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THE BOTTOM LINE  

Michigan State University’s University Advancement department implemented IBM 

Cognos Business Intelligence and SPSS predictive analytics to provide greater insight for 

management of its alumni and donor engagement continuum.  Nucleus found that this 

combination of IBM advanced analytics software enabled MSU University Advancement to 

support institutional strategies with insights to improve engagement, increase major and 

annual donation rates, and increase staff productivity. 

 

ROI:  55% 

Payback:  2.1 years 

Average annual benefit:  $34,434 

 

 

 

THE COMPANY    

 

Michigan State University (MSU), founded in 1855, was the United States’ pioneer in land-

grant universities, and was created to democratize higher education and bring science and 

innovation into everyday life.  MSU is one of the top research universities in the world, on 

one of the biggest, greenest campuses in the nation, and is home to a diverse community 

of dedicated students and scholars, athletes and artists, scientists, and leaders.  

Approximately 49,000 students attend MSU from all across the United States and around 

the world.  There are approximately 450,000 living alumni worldwide. 

 

THE CHALLENGE 

 

As at many universities and colleges across the United States, alumni at MSU play a very 

important role in many facets – everything from continuation of programs, research, 

student engagement, and enrollment to philanthropic supporters, volunteers, and brand 

champions.   University Advancement’s mission is to build deep and long-term 

relationships with alumni, stakeholders, and other potential partners who will inspire and 

empower philanthropic support today and well into the future.  As such, it is vital to focus 

on ensuring that potential contributors - the ones most likely to donate - are passionately 
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inspired to make philanthropic investments that are beneficial to the university.  The 

Advancement Information Systems and Donor Strategy (AIS-DS) team had been 

investigating many different ways to gather insight into donor practices and patterns, 

including social media (such as Twitter, Facebook, and other channels) with the goal of 

mining that data to provide a holistic representation of alumni and donor sentiment and 

likelihood for philanthropic engagement.   

 

Prior to the deployment of IBM Cognos Business Intelligence and SPSS Modeler, complex 

analyses and datasets often could take weeks to process.  When the potential analysis 

could indicate a set of highly qualified prospects for donations, the time delay in 

presenting that information was too long and limited the ability to transition strategies or 

provide insight quickly.  In order to fully support requests for new projects and ad-hoc 

data in an agile fashion and continuously provide proactive insights, the AIS-DS team 

needed to find a way to provide the information in the dashboard format the business 

users were already comfortable with, and in a way that allowed the business users to do 

their own analysis with consolidated data and integrated analytics.   

 

THE STRATEGY 

 

Michigan State University had been using Cognos Business Intelligence for university 

enterprise reporting, and decided to invest in the SPSS Modeler data mining workbench to 

support the AIS-DS team and leverage the MSU relationship with IBM for the reporting 

and analytical needs of University Advancement.  MSU began its implementation of 

Modeler in 2012, working closely with IBM partner Ironside.  The team had worked closely 

with Ironside on its entire Cognos implementation. As the team had already a very good 

understanding of the underlying data and software systems, the implementation was 

completed on a short time frame, including training for the team. 

 

Using an analytical model that incorporates the analysis of both structured and 

unstructured data such as text, the application calculates an affinity score for potential 

donors that is based on more than 170 different variables and provides the team with 

deep insight into an individual alum’s potential to give.  The predictive analytics generated 

by SPSS Modeler is presented in the same interface being used for all other reporting and 

analysis, and the data is fully integrated into the existing Cognos reporting and 

dashboards.  The donor behavioral model factorial is updated daily and end users can 

quickly see the changes. 

 

 

 

       

Cost : Benefit
Ratio  1 : 1.3

http://www.nucleusresearch.com/


 

 

 

Page 3 
© 2015 Nucleus Research, Inc.  Reproduction in whole or in part without written permission is prohibited.   

Nucleus Research is the leading provider of value-focused technology research and advice.      

NucleusResearch.com 

January 2015 Document O249 

 

 

 

 

KEY BENEFIT AREAS 

 

Deploying SPSS Modeler has enabled the AIS-DS team to rapidly analyze the volumes of 

text and other data to gain a better understanding of donor behavior.  This helps the team 

to support MSU’s departments and colleges with the information needed to focus their 

philanthropic and engagement strategies and develop and refine models including 

lifetime value, affinity, and acquisition.  They are also able to support University 

Advancement to provide an effective and accelerated response to key university revenue-

generating campaigns.  Previously, a study or project could take several weeks to 

complete.  With SPSS Modeler, data scientists are able to complete strategic studies and 

display results in Cognos, creating an agile environment where the numbers can be 

visualized in real time and manipulated as needed.  Key benefits of the project include: 

 Increased business analyst productivity.  Prior to the project, the AIS-DS business 

analysts would have to perform a significant amount of analysis and data gathering 

manually.  This would impact their time significantly, as many hours would be spent 

compiling the data.  With SPSS, once the models are built, business analysts can focus 

on understanding the results, rather than integrating data. 

 Increased director productivity.  The AIS-DS directors could spend hours working on 

analysis, and this time has been reduced significantly with the modeling and analytics 

produced by SPSS. 

 Increased data scientist productivity.  Prior to implementing SPSS, the AIS-DS data 

scientists would collect data files and spend significant time consolidating and 

cleansing the data for the business analysts to use for analysis.  With SPSS, the 

process is simplified and streamlined. 

 Increased data visibility.  Before SPSS was implemented for the donor project, the 

data was dispersed, and often had significant latency compared to the other reporting 

data being used for analysis and decision making by the end users.  Now all users 

Cumulative Net Benefit   

-121,929

-8,314

103,302

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
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have access to a set of data that is consolidated.  As the enterprise data warehouse is 

updated nightly, the data is consistent and reliable. 

 Increased general employee productivity.  In the past, to have specific sets of data or 

analysis performed, end-user requests would have to be made to the Advanced 

Information Systems team.  End users now have access to all of the data from the 

dashboards and auxiliary reports.  They are able to do their own filtering, prompting, 

and navigation of the business data.  Users can look at the data from an overall 

perspective or focus on one particular campus, college or major, with a single version 

of the truth and the same unified data experience.     

   

“IBM SPSS gave us the ability to push the information out to our clients, and deliver strategic 

business predictors in terms of financial gains.” 

    – Monique Dozier, AVP, Advancement Information Systems and Donor Strategy, 

MSU 

 

KEY COST AREAS 

 

Costs of the project include software licenses and maintenance, personnel, consulting, and 

training costs. 

 

 

 

BEST PRACTICES 

 

The Ironside Advanced Analytics team was instrumental to MSU’s strategy.  Serving as 

guide, mentor, and coach to MSU Data Scientists, Ironside led joint design sessions that 

enabled MSU to unleash the power of SPSS to mine new sources of data and extract new 

insights into donor behavior. 

 

Training and mentoring users to ensure effective adoption and use of SPSS were critical to 

the success of MSU’s deployment.  MSU’s AIS-DS team focused significant resources on 

Total Net Cash Flows   

0

0

0

0

(160,577)

38,648 

113,615 111,615 

Initial Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
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ensuring the staff knew how to use the tool and understood its capabilities.  As a result, 

the staff are all certified and fully competent in using the solution, and are also able to 

extend the use of the solution in different areas as needed.  The extensive mentoring 

delivered by Ironside provided the knowledge and capabilities to easily extend SPSS with 

other models for other projects. 

 

The AIS-DS team was able to integrate new information into the existing dashboards, so 

the end users were able to have much greater visibility into the operations, from a familiar 

environment.  Because the team was fully trained in the IBM solutions already in place, the 

integration and communication of business information was easily distributed and quickly 

adopted. 

 

CALCULATING THE ROI  

 

Nucleus quantified the initial and ongoing costs of software licenses, personnel time to 

implement and support the application, employee training time, and consulting over a 3-

year period to calculate MSU University Advancement’s total investment in SPSS. 

 

Indirect benefits quantified included the increase in director, assistant director, data 

scientist, and general employee productivity driven by the deployment and were 

calculated based on the average annual fully loaded cost of the employees.  

 

Not quantified were the additional efficiencies and savings MSU University Advancement 

will gain from SPSS as it expands its use of the application further throughout the 

University, or the potential increase in giving generated by more targeted outreach. 

http://www.nucleusresearch.com/


FINANCIAL ANALYSIS

IBM advanced analytics

Annual ROI: 55%

Payback period: 2.1 years

ANNUAL BENEFITS Pre-start Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Direct 0 0 0 0

Indirect 0 154,615 154,615 154,615

Total per period 0 154,615 154,615 154,615

CAPITALIZED ASSETS Pre-start Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Software 0 0 0 0

Hardware 0 0 0 0

Project consulting and personnel 0 0 0 0

Total per period 0 0 0 0

DEPRECIATION SCHEDULE Pre-start Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Software 0 0 0 0

Hardware 0 0 0 0

Project consulting and personnel 0 0 0 0

Total per period 0 0 0 0

EXPENSED COSTS Pre-start Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Software 152,000 38,000 41,000 43,000

Hardware 0 0 0 0

Consulting 8,000 0 0 0

Personnel 577 0 0 0

Training 0 77,968 0 0

Other 0 0 0 0

Total per period 160,577 115,968 41,000 43,000

FINANCIAL ANALYSIS Results Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Net cash flow before taxes (160,577) 38,648 113,615 111,615

Net cash flow after taxes (88,317) 21,256 62,488 61,388

Annual ROI - direct and indirect benefits 24% 47% 55%

Annual ROI - direct benefits only -72% -49% -42%

Net Present Value (NPV) (88,317) (68,452) (13,872) 36,239

Payback period 2.1 years

Average Annual Cost of Ownership 160,577 276,545 158,772 120,182

3-Year IRR 25% 25%

FINANCIAL ASSUMPTIONS

All government taxes 45%

Cost of capital 7.0%
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By the Numbers 
Michigan State University's IBM advanced analytics project

THE PROJECT

THE RESULTS
Improved Director and Associate Director productivity

Improved visibility into donor patterns
Improved overall user productivity

Cost : Benefit

Ratio

- Monique Dozier, AVP, Advancement Information Systems & Donor Strategy, MSU
NucleusResearch.com
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“IBM SPSS gave us the ability to push the information out to our clients, and deliver strategic business 

predictors in terms of financial gains.”
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Michigan State University’s University Advancement 

department implemented IBM Cognos Business Intelligence 

and SPSS predictive analytics to provide greater insight for 

management of its alumni and donor engagement continuum.  

Nucleus found that this enabled the department to support 

institutional strategies with insights to improve engagement, 

increase major and annual donation rates, and increase staff 

productivity.
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Total time for the University to 

deploy IBM SPSS

Number of users: 

2.1

$34,434
Average annual benefit

55%

1 : 1.3

The total time to value, or 

payback period, for the project

10


