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Concern
How do we reignite engagement 
in the Center post-Covid?
Have our students changed?
Will our programs need to 
change?

How we did it
Interviews with student, staff 
faculty from multiple 
universities



WHAT DID WE FIND?
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Decreased in-person undergrad student engagement

Getting the word out about Center programs and events is a 
constant challenge

Driving interdisciplinary participation is difficult 

Staff and faculty turnover and burnout



Overwhelmed, 
overstimulated

Haven’t 
learned time 
management 

Haven’t learned 
“college” social 

skills

Weren’t given a 
“path” back to 

“normal”

Worried about 
their health (& 

loved ones)

Stressed about 
their future

Feel anxious 
after two years 
of uncertainty

Anxious about 
learning less in 
online classes



“Definitely people want to be in person. But the problem is people want to be 

in-person for everything now that it's over and it’s so horrendously 

overwhelming to not leave your bedroom for an entire year and a half. And then 

suddenly you have the entirety of Boston to be young and active in the city, all 

wanting to do stuff in person. How do you possibly manage your time and go to 

cool social events but also do career building events and also be involved, stay 

active. Covering all these things is difficult. When COVID ended, I was like, ah, I 

can go be out in the world. How am I going to spend my time now?”

-- Noah, BU student and entrepreneur

There’s a lot competing for their attention



Female students are showing up more for 
“innovation” activities and resume builders 

Female entrepreneurs are “winning” more which 
is increasing confidence levels. 

Black founders continue to be underrepresented 
significantly in eship center activities and as 
founders, and lack mentors

Other underrepresented groups need to feel 
like the Center is “for them” – personal outreach 
or specific opportunities



End hybrid and 
online events for 
all but 1:1 
meetings.

1
Reinforce 
expectations of 
in-person 
attendance.

2
Demonstrate and 
communicate the 
value of in-person 
attendance.

3
Only use 
livestream link for 
signature events, 
at the last minute.

4



BEST PRACTICES



Utilize messaging that talks about the value of the innovation 
mindset and entrepreneurial skills to getting a job. 

Venture building messaging can be intimidating to new 
people. Serious entrepreneurs will find you on their own. 



They want more “ownership” of their experiences. 

Give them a voice, a job, a role to play at every event.

Develop Transitions & Traditions together:

§ Create moments entering and exiting that are memorable.

§ Develop traditions that celebrate milestones, community, or 

wins. 

§ “Badges of honor” – ex. Cord or medallion at graduation, 

special swag, VIP access, advancement ceremony certificates.



Magnetic: Will it naturally pull even the most 
introverted of people into the experience?

Imprintable: How will the attendees’ participation 
transform the experience?

Badgeable: What symbol of participation will 
attendees carry forward with them?

--Brent Turner, Opus Agency, World Class 
Event and Meeting Producer

https://www.opusagency.com/article/meetings-into-movements


HAS TO BE DIFFERENT FROM 
CLASS
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KEY BEST 
PRACTICES

Welcoming in Words and Deeds

Empower Student Leaders* To Create and Build 

Provide Opportunities to Build Skills for Life

Make “Marketplaces” to Drive Interactions and Startup 
Support

Student to Student WOM is Important 

Having Cross-Campus Champions and Reach Helps

Marketing Matters



§ Debi Kleiman

§ Ian Mashiter
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For more quotes and detail



§ Find ways to make people feel they are personally 
invited to come or that the program is “for them” – ex. 
Student to student, or Mentor to student email outreach 
beforehand.

§ Have intros and ice breakers for every in-person event, 
re-introduce the Lab/Center each time.

§ Make it easy for a new person to find someone they 
know or have something in common with right at the 
beginning or someone they know will be looking for 
them to be there. 

§ Watch language being used – avoid too much startup 
jargon and terms; keep it light and fun.

“... the goal is to have lots of 
on ramps to the center. The 

minute you start using 
jargon that people feel like 

they're not a part of your 
community. We need to be 

constantly aware and 
assuming that everybody 

we're reaching has no idea 
what we're talking about.”

-- Jeff Reid, Georgetown



“We talk about entrepreneurial mindset rather than starting a business and talk more about 
innovation and how to innovate from within. So kind of putting more of a focus on mindset and 
problem solving, creative thinking, skills within the mindset - how these skills can benefit you no 

matter what you're doing.” -- Jessica Cooley, St. Thomas University

“We think that every student should learn entrepreneurship skills because they will make a 
difference regardless of what they do. Articulate with that to the undergrads, they have no clue what 
they want to do. Get them skills that could be applied to something. Give them the freedom to think 
differently. Our goal is to get them to try as many new things as possible and see what sticks.”  

-- Kathy Rocha, UConn



“We started the “I Got the Job” Series. Featuring students who did one of our programs before 
doing a job interview, they could almost pinpoint that they got hired because they started talking 
about the work they did in our program. For example, I did an idea hackathon and learned how to 

gather feedback and move an idea forward. We’re saying if you want to stand out in your career 
here's a tool to be able to add to that mix. You’re alluding to the bigger path where students have 
demonstrated these skills that they can talk about. And this sets them up because then they are seen 
as problem solvers, they're innovatively curious and that's who people want to hire.”  -- Ian Grant, 
UNH



“I put a student in charge of each our events because I really want them to uptick their skill sets and 
leadership skills by running these kind of events and the people that they meet as a result of that. It 
allows us to run a lot of different things. We have a staff meeting every week. We go over the progress 
and each lead on a program talks about where they are, what they need by way of support. I look 
back on all the students that have been through the center and where they're where they are now, it's 
amazing. They have leadership skills and have worked in a high performance organization with high 
expectations. I take them out of their comfort zone and give them that responsibility. And and by the 
time they leave us, they're well prepared. -- Alex DeNoble, San Diego State

“Peer Entrepreneurs-in-Residence, they're there often as the first point of contact for a random 
student walking in the door who says, ‘I don't know anything about entrepreneurship, or I have a 
startup idea or actually have a startup going. And I'd like some advice.” -- Danny Warshay, Brown

*many EDs mentioned that paying student leaders was important  - for quality work, sustained motivation and diversity (want to make these opps available to 
everyone)



§ Create boards in the Center/Lab that showcase student expertise, and 
“job” postings where startups need help.

§ Pay students with expertise to help startups in the Lab/Center so it brings 
in more disciplines and students (ex. graphic design, website building, 
UX, MVP building)



§ Engage with student clubs, invite them to use the space for 
their activities, buy food!

§ Create an ambassador corps to speak for the center 
(sometimes this is paid and/or gets special access 
opportunities)

§ Have students talk in classes and at orientation for the Center

§ Make it aspirational, have seniors run programs and peer 
mentor younger students

§ Have a way to show who is going to events, once some have 
already signed up.

“…If you could see who’s 
going, and maybe you know 
one of those people, you go 

with them and it makes it feel 
more comfortable, whether 
they go alone or whether 

they find someone else prior. 
And then, to get them to 

come back again, you have to 
make sure they have at least 
one new connection that will 

draw them back.”

-- BU Student



§ Need faculty that teach in large classes to help 
champion and identify students that might be interested.

§ Make some events at the Center “for credit” or an 
assignment

§ Try to find faculty in other schools to encourage cross-
disciplinary awareness.

§ Some Centers pay faculty stipends to get dedicated time 
and support from professors (who are also overloaded).

§ Have Student ambassadors in every school.

“…kids think the BUild Lab was 
branded for engineering and 

business students. And so, there's a 
lot of Com kids that would love to 

come in there, but they're like, why 
would I come there? What would I 

do? It’s not advertised to them. Kids 
love coming into the space, but I 

think they feel intimidated, like, do I 
belong here? It's more like an issue 
with an imposter syndrome issue. I 
felt that way when I first joined too.” 

– Glo, BU Student



§Amplify alumni startup achievements and stories

§Weekly newsletters are a must-have, if possible, do more 
segmentation based on personas

§Work with other student clubs to share comm channels

§Use Insta and Tiktok, have a student doing it, preferably

§Align activities to make sense within the school calendar


