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Abstract 

Fundraising for higher education institutions is becoming more important as there is increasingly limited government 

funding for public education. With shrinking funding, university programs and departments may be expected to raise 

more income on their own. This study hypothesizes that higher levels of stakeholders’ (students and alumni) 

knowledge, awareness, involvement, satisfaction, and relationship with the department and its fundraising efforts are 

positively associated with fundraising success measured in intention to give and likelihood to recommend others to 

give. By using mixed methods research design and relationship fundraising as a theoretical framework, the study found 

that satisfaction and relationship are the most significant variables positively affecting giving intention. The qualitative 

results can explain why these variables matter to stakeholders’ intentions to give. Using a case study approach of 

examining one university’s arts administration department fundraising practice and its relationship to stakeholders, this 

research initiates academic and practical discussion on effective fundraising for higher education units. 

Keywords: institutional advancement, higher education departmental-level fundraising, relationship fundraising, 

identity theory of giving 

1. Introduction 

As government funding for higher education is decreasing, universities move toward more competitive and 

market-based allocation of funding (Drezner & Huehls, 2015; Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2016). Thus, there is 

a greater need for innovative and sustainable fundraising efforts (Weerts, 2007). Most higher education fundraising 

practice has a centralized structure through college-wide or university-wide development or philanthropy offices (i.e., 

departments and smaller units of universities rarely have someone in house in charge of fundraising), which may not 

fully utilize the close relationships alumni have with their smaller unit of studies (e.g., program and department). This 

larger scale and centralized fundraising of a university is not customized for each constituency group and can be 

problematic, as it has been known that people will not give unless they have personal connection to a specific cause or 

organization (Kelly, 1998; Sargeant & Shang, 2010). Therefore, we posit that institutional fundraising can increase 

donations by utilizing alumni’s personal connection to their unit of studies. Yet the discussion of unit-level fundraising 

in higher education is extremely limited or nonexistent and this study is one of the first ones to address it using a case 

study approach. 

The study focuses on factors related to fundraising success (using “intention to give” and “recommend others to give”) 

as well as why these factors affect the stakeholders’ intention to give as explored from their perspectives. This case 

study observes the beginning stage of fundraising efforts of one academic unit, the arts administration department at X 

University, which is a large public research university, in the hope of developing a long-lasting fundraising program 

for the department for the future. While the case department has been around more than 30 years, its departmental level 

fundraising is sporadic, and it only recently started formal fundraising programs—an endowment for scholarships and 

an annual giving program to raise discretionary funds. The leadership realized that it is not taking advantage of the 

close relationships it has with existing potential donor groups (students and alumni). These groups may not be properly 

utilized in the university-level development effort as the university in general may not have as strong a relationship 

with the alumni of the programs within the department. It is time to alter “the impersonal, transactional nature of giving 
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between the donor and university” (Conley, 2017, p. 49) and to develop a more interpersonal model of giving that takes 

advantage of the close personal relationship the department has with its constituencies.  

1.1 Case Study Description and Justification 

There are several reasons for choosing this specific case. First, it is one of the largest arts administration programs in 

the US. Most arts administration units are programs (not departments) and are small with only one or two full-time 

faculty members. The subject department currently has five full-time faculty and two full-time staff members, with 

over 200 undergraduate and graduate students enrolled at a given time in the last five years or so. This provides a larger 

group of participants for the case study. Second, it teaches fundraising as part of its curriculum (at both the 

undergraduate and graduate levels) providing a condition to explore how knowledge about fundraising (one of the 

lesser studied factors in fundraising research) can affect stakeholders’ intention to give. Lastly, one of the authors is 

affiliated with the department providing easy access to the current students and alumni database.  

While one case cannot result in generalizable conclusion, we hope this will be a beginning place to start the academic 

and practical conversation about unit-based fundraising in higher education. Additionally, we recognize that there is 

general lack of studies on students and young alumni giving motivations and patterns (Freeland, Spenner, & 

McCalmon, 2015). As this study includes current students and recently graduated alumni as primary study participants, 

it helps fill the gap in the understanding of young donors. Lastly, there is a dearth of institutional giving research that 

utilizes qualitative research methods that solicit various perspectives of the stakeholders. Therefore, this study included 

a qualitative research method (in-depth interviews with 51 participants) to provide more nuanced understanding of 

giving intention of students and alumni. The study aims to offer suggestions toward more effective fundraising models 

and strategies for this department and others in a similar situation (e.g., recently started a fundraising 

program/campaign or thinking about launching one). 

2. Theoretical Framework: Relationship Fundraising 

This research defines fundraising in a broad sense, beyond simply a function of generating income for nonprofit 

organizations and universities. Recognizing that successful fundraising is a systematic, sustainable, and 

relationship-based practice (Drezner & Huehls, 2015; Burnett, 2002; Kelly, 1998; Sargeant & Shang, 2010; Weerts, 

2007), this study adopted a relationship fundraising approach that sees fundraising as a sustainable 

relationship-building practice rather than a practice of transaction fundraising, or merely raising funds based on 

short-term transactions. The emphasis of relationship fundraising is combined with the concept of donorcentrism, or 

meeting the needs and wants of donors while continuously cultivating relationships with them using genuine two-way 

symmetric communications (MacQuillin, 2016).  

Relationship-based fundraising practice is influenced by the theory of relationship marketing (Drezner & Huehls 

2015). “Relationship marketing refers to all marketing activities directed toward establishing, developing, and 

maintaining successful relational exchanges” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 22). Relationship marketing is in contrast with 

transaction-based marketing that focuses on several one-time transactions (or donation acts) without engaging 

customers or donors on a regular basis (Drezner & Huehls, 2015). In addition, in relationship marketing, the emphasis 

is on fostering communal relationships, where “both parties provide benefits to the other because they are concerned 

for the welfare of the other” rather than developing mere exchange relationships, where “one party gives benefits to the 

other only because the other has provided benefits in the past or is expected to do so in the future” (Hon & Grunig, 

1999, p. 3).  

Relationship fundraising is also linked to the identification theory of giving. Identification theory or identity theory 

(Jackson, Bachmeier, Wood, & Craft, 1995; Martin, 1994) is based on the idea that when people feel they belong to or 

identify with the cause of a certain group or organization, they are more likely to give to that organization. 

Communities of people who identify with each other care about one another and believe that by helping the 

community, they are mutually benefiting all members of that community (Drezner & Huehls, 2015; Martin, 1994). 

They are therefore further fostering communal relationships, as explained by Hon and Grunig (1999). Another theory 

that can support the legitimacy of relationship fundraising is continuity theory (Atchley, 1989), which explains that 

repeated actions are more likely to be sustained (Drezner & Huehls, 2015). Applying this theory to fundraising, donors 

are more likely to give regularly when their relationships with specific organizations are repeatedly fostered and 

maintained (Lindahl & Winship, 1992; Piliavin & Charng, 1990).  

However, relationship marketing and fundraising strategies may not work for all situations as some companies may not 

need to complicate their process of marketing, especially if their sole goal is to maximize income (Sargeant, 2016). 

Rather, it may be more appropriate for a nonprofit context, where stakeholder involvement is possible, such as in major 



http://ijhe.sciedupress.com  International Journal of Higher Education Vol. 8, No. 3; 2019 

Published by Sciedu Press                         237                        ISSN 1927-6044   E-ISSN 1927-6052 

gifts, “where both parties are desirous of a relationship and engage in enhanced social interaction” (Sargeant, 2016, p. 

27). University units are in a prime situation to engage their current and future donors (e.g., students and alumni) by 

regularly interacting with them for a long-term (i.e., duration of getting a degree) through formal classes (e.g., 

coursework) and informal activities (e.g., fieldtrips, social gatherings, etc.), making relationship fundraising an ideal 

framework for university unit-level fundraising endeavors.  

3. Factors Influencing Giving in Higher Education Fundraising 

Some of the common factors associated with giving to nonprofit organizations as well as universities are 

sociodemographic characteristics, such as income and wealth (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Clotfelter, 2003; Marr, 

Mullin, & Siegfried, 2005), gender (Eckel & Grossman, 1998), and race (Billings, 2013; Monks, 2003). For example, 

the positive relationship between income level and giving have been well recorded (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; 

Clotfelter, 2003; Marr et al., 2005). Women tend to be more generous than men (Eckel & Grossman, 1998) and people 

of color may give less compared to white people (Monks, 2003). While demographics are important factors in giving, 

they are not appropriate to examine in this study since they largely have been tested in previous research and our 

sample size is not large enough due to its nature as a case study. However, in the literature review below we further 

identify specific factors that are closely related to genuine and continuous relationship building which ultimately affect 

the giving intentions and behaviors of donors. While we pull from fundraising literature in general, we mostly focus on 

the higher education fundraising context. 

3.1 Relationship and Satisfaction 

Relationship, or the degree of being connected to the organization or belongingness (Drezner & Huehls, 2015; 

Schervish & Havens, 1997; Kelly, 1998; Sargeant & Shang, 2010; Jackson et al., 1995), is an important factor when the 

decision of where to give is made by individuals. The sense of being connected is one of the reasons to make gifts 

(Jackson et al., 1995). When positive relationships and a sense of belongingness are manifested in the form of 

donations (either money or time, regardless of the amount) and continuously cultivated, the act of philanthropy toward 

the specific organization will likely continue in the future. In fact, one of the best predictors for current and future 

giving, especially major giving, is patterns of prior giving to an institution (Kelly, 2002; Lindahl & Winship, 1992; 

Freeland, et al., 2015; Conley, 2017). This is proven to be applicable in higher educational settings as a culture of 

giving developed in students’ early college years affects their giving after graduation in a positive way (Freeland et al., 

2015).  

The connection can be manifested in the feeling that one develops a sense of identification with an organization leading 

to further social bonds or stronger relationships (Sargeant, 2016). Some of the components toward building strong and 

quality relationships are trust, commitment, and satisfaction (Sargeant & Lee, 2004). Trust is an important aspect in 

developing relationships. Studies have shown that the more trustworthy an organization is (that it would fulfill what it 

has promised), the more donors are likely to give (Sargeant & Lee, 2004). In addition, commitment, which is a related 

concept of loyalty and desire to maintain a relationship (Moorman, Deshpande, & Zaltman, 1993), drives being loyal to 

an organization, which is the desire and act of maintaining relationships for the future (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

Satisfaction is defined as fulfillment of one’s expectations of an organization or party, usually generating a positive 

feeling toward it, and is one of the most important factors affecting donor loyalty and therefore furthering relationships 

(Sargeant, 2016). In addition, Sargeant (2001) found that donors are twice as likely to give a second or subsequent gift 

when they are very satisfied as compared to those who are just satisfied. According to Sun, Hoffman, and Grady 

(2007), satisfying educational experiences are positively related to increased institutional giving. Other scholars agree 

that the quality of student experiences act as a strong indicator of alumni giving (Billings, 2013; Clotfelter, 2003; 

Hurvitz, 2013; Marr et al., 2005; Monks, 2003; Gaier, 2005). Students’ satisfaction is also influenced by whether they 

received scholarships, and studies have proven that receiving scholarships is positively related to alumni donation 

(Cunningham & Cochi-Ficano, 2002; Marr et al., 2005).  

3.2 Involvement 

Involvement or participation, the condition and action of being involved or taking part in something, is also proved to 

be a positive factor influencing likelihood of giving (Freeland at al., 2015; Schervish & Havens, 1997). Nayman, 

Gianneschi, and Mandel (1993) stated that effective student involvement or participation in institutional advancement 

would establish a foundation for future alumni involvement and giving. Involvement of students and alumni in the 

giving process or experiences early on (e.g., involvement with alumni associations, giving challenges, and other 

extracurricular activities related to giving) would affect giving even more (Hurvitz, 2013; Monks, 2003; Nayman et al., 

1993). Additionally, the more a person is involved with an organization, the more the person is likely to identify with 

the organization (Burke, 2000). This can be applied to higher education fundraising where more involvement of 
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students and alumni can help them identify more closely with their program of studies or schools, possibly leading to 

more giving in the future. 

3.3 Knowledge and Awareness 

Another factor related to motivation for giving among students, alumni, and other higher education stakeholders is 

knowledge, an understudied factor in existing studies on institutional giving. While cultivating relationships are 

important steps toward sustainable and major giving, higher education stakeholders should know the meaning and 

purpose of philanthropy (Hurvitz, 2013) for them to even consider giving. This is also related to awareness of 

fundraising opportunities, as not being asked (i.e., not knowing about a current funding opportunity or that it is possible 

to donate to a certain organization) is one of the number one reasons for not giving (MacQuillin, Sargeant, and Shang, 

2016). Teaching about philanthropy and that anyone can make a difference by giving regardless of their status could 

influence constituencies to donate when they have more capacity in the future (Bjorhovde, 2002). While some studies 

(Bjorhovde, 2002; Hurvitz, 2013) advocate for constituencies being more knowledgeable about philanthropy through 

informal channels such as alumni associations, ambassador programs, and fundraising clubs, no study discusses how 

formal courses in fundraising and the professional fundraising experiences of stakeholders would influence their 

intention to give in higher educational settings. 

4. Hypotheses, Research Question, and Methods 

Table 1. Dependent and Independent Variables and Their Measurements 

Variables Type Measurements 

Fundraising success DV Intention to give money and time and likelihood to 

recommend others to give to the department (1-7 Likert 

scale) 

Participants’ level of knowledge of fundraising  IV 1-7 Likert scale 

Participants’ level of awareness of fundraising 

efforts in the department 

IV 1-7 Likert scale 

Participants’ level of involvement in the 

department’s fundraising efforts 

IV 1-7 Likert scale 

Participants’ satisfaction with the department IV Level of satisfaction with faculty, staff, other students, and 

department’s fundraising efforts (1-7 Likert scale) 

Participants’ level of relationship with the 

department 

IV Level of connection and belongingness (1-7 Likert scale) 

Based on the literature review in Section 3, we identified five independent variables. We included knowledge about 

fundraising because knowing that fundraising is more than raising money and recognizing it as a necessary and 

legitimate management function of a nonprofit would encourage people to give. Awareness of fundraising efforts or 

giving opportunities, although not much discussed in existing literature, is included as not knowing about the 

opportunities to give would affect constituents’ charitable donations. We included involvement as involving students 

and alumni in the giving process or experiences early on would affect their intention to give. Satisfaction is included as 

satisfying educational experiences would also positively affect institutional giving as shown in literature review above. 

Lastly, relationship measured in the level of connection and belongingness is included as an independent variable to 

predict one’s intention to give. The study’s dependent variable is fundraising success measured in intention to give 

money and time and likelihood to recommend others to give to the department, which indicates the success level or 

potential for successful fundraising for the future (See Table 1 for more details). The reason that we used intention to 

give and likelihood to recommend others to give instead of actual giving to measure fundraising success is that (1) the 

study participants are mostly students and young professionals who have not given to the department in the past and (2) 

the department has a short history of having a formalized fundraising effort. 

The study’s quantitative research tests the following study hypotheses: The higher levels of (1) knowledge about 

fundraising, (2) awareness of fundraising efforts of the department, (3) involvement with the department’s fundraising 

efforts, (4) satisfaction with the department, and (5) relationship with the department are positively associated with the 

intention to give and likelihood to recommend others to give. The qualitative part of the study will answer why these 

variables do or do not influence these specific stakeholders’ intention to give and recommend others to give to the 
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department. It also can complement what is found from the quantitative analysis, providing further context for each 

variable discussed. 

The study uses a mixed methods research design and is specific to one case based on one public research university’s 

arts administration department. Primary study participants were current students (both undergraduate and graduate 

students) and alumni of the BA and MA degree programs in arts administration. We only included stakeholders who 

are close to the unit as they are the primary donors and potential donors to the unit. In other words, we did not include 

community members or others who may be interested in giving to the unit despite their lack of formal affiliation to the 

department. The study utilized online surveys and in-depth interviews (in-person and via telephone).  

Table 2. Demographic Information of Survey Participants 

 Demographics N  % 

Gender 

Male 30 24.0% 

Female 94 75.2% 

No response 1 0.8% 

Age 

18-26 48 38.4% 

27-36 44 35.2% 

37-46 21 16.8% 

47 and above 5 4.0% 

No response 7 5.6% 

Marital Status 

Single 53 42.4% 

In a relationship 22 17.6% 

Married 45 36.0% 

Divorced 4 3.2% 

Other  1 0.8% 

Income 

Less than $35 000 44 35.2% 

$35 001-$50 000 22 17.6% 

$50 001-$70 000 15 12.0% 

$70 001 - $100 000 19 15.2% 

$100 001- $150 000 14 11.2% 

More than $150 000 9 7.2% 

No response 2 1.6% 

Education 

Some college/Associate degree 21 16.8% 

4-year college degree 63 50.4% 

Graduate degree 40 32.0% 

No response 1 0.8% 

We conducted surveys online with undergraduate and graduate students and alumni between March 31 and April 27, 

2016. The surveys were sent to all current students and alumni (a total of about 400 individuals), and we received a 

total of 132 responses. We excluded seven surveys from the analysis because most of the questions were not answered. 

Survey participants were composed of 48 current students (38%) and 77 alumni (62%). All survey participants 

received a $10 Amazon gift card to incentivize participation. The response rate for surveys was 33%. The detailed 
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demographic information of the survey responders is in Table 2. More than 75% of the responders were female and 

about 74% of them are aged between 18 and 36. Approximately 42% said they are single and 54% of them are either 

married or in a relationship. The income level is widely distributed with the largest group (35%) making less than $35 

000 a year. This is presumably due to the majority of participants being students and recent graduates. Participants are 

highly educated as 82% have a 4-year college degree or higher. The survey results also identified that only 20% of 

them are past and current donors to the department, possibly because the department only recently initiated fundraising 

programs.   

Table 3. Variable Measurements and Their Reliability 

Variables Questions Reliability 

Knowledge How would you rank your prior knowledge about fundraising in general? N/A 

Awareness How would you rank your awareness of the fundraising efforts of the 

department? 

N/A 

Involvement How would you rank your level of involvement in the fundraising efforts of 

the department? 

N/A 

Satisfaction How satisfied are/were you with your interactions with the faculty in the 

department? 

How satisfied are/were you with your interactions with the staff in the 

department? 

How satisfied are/were you with your interactions with other students in the 

department? 

How would you rank your level of satisfaction with the fundraising efforts of 

the department? 

0.79 

 

Relationship How connected do you feel to the department? 

Would you describe yourself an active member of the department? 

0.92 

Donation 

Intention 

How likely are you to give money to the department now? 

How likely are you to give money to the department in the future? 

How likely are you to recommend other people to donate to the department? 

How likely are you to give your time to the department? 

0.77 

Table 3 shows how each variable was measured in the survey questions. Knowledge, awareness, and involvement were 

measured by a single item as indicated in Table 3. Satisfaction, relationship, and fundraising success are composite 

variables which were measured by multiple items. Cronbach’s α was used to measure the internal reliability of these 

composite variables. The Cronbach’s α of relationship, satisfaction, and donation intention is 0.92, 0.79, and 0.77, 

respectively. According to Guielford’s (1965) suggestion, when Cronbach’s α is greater than 0.7, it shows the 

questionnaire has a relatively high internal reliability. The results indicate that the reliability of the questionnaire is 

acceptable. Multicolliniarity was also assessed using the variance inflation factors (VIF). VIF scores ranged between 

1.13 to 1.58. A VIF score exceeding 10 is regarded as indicating serious multicolliniarity. Values less than 4 suggest 

that it is not great concern of the stability of the parameter estimates (Glantz & Slinker, 1990). 

For students and alumni interviews, we started with the existing student and alumni database in the department and 

randomly selected potential participants from the list. They were contacted by the research assistant and invited to 

participate in interviews. Interview participants included 51 individuals: 15 undergraduate students, 15 graduate 

students, and 21 alumni. All interviews were conducted between November 2015 and March 2016. We offered a $30 

Amazon gift card for all interview participants to incentivize their participation. The interviews were designed to 

identify and investigate the important factors affecting intention to give from stakeholders’ perspectives, while the 

surveys were designed to illustrate the relationship between dependent and independent variables. As they had 

different purposes and included different questions, we allowed interview and survey participants to overlap. Both 

surveys and interviews were conducted confidentially so pseudonyms are used for interview participants in the results 

in Section 6. A professional transcribing company transcribed all interviews. 

We used simple regression analysis and qualitative content analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; White & Marsh, 2006) to 

analyze quantitative and qualitative data, respectively. We organized survey results and analyzed them using 

descriptive statistics and simple regression analyses in SPSS using the variables and measurements in Table 1. We 
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organized the qualitative data into overarching themes, categories, and subcategories and then created a visual matrix 

of them. Then we finalized these categories, formed more elaborate patterns, interpretations, and arguments that are 

closely related to the research question.  

5. Quantitative Results   

The study hypothesized higher levels of knowledge, awareness, involvement, satisfaction, and relationship are 

positively associated with stakeholders’ intention to give. The regression results show that all five independent 

variables are positively related to intention to give, with relationship being the most significant and knowledge being 

least significant.  

5.1 Knowledge and Awareness 

As shown in Table 4, knowledge (β=0.25, p=0.01) and awareness (β=0.44, p<0.001) were positively related to 

donation intention although awareness is a better indicator than knowledge. About 65% of the participants ranked their 

knowledge about fundraising in general to be knowledgeable to very knowledgeable. Nearly 67% of the participants 

said that they have taken fundraising courses as part of the department’s curriculum and 20% plan to take it in the 

future. While this is not a direct indication of the participants’ level of understanding in fundraising knowledge, it 

implies that most participants understand the concept and importance of fundraising especially in the arts 

administration context. Although knowledge is the least impactful factor affecting intention to give among the five 

variables, the knowledge level of constituents can potentially affect the fundraising success of the department in the 

future (Bjorhovde, 2002).  

Table 4. Regression Analysis of Factors Influencing Donation Intention 

Variables  β R
2
 t F Sig 

Knowledge 0.25 0.06 2.88 8.27 0.01 

Awareness 0.44 0.19 5.40 29.17 0.00 

Involvement 0.41 0.17 5.00 25.00 0.00 

Satisfaction 0.46 0.21 5.74 32.97 0.00 

Relationship 0.63 0.39 8.80 77.47 0.00 

In terms of awareness, about 56% of survey participants answered that they were contacted by the department 

regarding its current fundraising efforts for the scholarship endowment program or annual giving program. About a 

half of interview participants also mentioned that they had received emails from the department about its fundraising 

programs, while the rest said either they do not pay attention to them or do not remember receiving these emails. Some 

even said that they are not receiving emails from the department at all. This is a problem, as not being asked is a 

well-recorded reason for not giving (MacQuillin et al., 2016). The survey results of this study concur, with more than 

30% of respondents (the largest group) chose “They were never asked” as their number one reason for not giving. 

Therefore, letting stakeholders know of giving opportunities is one of the important steps in initiating the first gift, 

which can lead to future giving.  

5.2 Involvement 

Involvement is also positively and significantly related to donation intention (β=0.41, p<0.001), echoing other studies 

demonstrating the close and positive relationship between involvement and giving (Freeland et al., 2015; Nayman et 

al., 1993; Schervish & Havens, 1997). However, most survey participants said that they are not involved in the 

fundraising efforts of the department, with 90% of responders saying that their level of involvement is not involved to 

rarely involved. This is concerning as involvement is one of the most important factors in people identifying with 

certain organizations (Burke, 2000), which in turn can lead to deeper relationships and more giving.  

5.3 Satisfaction and Relationship 

More importantly, satisfaction (β=0.46, p<0.001) and relationship (β=0.63, p<0.001) are positively and significantly 

related to donation intention, with relationship being the most influential factor. Many studies have shown that 

satisfying educational experiences are positively related to institutional giving (Billings, 2013; Clotfelter, 2003; 

Hurvitz, 2013; Marr et al., 2005; Monks, 2003; Sun et al., 2007). We found this to be true in our study as students and 

alumni who thought they benefitted from the department and were satisfied by the instruction and quality of the 

department are more likely to give. Most survey participants were satisfied with experiences in the department; we 

found that 87%, 82%, and 85% of the participants reported that they were satisfied to very satisfied about faculty, staff, 
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and other students in the department, respectively. Due to the strong connection between satisfaction and intention to 

give, this is good news for the department.   

Relationship—the level of belonginess and connectedness—is the most significant factor affecting donation intention. 

This has been much discussed in other studies (Drezner & Huehls, 2015; Schervish & Havens, 1997; Kelly, 1998; 

Sargeant & Shang, 2010; Jackson et al., 1995), demonstrating that the degree of relationships and feeling of 

connectedness are some of the most important factors in one’s decision to give. Yet, only 35% and 40% of the survey 

participants described themselves as active members of the department or feeling connected to the department, 

respectively. As 60% of the survey participants were alumni, it makes sense that 35% of the survey participants said 

they are not active members of the department. However, it is concerning that only 40% of survey participants feel 

connected to the department. This could be related to the lack of awareness among stakeholders as the department has 

not been reaching out to some, by not letting them know about giving opportunities or what is happening in the 

department.  

6. Qualitative Results 

We explored why the variables tested above affect participants’ intention to give money and time and likelihood to 

recommend others to give to the department through in-depth interviews.  

6.1 Knowledge and Awareness 

Many participants shared that their level of knowledge in fundraising in general helps them understand fundraising and 

its importance, especially those who have taken fundraising courses or alumni working in the field as fundraisers. 

Because of that they can be more sympathetic when being asked to donate. One alumnus stated, “It does help me to be 

a little more understanding and I am fairly nice to people that call me...just because I understand it [fundraising] is 

necessary” (Mark, interview by author, December 1, 2015). As a result, many participants wanted to give more. As one 

alumna said, “I probably wouldn’t give back much if I didn’t know all the work that goes into it” (Jessica, interview by 

author, November 25, 2015). Some with no or shallow understanding simply explained it to be raising money through 

events, which is only a fraction of what fundraising is about. These participants tended to be less inclined to think about 

giving or did not know they could give to the department.  

The results of interview analysis made it clear that awareness is important when it comes to fundraising because 

awareness can lead to opportunities to give. In other words, if potential donors do not know that they can be donors and 

do not know how to give, they will never give. One undergraduate student, who did not know that she could give to the 

department, said, “Other than the tuition that I’m giving, I did not know that there was a thing [giving opportunity or 

program]” (Julie, interview by author, November 21, 2015). In addition, simply getting solicitation emails or 

newsletters does not necessarily lead to awareness. One alumnus said, “I mean I know I get them [emails and 

newsletters] but I don’t really pay attention that much. I can credit basically seventy-five percent of my success to the 

program but haven’t really thought about it [giving]” (Ted, interview by author, December 10, 2015). It is the 

department’s job to market the fundraising efforts effectively on a personal level, so constituents are clearly aware of 

various giving opportunities. As shown in the regression results above, when they are more aware, they are more likely 

to consider giving.  

6.2 Involvement, Satisfaction, and Relationship 

Students’ active involvement in fundraising can lead to more intention to give from potential donors as they can feel 

more personal connection to the person who is soliciting. For this reason, alumni wanted to see more current students 

involved in fundraising efforts of the department. One alumnus said, “I think once or twice I would get a [solicitation] 

call from actually X University students; somebody who is in the program... as opposed to somebody who is 

completely removed and is calling because you are next on their list” (Mark, interview by author, December 1, 2015). 

This alumnus and others added that they are more likely to give when a student in the department calls as opposed to a 

professional fundraiser who does not have a deep understanding of or direct connection to the department. Solicitation 

based on personal connection has been proven to be effective in other studies (Meer, 2011; Meer & Rosen, 2011).  

Participants often credited the department and its education for their success and told us that they wanted to give back 

so other students can have the same experiences or benefits. One alumna said, “Yeah, it’s mainly enjoying the program 

and wanting to support it. I really enjoyed my time there and I feel like it served me well for the rest of my life” (Jamie, 

interview by author, December 4, 2015). In many cases, participants specifically pointed out what helped them when 

they were in school and wanted to give back to that specific cause. An undergraduate student said he will give to the 

department after he graduates and gets a job because he likes to give back to the endowment fund from which he 

benefited. He added, “It has benefited me and I’m reaping the benefits from the money of others” (Michael, interview 
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by author, November 19, 2015). This has been found in other studies where students are more likely to give to their 

schools when they received need-based scholarships or awards (Cunningham & Cochi-Ficano, 2002; Marr et al., 

2005).  

Participants said that they give to organizations with which they have prior and good relationships with because the 

process of building relationships (e.g., frequent interactions with and care from the organization) makes them feel 

emotionally attached or that they belong. When they felt like they were just a name on a list or have recently developed 

a negative experience in donating money or time to an organization, they no longer felt connected and as a result 

stopped giving. For example, one alumna shared that being asked by an organization that does not try to foster 

relationships is a reason for not giving. She shared, “My husband went to Y University and … once a year he’ll get a 

call from them asking for money, and he is not really involved with them anymore. I think sometimes this can be a 

turnoff if you have lost track of what they do. And they kind of call out of the blue and ask for money, when you 

haven’t had any other contact” (Emily, interview by author, December 5, 2015). This strategy follows a 

transaction-based marketing in fundraising, relying on several one-time transactions, rather than cultivating sustained 

relationships or belongness (Sargeant & McKenzie, 1998; Drezner & Huehls, 2015). As a contrary example, one 

alumna shared a story of her former professor and donating to an endowment that was named after the professor. She 

said, “I don’t think I would have developed an emotional connection with the program if I hadn’t enjoyed the program 

or developed a special relationship with the professor. That is the reason I am supporting the program now and have 

given to its cause” (Kim, interview by author, December 15, 2015).  

7. Toward Sustainable Relationship Fundraising for Higher Education Units 

As mentioned in Section 5, the findings of the study indicate that while all variables (knowledge, awareness, 

involvement, satisfaction, and relationship) tested were positively related to intention to give, relationship was the most 

significant factor affecting one’s intention to give to the department. Satisfaction was the second most significant 

factor while knowledge was least significant.  

7.1 Discussion of Results 

Through qualitative interviews and analysis, we also explored reasons behind why these variables matter from the 

participants’ perspectives, adding more nuanced understanding to students and alumni giving patterns to their 

universities. As indicated in the results section, some of our findings are consistent with the existing works while some 

contributing to advancing existing research. For example, while knowledge has a least statistical significance, the 

qualitative discussions with participants revealed that especially in the arts administration unit context (or other 

programs that teach fundraising as part of their curriculum), teaching fundraising as part of core curriculum may have 

positive externalities of “raising” responsible future donors not only for their unit of studies but for the society in 

general (i.e., they may be more likely to donate to other nonprofits). The relevance of awareness to intention to give 

found in this study tells that when giving opportunities are not well communicated to potential donor groups, it may 

create a great deal of missed opportunities.  

Fostering the feeling of belonginess and connectedness among stakeholders are the most important part of successful 

fundraising, and continuously developing these relationships will lead to long-term fundraising success. In this 

long-term and somewhat repeated process, stakeholders can truly identify with the department, creating a sense of 

community whose wellbeing matters to them because it provides mutual and communal benefits to all members. 

According to identity theory, which is considered critical in developing future direction of relationship fundraising 

(MacQuillin & Sargeant, 2016), fostering a sense of group identity could “bolster longevity in relationships” (p. 12). 

Therefore, this continuous effort to develop genuine relationships can further maintain the belongingness of 

stakeholders to the department, leading to cultivation of a unique sense of group identity as, for example, “supporters 

of X University’s department of arts administration.”  

7.2 Relationship Fundraising as Units 

Developing this group identity can be more easily achieved in a higher education unit setting, such as a program or a 

department, as students spend a significant amount of their time in school interacting with the unit’s faculty, staff, and 

other students for multiple years. As a result, they often develop a sense of, and strongly identify with, that community. 

The unit’s job is then to make sure the students and alumni understand there are many ways they can contribute to their 

community, paying attention to the need for more effective marketing approaches that go hand in hand with 

fundraising strategies.  

Additionally, some of the factors discussed can be promoted together to foster long-lasting, genuine, and communal 

relationships. For example, involvement and satisfaction not only affect stakeholder’s intention to give but they are 
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also two of the most important factors in fostering communal and genuine relationships (MacQuillin et al., 2016; 

Sargeant, 2016). Therefore, to develop a unique sense of group identity among the stakeholders, involvement in 

fundraising activities can help constituents feel more a part of the organization. Students wanted to have more 

hands-on experiences, alumni wanted more involvement of students in soliciting, and the participants in general 

wanted to be involved with organizations to which they are giving. To reflect these sentiments, educational units 

should involve their students in their fundraising tasks whether small or big. In addition, to keep stakeholders satisfied, 

higher education units should keep up with best practices. For example, units should continue providing relevant and 

updated curriculum, hire and develop qualified and caring faculty and staff, and strive to build a sense of community to 

continuously provide satisfying education and experiences to their constituencies. These should be considered part of 

holistic fundraising strategy.  

A holistic fundraising strategy cannot be successful when an effort only comes from a unit leader or development 

officer. For example, faculty and staff of the department were influential elements when it came to creating satisfying 

educational experiences through developing and offering courses and extracurricular activities, involving students in 

fundraising activities and teaching them about it through course work, as well as building long-lasting relationships 

with them through genuine and caring interactions. Therefore, this holistic approach to unit-level university 

fundraising necessitates buy-in from all faculty, staff, and students. Involving the whole unit is crucial to success as 

many parts of the unit have been influential in students feeling more emotionally attached even after they graduate. 

8. Conclusion 

The study used a mixed methods research design, qualitative content and regression analyses, and relationship 

fundraising as a theoretical framework to explore the factors related to fundraising success (measured in intention to 

give and likelihood to recommend others to give) as well as why these factors affect the stakeholders’ intention to give. 

We answered them by identifying and testing five factors affecting fundraising success and by soliciting nuanced 

reasons on why they matter from participants’ perspectives. While all factors tested are relevant, satisfaction and 

relationship were the most important factors positively affecting giving intention. The qualitative analyses of 

interviews provided reasons for why these factors influenced their intention to give. Participants are more likely to give 

and recommend others to give to the department because: (1) understanding more about fundraising helps see 

fundraising is necessary and important, leading them to be more sympathetic when they are solicited; (2) being aware 

of fundraising efforts can lead stakeholders to spot actual giving opportunities and help realize that they could give; (3) 

involving students in the fundraising efforts can lead to making more personal connections with potential donors, 

especially alumni; (4) participants who are satisfied with the department are often due to specific reasons (e.g., high 

value of education or scholarships) and they like to reciprocate by donating; and (5) past and existing relationships with 

the department (especially with faculty) created the feeling of connection and belongness, making them emotionally 

attached. 

To have more sustainable relationship fundraising, it is important to foster the feeling of belonginess and 

connectedness among stakeholders eventually leading to future fundraising success. Through more effective marketing 

approaches to make stakeholders aware of giving opportunities, involving them in various fundraising and 

departmental efforts, and creating satisfying educational experiences though the efforts that involve the whole unit, not 

just the ones who oversee fundraising function of the unit, units can create a unique sense of community where 

stakeholders can identify themselves as members of a strong community.  

8.1 Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations to the study. First, its participants are from one university in one disciplinary area of arts 

administration. Therefore, its results cannot be directly applied across all educational units. Second, this study is not 

exhaustive in identifying and testing all relevant factors affecting fundraising success. For example, we did not include 

trust and commitment as part of variables tested. In hindsight they should have been included as they are important 

factors influencing relationship formation. Additionally, since nearly 67% of study subjects had taken a fundraising 

course, the study cannot be readily generalized to other university units that do not offer fundraising courses as part of 

core curriculum. Future studies may include a number of units from several different universities and disciplines to 

produce more generalizable results from larger sample sizes and could be based on multi-year data to keep track of 

participants’ giving patterns. These studies could be more exhaustive including a wide variety of variables to truly 

understand what is important and not important and why in studying unit-based fundraising practices in higher 

education.  
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