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Increase overall engagement.  

Offer enhanced support for graduates in a down economy.  

Do both while spending as little money as possible. 

Those are familiar marching orders for alumni professionals.   

What’s an overworked, underfunded alumni director to do? 

He or she can fire up the computer, open a web browser, 

and type the URL www.linkedin.com. 

CURRENTS asked alumni leaders who’ve mastered 

LinkedIn’s labyrinth to share their best advice for using  

the social network to its fullest. 
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You’ve logged into LinkedIn, created your alumni 
association group, and invited every graduate on your 
email list to join. Now what? 

Sure, you could sit back, relax, and let your alumni 
connect with one another. But your LinkedIn group 
isn’t a Crock-Pot; you can’t set it and forget it. The 
most successful groups are carefully cultivated com-
munities that require constant care and feeding. 
These are some essential steps: 

 
Stonewall the spammers. A large network is 
great, but not at the expense of quality, argues Michael 
Steelman, director of alumni career services at The 
George Washington University in Washington, D.C. 

“We’ll never be the biggest LinkedIn group, but 
my goal is to be the most connected,” he explains.

That starts by making sure the members in your 
LinkedIn group belong there. Group administrators 
should use a verification process to confirm a poten-
tial member’s relationship (graduate, student, faculty 
member, parent, etc.) to the institution, says Christina 
Allen, LinkedIn’s director of project management. 
This keeps out headhunters and spammers. 

Villanova University uses trained student workers 
to vet members for its LinkedIn group, which has 
more than 11,000 members. Kevin Grubb, assistant 
director of student services for the Pennsylvania insti-
tution’s career center, says a staff member typically 
responds to membership requests within 24 hours. 
To speed up the process, those who have a Villanova 
email address are automatically approved. 

Plan content with care. What institutional 
updates, if any, will you share on your LinkedIn 
page? How often should you post, and what kind of 
discussions should you prompt?

For starters, don’t overwhelm alumni with institu-
tional news or fundraising solicitations, GW’s Steel-
man says. Facilitate discussions related to professional 
development and members’ shared experiences at 
your institution. Use Steelman’s three guidelines for 

productive and vibrant LinkedIn exchanges: 
•	 Make	sure	discussion	questions	are,	in	fact,	 
questions. And make sure they’re relevant. A gradu-
ate asking for tickets to Saturday’s basketball game? 
LinkedIn’s not the venue. A student asking for 
advice about courses an aspiring lawyer should take? 
Perfect. 

•	 Questions	should	take	two	minutes	to	answer—
max. Professionals can’t spend much more time 
than that on LinkedIn. You don’t want your suc-
cessful alumni to consider your LinkedIn group a 
waste of time—they won’t come back if they do. 

•	 Ask	volunteers	to	post	questions. Consider enlist-
ing a trusted alumni volunteer instead of a staff 
member to post questions. Graduates probably 
would rather speak with one another than with you. 

Keep faithful watch. Customer service counts. 
Answer questions and respond to comments promptly, 
preferably within one business day. Some colleges, uni-
versities, and schools assign staff to do this. Others rely 
on alumni volunteers to handle tasks on a fill-in basis.
 Steelman monitors the GW Alumni Association’s 
LinkedIn group and keeps the primary discussion 
board focused on topics relevant to career develop-
ment and the GW community. He diverts job open-
ing and event announcement posts to the tabs on the 
LinkedIn group’s page that are directly related to 
those matters. 
 Creating subgroups also can help streamline your 
group’s primary LinkedIn discussion board. Last 
December, Grubb and his colleagues created the VU 
Alumni and Student Mentoring subgroup—a place 
for alumni and students to request and dispense pro-
fessional knowledge. The subgroup already is yielding 
results: One week after a 2013 graduate submitted a 
post, more than 10 alumni contacted her offering 
advice, job leads, and professional connections.

STEP 1  
CREATE 

AND 
CURATE 

YOUR 
GROUPS

NEED A 
LINKEDIN
CRASH 
COURSE?
Get started with LinkedIn’s 

career services resource 

center (university.linkedin.

com/career-services), which 

covers the ins and outs of 

the social network. Want 

to build a better group? 

Borrow some best practices 

from the for-profit world 

with this LinkedIn to-do list 

(bit.ly/LinkedInForBrands) 

from the makers of 

HootSuite, a social media 

management system. 
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Your LinkedIn alumni group offers a boatload of 
career resources for graduates. But there’s no substi-
tute for a personal email exchange, a telephone con-
versation, or an in-person meeting when alumni 
look to advance their careers. 

LinkedIn can facilitate those interactions because 
its data is likely more up-to-date than your proprie-
tary alumni database; many graduates will update 
postgraduate study and job information on LinkedIn 
before they think of their alma maters. LinkedIn also 
offers easy search options.  
 “When you look up alumni [in the institutional 
database], you can’t search by major or occupation,” 
says Gretchen Edwards, assistant director of digital 
engagement in alumni services at Wake Forest Uni-
versity in North Carolina. “Those are things that,  
in 2013, you’d expect to be able to search. We see 
LinkedIn as providing that service for us and for  
our alumni.”
 The data provided by the more than 26,000 mem-
bers of GWAA’s LinkedIn group have helped Steelman 
build programs that encourage the graduates to actively 
network with one another. These programs seek to do 
the following: 

Boost professional skills. An online video series 
called GWebinars has addressed topics including The 
Art of Assertive Communication; You, Your Money, 
and Your Future; and Why and How to Join a Non-
profit Board. These webinars attracted more than 

1,500 unique participants. More than 30 of the webi-
nars have been archived on GWAA’s website, where 
thousands more viewers have discovered them.

Put novice networkers at ease. Using an 
online chat platform by Brazen Careerist, a virtual 
events technology firm, Steelman created monthly 
virtual networking hours to connect the GWAA 
LinkedIn group’s members. He markets the event—
held at noon Eastern Time—as a career-driven happy  
hour in London, lunch in New York, coffee in San 
Francisco, or midnight snack in Beijing. Eighty to 
100 alumni and students usually join each session, 
hopping among eight-minute chats with participants 
selected at random. Nearly 100 percent of chatters 
connect with at least one conversation partner on 
LinkedIn after the event, post-event surveys show. 
One alumna liked the program so much that she 
made a gift to the alumni association. 

Identify graduates who work together but 
may not know it. Using the LinkedIn Alumni tool 
(see box below), Steelman can identify GW graduates 
who work at the same company. The Colonial Col-
leagues program helps Steelman bring those alumni 
together through company-specific alumni networking 
events, community service projects, and student-
alumni career events. The program’s first networks 
have cropped up at a handful of government agencies 
and consulting firms in the D.C. area.

What is LinkedIn Alumni? It’s a powerful 

search engine that narrows thousands of 

your institution’s alumni records on LinkedIn 

to targeted categories. 

Where do I find it? Three ways: (1) Visit  

www.linkedin.com/alumni. (2) Hover over the 

“Network” tab in the LinkedIn toolbar, then 

click “Find Alumni” in the drop-down menu. 

(3) Visit your institution’s University Page. 

How does the alumni tool work? It 

autopopulates the educational institutions 

you list in your profile and the years you 

attended them, although those fields are 

adjustable. You can filter your search based 

on factors such as where people live and 

work, job title, and field of study.

What if that’s not the information I 

want? You can look up alumni from any  

institution listed by a LinkedIn user—perhaps 

the college, university, or school you work  

for now. You also can adjust the years the 

tool searches. 

What is the LinkedIn University Pages 

component I’ve heard about? LinkedIn 

introduced new templates in August that 

allow institutions to create more vibrant  

profiles. University Pages allow colleges 

and universities to post rich content, includ-

ing photos and videos. The template also 

brings together all of an institution’s LinkedIn 

resources, such as groups for individual 

schools and alumni, within one heading. 

The LinkedIn Alumni tool appears below the 

page’s main photo in the template, making 

the institution’s professional network a focal 

point. Learn more at bit.ly/U_Pages_Overview.

STEP 2  
MOVE 
FROM 

VIRTUAL 
TO 

REALITY

THE LINKEDIN  
ALUMNI TOOL and UNIVERSITY PAGES
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After receiving numerous requests 

from Wake Forest University law 

school alumni for advice on how 

best to use LinkedIn, two university 

communications staff members 

developed a three-part webinar 

series in early 2012. More than 90 

alumni took part in the webinars, 

learning how to build and maximize 

their profiles and turn connections 

into business opportunities. 

For each webinar, the staff mem-

bers, Gretchen Edwards and Lisa 

Snedeker, created slides in PowerPoint 

and presented them through WebEx, 

an online event management system. 

Using Wake Forest’s WebEx license 

and drawing on their own communi-

cations expertise, the duo kept costs 

to a minimum. The only expenditure? 

Printing and postage for a postcard 

advertising the first webinar in the 

series. Subsequent sessions were  

marketed via email and social media.

Edwards and Snedeker posted the 

recorded webinars to the law school’s 

website at bit.ly/WFUwebinars along 

with each presentation’s slides. The 

first webinar’s slides received more 

than 1,000 views, and visitors stayed 

an average of five minutes on the 

page, Edwards says. 

Thinking of planning your own 

webinar series? Consider these tips:

Go hands-on. Encourage partici-

pants to work on their own profiles 

during your presentation. One of Wake 

Forest’s webinars had graduates split 

their screen between the video and 

their LinkedIn profile.

Emphasize etiquette. There are 

right and wrong ways to engage 

people on LinkedIn, but frame advice 

in a positive way. Instead of listing a 

bunch of no-nos, offer pointers, such 

as “Personalize your requests to con-

nect” and “Be specific about what 

kind of advice you need.”

Like many community college alumni rela-
tions professionals, Doug Ferguson leads an 
office of one: himself. But soon after joining 
Pennsylvania’s Delaware County Commu-
nity College in 2010, Ferguson found he 
could considerably extend his reach by using 
the free version of LinkedIn to assist in 
many of his projects. Here’s how he does it.

Find lost alumni. Early in his tenure  
as director of alumni relations, Ferguson 
realized that the college’s internal alumni 
database was out of date. As mail marked 
return to sender crossed his desk, Ferguson 
looked up graduates’ names in LinkedIn 
and requested contact information. If the 
graduates weren’t already part of the alumni 
association’s LinkedIn group—which num-
bered only 130 members at first—he invited 
them to join.
 Ferguson estimates he spends about five 
to 10 hours on this task and averages 10 
alumni record updates a week. Since 2010 
this process has helped decrease the bad 
mailing addresses in DCCC’s database by 
approximately 3,000. LinkedIn outreach 
alone has added more than 1,500 valid 
email addresses to the college’s master list.

Uncover awards candidates. Do  
you struggle to identify your rock stars? 
Ferguson has used LinkedIn to find several 
outstanding graduates for his awards pro-
gram, including an FBI agent, CEOs, and a 
Delaware County Businesswoman of the 
Year. Eight of the college’s past 14 alumni 
award recipients came from LinkedIn.
 Another bonus: LinkedIn profile layouts 
and content essentially equate to a nomina-
tion form, providing work history, awards 
and achievements, and in some cases 
endorsements and recommendations. 
Ferguson can simply forward profiles of 
standout graduates to a selection commit-
tee to assist its final decision. 

Tell great stories. Every campus has  
a celebrity graduate, but sometimes those 
alumni are hard to find. LinkedIn can help. 
This summer Ferguson discovered that  
Ken Cage, a star of Airplane Repo on the 
Discovery Channel, is a DCCC graduate. 
Ferguson reached out to Cage via LinkedIn 
and invited him to join the group. Not only 
did Cage accept, but he also told Ferguson 
that his daughter is a current nursing stu-
dent at the college. Ferguson passed along 

STEP 3  
PUT 

LINKEDIN 
TO WORK 
FOR YOU

HOLD 
ON— 
MY ALUMNI  
DON’T KNOW  
HOW TO USE 
LINKEDIN!
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Underscore the work in net-

work. LinkedIn is more than just a 

resume-posting site. It’s a career 

development mother lode, but 

successfully mining the site takes 

effort. Encourage graduates to use 

LinkedIn Alumni to find experts 

they’d like to meet who also have 

ties to their alma mater. Suggest 

alumni follow the pages of com-

panies and organizations they’re 

curious about. Those connections 

will help graduates discover dif-

ferent paths people have taken to 

professions, certifications they have 

pursued, and lingo they use. 

the information to his communications col-
leagues, who profiled the elder Cage in their 
fall 2013 newsletter.
  
Show alumni the love. Ferguson’s 
LinkedIn conversations with alumni often 
go beyond address exchanges. Some gradu-
ates ask about former professors and favorite 
staff members. Others need transcripts or 
replacement diplomas. Ferguson puts them 
in contact with the right people on campus 
to serve their needs. 
 He also peruses the college’s alumni asso-
ciation LinkedIn group regularly, noting 
when members receive promotions, take 
new jobs, or earn additional degrees. He 
sends those graduates a short note of con-
gratulations on behalf of the college. 
 “That helps negate the ‘You only contact 
me when you want money’ response from 
alumni,” Ferguson says. C  

Kristin Simonetti is a senior editor for CURRENTS.
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