CASE STUDY |

Outsourcing e-Newsletter Takes the Pressure off IT
University of Windsor turns to experts for launch of alumni vehicle

Challenge

Alumni Affairs staff at the University of Windsor knew it was time
to expand on traditional print publications in order to stay in
touch with more than 80,000 alumni, 5,000 of whom live outside
the country. They were aware that a lot of alumni mail goes to
grads’ parents, or old addresses, and often reaches alumni too
late or not at all. And they had 20,000 email addresses for their
alumni which they felt could be put to use.

The prospect of starting up an electronic publication, however,
was daunting for the association’s
small staff. They knew it wasn’t as
simple as sending their usual print
mailings to the list. They didn’t want
to alienate anyone. And they didn’t
have enough staff hours to handle
database management, particularly
with the constantly changing lists
experienced in alumni relations.

“We’ve seen
increased interest in
our programs
because of the
newsletter, and
that’s after only
three issues.””

—Susan Lester,
Director, Office of Alumni Affairs
University of Windsor

“Many of our new alumni had asked
to be contacted by email, but we
were very wary of making mistakes,”
says UWindsor alumni officer Brenda Rudiger. “It had to be done
right. Great as our IT department is, they were unable to meet our
project timelines.”

Solution

Rudiger says conversations with colleagues at other universities
led her to Inbox Marketer, an email marketing and publishing
firm which combines technical expertise with publishing
experience to build relationships.

By outsourcing production and deployment of an e-newsletter—
at least in the early stages—the university could take the pressure
off its own IT department and ensure the vital relationship with
alumni started off on the right foot. Alumni Affairs staff wouldn’t
have to worry about keeping up with rapidly changing email best
practices or software upgrades either.

With Inbox Marketer’s help, UWindsor launched Alumni eNEWS
in April 2005, with a planned schedule of six issues a year. It
contains information on events, stories about alumni and campus
initiatives, as well as student and research news. The focus is on
building networks and linking grads.

Inbox Marketer produced the html design for the newsletter and
hosts the database, constantly updating the list. Inbox keeps track
of unsubscribes and new subscriptions as well as open rates and
click-through data. Inbox also provides quality assurance and
sample testing of each message, and ensures mailings conform to
privacy legislation. “There’s no way we could do that in-house at
this point,” Rudiger says.

Rudiger says her goal with the newsletter is to reduce the number
of alumni who simply drift away from any connection with their
alma mater. “There is a perception out there that alumni relations
is all about fundraising. The newsletter is not about that. It's
about keeping connected and encouraging alumni to be more
engaged with our services, such as affinity partners, recruiting
and mentoring programs. It’s about what their Alumni
Association is doing and what their fellow alumni are doing.”

Results

With a mailing list of about 18,000, open rates for Alumni eNEWS
are averaging 44%, with a 20% click-through rate, well above
industry averages. Although the first issue logged a bounce rate
of 23%, with list management that rate fell to 2% and 3% in the
following mailings. Opt-outs are minimal. Although UWindsor
continues to rely on Inbox for deployment and reports, they plan
eventually to take on more of that work themselves.

Susan Lester, director of the office of alumni affairs, says the
response from alumni has been overwhelmingly positive,
generating comments such as “It’s good to hear from you” and
“It’s about time.” She says the increased frequency of the
newsletter over their existing magazine has strengthened
relationships, too. “We’ve seen increased interest in our programs
because of the newsletter, and that’s after only three issues.”
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