
SECTOR SPOTLIGHT2026 Philanthropy Pulse

Alumni continue to be a key source of new and existing 
donors for institutions of higher education. Nearly 
two-thirds (63%) of higher education institutions saw an 
increase in new donors over the past year, up from 51% last 
year. Just under half (47%) of institutions indicate they 
retained 45% or more of their new donors over the past 
three years.

Higher education institutions use a variety of strategies to 
engage alumni in fundraising, with only 3% reporting no 
active alumni engagement practices.

When tracking fundraising performance, higher education institutions 
prioritize metrics tied to frontline fundraising activity, including outreach, 
visits, and proposal success, over longer-term indicators such as retention.

Most higher education institutions report relatively efficient fundraising 
operations, with nearly half (47%) spending less than $0.25 to raise a 
dollar. At the same time, one-third do not measure or are unsure of their 
cost to raise a dollar.

ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Technology investment ranks as a clear priority for higher 
education leaders. More than seven in ten higher 
education institutions identify adopting new technology 
or converting existing systems as a top change needed to 
be well-positioned for the future, compared to 55% 
across all organizations.

Compared to organizations overall, higher education 
institutions report higher levels of AI use across several 
core applications. 

Where AI is in use, higher education institutions report the 
greatest impact on fundraising operations, donor 
engagement, and campaign targeting.

Note: These percentages are combined for both answers 
"a great deal" and "a moderate amount". 

TOP AI USE IN FUNDRAISING

OUTCOMES ACHIEVED THROUGH DATA AND AI IN FUNDRAISING

Higher education institutions expect 
stronger results from core fundraising 
programs than organizations overall. 
Most anticipate growth in annual 
appeals and major gifts, with the 
strongest expectations in deferred 
and planned giving.

EXPECTED INCREASES IN FUNDRAISING PROGRAMS

CURRENT FUNDRAISING TRENDS 

Saw a revenue increase

Acquired new donors

Retained over 45% or 
more of new donors

68% 

63% 

47% 

This Higher Education Sector Spotlight is adapted 
from CCS’s 2026 Philanthropy Pulse report to provide 
an in-depth look at the data provided by 56 survey 
respondents from that sector out of 618 total.Higher Education

Increased

Decreased

No Change
68% 

27% 

5% 

 

METRICS USED TO TRACK FUNDRAISING PERFORMANCE 

REVENUE CHANGE FROM 
PRIOR FISCAL YEAR 

Other

Two-year, Community, 
or Junior College

Graduate or Professional 
School Only

Undergraduate 
College Only

68% 

21% 
5% 

3% 
3% 

Most higher education 
respondents came from 
universities offering both 
undergraduate and 
postgraduate programs. University Offering 

Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate Study

TYPE OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTION

COST TO RAISE $1

34%

34%

32%

29%

24%

16%

16%

8%

IMPACTS OF GOVERNMENT POLICY

TOP IMPACTS OF GOVERNMENT POLICIES

Number of Contacts Such as Calls, Emails, and Texts

Number of Visits

Proposal or Solicitation Close Rate

Number of Proposals or Solicitations

Number of Increased Gifts

Number of New Gifts

Donor Retention Rate

Board Engagement or Giving Rate

Alumni Reunions and Events

Alumni Board or Council Engagement

Annual Giving Campaigns

Alumni Giving Day

Targeted Digital Communications

Marketing Outreach

Volunteer Opportunities

Alumni Peer-to-Peer Fundraising 

Social Media Ambassador Programs

Streamlined Fundraising Operations

Enhanced Personalized 
Donor Engagement

More Effective Campaign Targeting

Better Prediction of Donor Behavior

Improved Donor Acquisition

Increased Donor Retention Rates

Higher Overall Fundraising Revenue

Annual Appeals

Deferred or Planned Gifts

Major Gifts

Mid-Level Gifts

Direct Marketing

Foundations

Corporations

Donor Communications

Automated Tasks

Predictive Analytics

AI Guidelines

Staff Training

Adjusted Communications or Language

Reduced Government Funding

Reduced Budgets

Changed Programs or Services Offered 

Adhered to New or Expanded Compliance 
or Reporting Requirements

Less than $0.10

$0.10–$0.24

$0.25–$0.49

$0.50–$0.99

Not Sure or Do Not Measure

ALUMNI AND DONOR ENGAGEMENT 

9%

38%

18%

2%

33%

14%

30%

12%

3%

41%

Higher Education        All Organizations

69%

63%

50%

47%

34%

40%

61%

39%

31%

24%

Higher Education        All Organizations

Higher Education        All Organizations

Higher Education        All Organizations

5%

50%

39%

29%

24%

24%

8%

3%

3%

AI USAGE AND TECHNOLOGY  

85%

72%

67%

54%

54%

78%

49%

45%

43%

35%

61%

55%

45%

42%

36%

33%

30%

PROJECTIONS AND PRIORITIES  

62%

60%

62%

47%

45%

45%

38%

49%

39%

57%

52%

35%

42%

30%
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Higher education organizations report elevated concern 
about government funding. Nearly three-quarters (72%) 
anticipate a decrease in federal government funding in 
2026, compared to 45% across all organizations.

More than half (55%) of higher education respondents 
report that government policies negatively affected 
fundraising over the past 12 months, compared to 47% 
across the industry overall. Among organizations affected 
by government policies, nearly seven in ten higher 
education leaders report adjusting communications or 
language, compared to 40% across all organizations.

*Charts may not add up to exactly 100% due to rounding
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