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INTRO: COMMUNICATING WITHOUT WORDS

OVERVIEW

1. Why do we communicate to alumni? 

2. Is print dead? 

3. Case studies 

4. Content types 

5. Next steps and questions



INTRO: COMMUNICATING WITHOUT WORDS
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PART 1: WHY COMMUNICATE WITH ALUMNI?

ALUMNI COMMUNICATIONS

▸ Alumni magazines main form of communication with alma mater 

▸ Research has shown that individuals stop giving to charities when they are not 
kept informed of an organization’s work 

▸ “I’m not sure my contribution makes a difference” 

▸ Regular contact with alumni results in larger donations than does one-time 
campaigns 

▸ Alumni magazines and email newsletters most effective



PART 1: WHY COMMUNICATE WITH ALUMNI?

WHAT DO YOU DO?

▸ Marketing and Communications 

▸ Alumni Relations 

▸ Annual Giving and Major Gifts 

▸ Advancement Services 

▸ I don’t fit into any of those!



PART 2: IS PRINT DEAD?

DIGITAL VS. PRINT

▸ All things being equal, the literature today indicates that magazines providing 
entertainment value are welcomed in either print or digital format  

▸ Potential readers are already spending a large portion of their media consumption 
time online, and institutions can take advantage of that today  

▸ Switching to digital-only communications doesn’t always make sense today, but 
it’s vitally important to have a digital presence 

▸ Digital and print content should not correlate one-to-one 

▸ Users expect different experiences depending upon medium



PART 2: IS PRINT DEAD?

DIGITAL VS. PRINT
AVERAGE DAILY MEDIA USE IN THE U.S. 
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PART 2: IS PRINT DEAD?

WHAT MAKES A MAGAZINE?

▸ “Lean back” experience 

▸ Sense of completion due to a beginning and an end 

▸ Covers a niche topic 

▸ Each issue may have a curated set of stories



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

TWO CASE STUDIES

▸ Accolades magazine for College of Humanities and Social Sciences 

▸ Sciences at NC State for College of Sciences 

▸ Each has ended print magazine and launched a digital magazine 

▸ Still produce printed annual report for donors and older alumni



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

ACCOLADES MAGAZINE CASE STUDY

▸ Yearly print alumni magazine for the College of Humanities and Social Sciences 

▸ Will be launching first digital version in coming weeks 

▸ Published at least twice per year 

▸ Upcoming Issue: Accolades Spring 2017 Issue

https://web.ncsu.edu/digital-magazine/issue/spring-2017/


PART 3: CASE STUDIES

COLLEGE OF SCIENCES CASE STUDY

▸ One of twelve colleges at NC State 

▸ Newly formed in 2013 

▸ Reader Survey 

▸ It all starts with content; no amount of design can improve the base content 

▸ Feature Story: An Environment that Empowers 

▸ Feature Story: The Proximity Principle 

▸ Quiz: How Much Do You Know About Harrelson Hall? 

▸ Quiz: What Element of the Periodic Table Are You?

https://sciences.ncsu.edu/news/an-environment-that-empowers/
https://sciences.ncsu.edu/news/the-proximity-principle/
https://sciences.ncsu.edu/news/harrelson-quiz/
https://sciences.ncsu.edu/news/which-element-of-the-periodic-table-are-you/


PART 3: CASE STUDIES

EMAIL

▸ HTML Email to all alumni, friends,  
students, faculty, and staff of  
college 

▸ Collects stories published over  
previous one to two months



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

COMMUNICATION BEYOND EMAILS

▸ Repurpose content across as many platforms as possible 

▸ Social media important to success of digital magazine 

▸ Longer-term CRM integration to customize content per recipient



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

▸ Post-2000 graduates prefer digital over print 

▸ Pre-2000 graduates are largely split or indifferent 

▸ The youngest alumni have very clear preference for digital 

▸ Researchers propose that young Millennials and Generation Z will decide fate of 
magazines



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

MEDIUM PREFERENCES

M
e
d

iu
m

 P
re

fe
re

n
c
e
 (

%
)

20

35

50

65

80

Decade of Graduation

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

49%
53%

56% 55%

68%

74%

51%
47%

44% 45%

32%

26%

Print Digital



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

MEDIUM PREFERENCES

▸ How would you prefer to read news  
and features from the  
College of Sciences? 

▸ Three clear groups in the statistics 

▸ Roughly correspond to generations  
and role of computers in education  
and work?

Graduation 
Year

Digital Print

Pre-1972 44% 56%

1972-2003 56% 44%

2004-2016 73% 27%



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

CONTENT PREFERENCES

Level of 
Interest

Alumni 
Successes

Student 
Experiences

Non-Major 
Academics

Upcoming 
Events

Life as a 
Researcher

Faculty 
Honors

Support 
From 

Donors

Moderate
or 

High
78% 69% 68% 68% 66% 56% 29%

Little 
or 
No

22% 31% 32% 32% 34% 44% 71%



PART 3: CASE STUDIES

NO DONOR STORIES?

▸ Data doesn’t look good for donor stories 

▸ Older alumni have more interest than younger 

▸ Show impact that donors have without making donor the spotlight 

▸ Except for when donor needs to be spotlighted



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

BRANDING, GIFTS, AND MAGAZINES

▸ Branding can help convert alumni into university brand advocates 

▸ Branding has been shown to elicit donations by creating a sense of community 
among an institution’s stakeholders 

▸ Having an engaged alumni base has been shown to be a particularly credible form 
of advertising 

▸ Studies show that magazines that continue to have print success have also been 
adopters of social media to increase reach and cultivate audience loyalty 

▸ In a commercial setting, many magazines have transitioned from simply being a 
publication into being a brand. This brand extends beyond a traditional publication 
medium into other areas such as blogs, social media, email newsletters, and 
sometimes even merchandise



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

INTEGRATED COMMUNICATIONS

▸ Web, email, print, social media, etc. all play a reinforcing role with one another 

▸ A single platform no longer reaches everyone 

▸ Hook readers differently on each platform 

▸ Ask individuals within story to share it through their own social accounts 

▸ Producing content takes a lot of time 

▸ We don’t have a lot of time 

▸ Think about how to repurpose



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

HOW HAVE YOUR COMMUNICATIONS TRANSCENDED MEDIUMS?

▸ Could be something that you’re currently doing? 

▸ Is there something you’re hoping to do? 

▸ What would you do in your wildest dreams?



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

VIDEO, AUDIO, AND MORE

▸ What other types of content can you include beyond basic copy? 

▸ Competing against other content such as Facebook, TV, and other mainstream 
content 

▸ How can you attract a user’s attention and keep it? 

▸ Doesn’t necessarily start with flashy technology 

▸ Starts with an engaging story that’s presented in a captivating manner 

▸ A quiz to hook readers into your publication



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

SHOWING DATA AND MAPS

▸ Google News Lab 

▸ Tutorials on 
Google Fusion Tables and 
Google Maps 

▸ Easily embeddable  
in most sites 

▸ Highcharts

https://newslab.withgoogle.com/lesson/5227871371001856?course=multimedia-storytelling
https://newslab.withgoogle.com/lesson/5235064099045376?course=multimedia-storytelling
https://www.highcharts.com


PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

AUDIO AND VIDEO

▸ Quick and rough “social” videos 

▸ Audio snippets 

▸ 360° video



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

IMPROVING YOUR TEXT

▸ Use subheads 

▸ Keep paragraphs short 

▸ Using lists (aka. “listicles”) 

▸ Bold key words and use links



PART 4: CONTENT TYPES

MINIMUM VIABLE PRODUCT (MVP) AND CONSTANT ITERATION

▸ Data is important 

▸ Don’t rely on data too much 

▸ Try small experiments and see how your audience reacts 

▸ When there’s disagreement, test the suggestions! 

▸ Have to start somewhere 

▸ Alumni communications and publications increasingly polished but understand 
what polished means



THE END: NEXT STEPS

HOW TO GATHER USER FEEDBACK

▸ Send follow-up survey to random small sample of readership 

▸ Conduct larger, periodic reader surveys 

▸ Usability tests



THE END: NEXT STEPS

LOOKING FURTHER AHEAD

▸ Chatbots and Amazon Alexa 

▸ Use stories in targeted social media ad campaigns 

▸ Build brand awareness and potentially engage new donors or re-engage alumni 

▸ Including VR might help your brand seem more cutting edge, but it seems 
unlikely to catch on for magazines and news content



THE END: NEXT STEPS

NEXT STEPS

▸ Don’t be overwhelmed 

▸ Do a few things well rather than many things not well 

▸ Build upon incremental successes rather than trying to make everything perfect 

▸ Look at documentation for tutorials and additional reading



THE END: NEXT STEPS

SHAMELESS PLUG

▸ Master of Arts in Technology and Communication 

▸ Three-course certificate option too 

▸ UNC School of Media and Journalism 

▸ matc.mj.unc.edu

http://matc.mj.unc.edu


THE END: NEXT STEPS

QUESTIONS?

go.ncsu.edu/no-words

http://go.ncsu.edu/no-words

