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Hail Northern, we thy sons and daughters
Now bring thee tribute long deserved,
Thou beacon light ’mid nature’s grandeur
Through passing decades well preserved.
	 — �from NMU’s Alma Mater “Hail Northern”  

by Luther S. West
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In 2016, the Northern Michigan University Foundation was 
challenged. Absent the benefit of market performance,  
it was problematic to find an operating path forward. 

This report addresses the implementation of a strategic business and 
relationship process, which is awakening a long silent constituency to  
unlock enormous opportunity for engagement and investment.

If we had prepared this report in 2016, it would have appeared that we were 
on the right track as an organization. We could have asserted a donor base to 
secure significant, seven-figure gifts - in reality, the fundraising program was 
not operating at the level it was capable of achieving. 

We were positioned to continue to solicit and implement basic gifts. However, 
changes became necessary to secure and manage transformational gifts. 

Transformational gifts demonstrate a vision. They are innovative. They blaze  
a trail. They are often interdisciplinary or have an interdisciplinary impact.  
They inspire collaboration and inclusion. 

The transformational gifts that will become the priorities of Northern’s 
upcoming campaign will demonstrate NMU’s talent and ability to make an 
impact on student lives, our community, societal challenges and the world. 
They will bring Northern distinction and will help Northern to be one of the 
nation’s premier rural universities.

We need to continue evolving a sophisticated approach to conduct the 
type of fundraising we are capable of producing. Securing this level of donor 
investment requires cooperation and participation from campus partners. 
These collaborative efforts allow us to identify strategic objectives, solicit  
and implement gifts and provide information for impact reporting to donors. 

It’s time to explore where we’ve been, where we are now and what the  
future holds. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Wildcate statue a gift from the  
estate of Gilbert L. Ziegler ’60.
NMU Board of Trustees, Emeritus
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NORTHERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY FOUNDATION

The NMU Foundation exists to develop relationships that will generate 
resources to benefit the strategic goals of Northern Michigan University. 

The Foundation was established as a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization in 1968. 
In the early years, most of the financial support consisted of annual gifts for 
athletics and booster club funds, plus a handful of select programs or projects 
such as the arts. 

The College of Business began the first major gift fundraising program, 
establishing an endowment for the college and soliciting individual and 
corporate support. 

In 1996, Northern Michigan University launched its first comprehensive 
fundraising campaign with a goal of $30 million. The campaign sought 
private funds to strengthen annual giving and support capital improvements, 
scholarships, new student and faculty/staff programming, expanded 
technology advancements and community outreach. The “Decisive Season” 
campaign culminated in 2003 and succeeded in raising $36 million. 

In the years following, budget reductions and transitional leadership forced 
the Foundation staff to shrink. In 2007, NMU once again embarked on a major 
fundraising campaign, adding staff to accomplish the task, including its first 
full-time development officers. The goal was $25 million with an emphasis on 
scholarships and funds to directly support students. The campaign finished 
above goal in 2014, with $26 million raised. 

Although NMU made progress toward establishing a sophisticated fundraising 
program, once again budget and staff cuts were made.

In 2016, a CEO was hired and we designed a path forward to establish a 
modern, comprehensive enterprise. This successful effort would raise the 
bar for fundraising at NMU and institutionalize the process across campus, 
providing educational information and empowering faculty and staff  
in the Foundation’s work.

A BRIEF HISTORY
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IMPORTANCE OF A VIBRANT AND ACTIVE  
ALUMNI RELATIONS PROGRAM

The work of fundraising begins with engagement, and engagement is the 
core function of the Alumni Relations office. The more involved a donor is with 
an institution, the more comfortable they will be when making a significant 
investment. Each year the number of alumni grows, and the work of keeping 
these alumni connected with - and informed about - their alma mater also 
grows. It is essential that we dedicate the necessary resources to developing 
the relationships with alumni that will benefit current and future students. 

FUTURE OF THE FOUNDATION

The Foundation has come a long way in the last five years. We are a very 
different organization in 2021 than we were in 2016. We are striving for 
continuous improvement in our operations, our strategic goals and our areas 
of focus. We have designed a strategic plan for transformational fundraising 
for NMU. While we have made progress toward this goal, there is more work 
to be done and internal support to be secured.

The next four parts of this report detail where we’ve been, where we are 
today and how we will create a brighter future. 
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SOME KEY ACCOMPLISHMENTS  
over the past few years include:

n �Reinvigorated event schedule, supported by executive leadership

n �New efforts focused on engagement of new graduates

n �Increased collaboration with Career Services to leverage alumni and their 
connections for career and professional development opportunities for 
current students

n �Evaluation of NMU Alumni Association Board of Directors resulted in new 
committees that better supports university priorities: Career & Professional 
Development, Alumni Initiatives

As NMU continues to graduate more outstanding students, our alumni base 
increases accordingly.

Northern alumni are loyal, grateful, and nostalgic  
toward their alma mater. Graduates frequently cite  
the “exceptional campus experience” at Northern.

Our goal is to involve alumni in events, mentorship 
opportunities and fundraising efforts. However,  
connection and engagement always come before  
the “ask” for financial support. 

EVOLUTION OVER TIME

The Alumni Relations Department was formed in 1957 to identify, locate  
and organize alumni. Over the years, it has aligned with various units, from 
Career Placement to University Advancement to Extended Learning & 
Community Engagement. In 2019, Alumni Relations became realigned  
with the NMU Foundation. 

Alumni programming traditionally revolved around Homecoming Weekend, 
alumni awards program, a chapter structure with regional events and 
activities, discounts and services, milestone reunions (25th, 50th), alumni 
communications, data collection and the NMU Alumni Association and  
Board of Directors. 

In 2012, the alumni membership dues program dissolved to streamline alumni 
communications and annual fundraising activities. Now, all alumni benefit  
from programs and services.

The Alumni Board is comprised of the following committees, designed to 
support university priorities: Alumni Initiatives, Career and Professional 
Development, Alumni Awards and Board Development. 

Today, engagement focuses more on alumni affinities to campus (student 
clubs, academic majors/departments and athletic teams) and regional 
markets. In 2016, we implemented a 3-year rotating nationwide event schedule 
to engage as many interested alumni as possible. Activity and department-
based reunions are generally initiated and managed by the respective 
programs, but Alumni Relations staff support these efforts as resources allow.

PART 1: ALUMNI RELATIONS
Supporting alumni 
affinities foster 
positive feelings 
about NMU.



The following data sets represent the growth of the alumni base over the past  
five years. Key data for consideration include:

n �The alumni base has increased by over 11.12% (7,300) in the last 5 years 
n �40% of our living alumni have graduated in the last 20 years
n �62% of our living alumni reside in Michigan 

n �59% of those in Michigan reside in the Upper Peninsula 
n �55% of those in the Upper Peninsula reside in Marquette County

More than 14,000 alumni reside in Marquette County. Many were born in the Upper 
Peninsula, yet alumni from outside the Upper Peninsula often remain after graduation. 
As the region’s main industries evolve, NMU alumni play an important role in economic 
development by offering a skilled workforce and generating new business and 
employment opportunities. 

Northern Michigan University  |  2021 Impact Report  |  1110  |  2021 Impact Report  |  Northern Michigan University

PART 1: ALUMNI RELATIONS CONTINUED

ALUMNI BASE GROWTH
2016 - 2021

LIVING ALUMNI BASE
REPRESENTED BY DECADE

74,347 LIVING ALUMNI

(t
ho

us
an

d
s) 70,159

73,342

<1950s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s 2020s

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
50

60

70
LIVING

ADDRESSABLE

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

ALUMNI GROWTH IN THE UPPER PENINSULA
2016 - 2021

10

20

30

40

50

10

15

20

25

30

ALUMNI GROWTH IN MICHIGAN
2016 - 2021

(t
ho

us
an

d
s)

MICHIGAN

UPPER PENINSULA

LOWER MICHIGAN

(t
ho

us
an

d
s)

UPPER PENINSULA

MARQUETTE COUNTY

43,756

26,000

26,000

14,489

17,756

ALUMNI BASE GROWTH
2016 - 2021

LIVING ALUMNI BASE
REPRESENTED BY DECADE

74,347 LIVING ALUMNI

(t
ho

us
an

d
s) 70,159

73,342

<1950s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s 2020s

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
50

60

70
LIVING

ADDRESSABLE

NMU ALUMNI DISTRIBUTION
MICHIGAN + TOP TEN STATES

WISCONSIN  6,809

ILLINOIS  2,753

MINNESOTA  2,032

FLORIDA  1,927

CALIFORNIA  1,273

COLORADO  998

TEXAS  972

ARIZONA  881

OHIO  714

WASHINGTON  698

OTHER U.S. LOCATIONS  8,095

10%

70%

4%

3%

MICHIGAN  46,619



Northern Michigan University  |  2021 Impact Report  |  1312  |  2021 Impact Report  |  Northern Michigan University

ROLE IN FUNDRAISING

Alumni Relations programs and activities play an important role in raising funds. 
The events and email list allow us to maintain current biographical information 
and updated addresses on alumni. We also have a heavily engaged Alumni Board 
of volunteers who want to help the university and students however they can. 

FUTURE EFFORTS

We are designing programs and products to meet the needs and interests in 
alumni’s careers and lives. It is critical to engage alumni throughout their life 
stages. Alumni Relations programming and communications must be dynamic; 
a one-size-fits-all model will not meet the varied needs of our alumni. 

Recognizing the opportunity to better connect and engage our alumni via 
digital technologies, we focused resources on creating a digital engagement 
position for the team. The digital architect is responsible for social media and 
alumni communications. This allows us to integrate alumni messaging with 
fundraising activities, such as Day of Giving, donor celebration events and 
more. The goal is to inspire and engage alumni at whatever level they feel 
comfortable - and for many of them, that engagement is online.

After listening to alumni and learning how they most want to be involved, 
we continue to work closely with Career Services to expand mentorship and 
career-building opportunities. Our alumni want to help the next generation 
of Wildcats secure meaningful jobs. These connections between alumni and 
students are incredibly valuable. 

We are also in the process of rebranding the Alumni Association, with a 
focus on the Wildcat community and how being involved can benefit alumni 
throughout their lifetime.

​There is a major opportunity to increase alumni engagement in the life of the 
institution. As the alumni population increases, the expectations of alumni will 
continue to evolve and the development of ​meaningful programming that 
meets alumni expectations and aligns with university priorities is essential.

The future success of Alumni Relations meeting the needs of both alumni and 
the institution depends on campus recognition of the growing importance of 
alumni engagement, and providing necessary resources.

Digital programming has become a primary way that 
alumni near and far connect and engage with NMU. 
Robust digital and in-person offerings will be a critical 
component moving forward.

PART 1: ALUMNI RELATIONS CONTINUED
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Developing a strong case for support and aligning annual giving solicitations 
with alumni engagement activities has been critical to this effort’s success. 
Targeted “asks” focused on the programs and initiatives for which alumni had 
an affinity to, resulting in more resources for departments and programs that 
are directly impacting the NMU student experience.

NMU DAY OF GIVING
It’s important to us that every person who participates by making a gift feels 
connected and engaged with Northern in a way that is significant to them.  
We want their philanthropy to be connected to their values and interests. 

The annual Day of Giving, started in 2017, has allowed us to capitalize on this 
loyalty and drive real, measurable results for our annual giving efforts. Through 
Day of Giving, we’ve put Northern on the map in terms of organizations that 
are worthy of financial support. We tell stories, engage supporters across the 
globe and demonstrate the outcomes of their gifts.

We want every donor to know that giving 
to Northern Michigan University makes a 
difference in the lives of our students —  
no matter the size or frequency of their gift.

n �Total gifts received as a result of the  
Northern Magazine insert and annual  
giving feature story (2015-20):  

$179,478
n �Total gifts received during  

Day of Giving (2017-20):  

$3.75 million

This section covers four programmatic areas of progress: 
annual giving, donor relations/stewardship, institutional 
support and major/planned giving.

PART 2A: ANNUAL GIVING

Annual gifts provide crucial funds for academic programs, student programs 
and services, faculty support, arts programs, athletics, scholarships and more. 
This support addresses the needs and goals of our students, faculty and 
community in three important ways:

n �Enhancing academic excellence and the student experience.

n �Creating and maximizing student and faculty opportunities.

n �Meeting priority objectives such as expanding research and  
community support.

Gifts received annually are typically used in the same fiscal year, are likely to 
be repeated, and usually comprise amounts of less than $5,000. The current 
average size of an annual gift is $150. Annual giving efforts include direct mail, 
email campaigns, social media, as well as special events. 

A key function of annual giving efforts is to feed the major gift pipeline — 
leading to greater investment in the university’s future.

SHIFTING PRIORITIES
Our phone program required significant staff hours to manage and was 
seeing diminishing returns. In 2019, we decided to close the call center 
and redistribute resources into areas with greater ROI, such as mail/email 
campaigns, social media, digital fundraising and more. 

The strategic closing of the call center has allowed us to evaluate the 
relationship-building opportunities we have with alumni. Engagement and 
affinity with the university should be the primary goal and a request to give 
could come later on, as relationships are made with alumni and friends of  
the university. 

PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC
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#NMUGrowWild 
nmu.edu/dayofgiving

TodayToday



Every event, every mailer, every thank you and every report has strategic consideration 
and messaging built into it, to assist in furthering the mission of NMU and deepening 
connections with our donors and alumni.

FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS
Fiscal reporting and endowment reports have been simplified and enhanced. We 
physically mail these reports, along with a few other items based out of Donor Relations, 
so that our donors receive correspondence from NMU in various mediums. Email, mail, 
social media, virtual meetings and in-person events are all considered when developing a 
donor relations strategy. 

DONOR RELATIONS FOCUS
We focus on donors with significant lifetime giving. We ensure that they receive Northern 
Magazine, annual correspondence from the President, holiday greetings and thank 
you notes. By working with this group every year, we are deepening relationships and 
opening the lines of communication, while exemplifying to donors the accomplishments 
and achievements of the students and campus community.

Additionally, in an initiative that ties to both Donor Relations and Annual Giving, we have 
sunsetted the usage of most “societies” (booster clubs, fundraising clubs, etc.) because 
the ROI was not significant. Instead, these involved individuals are given advisory board 
opportunities and our staff found more time to focus on building meaningful relationships. 

The exception is the 1899 Society for estate giving. Maintaining this giving society represents 
best practice, as we have over $15 million in gifts committed through planned gifts.

Investing time to strip Donor Relations down and build it back up - with the correct 
structure and systems in place - has meant better operational functions for the NMU 
Foundation and all of our campus partners.

IMPORTANCE OF DONOR RELATIONS
When an institution has earned the trust of a benefactor, gifts of significance and 
real transformation are possible. Repeated annual gifts are earned as a result of good 
stewardship and demonstrated fiscal responsibility. A solid donor relations program also 
provides opportunities for donors to become personally involved with Northern. 

The more a donor is involved, the more they  
are willing to invest.

Donor Relations efforts support fundraising efforts by building lifelong relationships with 
donors. We aim to instill trust that their gifts are an investment in the continuing success 
of the university.
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PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC CONTINUED

PART 2B: DONOR RELATIONS / STEWARDSHIP

The Northern Michigan University Foundation Donor Relations and Stewardship 
program seeks to THANK, RECOGNIZE, INFORM and ENGAGE current and 
prospective donors and alumni in the life of Northern. Engaging with our  
donors is the job of every person on campus. It’s critical to deepen relationships 
without just making the ask for another gift. 

Best practice calls for “Stewardship” to permeate everything we do.  
To accomplish this, a shared team approach to Donor Relations has been 
adopted and instilled since 2016. This program has been re-organized twice  
in the last five years. 

Donor Relations originally lived completely with one person in the NMU 
Foundation. Just prior to 2016, it lived with no position, and then in 2017 it was 
moved back into one employee’s role and that person became the lead for the 
Donor Relations Team. 

TEAM STRUCTURE
The Donor Relations team meets monthly to review various events, initiatives, 
communications and tasks that fall under the department. The meetings  
are organized based on the four pillars of Donor Relations. During these 
sessions, the team divides up those tasks and duties to accomplish NMU  
goals and objectives. 

FOUR PILLARS  
OF DONOR RELATIONS/STEWARDSHIP
1) �ACKNOWLEDGMENT - timely gift receipts, thank you calls and notes,  

giving societies

2) APPRECIATION - events, special invitations, and activities

3) �ACCOUNTABILITY - accurate reporting of fund usage, impact of funds,  
student testimonials

4) ASK AGAIN - good stewardship will result in continued giving

Events that often involve various areas of campus and recognition are 
addressed well in this committee style. The same is true for communications 
and acknowledgements that the Foundation staff helps develop — but at times 
come from other offices, like the President’s Office, the Provost or a Dean. 
Having a team approach has meant more efficiencies, improved quality and a 
high level of operation versus one person taking on everything. 



PART 2C: INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 

Prior to 2016, Northern did not have a dedicated strategy or staff capacity  
to focus on development of corporate and institutional partnerships.  
The university’s engagement was fragmented across departments and 
programs, so opportunities to cultivate strategic partnerships that benefit 
multiple institutional objectives were often unrealized. 

In 2017, the NMU Foundation began establishing a holistic approach for 
institutional partnerships. 

In April 2018, we added a Director of Corporate Engagement. With this hire, 
NMU undertook a holistic management of all strategic external partnerships 
(business and industry partners, foundations and other mission-aligned 
organizations) on behalf of the institution. 

The vision of this role is to advance student and faculty scholarship as well as 
career opportunities for NMU alumni through mutually beneficial partnerships 
with industry. This includes experiential learning, internships, on-campus 
engagement, joint grant proposals, research and development, brand affiliation 
partnerships and philanthropic support for academic programs and initiatives. 
There have already been numerous valuable returns from this effort, such as:

n �Naming gift and partnership with Shimadzu Scientific Instruments to 
establish the Shimadzu Analytical Core Laboratory for Medicinal Plant 
Sciences for the Medicinal Plant Chemistry Program ($851,000)
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PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC CONTINUED

Shimadzu Scientific Instruments (SSI) 
and Northern Michigan University (NMU) 
have partnered to establish the Shimadzu 
Analytical Core Laboratory for Medicinal 
Plant Sciences. As part of the Shimadzu 
Partnership for Academics, Research 
and Quality of Life (SPARQ ) program, 
SSI provided an in-kind donation of 
instrumentation for the laboratory valued 
at nearly $851,000, along with a framework 
for research collaborations and internships.

“This partnership is reflective of a shared mission between Northern and Shimadzu 
to invest in innovation and contribute to society through science and technology. 
In addition to a world-class environment for instruction and research, chemistry 
students will have the unique opportunity to collaborate with leading scientists 
and a premier scientific company, including opportunities for internships and 
career exploration. We are grateful to Shimadzu’s excellent professional team 
for recognizing Northern as a premier academic leader in plant chemistry and 
look forward to the opportunities that this partnership provides for students and 
scholarship in the years to come.”

	 — �David Nyberg, Executive Director of Business Engagement  
and Economic Development at NMU



n �Development of an academic partnership with The Next Education to offer industry-
endorsed credentials for automotive and advanced infrastructure cybersecurity through 
the recently-created U.P. Cybersecurity Institute on campus through the university-led 
regional cybersecurity talent consortium

n �Development and coordination of a partnership with Global Response, InvestUP and 
NMU’s Education Access Network to support delivery of high-speed broadband in Iron 
River, which resulted in the retention and hiring of over forty jobs at Global Response 

n �Various master sponsorship/brand affiliation partnerships, including with Meijer, 
Advanced Center for Orthopedics and Plastic Surgery and the Innovate Marquette 
SmartZone

n �Active participation and support for community and economic development 
initiatives, including the establishment of InvestUP, a regional economic development 
organization serving the Upper Peninsula, the Innovate Marquette SmartZone and 
collaborating initiatives, such as Invent@NMU, the Make it Marquette brand campaign 
and establishing Marquette’s participation in the Center on Rural Innovation’s Rural 
Innovation Network

n �Active participation and collaboration on joint grant proposals with economic 
development organizations, including:

	 n �State of Michigan’s Regional Innovation Talent Grant, including $200,000 to 
support NMU’s Continuing Education and Workforce Development Department’s 
new manufacturing training initiative (partnership with InvestUP)

	 n �State of Michigan’s MiLEAP Grant program, including funding support (amount 
still to be determined) for NMU’s Department of Social Work’s proposed Certified 
Advanced Alcohol and Drug Counselor credential program, the BEAR Center’s 
behavioral analyst credentials and the Continuing Education and Workforce 
Development Department’s Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) program

	 n �U.S. Economic Development Administration’s Venture Challenge Grant 
(partnership with Innovate Marquette SmartZone)

	 n �U.S. Economic Development Administration’s Build-to-Scale Grant proposal 
(partnership with Innovate Marquette SmartZone)

	 n �A partnership between AmeriCorps Volunteer in Service to America (VISTA) 
program and the Center on Rural Innovation to host two full-time VISTAs as 
outreach support staff to the U.P. Cybersecurity Institute
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PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC CONTINUED

n �Gift and public-private partnership with Able Medical Devices (a J.M. 
Longyear Corporation company), Tsugami/Morris Midwest and the U.P. 
Manufacturing Talent Consortium to acquire two Swiss Turn Machines for the 
Engineering Technology Department ($213,000)

n �Coordination and of a successful grant proposal from the Michigan Native 
American Heritage Fund in support of the Center for Native American Studies 
($136,000)

n �Coordination of a successful grant proposal from the Michigan Health 
Endowment Fund in support of the Behavioral Education, Assessment and 
Research (“BEAR”) Center ($500,000)

n �Gift from the Herrick Foundation to support a new “Van Life” inspired mobile 
outreach program for Invent@NMU, which will allow the program to engage 
with entrepreneurs and communities across the Upper Peninsula ($150,000)

n �Gift and partnership with the Cleveland-Cliffs Foundation to support 
continuation of the BEAR Center’s School-Based Applied Behavioral Analysis 
Collaborative in in Marquette County K-12 Schools ($90,000)

n �Gifts and partnership with the Ford Fund and Daniel and Pamela DeVos 
Foundation to acquire two SUVs for the BEAR Center to support the clinical 
and outreach projects of students and staff throughout the U.P. ($80,000, 
including $15,000 from the NMU Parent and Family Fund)

n �Development and ongoing coordination of talent consortia consisting 
of industry, K-12, economic development and NGO partners to support 
cybersecurity and manufacturing-related programs, which led two awards 
through the State of Michigan’s Marshall Plan for Talent ($2.43 million for 
cybersecurity and $1.3 million for manufacturing)

n �Development of an academic partnership with Northcross Group (NCG), an 
East Coast-based cybersecurity firm, which led to the company establishing 
its third office in downtown Marquette instead of Manhattan, establishing an 
internship program, hiring NMU alumni and joining InvestUP

“Cybersecurity is essential for every business, but one size does not fit all. We are very 
excited to work with NMU to demonstrate ways to scale and apply cybersecurity 
practices for companies of all types and sizes. “We are also looking forward to 
exercising NCG’s virtual platforms and tooling to connect cyber talent with clients 
regardless of location–from across the Upper Peninsula to around the globe.”

	 — Chris Bender, President of NCG
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SHIFT IN FOCUS
As we transition from a focus on transactional gifts to transformational gifts, we are also 
putting our primary resources toward developing relationships with individuals and 
organizations giving at the $100,000+ level. These are the types of gifts that can truly 
move the needle and support the strategic direction and initiatives of the university. 

In the last five years, we’ve also reorganized our staffing structure to create greater 
efficiencies. The results have been an increase in funds committed each year.

ENDOWED SCHOLARSHIPS
The first comprehensive fundraising campaign for Northern offered the creation of an 
endowed fund with an investment of $10,000, and in later years we raised that level 
to $25,000. 

In 2017, we raised the minimum investment for endowed scholarships to $50,000.  
Our current focus is to create scholarships that cover either a half or full year of 
tuition, which would mean an endowed gift starting at $150,000. These significant 
awards attract the best and brightest students, allowing them to focus on their 
studies and minimize student debt. 

PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC CONTINUED

PART 2D: MAJOR AND PLANNED GIVING

Our major giving efforts include capital campaigns, major gifts from individuals, 
corporations and foundations, as well as other special campaigns. These gifts 
may be endowed or used immediately. The funds are received through cash, 
securities, in-kind donations, real estate, estate giving and bequests.

In the past, we considered “major gifts” to be $10,000+ but now define that 
level at $50,000+ to reflect the impact that a true, “major gift” can make.  
We work closely with the donors and their interests to create giving 
opportunities that align with their dreams for the university and community. 

Our donors give to Northern because they understand our strategic objectives 
and the value proposition behind why their money will make an impact.  
Our strategy in securing major and planned gifts in 2021 and beyond is to  
be less transactional and more transformational. 

Transformational gifts require more inter-departmental collaboration and a solid 
internal infrastructure to plan, execute and steward the relationship. But the 
good news is that we have plenty of alumni and donors with ideas for this type 
of gifting. This is truly the “next level” of our major and planned giving strategy. 

TRANSACTIONAL GIFTS
We’ve been good at transactional opportunities for a long time, and they have 
been an important part of our endowment for decades. These gifts include 
named scholarships and other one-time gifts. We are incredibly grateful to all 
the donors who have made these gifts over the years, and intend to continue 
distributing those funds. 

TRANSFORMATIONAL GIFTS
However, a truly lasting impact for Northern is possible when we secure more 
complex, transformational gifts and establish strategic partnerships with 
long-term partners. By working collaboratively with campus, community and 
business partners, we can create investment opportunities which fulfill a donor’s 
philanthropic dream as well as propel the university forward in accomplishing 
goals in accordance with its strategic plan.

It’s not about a single gift - it’s about creating 
long-lasting, mutually beneficial relationships. 
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PROGRAM-SPECIFIC FUNDING
We have also expanded our efforts to provide more support for faculty and 
programs. We have created endowed department and program funds which 
provide a consistent source of funding, which can be relied on for growing and 
improving programs. 

Our goal has been to secure new investments and raise existing funds $100K+. Since 
2016, we have increased the number of endowed program and department funds by 
11% and the market value of these endowed program/department funds by 47%.

FACULTY SUPPORT
We have set out to secure endowed 
professorships for $1 million.

Endowed professorships recognize 
extraordinary teachers and scholars 
who drive innovative research, enrich 
the overall academic environment and 
thereby attract the brightest students 
and bring distinction to NMU. 

An endowed professorship provides for 
additional research projects, innovative 
initiatives and course development.  
It also contributes to long-term funding 
stability to help schools and departments 
confidently plan their curricula and 
programs. Having an endowed 
professorship in a program also helps 
NMU compete with other schools for 
professors outstanding in their fields.

PART 2: PROGRAMMATIC CONTINUED

Since 2016, we have increased the number of endowed scholarships by 13%. 
By focusing our efforts on larger, more impactful gifts, the market value of 
endowed scholarships has grown 81% over the same period.
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2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

ENDOWED SCHOLARSHIPS
BY FISCAL YEAR

$22,732,471$21,987,412
$20,707,438

$19,474,700

Number of Funds

Market Value

$16,447,245

239 252 254 258 266 269

$29,837,022

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

ENDOWED PROGRAM FUNDS
BY FISCAL YEAR

$7,861,700$7,982,708
$7,350,921$7,130,836

Number of Funds

Market Value

$6,743,528

46 46 45 49 50 51

$9,902,022
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“One of my overall goals is to have this gift be a catalyst for other individuals who’ve 
gone through this great university to make this a part of their legacy. I’m excited to see 
what’s going to happen with the new research Dr. Moore is doing. I think it will make 
NMU a center of excellence, if you will, in terms of concussion research and awareness.”
	 — �Mark Lovell ’77, Ph.D. FACPN, NMU Foundation Board of Trustees and  

former Chairman and Chief Scientific Officer, ImPACT Applications, Inc.

School of Health and Human Performance 
Professor Maggy Moore has been recognized as 
the first recipient of the Mark R. and Eileen Lovell 
Endowed Professorship. The distinction focuses 
on education, research and patient care related 
to concussions.

NMU alumnus Mark Lovell (‘77 BS in psychology) 
established the professorship with a $1 million 
commitment. He is an internationally recognized 
concussion expert and developed the ImPACT 
Test, the first and most scientifically validated 
computerized concussion evaluation system. 



As a Foundation, our marketing and communication efforts 
continue to evolve. We believe the strategic focus and 
energy infused into the Foundation these last five years 
has been transformative and exciting. 

CAMPUS CULTURE
We are now helping change campus culture. We created a one-day 
leadership retreat event to teach staff about philanthropy and their role in 
engagement. We want every staff member to understand their important  
role in stewardship and donor relations. It’s up to every one of us to build 
long-term relationships with donors so they feel integrated into the campus 
and the results of their gifts.

We are also partnering with deans, department heads and program heads  
to teach them about how to implement donor gifts and make stewardship  
a priority. 

NORTHERN MAGAZINE
Our bi-annual publication has undergone significant improvements, especially 
in the last five years. Working closely with the Marketing and Communications 
team, we have transformed the content to be more meaningful and strategic. 

In the past, the magazine focused on what was happening at the university. 
Now, the messaging is focused on donor stories, alumni features and nudges 
for involvement. The stories are meant to inspire and promote involvement 
with — and investment in — Northern.
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PART 3: COMMUNICATIONS

A committee consisting of participants from 
across campus focus on sourcing, informing 
and sharing stories that are strategic to 
the advancement of Northern. Relevant 
accomplishments of alumni, donors, campus 
friends and NMU community members are 
grouped, highlighted and intentionally placed 
based on the theme of the magazine. 

Stories like that of P.J. Britz ‘14, shown in this 
photo, who helped convey the benefits of his 
specialized degree from NMU that now can 
also be acquired online through NMU’s Global 
Campus, help readers understand the unique 
advantage and opportunity Northern’s position 
provides both current students and alumni. 



The following changes have been implemented since 2016 as part of this 
strategic plan.

ADMINISTRATIVE IMPROVEMENTS
We have implemented a systematic reduction of the Foundation’s administrative 
fee on endowed funds. Implemented as a temporary action during a time of 
reduction in financial support, the previous fee of 3.5% was not sustainable.  
For the sake of the endowment’s health and to preserve its continued growth, 
we pulled back in a systematic and strategic manner to the current level of 1.75%, 
with a final level of 1.5% planned for next year. These changes have allowed funds 
to grow, while protecting the principal. 

The administration of the fund also needed to be overhauled for the sake of 
achieving greater efficiencies. One example is outsourcing the administration of 
our charitable gift annuities, which freed up staff resources to solicit more gifts 
and grow the program. The result was an increase of 86% in annuity program 
funds, with a total of approximately $670 thousand under management. 

Another significant shift has been the modeling of short-term immediate needs.  
A thorough review was conducted of the cashflow needed to support the 
University departments and programs. Working closely with our investment 
manager at Morgan Stanley, we determined the portion of the fund needed 
in the near future for NMU and devised a conservative investment strategy for 
the remainder. The result was investment earnings available for Foundation 
operations, which offset some of the reduction from the lowering of the 
endowment management fee. 

POLICY IMPROVEMENTS
Our endowment distribution policy has been improved to provide more 
consistent awards to students from year to year, while allowing for growth of the 
fund to offset inflation. We now allocate 4% of the rolling 20-quarter market value 
average as our distribution calculation. This allows the fund to remain stable over 
the course of fluctuating market averages. 

We also developed an investment policy for the cash reserves fund, which is a 
more sophisticated way to manage the fund and allows for potential higher returns. 
Under this new policy, we are able to invest a portion of the fund into alternative, 
illiquid assets with significantly higher returns. Initial allocations for alternative 
investments include private equity, hedged strategies and private credit. 

The Foundation’s investment management strategy has 
made significant changes in the last five years, resulting 
in a stronger financial position. 

Since 2016, the Foundation has transferred over $14.2 million to NMU to 
support students, faculty and programming. While this is a significant 
amount of support, there is potential to provide much more as we 
continue to implement our investment plan and realize a further increase  
in fundraising production. 

PART 4: INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT 
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SUMMARY OF PROGRAM SERVICES
TOTAL PROVIDED TO NMU 2017–2021

PUBLIC TELEVISION   
$1,802,890

PUBLIC RADIO   
$1,937,911

ATHLETIC PROGRAMS   
$1,259,474

SCHOLARSHIPS
$4,284,490

OTHER DEPARTMENTS
AND PROGRAMS
$4,980,641



We revised and updated our gift acceptance policy that gives guidance on the 
kinds of gifts we can and cannot accept. Not all gifts that a donor wishes to give 
will fit with the mission of Northern and there are times when a gift cannot be 
accepted due to the terms and conditions the donor requires.

COMMUNICATION IMPROVEMENTS
Because it is critical that our entire staff is apprised of these new Foundation 
strategies, we conducted a Planned Giving Seminar and an Alternative 
Investments Seminar for donors and staff.

PLANNING IMPROVEMENTS
Our financial partner, Morgan-Stanley, helped us with financial planning, 
projection analysis and possible outcome possibilities so we could forecast  
the strategic growth of Northern’s financial resources.

The goal of this analysis is to decrease the Foundation’s reliance on the 
university’s budget for financial support. Eventually, our endowment fee should 
cover the administrative and operational costs of the Foundation. 

NEXT FUNDRAISING CAMPAIGN
We are also actively planning our next major fundraising campaign. Now in the 
“silent phase,” this campaign will last approximately seven years. We will enter 
the public phase once  60-75% of the campaign goal is secured. 

As part of the strategic planning process, NMU created a task force charged with 
facilitating the collection of proposals and opportunities with broad university 
scope that, with potential philanthropic investment, would enhance Northern’s 
levels of innovation and excellence. The “BIG IDEAS” project was initiated, and 
nearly one-hundred proposals were received from across campus including 
students. The report was submitted to the NMU President and leadership and used 
for the development of the major investment opportunities for the campaign.

This campaign will require building deep, meaningful relationships with those 
who have financial capacity, affinity and passion for NMU. 
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PART 4: INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT  CONTINUED

We also readjusted the mix of reserves assets to allow for greater growth and 
return. The investment decision was modeled and strategically implemented 
in a fiscally responsible manner. The actions taken for a more strategic and 
diversified investment strategy have resulted in a significant increase in our cash 
and investment portfolios.

The culmination of strategic planning by staff, oversight by the Foundation Board,  
and the implementation of creative and sophisticated approaches from our partner  
at Morgan Stanley, have resulted in achieving the financial milestone of exceeding  
$50 million in total market value. This important benchmark puts us in a strong financial 
position going forward, opening up diverse investment opportunities for the Foundation.
	 — John List ’84, NMU Foundation Board President

ASSET GROWTH
BY FISCAL YEAR

as of June 30thCash

Investments
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CONCLUSION

We’ve built upon a solid foundation and made the 
essential changes to evolve and adapt. Now, it’s time 
to reach our full potential. To achieve our strategic plan, 
further improvements are necessary. 

Gifts to Northern are life-changing. These resources transform lives, as 
evidenced by our high percentage of graduates who are first-generation 
students. We believe a gift to Northern goes further and makes a greater 
impact than it may make elsewhere. 

To raise the bar for fundraising, we must be fully resourced. There is enormous 
opportunity in the capacity for giving among our alumni and friends. Their 
affinity for Northern is strong, and we must be prepared to approach these 
stakeholders in a sophisticated manner. 

Donors have many options for investing their legacies. Gifts of significance 
are granted to organizations that earn and keep the trust and confidence of 
their benefactors. Repeat gifts won’t occur without good stewardship and 
demonstrated fiscal responsibility. 

Transformational gift fundraising is not solely the responsibility of the 
Foundation. It requires cooperation and participation of the campus’ 
academic and financial partners. Every person at Northern - staff, faculty, 
students and administration - has the potential to inspire ideas that will 
compel philanthropically minded individuals to invest in, partner with and 
commit to meaningful contributions. 

We are building something important in our fundraising efforts. Gifts will  
help achieve many inspiring goals and provide significant impact for  
Northern Michigan University and the surrounding community.

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT  
FOR PHILANTHROPY  
AT NORTHERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY.
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LEADERSHIP AND STAFF

FOUNDATION AND ALUMNI RELATIONS STAFF
Kylie Bunting ’11, Digital Engagement Architect
Brad Canale, Chief Executive Officer
Christi Etelamaki ’98, Administrative Assistant
Andrew Hill ’03, Director of Annual Giving
Jess Jones, Director of Donor Engagement
Sandra Kent, Senior Clerk 
Mike Nelson, Development Officer
David Nyberg, Executive Director, Business Engagement and Economic Development
Erin Sikkema ’12, Senior Accountant
Jane Surrell ’85, Director of Development
Robyn Stille ’00, ’09, ’14, Executive Director of Alumni Relations

INVESTMENT MANAGEMENT SERVICES
Gary W. Jbara, CIMA, Graystone Consulting,  
a business of Morgan Stanley, Jbara and Rogers Financial Management Group.

NMU ALUMNI ASSOCIATION BOARD OF DIRECTORS

NMU BOARD OF TRUSTEES

NMU FOUNDATION BOARD OF TRUSTEES
OFFICERS
John F. List ‘84, President
Katherine L. Miller ‘79, Vice President
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In memorium Laura Gannon, Senior Secretary 2017-2021.  
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and warm greetings are sorely missed.

Tami M. Seavoy, Chair
Stephen E. Young, Vice Chair
Lisa I. Fittante ’81
Alexis M. Hart
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