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INTRODUCTION 

Any organisation working closely with the HE sector will be aware of the importance of 

alumni relations in supporting and promoting a university. Engaged alumni with high regard 

for their university can present both economic and reputational benefits. Equally, weak 

alumni relations can have a negative impact – especially if this lack of alumni 

connection is linked to a sense of low satisfaction with their time at university. But what is 

really known about which factors drive a sense of connection and engagement for alumni? 

Shift Insight conducted a survey with UK graduates to better understand alumni 

perceptions of the university they attended, as well as their sense of connection. Additionally, 

this research sought to provide tangible benchmarks across different alumni groups 

that could be used for any future research with UK alumni. This included determining Net 

Promoter Scores (NPS) for universities – a tool used widely in the business world to gauge 

customers’ satisfaction and loyalty to an organisation by determining proportions of 

‘Promoters’ and ‘Detractors’. 

Alumni insights from over 130 UK HE institutions  

Using an external data panel, we received 929 responses to the survey. These have been 

grouped by university type: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Base n: Russell Group = 246, Post-1992 = 369, Other = 314 

 

  

26% of our 

sample had 

attended a 

Russell Group 

university 

40% had 

attended a 

Post-1992 

university 

34% had 

attended other 

university types, 

including 

GuildHE 
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EXPLORING ALUMNI CONNECTIONS 

Alumni were asked to rate how connected they felt to their university on a 10-point scale, 

where 1 was “not at all connected” and 10 was “strongly connected”.  

The average connection score for the overall sample was 4.8.  

       

Does out of sight mean out of mind? 

No significant differences were found between connection scores given by alumni from 

different university types. However, an interesting correlation was found between connection 

scores and alumni’s current proximity to the university. It appeared that the further an 

alumnus had moved away from where they attended university, the lower they rated their 

sense of connection.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Time is of the essence 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, a correlation was also found between alumni feelings of connection 

and the year they graduated. Recent graduates (2010-19) gave an average connection score 

of 5.7, compared to just 3.2 from those graduating between 1970 and 1979. 

22% of those who lived 

only 10-20 miles away felt 

strongly connected (scores 

of 9 or 10 out of 10) 

Meanwhile, only 8% of those who lived more 

than 100 miles away felt strongly connected; with 

67% providing a connection score of 4 or less.  
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Laying the foundation for future connections 

In addition, we ran a correlation matrix to determine whether relationships could be 

identified between alumni connection scores and their sentiments towards their university 

and graduate experience. Their feelings of connection appeared to be most strongly 

correlated with the extent to which they agreed with the following 5 statements: 

 

  

 

This indicates that the student experience is important in forming alumni relations and a 

sense of connection with the university. However, these findings also highlight how alumni 

can feel connected in a different sense, through the extent to which they feel proud of the 

university they attended and the impact it has had on their career prospects. This suggests 

that recognition of ongoing benefits, likely related to preparedness for careers, as well as 

brand perceptions, are key. 

Does disconnected mean dissatisfied? 

It is important to note that feeling disconnected from a university does not equate to 

dissatisfaction. Some alumni are unlikely to expect to have a strong relationship with their 

university, particularly if they themselves are not actively engaging with alumni events or 

benefits. Nonetheless, they may still feel satisfied with their university and recommend it to 

others. A better indicator of satisfaction comes from Net Promoter Scores, which are 

explored in the next section. 

  

I feel part of my university’s community

My university built a strong relationship with me when I was a student

Studying at my university was a positive experience for me

I am proud to be an alumnus/a of my university

I am satisfied with my overall career progression since graduating

Shown in 

descending 

order of 

correlation 

strength 
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NET PROMOTER SCORES 

The Net Promoter Score (NPS) is a valuable indicator of alumni satisfaction. Respondents 

were asked, on a scale of 0-10, how likely they would be to recommend the university they 

attended to prospective students.  

Scores were then calculated by taking the % of promoters away from the % of detractors: 

         

 

     

 

Does institution type make a difference? 

Russell Group institutions overall received a positive NPS of +28.5, while the Post-1992 

group received a negative score of -4.7. Other institutions received a score of +10. 

 

 

 

 

 

Base n: Russell Group = 246, Post-1992 = 369, Other = 314 

 

  

+28.5  

 

-4.7 

 

Other HEIs Post-1992 

While these are useful benchmarks, we recommend comparing your NPS to similar 

institutions or your core competitors. If you are interested in doing this, please get in 

touch with elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk.  

 

+10.03 

The mean NPS for our sample of UK graduates was +9.1 

mailto:elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk
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Do brand perceptions play a role? 

When we took a closer look at what students thought of the university they attended, we 

uncovered 5 key perceptions that appeared to strongly correlate with the NPS, these were: 

 

The fact that a university’s academic reputation appeared to correlate with the NPS, as well 

as its regard by employers, suggests that the ongoing benefits of attending a university are 

key to alumni’s likelihood to recommend.  

This finding is reflected in previous research conducted by Shift, which found that alumni’s 

positive sentiments towards a university were linked to the longer-term benefits associated 

with the university’s strong reputation and value in supporting students into employment. 

Supported students, supportive alumni 

Feeling part of a community and levels of student support also appeared to strongly 

correlate with NPS ratings. This is possibly more relevant than ever, given the current focus 

on mental health and support amongst HE institutions.  

  

It is a high-quality institution

It offers high levels of support to students

It is a place where I felt like part of a community

It has a strong academic reputation

It is well-regarded by employers

Shown in 

descending 

order of 

correlation 

strength 
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ENGAGEMENT BEHAVIOUR 

While we have identified a number of factors that correlate with alumni’s perception of their 

university, we also wanted to find out what relationship this sentiment has on their actual 

behaviour. We therefore asked our sample about their engagement activity with their 

university as an alumnus: 

 

 

Base n: 929 

 

How active are alumni? 

58% of alumni did not actively engage with their universities. 29% of our sample had 

attended an event at their university, whilst 13% had volunteered their time. A smaller 

proportion had made a donation – these respondents were most likely to hold a PhD, and 

were also likely to have graduated more than 20 years ago.  

Those who reported no alumni activity were likely to live more than 100 miles away from 

their university. While this is an interesting finding for this UK sample, our previous research 

suggests a similar pattern is not identified with international alumni, in that relocating back 

to their country of residence had not created a barrier to alumni activity. Interestingly, no 

differences were identified between alumni activity and the type of university attended. 

As event attendance was the most common form of alumni engagement behaviour, this may 

be the best activity for engaging inactive alumni members.  

  

14%

29%

13% 9%

58%

Used an alumnus
benefit and/or

service

Attended an
event at your

university

Volunteered
your time at

your university

Made a donation
to your

university

None of the
above

Q: As an alumnus of your university, have you ever done the 
following?
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THE RELATION BETWEEN SENTIMENT AND BEHAVIOUR 

We conducted a regression analysis to explore possible relationships between alumni activity 

and sentiment. We first identified that alumni’s reported activity with their university was a 

stronger predictor of alumni connection than their likelihood to recommend. This may 

suggest that a connection metric may be more useful for alumni engagement departments 

than an NPS benchmark, as it more closely links to engagement behaviour. 

Getting involved and feeling involved 

Furthermore, we identified that volunteer activity had the largest positive relationship with 

feeling connected to the university, compared to other behaviour. This suggests that this 

type of activity is hugely beneficial in promoting an ongoing, committed and deeper 

relationship with alumni (though it is likely a cyclical relationship). Volunteering is likely to 

provide a sense of purpose for alumni, ensuring they can contribute in a meaningful way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A lack of alumni activity held a significant negative relationship with feelings of connection. 

While we are unable to determine causation (i.e. whether alumni are not actively engaging 

because they are disconnected versus they feel disconnected because they don’t actively 

engage), it is clear that activity, or lack thereof, is a useful predictor of sentiment.  

 

  

Alumni engagement behaviour 

Use of  

benefits 

Attending 

events 
Volunteering Donating 

No engagement activity 

Feeling connected 

Not feeling connected 

If you wish to discuss conducting alumni research at your institution, 

or access competitor benchmarks, please email Senior Research 

Manager elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk. 

 

mailto:elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk
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ABOUT SHIFT INSIGHT 

Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research consultancy – originally focused 

solely on education, but then expanding into complementary areas of Membership and 

Sustainability, alongside Learning. 

Shift offers a range of bespoke alumni research services, including comprehensive alumni 

surveys, helping higher education institutions to: 

 Understand the needs and attitudes of their alumni 

 Create more compelling communications and services 

 Deepen alumni involvement, e.g. in volunteering and philanthropy. 

To find out more about our alumni work, please visit our website:  

shift-learning.co.uk/sectors/universities-heis-and-feis/alumni-surveys-research/ 

 

Example alumni projects 

Alumni survey for a Russell Group university: In addition to exploring needs and 

preferences, this institution wanted to gain a deeper understanding of alumni connection 

and engagement behaviour to inform future strategic decisions. We provided reports for key 

alumni groups and 20 individual departments. 

Alumni interviews and survey for Imperial College London: We conducted 7 face-to-face 

cognitive interviews, a 30-question online survey and 20 in-depth telephone interviews, 

followed by regression and cluster analyses and structural equation modelling to explore 

engagement factors and generate key performance indicators. 

 

Professional ethics 

We are members of the Market Research Society and European Society for Opinion and 

Market Research. We are also registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office and 

inform them of any personal information held. Our researchers fully abide by: 

 The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 

 The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research 

 The MRS Code of Conduct. 

https://www.shift-learning.co.uk/sectors/universities-heis-and-feis/alumni-surveys-research/
https://www.shift-learning.co.uk/case-studies/alumni-survey-2019/
https://www.shift-learning.co.uk/case-studies/alumni-research/
https://www.gov.uk/data-protection
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation
https://www.esomar.org/uploads/public/knowledge-and-standards/codes-and-guidelines/ESOMAR_ICC-ESOMAR_Code_English.pdf
https://www.mrs.org.uk/standards/code-of-conduct

