 

overall arching participation idea would relate to how do they feel about that degree 

that they have? I’m a three time alumna of Widener, so I’m extremely proud of all 

the degrees that I have. Meghan is a three time alumna of Widener. We went from 

undergraduate to our doctorate here. There is a connectiveness with the institution 

that I think is important and needs to be acknowledged. Participation can be in that 

respect, but also attendance at our events because if they come back because they 

like coming back to the campus and we can provide opportunities for them to feel 
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comfortable and reconnected and recharged again, that’s a positive also. You know, 

as we go on, we hope that they do continue to volunteer, they think of us as a value 

so they want to give back to the University either through their volunteerism or 

through their gifts or whatnot and then also think about us as we were there at the 

beginning and we’re gonna be there at the end. Put us in your will or whatever. It’s all 

encompassing so you think about education as a whole from the cradle to the grave 

basically. I hate to even say that, but basically that’s what education is. It’s not tangible 

that you can just say “Hey, in four years I’m gonna have a degree and this is what the 

degree looks like. I can hold it in my hand.” It’s nothing like that. It’s something that 

will build your experiences in life, provide you opportunities to succeed and provide 

you to move forward. These are the kinds of things we have to be cognizant of when 

we talk about participation. That’s just my perspective. I’m sure every one else has 

other thoughts on that.

Meghan: Well, just to add on to what Tina said about the value of your degree, I 

think if you want to look at it from a business perspective and higher education as a 

business, alumni are walking products. They are what we in essence created so they 

are our frontline marketing and sales whether we recruit them to do that specific job 

and have them at student fairs and what have you, they’re out there talking about 

Widener and their experience here to other people who might be interested in going 

to graduate school or anything like that without us even knowing it, so I think that 

also counts as a participation point and why it’s so valuable to have them here and 

have them connected so they can keep promoting what we’re offering in our brand 

and our messaging. That’s another aspect.

Noelle: Taking it in a completely different direction. We think about participation in 

terms of on campus, off campus and virtual. Examples of that would be our LinkedIn 

groups, our Facebook pages and things that are not specifically Widener-oriented, 

but people who have affinity with Widener gravitate towards each other. Conferences 

would be a great example of off campus participation of our regional groups and then 

on campus, of course, we have our receptions and homecomings and that good stuff.
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Beth: Do you guys do anything to measure any of this, to track it? 

Tina: Yes. I’m a big metrics person.

Beth: Really getting your arms around where does this matter, it’s easy to say 

participation is a nebulous thing and does it actually matter and a lot of times at other 

types of non-profits where people maybe don’t have a 5 or 6 person department 

don’t always have the resources to do it and sometimes it’s the resources and 

sometimes it’s where do you even start.

Tina: Where do you even start? I’m gonna have Jessica follow up on this with me. 

I measure the number of people who attend events and then we look at how many 

times they’ve come to that event so recurrent. If they are recurrent then that to me 

is saying that they are interested and they want to be involved. I count that and look 

at that on a yearly basis and then I measure it against some things that, I benchmark 

against other institutions and I look at different other metrics and the fact that how 

many alumni per staff member. I look at things like that because I really feel that my 

role as the manager of this department is basically to allow, to provide my team the 

opportunities and not have them overburdened so I’m constantly benchmarking off 

of other institutions to see what they’re doing, how they’re doing it and things along 

that line.

Beth: Where do you get that data?

Tina: I actually call and ask.

Beth: Good for you! So you’ll call up. Now do you typically call up other sort of peer 

similar structure or do you call up anybody?
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Tina: It varies. It actually varies. I try to call peers. Sometimes I’m successful and 

sometimes I’m not. Other times I just call anybody that will want to answer my 

questions.

Beth: It’s so great for people to hear that because I would have thought there was 

somebody doing a report on this that you’re pulling or paying for. It’s free to pick up 

the phone and call. It’s just hard. It’s just a hard thing to do.

Amy: Sometimes too I think it’s good. If there maybe isn’t a peer institution that we 

can say this institution is our equal in this realm, you pick someone who maybe is a 

bigger guy than you and a smaller guy and then you can kind of judge maybe where 

should we be then.

Beth: That’s a great idea.

Amy: Instead of saying this is our peer institution. We should do it like them. You kind 

of take the two ends and make your own.

Beth: Do you typically call people in the same sales region here or do you say maybe 

I’ll have better luck having someone talk to me from San Diego?

Tina: Again it varies. Similar to what you, when we met at the conference. I usually 

talk to a lot of people. I usually talk to a lot of people at conferences and whatnot 

and ask them these questions to find out some information if I can because I was 

not, I don’t think we all, we all didn’t choose to come into this world of alumni and 

whatnot so we’re all discovering, but I have an advantage. Some of my staff are going 

to school here. Jessica actually did a thesis on how many times a person attends an 

event, will they give basically. So she looked at all our regional event attendance, 

what was it about 2-3 times?
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Jessica: Yeah, usually if alumni had attended 3 or more regional events they were 

more likely to be consistent donors to the university each year, but we really had to 

get them to hit that like, 3 attendance mark to be consistent.

Beth: And is there anything that you are doing now that you know that? Because 

that’s great data to have. I would think sort of getting somebody from the first time. 

There’s the marketing effort to get them to show up to the first event. What do you 

do between that first showing up? Are you doing anything different to try to make 

them a 3-time attendee?

Tina: I’m going to leave that up to Amy because she’s been successful with this in the 

regions. I’ll be attending our third annual Maroon Winery vineyard alumni event this 

weekend in California, in Napa.

Amy: I just had surgery so she offered to travel for me.

Tina: I think that consistency and the recurrence at the event that they’re familiar with 

so we’re at the third point so it would be interesting to see if this population would 

be consistent.

Jessica: We’ve also done asks at some of the events, some of the larger ones and 

they have been successful.

Amy: When we started the regional chapters, the directive we received was these 

events were gonna be, we wanted them to be very low pressure environments 

because a lot of what we heard from our alumni in the past was I don’t want to 

come to events because all you do is ask me for money. Even though we didn’t 

have regional chapters before, that was just the feeling of events in general. The 

directive we got from the powers that be was these events are gonna be low key, 

inexpensive, no pressure. We just want people to enjoy themselves and to have fun. 

In the beginning it kind of was a little bit of slow traction to some of them because 
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people were wary, but I kind of think that those who attended had a good time 

and they’ve shared that with others and then we’ve kind of been building and the 

people keep returning and bring new friends with them. I think what we’re trying to 

do to keep those people coming, we’ve talked about but haven’t executed it yet but 

possibly when the campaign ends, for those people who have been loyal and have 

come to multiple events, maybe when we’re no longer able to give broad discounts 

to everyone, maybe they’ll get a little bit of a discount off of their registration fee 

to keep them coming. How do we move these people through the system? They’re 

already engaged, they’re coming to events. That’s great for us. That’s what we do. We 

love our development colleagues down the hall and we want to help them do their 

job as well, but it’s really a timing thing of knowing when we’ve built that relationship 

strong enough to kind of say here’s one of my friends from the annual fund and 

making them connect with one of them and maybe saying when you were here as a 

student you were really involved in the student dance program. Let me tell you about 

all the great things they’re doing right now, and then the alum hears about it and they 

might naturally want to donate. They’re not getting hit over the head with the ask. I 

feel like myself and all of us are protective of our little constituents because we feel 

like we’ve worked so hard to break down that wall of you can come to an event and 

feel comfortable and safe and not be asked for a gift immediately, but when the time 

is right and we feel that it’s right, it’s possibly after that, the third or fourth event, and 

we’ve really had time to interact with you at these events and talk with you.

Tina: I think it’s actually a building of trust between the alum and the institution and 

cultivation and just basically making them feel comfortable and they like seeing 

improvements. They want to hear about it and they want to be a part of it because 

when they were students, they were part of whatever was going on at that time 

so that feeling, that whole process can be re-ignited again at the alumni events 

and attendance piece so it’s a relationship in building that trust and back at the 

university that I think is important. That would lead to the third or fourth time. Now, 

Noelle deals with the graduate population which is typically not targeted in a lot of 

institutions. Usually the alumni groups target the undergraduate population because 

they know they were either in clubs or whatever and they lived on campus, they build 
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affinity with sports or whatever whereas the graduate populations are so transient and 

they are usually business people and they’re doing it part time. The one thing that 

I think is important is the fact that the graduate population and how we gage their 

participation, which is different.

Noelle: We consider everybody who goes to graduate school here a junior colleague 

and so with the groups that I work with, current students are invited to all of the 

events with alumni and we start the process of building value via networking while 

people are students here and getting to interact with the alumni and understand that 

there is a process and an expectation upon graduation. I try all sorts of different stuff, 

but usually there is some sort of professional aspect to a lot of the events, some sort 

of added value speaker or networking.

Beth: So they’re getting the benefit and they’re seeing that while they are still 

students, they’re getting access to this network of alumni. Have you seen them when 

they do graduate feel like well, now I want to be part of that network of alumni that 

then gives back and helps with the students, the current students?

Noelle: Yeah, it’s kind of too soon to tell what the return is gonna be on that and each 

population is so very different. 

Beth: By each population, what do you mean?

Noelle: So, for example, right now I’m working with the human sexuality graduate 

students, the health care management MBA graduate students and the PsyD 

graduate students (doctor of clinical psychology), so the people who graduate with 

their MBA with a focus in health care management are significantly different with their 

needs than those who are becoming sex therapists. For those guys, their biggest, I 

guess what they’re trying to do right now is build their LinkedIn group and that’s kind 

of a lifeblood for them and they’ve had tremendous success. I think they have about 

200 alumni involved right now and they’ve had pretty successful events. Their first one 
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out of the gate was an anniversary celebration. They had about 100 people and they 

consistently have pretty strong business meetings. They get about 30 people to come 

to their annual business meeting to review their by-laws, which is mind boggling, but 

it’s great.

Beth: Are these events that this group of alumni is planning on their own?

Noelle: No. My background is in executive coaching and one of the things I do with 

my groups is I move them on a pipeline towards becoming self-directed. I kind of 

serve as an anchor so I sit on the calls and I attend the meetings. They do the bulk of 

the work, but there’s a lot of stuff that they just can’t do like room reservations and 

ordering food and is there a microphone or PA system. Also I need to make sure that 

there’s kind of a standard across the board for what people expect and receive when 

they come to campus and so I like to stay involved and oversee.

Beth: So they are still considered university-led events? It’s just the group that is 

participating in the event have really stepped up and done the volunteer work to do 

a lot of the leg work, which has to make them feel more like they’ve got more skin in 

the game.

Noelle: Absolutely, absolutely. And if they don’t do the work we let the groups fail.

Beth: Really? That’s a really key point.

Noelle: Because the amount of, we try to leverage our time. Tina made a good point 

about how many staff members there are per alumni. For us to actually do a good job 

with what we do, we need to have self-directed groups and if they’re not doing the 

work, it would take all of our effort to get one little group going when in fact I could 

be hitting thousands of people.
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Meghan: And all of our financial resources at the same time if they’re not doing the 

manpower.

Beth: Exactly. You’re setting up rooms and events. It’s your time, the space, there’s 

just so much that’s involved. How do you let them know that that’s a potential 

consequence if they don’t step up?

Noelle: Well, sometimes it’s just kind of happened on its own. There was one group 

that we started and we did a couple of happy hours and just no one came forward in 

terms of leadership and there wasn’t really, another key point is that there has to be 

somebody, a faculty member or an administrator on campus that really has a vested 

interest in the longevity of the group, so if there’s no in-house attachment and there’s 

no alumni attachment, what’s the point?

Beth: Right. So it’s not just you guys trying to run the whole show. There needs to be 

actual faculty, somebody that they were connected to while they were here that says 

this is important and I’m gonna help facilitate this happening.

Noelle: Right and I’m a process junkie so I started to create a series of user guides for 

how these groups and schools can interact with the alumni office so when we started 

there was this expectation of “I’d like to have this group happen. Alumni will do it.” 

That’s not realistic so if someone wants to make a group happen, they have this step-

by-step process guide to follow with a checklist. You need to have your leadership in 

place. You need to have buy-in from a director. You need to have funding. Where is 

the funding coming from?

Beth: That’s brilliant. Sometimes it’s the simplest things that make a difference so you 

can say read this and if you’re still interested call back. You hate to say it, but you do 

sort of want to scare off the people that are gonna take up a tremendous amount of 

time, but not really engage because the goal is to build people that really want what 

you have to offer, but want to be part of the program here throughout their life.
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Noelle: Amy has a great idea, something that I would like to work towards eventually, 

but we’re not there yet, is having a tier system for functioning groups of viability that 

the group has to raise their participation levels to a certain point to remain viable. 

Once they reached the top viable level they’ll have more support from the university.

Beth: That’s a great idea! You were talking about volunteers earlier, which I don’t think 

that everybody always thinks. You’re a big university. Volunteers? People think that it’s 

the local animal shelter. Obviously what Noelle was just talking about is the people 

that are outside, technically they are volunteers. How do you define volunteers and 

how do you let people know that there are opportunities to get involved? That’s one 

of the things that I see a lot of times in all types of organizations that people inside 

are going, Oh I just wish people would help and people are outside going, I’d love to 

do something. I just wish I knew what they needed. What kind of things are you doing 

that’s working for that?

Amy: Well I think based on what you said we’ll just get some puppies for the office. 

So truthfully, where we are right now is not where we want to be at all. I think we 

really underutilize our volunteers right now and we also have what I call the volunteer 

burnout. Pretty much if we find one volunteer and they’re good, you’re our man. 

You’re in trouble. It’s like our department will use them and then development will 

find out about them and they’ll want to use them for something and then this one 

superstar volunteer we’ve now just completely just burned them over. Out of our 

fifty-some thousand alumni that Tina was talking about, we can probably count on all 

of our hands the number of volunteers we currently have. Just looking at regionals, 

when I first came on board, they had decided they had selected chair people for each 

of our regional chapters. At the time there were only 12 and now there are 19 and 

I understand why it was done, but the decision was made of look at a list of people 

who are good donors. Who are good donors in these regions? Obviously they’re 

showing that they’re invested in the university, that they truly care about Widener and 

I think what was quickly learned by them and also by me when I came on board was 

that a good donor doesn’t always make a good volunteer. It’s for a variety of reasons. 

We have some volunteers, I think of one who is a chair of one of our chapters, has an 
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amazing career, at the height of his game, a young family. His time is split between 

his family, his career and everything. We say can you make phone calls for an event? 

Can you lead a chapter? Can you book this? It’s inevitably gonna fall to the bottom of 

the list, but that doesn’t mean that he’s a bad donor. He’s still gonna be with us that 

way. What we found is those volunteers who kind of come to us organically are the 

ones that are the best. We’ve started our New England chapter based on one alum in 

the Connecticut area called us and said I would love to get something started. Great, 

we would love to help you and it was in her heart and she’s the type of person who 

is just organized and wants to keep things moving. She sets agendas for meetings, 

she comes up with ideas for events, she works with others up there to get them 

planned. With a lot of the other chapters it was always me calling them and saying 

what would you like to do next? I would make the agendas for her meetings and all 

that stuff. What we’re kind of looking at now is, what we want to do is create just a 

comprehensive program and we’ve really done over the past year, year and a half, I’ve 

done a lot of benchmarking from other institutions, some of which are peer, some of 

which are not, but ultimately what we’re looking to do is kind of do a watered down 

version of what Lehigh University currently uses and Lehigh actually adapted theirs 

from Cornell. We’re just kind of trickling.

Beth: And that’s exactly why we want to share this information.

Amy: Exactly. They both have amazing programs and I think Lehigh took it and 

adapted it for their needs and we can pretty much take it from pretty much very 

closely to what Lehigh is doing, make it a little bit smaller for our needs, but the 

one thing that they do really well is, I think you were saying something about how 

do you know what your needs are and all this stuff and based on literally a needs 

assessment, looking at where are we currently using our volunteers? Where are they 

being effective? Where are they not being effective? Looking at our resources, too. 

How do we communicate these volunteer opportunity ideas to people? Right now we 

don’t have those tools and resources out there, but one of the things that has come 

up through one of our initial needs assessment is we need a comprehensive website 

that kind of lays out all of the volunteer opportunities for our alumni in one central 
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location and that involves working with different counterparts across the campus and 

finding out what their needs are for alumni volunteers. That being said, we are gonna 

start smaller and we’ll get our department first. Once we feel like we have a grasp on 

that we can ask our campus colleagues to join us, but to have that centralized website 

where everything is listed, it is easily searchable, all positions have job descriptions 

and a very uniform look on the website and also for us how we track our volunteers. 

We don’t do a good job of that right now. We have our database that has all of our 

alumni information in it. It has a tool to track our volunteers, but we haven’t been 

accurately using that yet. I’ve just been--over the past two months--have been really 

getting training on that and how can we make it work. As I’m learning it’s so exciting! 

We can do all these great things, but at the same time…

Beth: By itself, it can do all these things!

Amy: As you learn more, it triggers more questions in your mind of just we could do 

this or we could do that. It becomes mind-boggling. Again, with Lehigh and their 

current system, what they do it’s a cyclical approach and it’s always ongoing so right 

now while we’re doing a needs assessment, our needs assessment will never really 

stop, but you’re kind of doing a needs assessment, then you’re developing, and 

then you’re recruiting and you’re marketing and then you’re training those people. 

They accurately match the right skills and the wills for certain jobs thanks to a great 

job description so you’re not putting the wrong volunteer in the wrong role because 

you want someone that the role is meaningful for them. It’s utilizing their skills. In the 

end, that means it’s valuable for them and it’s valuable for us, and that’s the only way 

volunteers will stick around for the long run. It can’t be an unbalanced seesaw. We 

have to make sure we’re recognizing them and rewarding them and then evaluating 

them. I think that’s a difficult part especially with volunteers because they’re not being 

paid to have, Tina sits down with us every year and we have our annual reviews, but 

with a volunteer, how do you do that?

Beth: Is there anything that’s working? What have you tried for recognition?
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Amy: So we haven’t actually tried it yet, but from what we’ve learned from our other 

peers is it really is set up like a job evaluation, but in a very friendly environment. It’s 

a two way street. It’s not a what can we do to make your volunteering experience 

better? What are some of the things we think we could have gotten out of our 

program if a volunteer had done that? It’s more of an open conversation, not as strict. 

Then of course then you kind of go back to your metrics that Tina loves, and where 

do we end up for the year and then you just sort of assess your needs all over again 

and tweaking things as you go. It’s a never-ending process, but we really are in the 

very, very beginning where we’re just looking at what do we currently have? Where do 

we want to be? What are the tools and resources that we need to get there?

Beth: Honestly I think that’s really helpful for people to hear that as big of a 

department as you are, as old as the university is, that there are things that you’re still 

just starting because it’s hard to keep everything going.

Jessica: In addition I would also say that we’re trying to get students comfortable 

with the idea that they are also our volunteers. We use the student committees for 

fundraising for senior class gift and they all have different jobs. Some of them will 

attend all of our events. Some will do the face to face asking their peers for money. 

Some of them want to post on Facebook. I said to them, you know that makes you 

all volunteers and to reward them we invited them to our volunteer reception and 

that just blew their mind. They were like, what I’m doing I’m not a volunteer. Yes you 

are, but they didn’t think about that because they were a student so that helps again 

bridge the gap from being a student into being an alum.

Beth: How do you find those kids? Are you communicating? What are you doing to 

figure out...

Jessica: I get that question quite often and I think we’ve been very successful. I did 

my first senior class gift in 2011 and I had five students on the committee. This year 

I have 16, so that’s quite a jump. What I do is I go to a lot of events on campus and I 
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try to meet students in all different majors who are involved with all different things: 

Greek life, athletics, just the most well-known students and now I’m kind of at the 

point where I have students coming to me about it, that they’re interested in it. They 

like the idea of learning how to fundraise and do outreach and do writing because 

they see it as like a skills booster, things they can add to their resume. Most of them 

don’t know that higher ed fundraising is a career you can actually do so that blows 

some of their minds as well and that’s been great. It’s just being visible on campus, 

being accessible and having an open door policy, like if a student comes to see you 

they can come in and talk to you.

Beth: Right and that really makes a difference. I know when I have gone in to 

meetings on campuses I meet with lots of development departments and I’ll be 

walking through and I’ve learned to always get to campus early because you never 

know which building is actually the right one and I’ll go and I’ll ask a student who is 

walking by. Where is this hall and they look at you like I don’t know because they’ve 

never had reason to go. Having an opportunity so that they say that students who are 

here right now know that there is a development department, that there is an alumni 

department, these are things that matter. The other thing that you said is that you 

look for the kids that are the most well known. So tell me how that, why that works. 

Why is that a trait that really makes a difference?

Jessica: That works because I have them, their goal as the senior class gift committee 

is kind of to be ambassadors. They have to promote the gifts to their peers and 

anybody can give to our senior class gift. We’ve had alumni give, we frequently have 

faculty and staff give, students themselves, all levels of undergrad. You don’t have 

to be a senior to give and a lot of these students are just so well-known on campus. 

They are fabulous ambassadors and they promote the gifts so well and a lot of the 

time I can say to them, use your own Widener experiences. How did getting financial 

aid help you to stay here? Our statistic is like 95% of our undergraduate students 

received financial aid so a lot of them can relate to that. A lot of the schools’ senior 

class gifts are like a physical gift like a bench or a rock. We’ve tried to get away 

from that. We don’t need any more rocks! We kind of get away from that though. 



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

We’ve had our students directing their senior class gift to our annual fund and 100% 

of that goes to financial aid so the fact that these students are so well-known and 

so involved, they can use their own experiences to promote the gift and get other 

people to give.

Beth: That’s a great idea and it’s probably something that I wouldn’t have normally 

thought of right away. I would have thought let’s get the kid who really wants to do 

it or has an affinity for non-profit communications or someone who has the technical 

skills.

Jessica: Some of them do.

Beth: But that one of the traits you’re looking for is their ability to connect to people 

and to step up in a crowd and to say I’m interested in this and you should be, too. 

Noelle: Just to piggyback on that, we use connector theory for just about everything 

that we do and even with the graduate schools and even with the reunion groups, 

we’re looking for those kind of people and we’re using the senior class gift to run 

their zero reunion so hopefully they’ll come back year after year after year.

Beth: Their zero reunion?

Noelle: They graduate in May. That first homecoming just months later, that following 

October is their very first homecoming reunion.

Beth: Got it. So before they’ve been graduated for a year. So, you were talking about 

connector theory. Where did you learn about that? Are there any great resources or 

books?

Noelle: What’s the name of that book that Linda gave me?
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Tina: Is it Liz Dow? She has a connector theory. [http://www.amazon.com/Six-Degrees-

Connection-Leadership-Potential/dp/0578047373]

Noelle: I can grab it from my bookshelf. Maybe six years ago I had started working 

with the PMC guys, which are the older population, and our Vice President, Linda 

Durant, very graciously gave me this book with a little handwritten note that said: 

“Get it done.” I said OK, and just from my interest in positive psychology and 

coaching how to get people to do stuff from a self-directing capacity, everyone says 

find the connectors. 

Beth: I think that is really, really helpful advice for everybody. Is there anything else 

that you think we should talk about or think I should know? If somebody was trying 

to do some of the things that you’re doing to create a department that you have, to 

build the connections that you’re all really working so hard to build, do you have any 

sort of, this is the first thing that they should do or this is the one thing if you don’t do 

this, then you’re not gonna get very far?

Noelle: I’d say right now flexibility and adaptability is the name of the game.

Beth: In what way?

Noelle: I think my job description or lack thereof is a key example of that. It’s kind 

of like we’ll sit around the table and say okay, what needs to be done? There was 

one time last year right before homecoming I was flying for Amy to regional events, 

running the reunion program, working with the graduate populations and none of 

that was actually written down on paper that existed in a job description anywhere. It 

was literally just what had to be done and when we might have a certain idea of how 

something should go or how a program might be developed and when I started here, 

that’s what we were trying to do. We were really great creative people and we have 

all of these awesome concepts and all of them bombed because it wasn’t what our 

alumni wanted to do and it’s not how they saw the events or programs unfolding and 
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so the best learning experience for me over the past seven years has been to step 

back and let things happen and kind of manage the chaos as it goes and not really 

direct anything.

Beth: And have you done things differently to learn what the alumni wants to do?

Tina: Through various surveys that we have done and whatnot, talking to them and 

really going up and asking them the question, what is it that is working for you and 

what isn’t working for you basically, and I think just being open and receptive. I think 

when I think about the way we all work together, we all understand each other’s 

strengths and we know each other’s weaknesses as well and working within that 

framework we’re able to do a lot of brainstorming and a lot of collaboration and 

things develop out of that. Like Noelle said, we are creative people and Meghan is 

like the ultimate project manager you’d ever want to have. She keeps us on track and 

we have processed…and we actually live off of each other’s capabilities and out of 

that we have grown the department from two to where we are now at seven or eight 

now, it’s eight now.

Jessica: Well if you count Robin it’s eight.

Tina: It’s eight now. Out of that our meetings, somebody said to me, Tina how do you 

hold staff meetings? Well, actually I walk around to all of their offices in the morning 

and ask them if they have everything they need for the day, what is it that you need, 

what is it that you’re working on, how is it working out and if it looks like we’re at a 

point where everybody’s disheveled, we get together and we have a meeting and 

we figure it out because I think that we have to have the autonomy to do what we do 

best and in an environment that is conducive to that so I listen to her say I don’t know 

what my job description is and I’m horrified! I know that her goals that she sets every 

year are specific.
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Meghan: I think it’s the nature of the industry. It’s never the same thing. I’ve been in 

alumni engagement work for fourteen years and people are like, “Oh, I can’t believe 

you’ve done it for fourteen years!” and I’m like it’s never the same thing every day so 

of course. With that it’s always a challenge.

Beth: You guys are gonna get a lot of job applications!

Meghan: My job description today isn’t what it was fourteen years ago and it won’t 

be ten years from now.

Jessica: It probably won’t be next year.

Tina: That’s what’s good. Allowing for that adaptability allows for growth because 

then I can substantiate the need for growth. I can substantiate the need for additional 

capital resources and human resources and any capital funds because of the growth 

that is being demonstrated and “what if” type of situations so that’s where I think 

it really, I think people need to know that it’s okay for an alumni in the alumni world 

itself, it’s okay to have change because it’s inevitable. You’re dealing with people, 

you’re dealing with emotions, you’re dealing with behaviors from the past that they 

want to recreate in the present so you know you have to be cognizant of that and you 

have to be able to be flexible to think and understand what that is.

Noelle: To add to that, celebrate your successes, but never take failure personally 

because while you are dealing with alumni, with their emotions and things, there 

have been times where it’s been Meg and I sitting at an event in the rain looking 

at each other saying, “Hey, what’s up?” And then you pack it up and you go home. 

We’ll never do that again! And it’s having that list of things that didn’t work is just as 

valuable as having the list of things that did work.

Beth: The one thing about events is that it is very clear.
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Meghan: I think the one thing that I would add is just sometimes to remember to 

keep it simple because I think sometimes we can get so caught up in the logistics 

and how to build it out and I can do it this way. There are so many options, especially 

when it comes to like social media and planning that strategy that you can get so 

consumed with it and maybe it is just as simple as picking up the phone and be like, 

“Hey, can you tell me how many people you have in your alumni?” It is that simple. 

I’ve seen Amy be like this person usually comes to this regional event and they’re not 

registered yet and just picks up the phone and calls them so sometimes it’s even that 

two minute phone call that makes all the difference and it’s something so simple as 

people now call it grass root, but it’s still there.

Beth: But it’s more marketing so we’ve got to create a term.

Amy: We’re at an age where we’re all inundated by just white noise at this point. 

Every company out there is trying to get our attention through email, through social 

media so I think it is things like the phone call that sometimes is like the one thing 

that stands out in all the noise. Actually our grad assistant right now, the poor thing is 

making like 300 phone calls, but to previous event attendees who have come to one 

of our biggest events of the year just to remind them that you haven’t registered yet, 

but we’d love to see you again and that usually triggers a lot of...

Jessica: We use a lot of personalizations. Like Amy said phone calls and if you talk to 

another person at an event and they told you about their grandchild, at the next one 

you can say, “Oh, how is your grandchild doing?” and things like that and that makes 

our alumni feel valued.

Beth: How do you track that?

Jessica: Good memory!

Amy: For me it’s the database because my memory is shot.
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Amy: I make notes after all my events for people that I want to remember things 

about.

Beth: I did notice that one of the things you said earlier was that you might meet 

somebody at an event and then at another event and remember that they were on the 

dance team or something and when you then go to give that information to the actual 

giving department, that it’s not just somebody who showed up a lot of times. It’s 

here’s somebody that has this interest and you have an initiative around this interest, 

maybe we can put those two things together.

Meghan: And it’s not a robotic conversation. I mean these are actual relationships. 

A good number of them, especially repeat attendees, you’re actually forming a 

relationship with them. They’re looking forward to coming back to see you as well. 

That’s what makes it nice too.

Beth: Exactly. So none of you could probably remember anything that your actual 

family does.

Jessica: There are alums I definitely talk to more than my family.

Beth: That is terrific. Well I have to say one of the things that I really did hear the 

most from all of you was pick up the phone and it’s so interesting to hear that in 

this world where I personally get asked, whenever I get asked to do a talk about 

something, it’s almost always on branding and social media and technology and all 

of the new, new things that are out there and to hear every single one of you talk 

about how important just making that simple, simple connection of picking up the 

phone and asking somebody and how that’s often the best and the fastest way to get 

results that you want is an important thing I think for everybody to remember because 

it seems, I don’t know why it seems so hard to all of us. Have any of you ever been 

chewed out on the phone?
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Numerous women: Oh yeah!!

Tina: I’ve had to hold the phone like this for minutes or hours.

Beth: So how do you get past that when it happens? How do you hang up and then 

pick up the phone and dial again?

Tina: I think I’ve gotten chewed out in person...

Amy: I think Noelle said even about events, you can’t take it personally. You move 

on and go on to the next thing. I think it’s the same thing. I think we all have a hard 

time with that because I think we each want to make all of our alums and all of their 

diverse needs, we want to make them happy, but there are days and times where 

you can’t and it’s trying to find those ways. I can’t make it like this, but maybe we can 

find another way and there are just that small handful that you just can’t, it does hurt 

inside, but you realize at the end of the day…

Beth: You do have another 50,000 alumni to call!

Amy: You grow a thick skin.

Noelle: We also do a circle around, it’s just a constant cycle of stewarding. I had a 

young guy and he didn’t understand what he was walking into and he registered for 

the PMC dinner dance, which is pretty much the older crowd and he was probably in 

his early thirties and he thought he was showing up to a formal class reunion for his 

class and it wasn’t and he walked in and didn’t know anyone there and he was really 

angry and said some choice words to me at the registration table and went on his 

way, and then we followed up with him at the office and apologized, sent him a note 

and refunded his money and that act, remembering he was angry and trying to circle 

back around too.
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Meghan: Sometimes it’s just acknowledging their feelings. They’re not personally 

mad at you, they’re just mad at the situation and frustrated so sometimes just 

acknowledging their emotion brings it back down a level.

Tina: I also think the one thing that we share amongst all of us is our consistency. 

We are consistent in our messaging and it is so important because they will call up 

Meghan and ask her a question and if they don’t get the right answer from Meghan, 

they’ll call Tina or Jessica or Amy. The call goes around and as long as we’re 

consistent and we have an idea about what communications are going out and when 

we have a communication planned, it’s on the wall outside of this office broken down 

into days and weeks and colors, everyone is associated with color here, but being 

consistent in our messaging and thinking about who we’re talking to and what we’re 

trying to obtain from that experience, per se, with that person, so when Amy designs 

her postcards that go out with all her regional events, she has one that has the lovely 

things that are reminiscent of the PMC era and then she has the same content on 

another piece that’s reminiscent of the Widener era. We’re not disenfranchising 

one group or the other. We’re being inclusive as a whole. I’m very proud to say that 

our last reunion, we had a Rainbow Reunion and we were able to bring people on 

campus who have felt marginalized when they were here so it was a great opportunity 

to bring these people back. It was a great experience. That messaging has to be 

consistent. There were some alums who felt and had different feelings about that, but 

we managed it. I think that’s the important key with anything that we put out because 

they remember what we say.

Beth: Right and I think that’s important too that as much as we’ve talked about phone 

calls and the simple things that integrated communications, supporting the single 

touches with some ongoing things. What other types of ongoing communications do 

you do? 

Meghan: We do a lot of emails and we try to break down the white noise through our 

calendar that is strictly for email so we know who is sending what to what population 
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on any given day so we’re not sending repeat emails in one day just because it got 

lost in the shuffle of everything else they get. We do a lot of social media. We start 

off slow with that because we didn’t have an individual person and Amy and I were 

the ones doing it and it was very scattered and probably not effective in the world of 

social media as people know it. We hired someone who does it part-time and they 

really stream lined it and made that consistent message and branding for the Widener 

feel and made it more engaging so that’s a whole nother population of people who 

may or may not be coming to events or volunteering, but we still consider that an 

interaction that is daily so we use Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn and we’re always 

exploring options.

Beth: And have you seen any differences with those? You use Facebook, Twitter and 

LinkedIn. Do you find that any one of your groups gravitates towards one over the 

other?

Meghan: Facebook is probably the biggest especially when it comes to both eras of 

the institution. We have a huge PMC presence on Facebook.

Beth: Which is interesting because so many people, I’m actually doing a presentation 

in a few days on sort of connecting with people online who are in the boomer and 

senior populations. I’ve been talking a lot about that lately because so many people 

said to me, well it’s only the kids that are online and that’s not true. 

Meghan: When we launched our online community we had one platform and then 

we went to a new one just last, not this past January, but a year ago. The majority of 

people who are registering are from the older generations on our online community 

to update their information. We definitely get a mix of older and younger students 

with the students and the alumni, but it is the older population. They are the ones. 

I only know that because we don’t have their birthdays on file and you need that to 

sign up so that’s how I know that we’re getting huge chunks from them which is great 

to see.
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Beth: And what calendaring system? I always like to ask the technical question 

because people are always wondering exactly what you’re doing.

Meghan: It’s gonna be like grass roots again. We get one of those cling calendars, a 

12-month calendar. It takes up a huge section of our hallway.

Beth: I may have to take a picture of it.

Jessica: Please do because we worked really hard on it.

Meghan: Amy and I. It’s cling so you can pull it off and re-stick it. It’s all twelve 

months and Amy and I are a little more type A so everyone is color coded by name. 

Your name is on your individual marker. People steal markers so names are on them. 

If I go up there if it’s just general and it doesn’t say that Amy is sending out this email 

then I know Amy is this color green and when she’s saying “Phillies” I know that she’s 

the one sending it. We even have a color marker for development for when they 

come down to use the same system to send emails. They put them on and they can 

see when we’re sending stuff and they’re sending stuff. It’s just a visual.

Amy: Yeah, I think we tried some other ways to before like online calendars and stuff 

and it just became, and that’s what it is. It’s old school, it’s grassroots, but having it 

physically there. I think it reminds people. It reminds people to put something on, 

where the electronic…

Meghan: And it satisfies multiple adult needs like I need to write it down to 

remember and a visual aid to see it so it’s kind of both.

Beth: That’s really, really helpful. 

Tina: I think it’s really important. At this point they think our alums, we do an 

e-newsletter every other month. We do it on the even months because it’s easy to 

remember and we do them on our payday so it’s easy to remember.
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Beth: Is it like you don’t get paid if you don’t send it out?

Meghan: That’s exactly how it should be.

Beth: Sorry. I don’t mean to suggest that.

Tina: They know it’s coming. We’re to a point now where content is being fed to us 

instead of us seeking the content and putting things that we think they would want to 

read and that is…

Beth: So you’re sending this out regularly enough with a lot of different stories that 

your alumni now sees that this is what you’re doing and without even asking they’re 

sending you the content? That is such a great place to be because it’s the collecting 

and creating content that is so time absorbing. Putting it into the email, that’s not 

where the time goes.

Meghan: Same with social media. Just to find things to post and put it out there. 

People don’t realize how much time that takes even to just start a campaign or any 

type of process. Especially when you’re talking about higher education where you 

have constituents who are involved in so many different things and have so many 

different affinities and the way they connect to make sure you hit them all.

Beth: Well thank you so much. We’re just at about that time so I figured I will wrap it 

up. It has been a pleasure speaking with all of you. I think you’ve given us some really 

great ideas and I appreciate your time so thank you very much.

Questions? Contact beth@iriscreative.com
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