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Before you wade too far into this piece, let’s be sure we’re talking to the right person. Here are some 
assumptions we’re making about you: 

• You work in higher education advancement and are interested in analytics. However, you’re not a 
sophisticated stats person who throws around terms like regression and cluster analysis and 
neural networks. 

• You’re convinced that your alumni database (we’ll leave “parents” and “friends” for a future paper) 
holds a great deal of information that can be used to pick out the best folks to appeal to -- 
whether by mail, email, phone, or face-to-face visits. 

• Your boss and your boss’s bosses are, at best, less convinced than you are about this notion. At 
worst, they have no real grasp of what analytics (data mining and predictive modeling) are. And 
they may seem particularly susceptible to sales pitches from vendors offering expensive products 
and services for using your data – products and services you feel might cause more problems 
than they will solve. 

• You’d like to find a way to bring these “boss” folks around to your way of thinking, or at least 
move them in the “right” direction. 

If we’ve made some accurate assumptions here, great. If we haven’t, we’d still like you to keep reading. 
But if you want to slip out the back of the seminar room, not to worry. We’ve done it ourselves more times 
than you can count. 

Okay, here's something you can try: 

1. Divide the alums at your school into ten roughly equal size groups (deciles) by class year. Table 
1 is an example from a medium sized four year college. 

Table 1: Class Years and Counts for Ten Roughly Equal Size Groups (Deciles) of Alumni at School 
A 

DECILE	   COUNT	   YEARS	  

1	   1251	   1929-‐1966	  

2	   1266	   1967-‐1976	  

3	   1250	   1977-‐1983	  

4	   1349	   1984-‐1990	  

5	   1181	   1991-‐1994	  

6	   1265	   1995-‐-‐1998	  

7	   1131	   1999-‐2001	  

8	   1421	   2002-‐2005	  

9	   1089	   2006-‐2008	  

10	   1294	   2009-‐2012	  



 

2. Create a very simple score: 

EMAIL LISTED(1/0) + HOME PHONE LISTED(1/0) 

This score can assume three values: “0, “1”, or “2.” A “0” means the alum has neither an email nor a 
home phone listed in the database. A “1” means the alum has either an email listed in the database or a 
home phone listed in the database, but not both. A “2” means the alum has both an email and a home 
phone listed in the database. 

3. Create a table that contains the percentage of alums who have contributed at least $1,000 
lifetime to your school for each score level for each class year decile. Table 1 is an example of such 
a table for School A. 

Table 2: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School A 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   29%	   40%	   53%	  
2	   13%	   13%	   25%	  
3	   6%	   14%	   25%	  
4	   4%	   7%	   15%	  
5	   1%	   4%	   11%	  
6	   0%	   2%	   6%	  
7	   0%	   1%	   1%	  
8	   0%	   1%	   1%	  
9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Create a three dimensional chart that conveys the same information contained in the table. 
Figure 1 is an example of such a chart for School A. 

 

In the rest of this piece we’ll be showing tables and charts from seven other very diverse schools that look 
quite similar to the ones you’ve just seen. At the end, we’ll step back and talk about the importance of 
what emerges from these charts. We’ll also offer advice on how to explain your own tables and charts to 
colleagues and bosses. 

If you think the above table and chart are clear, go ahead and start browsing through what we’ve laid out 
for the other seven schools. However, if you’re not completely sure you understand the table and the 
chart, see if the following hypothetical questions and answers help: 

Question: “Okay, I’m looking at Table 2 where it shows 53% for alums in Decile 1 who have a score of 2. 
Could you just clarify what that means?” 

Answer. “That means that 53% of the oldest alums at the school who have both a home phone and an 
email listed in the database have given at least $1,000 lifetime to the school.” 

Question. “Then … that means if I look to the far left in that same row where it shows 29% … that means 
that 29% of the oldest alums at the school who have neither a home phone nor an email listed in the 
database have given at least $1,000 lifetime to the school?” 

Answer. “Exactly.” 
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Fig.	  1:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  A	  	  



Question. “So those older alums who have a score of 2 are way better givers than those older alums who 
have a score of 0?” 

Answer. “That’s how we see it.” 

Question. “I notice that in the younger deciles, regardless of the score, there are a lot of 0 percentages or 
very low percentages. What’s going on there?” 

Answer. “Two things. One, most younger alums don’t have the wherewithal to make big gifts. They need 
years, sometimes many years, to get their financial legs under them. The second thing? Over the last 
seven years or so, we’ve looked at the lifetime giving rates of hundreds and hundreds of four-year higher 
education institutions. The news is not good. In many of them, well over half of the solicitable alums have 
never given their alma maters a penny.” 

Question. “So, maybe for my school, it might be good to lower that giving amount to something like ‘has 
given at least $500 lifetime’ rather than $1,000 lifetime?” 

Answer. Absolutely. There’s nothing sacrosanct about the thousand dollar level that we chose for this 
piece. You can certainly lower the amount, but you can also raise the amount. In fact, if you told us you 
were going to try several different amounts, we’d say, “Fantastic!” 

Okay, let’s go ahead and have you browse through the rest of the tables and charts for the seven schools 
we mentioned earlier. Then you can compare your thoughts on what you’ve seen with what we think is 
going on here. 

(Note: After looking at a few of the tables and charts, you may find yourself saying, “Okay, guys. Think I 
got the idea here.” If so, go ahead and fast forward to our comments.) 

Table 3: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School B 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   45%	   76%	   85%	  
2	   29%	   60%	   80%	  
3	   20%	   50%	   74%	  
4	   14%	   45%	   71%	  
5	   9%	   36%	   58%	  
6	   5%	   22%	   44%	  
7	   3%	   12%	   25%	  
8	   1%	   4%	   11%	  
9	   0%	   2%	   7%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  

 



 

Table 4: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School C 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   51%	   76%	   91%	  
2	   35%	   56%	   86%	  
3	   38%	   51%	   79%	  
4	   22%	   44%	   75%	  
5	   13%	   36%	   70%	  
6	   11%	   31%	   59%	  
7	   7%	   23%	   41%	  
8	   4%	   12%	   20%	  
9	   3%	   4%	   7%	  
10	   0%	   1%	   1%	  

 

0	  
1	  
2	  

0%	  

10%	  

20%	  

30%	  

40%	  

50%	  

60%	  

70%	  

80%	  

90%	  

1	   2	   3	   4	   5	   6	   7	   8	   9	   10	  

Simple	  Score	  

CY	  Decile	  

Fig.	  2:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  B	  	  



 

 

 

Table 5: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School D 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   7%	   20%	   40%	  
2	   2%	   9%	   29%	  
3	   2%	   7%	   19%	  
4	   3%	   8%	   12%	  
5	   0%	   3%	   8%	  
6	   0%	   3%	   3%	  
7	   0%	   1%	   2%	  
8	   0%	   1%	   1%	  
9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   3%	   1%	   0%	  
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Fig.	  3:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  C	  	  



 

 

 

Table 6: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School E 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   3%	   9%	   23%	  
2	   2%	   4%	   15%	  
3	   3%	   3%	   8%	  
4	   1%	   2%	   7%	  
5	   0%	   1%	   6%	  
6	   0%	   1%	   2%	  
7	   0%	   1%	   2%	  
8	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
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Fig.	  4:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  D	  	  



 

 

Table 7: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School F 

         Score 

CY	  DECILES	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   4%	   11%	   17%	  
2	   1%	   5%	   15%	  
3	   1%	   5%	   10%	  
4	   1%	   3%	   8%	  
5	   0%	   1%	   3%	  
6	   0%	   2%	   3%	  
7	   0%	   1%	   1%	  
8	   0%	   0%	   1%	  
9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
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Fig.	  5:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  E	  	  



 

 

Table 8: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School G 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   24%	   51%	   71%	  
2	   11%	   38%	   59%	  
3	   14%	   30%	   49%	  
4	   10%	   21%	   43%	  
5	   7%	   19%	   34%	  
6	   6%	   11%	   24%	  
7	   3%	   7%	   21%	  
8	   2%	   4%	   10%	  
9	   1%	   1%	   4%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   1%	  
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Fig.	  6:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  F	  	  



 

 

Table 9: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School H 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   7%	   7%	   19%	  
2	   1%	   3%	   11%	  
3	   1%	   3%	   9%	  
4	   0%	   1%	   8%	  
5	   0%	   1%	   4%	  
6	   0%	   0%	   2%	  
7	   0%	   0%	   1%	  
8	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
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Fig.	  7:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  G	  	  



 

Definitely a lot of tables and charts. Here’s what we see in them: 

• We’ve gone through the material you’ve just seen many times. Our eyes have always been drawn 
to the charts; we use the tables for back-up. Even though we’re data geeks, we almost always 
find charts more compelling than tables. That is most certainly the case here. 
 

• We find the patterns in the charts across the seven schools remarkably similar. (We could have 
included examples from scores of other schools. The patterns would have looked the same.) 
 

• The schools differ markedly in terms of giving levels. For example, the alums in School C are 
clearly quite generous in contrast to the alums in School F. (Compare Figure 3 with Figure 6.) 
 

• We’ve never seen an exception to one of the obvious patterns we see in these data: The longer 
alums have been out of school, the more money they have given to their school. 
 

• The “time out of school” pattern notwithstanding, we continue to be taken by the huge differences 
in giving levels (especially among older alums) across the levels of a very simple score. School G 
is a prime example. Look at Figure 7 and look at Table 8. Any way you look at these data, it’s 
obvious that alums who have even a score of “1” (either a home phone listed or an email listed, 
but not both) are far better givers than alums who have neither listed. 

Now we’d like to deal with an often advanced argument against what you see here. It’s not at all 
uncommon for us to hear skeptics say: “Well, of course alumni on whom we have more personal 
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Fig.	  8:	  Percentage	  of	  Alumni	  at	  Each	  Simple	  Score	  
Level	  at	  Each	  Class	  Year	  Decile	  Who	  Have	  

Contributed	  at	  Least	  $1,000	  LifeMme	  to	  School	  H	  	  



information are going to be better givers. In fact we often get that information when they make a gift. You 
could even say that amount of giving and amount of personal information are pretty much the same 
thing.” 

We disagree for at least two reasons: 

Amount of personal information and giving in any alumni database are never the same thing. If 
you have doubts about our assertion, the best way to dispel those doubts is to look in your own alumni 
database. Create the same simple score we have for this piece. Then look at the percentage of alums for 
each of the three levels of the score. You will find plenty of alums who have a score of 0 who have given 
you something, and you will find plenty of alums with a score of 2 who have given you nothing at all. 

We have yet to encounter a school where the IT folks can definitively say how an email address or 
a home phone number got into the database for every alum. Why is that the case? Because email 
addresses and home phone numbers find their way into alumni database in a variety of ways. Yes, 
sometimes they are provided by the alum when he or she makes a gift. But there are other ways. To 
name a few:  

• Alums (givers or not) can provide that information when they respond to surveys or requests for 
information to update directories.  

• There are forms that alums fill out when they attend a school sponsored event that ask for this 
kind of information. 

• There are vendors who supply this kind of information. 

Now here’s the kicker. Your reactions to everything you’ve seen in this piece are critical. If you’re going to 
go to a skeptical boss to try to make a case for scouring your alumni database for new candidates for 
major giving, we think you need to have several reactions to what we’ve laid out here: 

1. “WOW!” Not, “Oh, that’s interesting.” It’s gotta be, “WOW!” Trust on this one. 

2. You have to be champing at the bit to create the same kinds of tables and charts that you’ve seen here 
for your own data. 

3. You have to look at Table 2 (that we’ve recreated below) and imagine it represented your own data.  

Table 2: Percentage of Alumni at Each Simple Score Level at Each Class Year Decile Who Have 
Contributed at Least $1,000 Lifetime to School A 

         Score 

CY	  DECILE	   0	   1	   2	  
1	   29%	   40%	   53%	  
2	   13%	   13%	   25%	  
3	   6%	   14%	   25%	  
4	   4%	   7%	   15%	  
5	   1%	   4%	   11%	  
6	   0%	   2%	   6%	  
7	   0%	   1%	   1%	  
8	   0%	   1%	   1%	  



9	   0%	   0%	   0%	  
10	   0%	   0%	   0%	  

 

Then you have to start saying things like: 

“Okay, I’m looking at the third class year decile. These are alums who graduated between 1977 and 
1983. Twenty-five percent of them with a score of 2 have given us at least $1,000 lifetime. But what about 
the 75% who haven’t yet reached that level? Aren’t they going to be much better bets for bigger giving 
than the 94% of those with a score of 0 who haven’t yet reached the $1,000 level?” 

“A score that goes from 0 to 2? Really? What about a much more sophisticated score that’s based on lots 
more information than just email listed and home phone listed? Wouldn’t it make sense to build a score 
like that and look at the giving levels for that more sophisticated score across the class year deciles?” 

If your reactions have been similar to the ones we’ve just presented, you’re probably getting very close to 
trying to making your case to the higher-ups. Of course, how you make that case will depend on who 
you’ll be talking to, who you are, and situational factors that you’re aware of and we’re not. But here are a 
few general suggestions: 

Your first step should be making up the charts and figures for your own data. Maybe you have the 
skills to do this on your own. If not, find a technical person to do it for you. In addition to having the right 
skills, this person should think doing it would be cool and won’t take forever to finish it. 

Choose the right person to show our stuff and your stuff to. More and more we’re hearing people in 
advancement say, “We just got a new VP who really believes in analytics. We think she may be really 
receptive to this kind of approach.” Obviously, that’s the kind of person you want to approach. If you have 
a stodgy boss in between you and that VP, find a way around your boss. There’s lots of ways to do that. 

Do what mystery writers do; use the weapon of surprise. Whoever the boss you go to is, we’d 
recommend that you show them this piece first. After you know they’ve read it, ask them what they 
thought of it. If they say anything remotely similar to: “I wonder what our data looks like,” you say, “Funny 
you should ask.” 

Whatever your reactions to this piece have been, we’d love to hear them.  

 
 

	  


