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Abstract
Historically Black college and university (HBCU) leaders lack strategies to enlist and
retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability. HBCU leaders are
concerned with developing and implementing strategies for enlisting and retaining alumni
donations. Grounded in resource dependency theory, the purpose of this qualitative case
study was to explore the strategies that HBCU leaders use to enlist and retain alumni
donations to support long-term sustainability. The participants were six HBCU leaders at
three HBCUs in the southeastern United States who have implemented strategies to enlist
and retain alumni donations. Both a president and an institutional advancement officer
were interviewed from each of the three HBCUs. Data were collected using
semistructured interviews and a review of alumni donation documents. Through thematic
analysis, six themes were identified: (a) exploring innovative new methods, (b) honoring
tradition, (c) diversifying giving methods, (d) identifying and overcoming challenges,
(e) leveraging every person, and (f) alignment between institutional advancement. A key
recommendation is that HBCU leaders remain well-versed in the challenges they face
(both internally and externally) so they can work to overcome them. The findings of this
study have potential implications for positive social change by leading to increased
alumni donations that could result in the creation of new student support programs that

could expand students’ access to high-quality higher education.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study
Problem Statement

In 2017, giving to higher education hit a historic high of $43.6 billion, with 26.1%
of donations coming from alumni (Weerts & Cabrera, 2018, p. 1). Historically Black
college and university (HBCU) alumni often represent the largest share of total donors.
However, their donations still tend to be smaller than average and inconsistent when
compared to alumni donations from primarily White institutions (PWIs; McClure &
Anderson, 2020, p. 15). The general business problem is that HBCUs with low revenue
from alumni donations are challenged to support long-term sustainability. The specific
business problem is that some HBCU leaders lack strategies to enlist and retain donations
from alumni to support long-term sustainability.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the strategies that HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
The targeted population consisted of six HBCU leaders from three institutions who have
successfully enlisted and retained donations from alumni giving to support long-term
sustainability in the United States’ southeast region. The implications for positive social
change include creating new student support programs that could expand students’ access
to high-quality higher education from increased alumni donations. HBCUs could use
increased revenue from donations to support students as they matriculate, increasing
students’ quality of life by enabling them to pursue employment opportunities with

higher wages.



Nature of the Study

The research methods available are qualitative, quantitative, or mixed (Baskarada
& Koronois, 2018). Qualitative researchers seek to understand the context and explore
new phenomena using open-ended questions (Kegler et al., 2019; LaDonna et al., 2017).
A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because I sought to develop an in-
depth understanding of participants’ experiences using open-ended questions to gather
data. The quantitative research method is used to address numerical data to conduct
statistical analyses of variables’ characteristics or relationships (Queiros et al., 2017). The
guantitative method was not appropriate for this study because numerical data and
statistical analysis were unnecessary to answer the research question. Mixed-method
researchers combine qualitative and quantitative to increase understanding of a specific
topic (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). Combining the two methods is appropriate
when the researcher aims to provide a broader analysis of the phenomenon being studied
(Almeida, 2018). Like quantitative methods, the mixed-method design was not
appropriate for this study because statistical analysis of variables’ characteristics and/or
relationships was not needed to understand participants’ experiences in developing and
deploying strategies for increasing donations from alumni.

Qualitative researchers typically use ethnography, phenomenology, or case study
as a research design (Saunders et al., 2015). Ethnography is used to describe and
understand a social or cultural world through initial field study (Saunders et al., 2015).
An ethnography design was not appropriate because | did not need to describe or

understand the social or cultural world of the participants’ organizations. Phenomenology



is a qualitative design that focuses on personal meanings of participants’ experiences,
memories, and interpretations of those experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019).
Phenomenology was not appropriate for this study because the focus of this study was not
on a single phenomenon relating to personal meanings of participants’ experiences with
the subject phenomenon. Researchers use a case study design to study data to gain an
increased understanding of a specific phenomenon within a defined environment for a
specific time (Mfinanga et al., 2019). A multiple case study design is used to advance
knowledge about phenomena by comparing similarities and differences among cases
(Ridder, 2017). Comparing cases generates richer data and improves validity (Ridder,
2017). The case study design was most appropriate for this study because addressing the
research question required collecting rich data composed of multiple perspectives to
explore the challenges and successes of alumni giving strategies in the context of
HBCUs.
Research Question

What strategies do HBCU leaders use to enlist and retain alumni donations to

support long-term sustainability?
Interview Questions

1. How would you describe your current rate of alumni giving?

2. What strategies do you currently use to enlist alumni donations?

3. What were key challenges to implementing strategies for enlisting alumni

donations?



4. How did you address key challenges to implementing the strategies for
enlisting alumni donations?

5. How did you assess the effectiveness of strategies for enlisting alumni
donations?

6. What else can you share with me about your organization’s strategies for
enlisting and retaining alumni donations?

Conceptual Framework

This qualitative case study’s conceptual framework was resource dependence
theory (RDT). Pfeffer and Salancik developed RDT in 1978, revised it in 2003, and
suggested that if organizations over-rely on one or more external resources, their ability
to thrive becomes severely impacted when that resource is depleted (Pfeffer & Salancik,
2003). A resource’s unavailability requires organizational leaders to seek alternative
resources to decrease their dependence on resources that may become unavailable. The
primary construct of RDT is that organizational sustainability is dependent on its ability
to secure new resources from an external environment (Ilhan, 2020). A secondary
construct is the imbalance of power created by resource dependency for organizations
that fail to secure new resources (llhan, 2020). Andrews et al. (2016) argued that
examining the impact on HBCUs is of primary importance because of the social and
political contexts that HBCUs find themselves in—competing for state and federal
resources while struggling to find other revenue sources. As a result of decreased state
and federal funding, HBCUs have shifted focus to strengthening their alumni-giving

initiatives to create another revenue source for institutions; this shift has led to varying
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degrees of success. Consequently, the RDT was expected to be an appropriate conceptual
framework to support exploring strategies HBCU leaders use to decrease their
dependence on tuition fees and state funding allocations by enlisting and retaining
donations from alumni.

Significance of the Study

Leaders may use the results of this study to develop new strategies to enlist and
retain donations from HBCU alumni. Leaders could improve practices for securing new
resources. The potential business practices that leaders could develop from this study
include new or improved approaches in marketing.

The findings of this study has the potential to affect positive social change by
promoting increased alumni engagement. Increasing alumni donations could create an
additional revenue source to help HBCUs increase enrollment and graduates. Increased
enrollment and graduates may expand the pool of highly trained employees in local
communities, and new graduate students could experience improved quality of life from
higher paid employment. Additionally, the findings from this study may catalyze positive
social change by reducing the financial tension common at HBCUs, improving their
sustainability and continued impact on the development of Black professional
communities.

Operational Definitions

Several descriptions and definitions are presented in the research, which may

create misconceptions when attempting to comprehend the research. These terms and

their definitions are found below.



Alma mater relationship: The connection to an institution where one has
matriculated (Khatri & Raheja, 2018).

Alumni giving behavior: Behavior that describes alumni assistance as something
that entities give but also as something that organizations promote (Khatri & Raheja,
2018).

Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUSs): Originated with the
mission to provide education to African Americans who were not permitted to enroll in
PWiIs (Kelly et al., 2017).

Institutional advancement: The office that oversees the process and procedures
implemented to advance an institution in all areas via organized fundraising operations
(Neary, 2017).

Assumptions, Limitations, Delimitations

Assumptions, limitations, and delimitations describe anticipated barriers or factors
that could potentially affect the outcomes of a research study (Theofanidis & Fountouki,
2019). These barriers or factors can affect a study’s replicability (Theofanidis &
Fountouki, 2019). The assumptions, limitations, and delimitations associated with this
study are outlined in this section.

Assumptions are the necessary beliefs to conduct research but cannot be proven
(Rashid et al., 2019). The first assumption was that all participants would be honest about
their institutions’ challenges and the strategies used to overcome those challenges.

Another assumption was that all participants would participate voluntarily and that
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participants would understand the questions well enough to provide detailed descriptions
of their institution’s alumni giving efforts.

Limitations exist when gathering sufficient information about a topic (Theofanidis
& Fountouki, 2019). One limitation of this study was the sample size. The small sample
size could potentially impact the generalizability of the study’s results. A second
limitation was that the study relies on self-reported data from participants about the
strategies they use to enlist and retain alumni donations.

Delimitations are limitations imposed by a researcher and create boundaries for a
study (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). A delimitation for this study was the sample size
of three HBCUs that have demonstrated success in alumni giving. The population for this
study was delimited to three HBCUs in the southeastern United States.

Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the strategies that HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
The research question was: What strategies do HBCU leaders use to enlist and retain
alumni donations to support long-term sustainability? This literature review is an
extensive analysis of HBCUs’ financial stability and the role that HBCU leaders have
been found to have in ensuring the stability of their institutions. The primary theory used
in discussions of HBCU sustainability is RDT. Applying RDT to this study helps provide
insight into ways to improve HBCUSs’ financial sustainability.

This study was conducted to identify HBCU leaders’ strategies to engage their

alumni and solicit financial donations to the institution. Alumni giving was the focus of



this study because it is one of the most commonly used strategies to increase financial
revenue (Anderson et al., 2019; Andrews et al., 2016; Betton, 2018; Blow, 2021; Boland
& Gasman, 2014; Campbell, 2017; Coupet, 2017; Crawford, 2017; Daniel, 2016;
Freeman et al., 2016; Hardy et al., 2019; Harper & McMickens, 2018; Johnson et al.,
2017; Kimbrough, 2018; Lawrence & Woods, 2021; Miller et al., 2020; Orphan, 2020;
Palmer & Freeman, 2020; Polk, 2021; Smith et al., 2020; Thacker & Freeman, 2020).
Previous research around alumni giving at HBCUs has centered on institutions’ financial
stability (Andrews et al., 2016; Boland & Gasman, 2014; Coupet, 2017; Daniel, 2016;
Hardy et al., 2019; Johnson et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2020; Orphan, 2020; Smith et al.,
2020), the role of the president in leading or supporting institutional fundraising efforts
(Anderson et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2016; Harper & McMickens, 2018; Kimbrough,
2018; Palmer & Freeman, 2020; Thacker & Freeman, 2020), and strategies HBCU
leaders have used to improve an institution’s financial stability (Betton, 2018; Blow,
2021; Campbell, 2017; Crawford, 2017; Lawrence & Woods, 2021; Polk, 2021).
Researchers have also noted the need for attention to this topic because HBCUs face a
funding crisis as their budgets continue to decrease annually (Daniel, 2016; Burnett,
2020).
Literature Review Strategy and Organization

In the professional and academic literature review, | examined peer-reviewed
articles relevant to the research question. All the articles referenced in this literature
review were found on JSTOR, ProQuest, or Researchgate. Articles were identified using

the following search terms: alumni giving in HBCU alumni, alumni giving strategies at



HBCUs, factors contributing to increased alumni giving at HBCUs, HBCU alumni
giving, resource dependency theory and HBCUSs, resource dependency theory, alumni
giving at HBCUSs, alumni giving strategies at HBCUs, and successful alumni giving at
HBCUEs. | also conducted searches omitting the word HBCU to identify additional
studies. Searches were limited to those published between 2017 and 2021 to pull the most
recent relevant studies for discussion in the literature review.

Avticles collected in this search mainly covered the motivations of alumni who
give to their HBCU alma maters. Little research has been focused on the roles HBCU
leaders play in increasing alumni giving or the characteristics of successful alumni giving
initiatives. However, the literature search was robust regarding alumni giving generally.
The review of the literature includes 60 references (see Table 1). Most of these articles
were peer-reviewed (70%), while two (3%) articles were non-peer-reviewed articles. Of
the peer-reviewed articles, 30 (71%) were published in the last 5 years. The literature
synthesized in this review is divided into sections that align with the study’s focus.
Table 1

Literature Review Sources by Year of Publication

Literature type Older than 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 Total % Total #
5 years

Peer-reviewed articles 12 9 9 9 2 1 70% 42

Non-peer-reviewed articles 1 0 0 0 0 1 3% 2

Books 3 0 3 0 1 0 12% 7

Other 2 2 1 0 1 3 15% 9

Total 18 11 13 9 1 5 100% 60
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In the following section, | outline the conceptual framework for this study, its
constructs, and the complementary and opposing theories related to RDT. In the next
section, I describe how RDT aligns with and supports the current study. The literature
review also contains a synthesis of the results of the studies previously investigating the
strategies that HBCUs use to enlist and retain alumni donations. Specifically, studies
related to the financial stability of HBCUs are discussed, followed by a discussion of the
role that HBCU leaders play in fundraising efforts.

Resource Dependency Theory

RDT was developed based on the work of researchers like Jacobs (1974), Blau
(1974), and Emerson (1962). RDT is primarily used to understand how organizations
navigate their relationships with other organizations and how organization behavior is
affected by their dependency on another organization (Kholmuminov et al., 2018; Sherer
etal., 2019). RDT’s intended use is to identify the external resources required by an
organization and to investigate how they then adjust to maintain a competitive advantage
(Celtekligil, 2020). A primary construct of the theory is the role of power related to
interdependence. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) suggested that, in an equitable world,
organizations should manage how much they depend on other organizations. However,
when the power dynamic is skewed, more powerful organizations can exert increased
power over the organizations they contribute resources to (Coupet, 2013; Ulrich &
Barney, 1984). Because that imbalance in power adversely impacts the organization
being controlled by its benefactor, RDT emphasizes the need for organizations to manage

their dependency on other organizations (Sherer et al., 2019).
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RDT rose in popularity as a theory in the 1970s (Celtekligil, 2020). Pfeffer

introduced the theory in 1972 and later joined forces with a colleague, Leblebici, to
continue developing RDT in 1973. At this time, the theory was focused primarily on
studying mergers and acquisitions (Pfeffer, 1972). By the time Pfeffer began to work
with Salancik in 1978, RDT had evolved to heavily emphasize the role of power in
mergers and acquisitions and joint ventures. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) suggested that
the organization itself was a resource and could be controlled in an economic context.
Pfeffer and Salancik pointed out that organizations depend on critical resources. A
significant component of RDT is the idea that organizations may not always provide their
resources, which would require them to secure them from external organizations (Zhang
et al., 2019). This introduces a level of uncertainty for organizations with external
dependencies, prompting them to manage the uncertainty by building relationships with
external organizations (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).

In 2003, Pfeffer and Salancik’s theory expanded to include the concept of
resource density (Celtekligil, 2020). In RDT theory, resource density refers to how
authority and power exist among organizations (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). For
organizational leaders, knowledge of resource density allows them to adjust their
organizations to reduce overdependence on any one external relationship (Pfeffer &
Salancik, 2003). Failing to identify or develop new resources can lead to organizational
failure. To survive, organizations must be able to acquire and maintain new resources

(Celtekligil, 2020).
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RDT Constructs

Theoretical constructs are the unobservable components of a theory inferred from
collected data (Dixon & Johnston, 2019). RDT has three primary constructs: power
relations, interdependence, and diversification. In this section, I provide a detailed
description of each construct, its relationship to RDT, and how it has been studied in the
existing literature. These constructs help provide insight into how the theory applies to
the context being studied.

Power Relations. In the RDT literature, power relations are the most commonly
discussed construct. The entire theory rests on the premise that the allocation of resources
is a source of power both within and between organizations (Kholmuminov et al., 2018).
Power relations, in RDT, are rooted in dependence where dependence is related to the
control one organization assumes when the other organization depends on it. Mossel et al.
(2018) argued that an organization providing resources to another organization would
hold power over them. In response, the organization receiving the resources may try to
minimize the other organization’s power by reducing their dependence on the required
resources (Mossel et al., 2018). Kholmuminov et al. (2018) also spoke to the nature of the
power that exists when organizations depend on another organization for critical
resources. These authors suggested that the greater the dependence on the resources
provided by the organization, the greater the power the organization wields over the
dependent organization. As such, power, or lack thereof, can dictate organizational

behavior.
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Margiono et al. (2017) characterized this type of power as a power imbalance.
Power imbalances occur when a dependent organization has a high degree of dependency
on external organizations for critical resources (Cui & Zu, 2019; Karanovi¢ et al., 2021).
These imbalances in power can lead to independent organizations creating situations in
which donors have to rely on their resources and are unable to free themselves from
significant dependence without causing harm to the dependent organization’s bottom line
(Margiono et al., 2017). However, most organizations can attempt to restructure their
dependencies to reduce any power imbalances (Cui & Xu, 2019). Clough et al. (2018)
noted that power imbalances could leave a dependent organization in a vulnerable
position that could potentially impact their ability to survive.

A second component of the power subconstruct is power advantage. Power
advantage describes how power can exist to benefit organizations mutually dependent on
one another. Consider this example from Chen (2019):

Imagine two actors, A and B, are exchanging resources, and therefore depend on

each other, and that A has more power than B in the relationship, thus giving A a

power advantage in the relationship. A can use this advantage to negotiate with B

for a better contract for trading and even can force B to accept unfavourable

conditions that A offers. (pp. 2-3)

Those with the power advantage in a resource exchange must be committed to being
attentive to the needs of the dependent organization to avoid losing the partnership and

the benefit (Karanovi¢ et al., 2021). Failure to do so may cause dependent organizations
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to find another organization to provide critical resources to resolve any imbalances in the
power dynamic through diversification.

Power relations are important when applied to the HBCU context. An imbalance
of power in the exchange relationship can lead to the goals, mission, and focus of the
HBCU being altered by the more powerful external organization. HBCU leaders must be
able to reflect on power relations and make adjustments where necessary to reduce
outside influence.

Interdependence. As a construct, interdependence refers to how organizations
depend on other organizations to conduct their business (Deng et al., 2018).
Interdependence is vital to the survival of organizations (Chen, 2019). Interdependence is
the foundation for all the other constructs associated with RDT. Interdependence is
dictated by the importance of the resources needed and ownership of the resource. Chen
(2019) explained, “In this vein, A’s dependence on B relies on 1) that B has the resources
that A needs; and 2) that B has the power to dispose of the resources needed by A (i.e.,
discretion)” (p. 3). Because the more independent organization is less dependent, a power
dynamic is created between the two organizations.

Mutual dependence is related to interdependence and refers to the sum
dependencies between two organizations (Chen, 2019; Margiono et al., 2017). Mutually
dependent relationships occur when two organizations each possess critical resources
needed by the other (Tripathi, 2021). Gulati and Sytch (2007) found that organizations
participating in mutually dependent partnerships show higher trust, exchange more

information, and act jointly compared to organizations that do not have mutually
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dependent partnerships. ARRlander et al. (2016) supported those findings in their study of

sustainability performance. In partnerships where mutual dependence is weaker, there are
more significant concerns about the power dynamic of the partnership (Karanovi¢ et al.,
2021).

Interdependence is what makes exchange relationships possible. Specific to
HBCUs, leaders should be positioning themselves to identify external partners that
further the institution’s strategic plans. HBCU leaders, as often as possible, should
consider mutual dependence as they attempt to identify partnerships.

Diversification. Organizations may attempt to diversify their order to reduce their
dependency on one organization for critical resources (Chen, 2019). Diversification is an
avoidance strategy that creates opportunities for firms to build new partnerships.
Diversification can be considered a possible course of action when organizations are
burdened by partnerships where there is a power imbalance (Chen, 2019; Cui & Xu,
2019). Hung and Hager (2019) noted that diversification could even be a way for
organizations to address financial instability and uncertainty.

In their study of diversification among economy multinational enterprises, Cui
and Xu (2019) found that engaging in diversification yielded a financial profit for
participating enterprises. However, these profits were not evident until 3 to 5 years after
the diversification occurred. While noting the benefit of diversification on organizations,
Lashitew et al. (2021) emphasized that diversification is still a challenge for many
organizations. Lashitew et al. also found that, while organizations enjoyed financial

benefits, they were no more competitive than they were before diversification. Rodrigues
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and Dieleman (2018) argued that diversification could end up creating additional
dependencies, leading to additional power imbalances.

When organizations are dependent on resources provided by an external body,
their leaders will align institutional behavior with that body in order to preserve the
resource relationship (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). In the HBCU context, the resource
relationship often lies between the state and the institution—in the case of public higher
education institutions—and between philanthropic organizations and private institutions.
Whenever the organization providing the resources changes, the dependent institution
will likely modify its activities and behaviors to align with the new environment (Tolbert,
1985).

For higher education institutions in general and HBCUs specifically, this
dependence is consistently financial. Public HBCUs depend on the state legislature that
the institution is located in. They have experienced consistently reduced funding
allocations from the state in the last 10 years (Ehrenberg, 2012). Private HBCUs are
typically overdependent on tuition and other institutional fees, along with donations from
philanthropists. In both contexts, power relations, interdependence, and diversification
are applicable.

Related Theories

There are number of theories that are related to RDT in the literature. These
theories were considered for the theoretical framework for this study, but they ultimately
fell short after a closer analysis. The theories related to RDT are power dependence

theory and resource-based theory. The theories are related because they all describe the
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relationship between institutions and are used to examine organizational behaviors in
response to that relationship (Li & Kennedy, 2018). The related theories are introduced
and discussed in this section.

In the 1960s, Emerson began developing and using power dependence theory
(PDT) to explore power dynamics in business relationships. For Emerson (1962, 1964),
there was an apparent link between power and social exchange. His entire theory was
based on the premise that some individuals controlled more valuable resources than
others, leading to an inequality in exchanging those resources. Individuals with more
valuable resources were able to create a social debt among those who needed their
resources, which required other individuals to fall in line with what the powerful
individual wanted to get what they needed to survive (Cook et al., 2006). When applied
to an organizational context, PDT describes how dependency on others for critical
resources dictates the power dynamics in a relationship (Celtekligil, 2020).

While PDT does focus heavily on the power dynamics in relationships, it is not
appropriate for the foundation of this study because it does not encourage the analysis of
the ways the organizations respond to skewed power dynamics. That is a core component
of the current study. Moreover, while the researcher understands the role that power can
play in organizational relationships, PDT does not speak to how organizations create new
resources to minimize their dependencies in the way that RDT does.

Another complementary theory is resource-based theory (RBT). The theory
focuses on efficiency as a method for sustaining the highest levels of performance

(Barney & Clark, 2007). Resource-based view was introduced by Wernerfelt (1984). He
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attempted to develop a theory that shed light on the relationship between resources and
outcomes. While other researchers also examined organizational outcomes, Wernerfelt
(1984) did so by exploring the resources (human, financial, etc.) available to an
organization in meeting its objectives. As such, Wernerfelt viewed organizational
performance issues through the lens of competition for resources. Not being able to
compete for resources meant that organizations would not be able to survive. This view
was later supported by Barney (1986).

Barney (1986) added to Wernerfelt’s (1984) framework by suggesting that it was
more effective when analyzing performance across multiple organizations in a specific
sector. Because of that, Barney (1986) has been credited with taking Wernerfelt’s ideas
and turning them into an actual research theory. Although Barney’s (1986) theory
provides a foundation for understanding how competition has implications for
organizational success, it is not an appropriate foundation for this study. RBT provides a
laser-focus on the resources each organization holds but does not consider how having
and sharing those resources influences the dynamics between organizations or prompts
leaders to be innovative in the creation or pursuit of new resources. Therefore, it does not
align with the purpose of this study.

Contrasting Theories

The theories presented in this section are those that do not align with RDT. These

theories are also centered on relationships between organizations, but they use a different

organizational emphasis than RDT. The contrasting theories are behavior of the firm
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theory, institutional theory, and organizational ecology theory. The theories are discussed
in the following section.

Behavior of the firm theory was developed by Cyert and March (1963). The
theory focuses on understanding the intraorganizational dynamics. According to the
theory, an organization’s behavior is dictated by the aspirations of its leaders, the
collective experience, and the organizational routine (Mossel et al., 2018). Of those three
factors, routines are the greatest contributor to organizational success because it is
through the routines that stability is achieved (Mossel et al., 2018).

In behavior of the firm theory, there are elements of power relations as the leaders
do hold more power to influence the organization’s behavior. However, there is not a
dependence on an external organization like there would be in both RDT and the actual
HBCU context. Because there is not a dependence on the exchange of resources, the
interdependence present in RDT is different than any interdependent relationships present
between employer and employee in behavior of the firm theory. There is also no need for
diversification of resources in behavior of the firm theory, which is critical to the
foundation of this study. While this theory is organization-focused, it does not focus on
the influence of external dependencies or an organization’s response to those external
dependencies. As such, this theory is not appropriate to be used as the foundation for this
study.

Institutional theory was developed by Meyer and Rowan (1977). DiMaggio and
Powell (1983) also made significant contributions to institutional theory. The theory

promotes the idea that organizations will adapt to reflect the behaviors of the dominant
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institutions. Adopting the behaviors of dominant organizations can lead to increased
reputation and sustainability for less dominant organizations (Mossel et al., 2018). These
behaviors drive organizational performance and effectiveness (Zhao et al., 2017).

All three constructs of RDT are missing from institutional theory. There was no
mention of power relations, the interdependence of organizations, or a need for the
diversification of resources. Again, although this theory is organization-focused, it was
not appropriate as the theoretical foundation of this study. The focus of the current study
was not to examine how HBCUs conform to the other institutions’ institutional
behaviors.

Organizational ecology theory is centered on understanding the ways that
environmental conditions influence the livelihood and diversity of organizations (Hannan
& Freeman, 1977; Mossel et al., 2018). Hannan and Freeman (1977) argued that an
organization’s success depends on the environment in which it operates. That means that
this theory focuses on how organizations survive instead of how they navigate power
imbalances through the diversification of resources. Therefore, it was not an appropriate
theoretical framework for this study.

Application to the Study

HBCUs are confronted with financial obstacles that threaten their survival and
durability (Coupet, 2013). These obstacles include inadequate alumni giving, cuts in
federal funding, pandemics that affect economic stability, a declining enrollment, and
increased competition for private donations (Kelly et al., 2017). Resource dependence is

evident among private HBCUs that obtain as much as 90% of operating revenue from



21

tuition and fees. This means, like many institutions of higher learning across the world,
that HBCUs have an overdependence on tuition fees to operate (Kholmuminov et al.,
2019). Without alternative funding strategies in place, slight declines in enroliment can
lead to a significant budget crisis. (Campbell, 2017). Though these institutions have
limited control over peripheral factors, there is a prospect for expanding their alumni’s
financial support (Kelly et al., 2017). Using RDT as the conceptual framework of this
study presents an opportunity to analyze how HBCUs’ overdependency on tuition fees as
a source of revenue affects their ability to spend and provide programming to students.
While it is understood that HBCU funding is a complex issue, RDT provides a starting
point for examining institutional behavior. The following sections provide an analysis of
the existing research around HBCUSs dependence on external funding sources. First, there
is a section on HBCUSs’ financial stability. That section is followed by a section on the
strategies that HBCU leaders have used to diversify their revenue sources.
HBCU Funding

HBCUs depend heavily on funding from federal, state, and local governments to
supplement their primary funding sources. HBCUSs, both private and public, tend to
receive the largest portion of their funding from student tuition and fees (Williams &
Davis, 2019). After tuition, the next largest funding sources tend to be auxiliary income
and private gifts and grants, respectively (Williams & Davis 2019). This means that
significant decreases in student enrollment is enough to send HBCUs into a financial

crisis, unable to pay staff or sustain student programming. Significant decreases in
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funding can also lead to accreditation issues for HBCUs. Federal funding tends to make
up the smallest portion of HBCU funding (less than 10%).

Federal funding consistently provides a small financial cushion for HBCUs.
HBCUs receive federal funding through Title IV of the Higher Education Act. They are
also eligible to receive funding through a number of direct subsidies (U.S. Department of
Education [USDOE], 2017). Since 2015, HBCU leaders have seen a steady decline in the
funds that are being provided to their institutions, which widened the financial gap
between private and public HBCUs as well as HBCUs and PWIs. This decline has been
most intense for private HBCUs, which are typically smaller institutions with small
endowments and student enrollments. State and local governments have also reduced
funding allocations to public HBCUs, further leading to a precarious financial position
for those institutions.

Like the federal allocations, state and local governments have been providing
fewer dollars to HBCUs. Between 2003 and 2015, state and local allocations decreased
for all higher education institutions (Geewax, 2016). While much of that decrease was
due to the economic recession, HBCU leaders did not see their state and local allocations
increase after the economy began to recover (Hebel, 2014). Boland and Gasman (2014)
compared the funding priorities across four states to determine if state funding patterns
had become more equitable. They found that states continued to prioritize PWIs and other
popular institutions over HBCUs when allocating funding. Orphan (2020) noted that
regional public universities, including HBCUs, tend to have fewer resources than those

flagship schools. While trends in state funding allocations may vary from state to state,
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one thing remains clear—HBCUs are suffering from financial instability due to the
consistent decreases in their funding over time.

As federal, state, and local funding allocations continued to decrease, HBCU
leaders scrambled to increase their student enrollments, creating an even greater
dependence on tuition dollars. The reliance on tuition dollars also prompted many
HBCUs to increase student tuition and fees to make up for the federal, state, and local
shortfall (Crawford, 2017). The reduction in funding has also led to increased
competition for philanthropic gifts from foundations and private donors (Commodore &
Njoku, 2020). Taken together, these financial factors have altered the financial stability
of the nation’s HBCUs.

HBCUs’ Financial Stability

In the wake of cuts to federal, state, and local funding allocations, most HBCUs
raised tuition to make up for the loss of funding. This move made HBCUs more heavily
reliant on tuition dollars as a source of operating revenue (Smith et al., 2020; Taylor,
2018). While most colleges and universities also rely on enrollment, the situation is
slightly different for HBCUSs because even the slightest decrease in enrollment could be
detrimental to their operation (Mutakabbir, 2020). This is because HBCUs’ endowments
are not as robust as they are at some PWIs, limiting the institutions’ ability to fall back on
other funds to keep operations going (Crawford, 2017; Mutakabbir, 2020). Their
tendency to move back and forth between funding sources creates rotating dependencies

that further threaten the sustainability of the institutions. Nothing made this more evident
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than the school closings that were required as the COVID-19 pandemic gained speed in
the nation.

The pandemic presented a special set of challenges for HBCU leaders. When
college campuses were forced to close their campuses in March 2020 to prevent the
spread of COVID-19, institutions were forced to, in some cases, pivot quickly to
providing courses in an online format so that their semesters could continue (Murty &
Payne, 2021). Many HBCUs did not have online learning in place prior to the pandemic
and had to invest additional funds in upgrading their technology to facilitate online
learning (Glenn Jones & Davenport, 2018; Murty & Payne, 2021; Smith et al., 2020).
Smith et al. (2020) noted that, while HBCUs did transition to online learning for their
faculty and students, they were slower to do it than PWIs. Because of that financial
instability/lack of resources, HBCUs were not able to be competitive with their PWI
counterparts when it came to adopting online learning.

When HBCUs were unable to provide online learning at the scale of PWIs, that
translated to a loss of tuition dollars for HBCUs. Institutions disbursed refunds to
students for disruptions to their learning and room and board, and student enrollment
began to drop as students went elsewhere to continue their education or took time away
from school. The drop in student enrollment ballooned some of the financial issues that
HBCUs were having (Murty & Payne, 2021). Not only were they losing their federal,
state, and in some cases, local funding, they were also losing the tuition dollars the
institutions relied on. Tuition dependence was a problem that HBCUs were going to have

to overcome to avoid losing their accreditation status due to financial instability.
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Tuition dependence is not an easy challenge for HBCUs to overcome. In the
HBCU-related research, researchers often suggest that HBCU leaders expand their
recruitment pool to include students who are not Black and/or low-income (Boland &
Gasman, 2014). Taylor (2018) suggested that institutional leaders take advantage of the
internet and social media to enroll as many students as possible. This, Taylor suggested,
could potentially increase HBCUs’ financial stability.

To summarize HBCU'’s financial stability has become more precarious over time
(Andrews et al., 2016; Boland & Gasman, 2014; Coupet, 2017; Daniel, 2016; Hardy et
al., 2019; Johnson et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2020; Orphan, 2020; Smith et al., 2020),
leading HBCUSs to become overly dependent on tuition dollars for operational needs
(Crawford, 2017; Mutakabbir, 2020; Smith et al., 2020; Taylor, 2018). The financial
condition of HBCUs became more evident to the general public during the global
COVID-19 pandemic, during which HBCUs lagged behind their PWI counterparts in
transitioning to online learning (Glenn Jones & Davenport, 2018; Murty & Payne, 2021;
Smith et al., 2020). Although it is clear that HBCUs are overdependent on tuition dollars,
researchers have suggested that HBCU leaders should focus on ways to expand their
recruitment pools to potentially bring in more students (Boland & Gasman, 2014; Taylor,
2018). Increased student enrollment will yield financial gains that may provide enough of
a financial cushion to allow HBCU leaders to focus their efforts on identifying new
revenue streams. Failure to focus on that area of institutional sustainability will

undoubtedly have consequences for HBCUs.
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Consequences of Financial Instability

Financial inconsistence has major implications for the existence of the nation’s
HBCUs. Focusing specifically on Tennessee State University, Daniel (2016) discussed
the economic impacts of decreased funding and how those cuts have impacted the
teaching and learning that happens at HBCUs. Daniel traced the economic challenges that
some HBCUs have experienced over the last 20 years. This defunding has created trickle-
down effects that impact daily operations and the student experience on the campuses of
HBCUs. Because of that defunding, many HBCUs are struggling to keep their doors open
(Burnett, 2020). To illustrate this point, Burnett (2020) focused on Paine College’s story,
an HBCU that lost its accreditation because it failed to meet the standard for financial
resources and stability. Bennett College, a private HBCU in North Carolina, is facing a
similar fate. The push to diversify HBCUs’ financial stability is not simply about creating
more money for the institutions; it is also about ensuring that their doors remain open and
their degree programs remain viable. Now, more than ever before, HBCUs need leaders
who are able to identify new funding sources.
Role of HBCU Presidents

As HBCUs face increasing pressure to develop new fundraising strategies, the
need for presidents who understand how to achieve fundraising success is also increasing.
While fundraising is a job that is usually left to advancement officers (Burgess, 2020),
HBCU presidents now have to be able to step up to help fill that role. HBCU presidents
are a critical factor when it comes to the institutions’ sustainability. The research focusing

on HBCU presidents tends to emphasize what they should be doing to improve the
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sustainability of their institutions (Anderson et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2016; Harper &

McMuickens, 2018; Kimbrough, 2018; Palmer & Freeman, 2020; Thacker & Freeman,
2020). Across all of the studies, a common theme was that HBCU leaders needed to be
communicative (Anderson et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2016), entrepreneurial (Freeman et
al., 2016; Freeman & Palmer, 2020; Harper & McMickens, 2018; Palmer & Freeman,
2020; Thacker & Freeman, 2020), and well-versed in effective fundraising strategies
(Anderson et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2016; Freeman & Lee, 2018; Kimbrough, 2018;
Palmer & Freeman, 2020). Of these, the characteristic with the greatest emphasis was
HBCU leaders’ need to be well-versed in fundraising.

Fundraising continues to be a priority for HBCU stakeholders. Freeman et al.
(2016) examined the HBCU presidency by investigating skills required for HBCU
leaders in the 21st century. The participants in the study reported seven primary skills
that are critical for HBCU presidents: vision, communication, fundraising,
entrepreneurial disposition, the ability to understand and negotiate with faculty, board
management, and collaboration. Participants frequently mentioned that fundraising was
one of the critical skills for HBCU presidents because much of their work is focused on
that aspect. Participants reported that future HBCU presidents would need to have a firm
understanding of the political and financial environments. Freeman and Lee (2018) also
emphasized the importance of HBCU presidents having a solid sense of how to engage
potential donors before assuming the presidency. When HBCU presidents enter the role
of president with fundraising experience, they can support the institution’s fundraising

efforts and guide the institutional advancement officers in creating a focus for successful
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fundraising campaigns. Research has shown that experience had a value-add effect for
HBCU leaders, particularly when it comes to fundraising.

Freeman and Palmer (2020) explored the perceptions of effective leadership
practices among presidents at HBCUs. The authors found that, according to HBCU
presidents, HBCUs generally succeed in two categories—experiential skills and
professional knowledge. Freeman and Palmer suggested that HBCU leaders also need to
have expertise in fundraising and institutional finance to lead their institution
successfully. That was considered a core skill among the HBCU presidents who
participated in the study. This was also a core skill raised by Harper and McMickens in
their 2018 study of the Bethune-Cookman University’s fundraising success. Harper and
McMuickens (2018) found that the following presidential traits contributed to Bethune’s
ability to fundraise successfully: being politically visible and engaged, being politically
astute, being shameless in requesting financial support, and building meaningful
relationships with potential donors. Leveraging the skills above allowed Bethune-
Cookman’s president to improve the institution’s financial stability. This is an approach
that can be mirrored in other HBCUSs to strengthen financial stability across the board.
There are best practices associated with how HBCU leaders can become better
fundraisers.

As part of becoming financially savvy leaders, HBCU presidents should spend
considerable time learning the language of funders to increase their appeal when applying
for grants or competing for other types of special aid. Freeman et al. (2016) also

suggested that presidents build their political connections to leverage those when
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pursuing additional funding or trying to secure major gifts. The more experience HBCU
presidents have in this area, the more likely those skills will positively impact the
institution’s sustainability (Freeman & Palmer, 2020). Increasing the financial stability of
the institution has the potential to strengthen its reputation among accrediting bodies,
students, and faculty. It may also result in additional programming for students and
increased access to the resources that students need to successfully complete their
programs.

Strategies Used to Improve Fundraising at HBCUs

In response to the continued decreased funding that HBCUs have experienced, it
became necessary for HBCU leaders to investigate ways to increase fundraising at their
institutions. This strategic planning is a necessary step in ensuring the stability of HBCUs
(Palmer & Freeman, 2020). Part of that strategic planning requires considering how to
engage alumni to increase their donations to the university.

Polk (2021) explored strategies that HBCU leaders use to sustain the financial
stability of their institutions. After analyzing semi structured interview data, a
researcher’s journal, and institutional documents, three themes emerged. For the leaders
of the eight HBCUSs participating in the study, student enrollment and retention,
fundraising, and institutional operations were the areas of focus. When it came to student
enrollment and retention, these leaders developed programs that were intended to develop
students holistically, which included an emphasis on philanthropy. The hope around
teaching students about philanthropy prior to graduation was to communicate the

importance of alumni giving prior to graduation. This has been an important part of how
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Claflin University, a small private HBCU in South Carolina was able to make history as
the first HBCU to reach 50% alumni giving. When students are taught from the
beginning of their matriculation that giving back to their alma mater is important, it
becomes second nature for them to donate whatever they can back to the university once
they are alumni. This intentional effort creates a pipeline of donors that improve the
institution’s stability over time.

Student enrollment also keeps money coming into the institutions through tuition
and other fees. Because of that, the HBCU leaders should spend time developing student
support services that are intended to increase student retention (McDonald & Needham,
2020). Polk (2021) also noted that the participating HBCU leaders were also laser-
focused on fundraising. For the leaders in the sample, state funding was the primary
source of revenue. However, the institutions also relied heavily on tuition and fees. One
leader reported that tuition and fees made up 60% of the institution’s budget. It was an
area of concern because tuition varied from semester to semester, creating consistent ebbs
and flows in the operational budget. They reported implementing programs that engaged
alumni in the hopes of increasing the donations to the institution. Alumni-focused
initiatives also included a focus on building and maintaining relationships. Finally, as part
of operational improvements, HBCU leaders reported engaging in shared goal setting
with their staff members to increase buy-in. This was particularly true when it came to
more difficult conversations about the need to cut positions or freeze hiring to improve
the institution’s financial standing. The HBCU leaders also referenced the importance of

investments. Investing was used as a way to create a new source of revenue (Dameron,
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2021; Polk, 2021). Investments are seen a way to guarantee the long-term financial
stability of HBCUs. Regardless of the strategies HBCU leaders use to do so, improving
the institution’s financial stability has implications beyond institutional operations.

As mentioned previously, financial stability also has implications for accreditation
statues. Crawford (2017) discussed the challenges that HBCUs tend to face in the areas of
governance, accreditation, and finances. He noted that, while the fundraising focus is
likely on enrollment, accreditation is more important. This was because external funding
opportunities often require institutions to be in good standing. Accreditation pursuits are
often linked to quality improvement, which improves the institution’s standing with the
accrediting body and simultaneously increases their enrollment. According to Crawford,
focusing on accreditation and quality improvement was a viable strategy for improving
HBCUSs’ financial stability because it allowed institutional leaders to focus on multiple
areas at one time. A focus on accreditation is also viable because it is one way to ensure
that schools do not have to close, disrupting the education of thousands of students. If
HBCU leaders are focused on making sure that each accreditation standard is completely
met, then they will also come out of that process with a stronger reputation that could
lead to increased student enrollment and philanthropic gifts.

Another strategy for improving financial stability is strengthening the
relationships between HBCU leaders and existing supporters of the institution. Betton
(2018) examined college presidents’ approaches to fundraising at selected HBCUs in the
southeast United States. The strategies examined included the philosophies, experiences,

and fundraising strategies. Ten HBCU presidents were interviewed to understand how
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they were engaging their stakeholders in fundraising activities. The data collected from
those interviews revealed that the president played a specific role in fundraising planning
and implementation. Presidents in the sample reported building and nurturing
relationships with current and prospective donors to keep money flowing into their
institutions. These presidents also noted that they invested heavily in the staff members
who were most responsible for fundraising. To engage staff and external partners, the
presidents focused on perfecting their messaging to ensure that they are communicating
clearly and concisely with their stakeholders and potential donors. Specific to
fundraising, Betton found that the presidents all agreed that it was a critical area of focus.
Each president was giving significant attention to securing new sources of revenue for
their institution. They described creating fundraising events and attempts to regularly
engage alumni for donations. They also sought financial support from corporations and
foundations. A final common strategy used was engaging the Board of Trustees in
fundraising; most of the presidents reported working closely with the board chair to
communicate fundraising initiatives and messages to the larger board. One institution
reported that their students are heavily involved in fundraising. Students at that school,
there was an emphasis on teaching philanthropy to students before they ever became
alumni so that, by the time the graduated, they already understood the importance of
supporting their alma mater with donations. Burgess (2020) supports the idea that HBCU
presidents should prioritize relationship building and investing in their institutional

advancement officers to ensure that the institution is receiving the maximum amount of
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financial support possible. Failure to do will result in decreases in funding for the
institution.

There are several characteristics that HBCU board members can look for when
identifying a leader for their schools. Blow (2021) also examined the efforts of a group of
seven HBCU presidents whose institutions had experienced success in fundraising. The
goal of the study was to understand the fundraising approaches and strategies the
presidents used. Blow’s findings suggested that there were consistent practices used
among all of the president in the sample. Generally, these presidents focused on
establishing a vision of their fundraising priorities and built support for those priorities
among staff and external partners. Specifically, the presidents in this sample did five
things:

e They demonstrated the traits of a transformational leader.

e They implemented strategic plans that were based on data, research, and other
institutional metrics.

e They demonstrated an understanding of the disciplines of fundraising and
invested heavily in their Institutional Advancement offices.

e They built internal and external relationships that advanced their fundraising
programs and emphasized alumni in their fundraising goals.

e They were aware of the historic financial issues that HBCUs faces and sought to
establish new partnerships with external partners who did not typically fund their

institutions.
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Because many of the strategies used by presidents focused mainly on external
partners, Blow suggested that HBCU presidents give greater focus to engaging their
alumni. Relationship to the institution is an important motivating factor in why people
donate. Failing to engage the group that has the closest relationship with the institution
will result in continued revenue loss over time. To encourage alumni engagement, HBCU
leaders must begin by acknowledging the barriers that currently exist for their institutions
when it comes to fundraising.

Efforts around alumni engagement must be intentional. Lawrence and Woods
(2021) interviewed HBCU leaders to gauge the ways that they engage HBCU alumni in
giving efforts. Institutional leaders started out by explicitly naming alumni giving as an
institutional focus. Doing so allowed leaders to generate support for the fundraising
initiative before it was launched, adding more hands to support the work of fundraising.
HBCU leaders also described the ways that they were engaging students to teach them
the importance of alumni giving before graduation. A final strategy that was raised in the
findings was the establishment of fundraising programs that are supported by churches.
This was likely due to the ease of access to alumni and potential donors as leaders
perceived churches to be the common spaces to engage their alumni.

Alumni Giving as a Revenue Source

Historically, HBCU leaders have faced challenges related to increasing alumni
donations. Much of that is due to growing racial wealth gaps that keep alumni from
donating at high levels (Burpo, 2020; Melvin, 2017; Williams & Davis, 2019). Even so,

alumni represent a sustainable option for the increasing financial support to HBCUs. One
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of the primary issues with a focus on alumni donations is that it costs a lot for HBCU
leaders to solicit alumni donations than it does to secure corporate and other
philanthropic donations (Burpo, 2020). This results in small alumni fundraising
campaigns that yield little revenue for the institution (Gibbs, 2020; Goldstein, 2020).
However, there are success stories related to increasing alumni giving.

The Kresge Foundation’s HBCU initiative has been one of the best examples of a
strategic approach to increasing alumni donations at HBCUSs. The initiative was a five-
year, $18 million investment in five HBCUs (Burgess, 2020). Through the strategic
provision of training and resources, the Kresge HBCU initiative successfully increased
philanthropic donations, including alumni donations, at all five HBCUs. Claflin
University saw its alumni giving rate increase from 35% to 45%, placing it on track to be
the first HBCU to reach 50% alumni giving (Gibbs, 2020). The attention that brought to
the small liberal arts university kept its alumni giving rate on the rise and resulted in large
private gifts from Makenzie Scott and other philanthropists. This situates alumni as a
critical part of HBCUs’ financial success.

To increase alumni giving, HBCU leaders must be effective at communicating the
need for financial support. When alumni believe that their contributions go towards
helping students with needs similar to their own, they are more likely to participate in
alumni giving campaigns (Gibbs, 2020; Richardson, 2018). This means that alumni
fundraising efforts mut include a clear description of how alumni donations will be used

to improve the educational experience of students currently attending their alma mater.
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However, there are other factors that HBCUs must consider when it comes to alumni
giving.

Alumni are often resistant to making donations because they may feel that
HBCUs leaders only want their engagement because they want money. That perception
makes alumni less likely to donate to HBCUs (Harris, 2020; Stuart, 2017). As such, it is
important that HBCU leaders develop long-term engagement initiatives that are not just
fundraising focused (Chisom, 2020; Richardson, 2018; Roberts, 2018). Taking a longer-
term approach to alumni giving can yield better outcomes from a fundraising perspective
and position HBCUs to receive increased support from other philanthropic donors.

Transition and Summary

Section 1 provided the foundation of the study to include the problem statement,
purpose, nature of the study, research and interview questions, and the conceptual
framework. Also included were the significance of the study and a review of the
professional and academic literature related to the topic being studied. Section 2 covers
the role of the researcher, the study’s method and design, the participant population, data
collection techniques, and data analysis procedures.

Section 2 includes the rationale for the chosen method and design. There is also a
discussion of how research procedures were developed to strengthen the reliability and
validity of the study. Section 3 describes the findings of the study, how they relate to the

literature, and the implications for practice and social change.
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Section 2: The Project

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the strategies HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
The targeted population consisted of six HBCU leaders from three institutions who have
successfully enlisted and retained donations from alumni giving to support long-term
sustainability in the southeast region of the United States. Potential implications for
positive social change arising from the findings of this study include creation of new
student support programs that could expand students’ access to high-quality higher
education from increased alumni donations. HBCUs could use increased revenue from
donations to support students as they matriculate, increasing students’ quality of life by
enabling them to pursue employment opportunities with higher wages.

Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the researcher is an instrument collecting data (Geddis-
Regan et al., 2021). As such, a researcher’s positionality can impact the collection,
analysis, and interpretation of data (Jimenez et al., 2021). Because of the significant
influence a researcher can have on a study’s results, they must be transparent about their
relationship to the topic being studied (Martins et al., 2020).

As the researcher, is it important for me to disclose that | am an institutional
advancement officer at an HBCU in the southeastern United States. Because of my role, |
am familiar with HBCU financial stability challenges. | am also aware of the power
dynamics that can adversely influence HBCU leaders who want to keep their institutions

financially solvent. In addition, | have had prior interactions with the participants who
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volunteered for this study. To minimize the risk of confirmation bias in this study, |
consistently reevaluated participants’ responses to examine how they challenge my
assumptions about enlisting and retaining donations from alumni to support long-term
sustainability. To mitigate any potential bias, | used an interview protocol to ensure that
all participants were asked the same questions phrased in the same way. | also engaged in
member checking after transcribing participant interviews to ensure their perspectives
and experiences were captured accurately. In addition to these mitigation strategies, | was
diligent about adhering to the ethical considerations outlined in the Belmont Report.

In 1979, the National Commission for the protection of Human Subjects of
Biomedical and Behavioral Research (National Commission) was directed to develop
what is known as the Belmont Report. This report details the primary ethical
considerations every researcher must consider as they develop, conduct, and report the
findings of their studies. The three ethical considerations detailed in the Belmont Report
are respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.

Respect for persons requires that researchers treat their participants as people and
provide additional protections for participants in vulnerable classes (National
Commission., 1979). This specific study did not involve engaging with any protected
class of people established in the Belmont Report. However, participants were offered the
protections of using a pseudonym and renaming their institutions to protect their
anonymity.

Beneficence requires that researchers refrain from harming participants by

minimizing the risks of their participation in the study. A researcher must inform
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participants of their privacy and confidentiality. Participants are withdrawn from a study
if a breach transpires (Greaney et al., 2012). In this study, participants’ private
information was redacted and stored on an external hard drive, not on any online
platform. Finally, after collecting and cleaning the data, the information was coded to
remove any identifiable traits to cover any other possible breaches. Above all, the
participants had a firm understanding that their participation was entirely voluntary. If
participants did not feel safe due to their participation in the study, they could withdraw
from the study with no questions asked.

Justice requires that a researcher provide equal benefit and risk to all participants.
This study did not involve participants from vulnerable populations, so there was no risk
that members of those populations would be targeted at a disproportionate rate. To ensure
that all participants volunteered to participate with the same understanding, each
participant signed an informed consent form that outlined the study’s intentions.
Participants agreed via the forms before participating in the interview.

Participants

Three institutions were selected for this case study to examine the phenomenon
across different settings. To be eligible for participation, institution leaders had to have an
established alumni giving initiative. Participants in this study must have been working in
the institution’s advancement office or be part of the executive cabinet at the time of data
collection. People working in these two positions had the most relevant knowledge of and
experience with the strategies used to enlist and retain donations from alumni. Once the

study received approval, participants were contacted directly to gauge their willingness to
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participate in the study. This was possible because | already had a professional working
relationship with many of the potential participants.
Research Method

The research methods available are qualitative, quantitative, or mixed (Baskarada
& Koronois, 2018). Qualitative researchers seek to understand context and explore new
phenomena using open-ended questions (Hamilton & Finley, 2019; Kegler et al., 2019;
LaDonna et al., 2017). In this method, researchers use narrative, phenomenology,
ethnography, grounded theory, or case studies as their approach. In qualitative research, a
researcher acts as an instrument in the field, collecting open-ended data that continue to
emerge in nearly every stage of the research process (Geddis-Regan et al., 2021). Data
are analyzed and sorted into themes or descriptive categories. A researcher must not
attempt to influence the phenomenon being studied throughout the data collection and
analysis processes.

Hamilton and Finley (2019) noted that qualitative research begins with a
researcher’s assumptions and beliefs concerning the world around them. Those
assumptions lead to the study of a specific research problem. Creswell (2003) and
Merriam (1998) identified the characteristics of qualitative research. The first
characteristic is that data collection typically takes place in the field. Another
characteristic is that qualitative data are collected by the researcher instead of a survey or
questionnaire. This usually happens through dialogue with the participants or by
observing them in their environments. Qualitative researchers can also gather data using

document analysis, behavioral observations, interviewing, and/or focus groups. A
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qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because | sought to develop an in-
depth understanding of participants’ experiences using open-ended questions.

The quantitative research method is used to collect numerical data to conduct
statistical analyses of variables’ characteristics or relationships (Queiros et al., 2017). The
guantitative method was not appropriate for this study because numerical data and
statistical analysis were unnecessary to answer the research question.

Mixed-method researchers combine qualitative and quantitative to increase
understanding of a specific topic (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). Combining the two
methods is appropriate when the research goal is to provide a broader analysis of the
phenomenon being studied (Almeida, 2018). Like quantitative methods, the mixed-
method design was not appropriate for this study because statistical analysis of variables’
characteristics and/or relationships was not needed to understand participants’
experiences in developing and deploying strategies for increasing donations from alumni.

Research Design

Qualitative researchers typically use ethnography, phenomenology, or case study
as a research design (Saunders et al., 2015). Researchers use a case study design to study
data for gaining an increased understanding of a specific phenomenon within a defined
environment for a specific time (Mfinanga et al., 2019). A multiple case study design is
used to advance knowledge about phenomena by comparing similarities and differences
among cases (Ridder, 2017). Comparing cases generates richer data and improves
validity (Ridder, 2017). The case study design was most appropriate for this study

because addressing the research question required collecting rich data composed of
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multiple perspectives to explore the challenges and successes of alumni giving strategies
in the context of HBCUs.

This case study was a multiple case study of three HBCUs in the southeastern
United States. Yin (2017) explained that case study design could be used to analyze data
from either a single case or multiple cases. When using multiple cases, a researcher
collects and analyzes data from several sites, sources, or groups of participants to
understand the impact of the phenomenon across different settings (Stake, 2006). In this
study, the phenomena studied were the strategies HBCUs use to enlist and retain alumni
donations. The rationale behind interviewing institutional advancement and executive
leaders from multiple schools was to enable comparisons within and across cases. A
multiple-case study approach was appropriate for this study because it allows multiple
sites and groups to be studied to provide information that encourages an increased
understanding of the strategies used to enlist and retain alumni donations (Creswell,
2003; Yin, 2017).

Ethnography designers focus on describing and understanding a social or cultural
world through initial field study (Saunders et al., 2015). An ethnography design was not
appropriate for this study because I did not need to describe or understand the social or
cultural world of the participants’ organizations. Phenomenology is a qualitative design
used to focus on personal meanings of participants’ experiences, memories, and the
interpretations of those experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019). Phenomenology was not
appropriate for this study because the focus of this study was not on a single phenomenon

relating to personal meanings of participants’ experiences.
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Population and Sampling

To gain multiple perspectives of the strategies used to enlist and retain alumni
donations, | used a purposive sampling strategy. Purposive sampling is used to select
participants who will likely yield the information most appropriate for the topic
(Campbell et al., 2020). Specifically, a researcher will use a stratified purposive sample.
A stratified sample is one that selects groups of participants to participate in the study.
Once participants are selected, they are stratified by a characteristic (Campbell et al.,
2020). In this study, the participants were stratified by their role: institutional
advancement officer or executive leader. The number of participants in each stratified
group were equal.

In total, there were six participants. Three were institutional advancement officers
and three were executive leaders. Each pair of participants came from the same
institution; thus, three institutions were sites in this study. The number of participants was
appropriate because it allowed for the focused exploration of the phenomenon (Vasileiou
et al., 2018). In qualitative research, smaller groups of participants allow a researcher to
develop a deeper analysis of the phenomenon (Vasileiou et al., 2018). However, the
sample size must be large enough and diverse enough to explore the phenomenon
broadly. This sample size was appropriate because it ensured diversity of experience
through the inclusion of two leaders at each institution and kept the sample small enough
for a deep exploration of participants’ experiences. These participants were chosen
intentionally because they had the knowledge and experience needed to provide the best

answers to the interview questions (Campbell et al., 2020).
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Participants were selected if they met three participation criteria. First,
participants must have been employed either as an institutional advancement officer (vice
president, assistant vice president, or executive director) or an executive leader
(president, executive vice president, etc.) at the time of data collection. Second, the
participants’ institution must have had an alumni giving initiative in place, whether it was
one time or ongoing. Finally, the participants must have had some knowledge of the
strategies used to enlist and retain alumni donations.

In qualitative research, saturation refers to the point when enough data have been
collected from participants to develop a deep understanding of the phenomenon being
studied (Guest et al., 2020; Hennink & Kaiser, 2019; Saunders et al., 2018). Saturation is
achieved when no new data are discovered. To reach saturation, | conducted interviews to
ensure that I could determine the point when no new insights were being reported. This
may potentially require follow-up interviews with the selected participants or the
identification of new participants beyond the initial six.

Ethical Research

To conduct this study, I sought permission from the Walden University
Institutional Review Board (IRB). The approval number for IRB is 08-22-22-0724465.
Once consent was granted, | began the process of contacting the prospective participants.
Consent forms were distributed, reviewed, and signed before any data were collected
from participants (see Appendix A). It is important to note that this study did not pose
any harm to participants. The largest part of the consent form was dedicated to outlining

audio-recording of the interviews. | chose a pseudonym that was used in throughout the
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data collection and analysis process. There were no incentives for participating in this
study.

If a participant wanted to withdraw from the study during the data collection, they
simply needed to notify the researcher via email. If a participant withdrew, the other
person in the second category would have been asked to help identify someone else who
can take the withdrawn participant’s place in the sample. The newly identified person
would have been asked the same questions using the developed interview protocol. This
would have been done to ensure that there were still two narratives from each institution.
Any data collected before the participant withdrew would not have been included in the
reporting of the results. That data would have been destroyed immediately.

All the data collected were stored on a password-protected computer that belongs
to the researcher. The data will be securely stored for 5 years to protect the confidentiality
of participants. Audio and video recordings were uploaded to my computer and deleted
from recording devices as soon as interviews are finished.

Data Collection Instruments

There are two data collection instruments that were used in the study. First, the
researcher was the primary data collection instrument. As an active participant in the
data-gathering process, the researcher facilitates the discussions through which data are
collected (Pezalla et al., 2012). Semi structured interview protocols were the secondary
source of data and were used to collect participant responses (see Appendix B).

A semi structured interview was conducted with each participant. Using semi

structured interviews allowed the researcher to ask questions that are not included on the
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interview protocol (Gani et al., 2021). The additional questions were clarifying questions
that were asked based on the participants’ responses to the questions in the protocol.
Using a semi structured interview protocol also allowed the researcher to ask the
questions in the protocol out of order based on the flow of the conversation between the
participant and the researcher. Each participant was interviewed separately. Interviews
lasted for approximately one hour and were conducted in an environment that is
conducive to interviewing. Due to ongoing precautions regarding COVID-19, the
interviews were held virtually. Each interview was recorded to aid to make transcription
easier. Prior to the interview, each participant was asked to choose a pseudonym that
would be used during the transcription and final reporting. Participants were also
reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any point without consequence.
Interviews were appropriate for data collection in this study because they allowed the
researcher to gather information from the participants that can be used to create rich,
detailed descriptions of each participant.

To ensure the reliability and validity of the interview protocol, interview
transcripts were sent to participants for member checking. Member checking allowed the
researcher to ensure that participants’ thoughts and experiences with the phenomenon
being studied have been accurately captured (Candela, 2019). This process is typically
used to strengthen the validity of a qualitative study (Candela, 2019). In the current study,
the participants had two options to engage in member checking. First, they reviewed their

interview transcripts to confirm that their perspectives were captured accurately.
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Data Collection Technique

Once IRB approval has been granted, the researcher began contacting institutions
to recruit participants. Institutions were identified by their reputations for successful
alumni giving. Recruitment emails were sent to both the president and the vice president
of institutional advancement. The president of my institution served as a gatekeeper in
initiating contact with other university presidents. If the president did not respond to the
initial recruitment email, the gatekeeper helped with the follow up contact via phone or
in-person meeting.

Semi structured interviews were used to collect the data for this study. The
advantages of using the technique is that it prompted a more normal flow of conversation
between me and the participant, increasing the participants’ comfort in the interview
setting (Gani et al., 2021). A primary disadvantage of the technique is that it takes some
skill to be able to manage a semi structured interview successfully (Adams, 2015). To
collect the data needed to answer the research questions, I:

1. Made any modifications to the protocol as needed before recruiting participants.

2. Distributed consent forms for participants to review and sign.

3. Scheduled 60-minute interviews with the participants.

4. Reviewed the consent form at the start of the interview and use the abridged
interview protocol (see Appendix C) to guide the interview.

5. Transcribed the interview verbatim.

6. Emailed the transcribed interview to the participant for member checking.
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7. Scheduled a follow-up interview if the participant wants to clarify or expand their
statements.
8. Analyzed and coded the data using thematic analysis.
9. Shared the final write-up with the participant via email for member checking.
10. Incorporated any clarifications needed before submitting the final work to the
committee.
Data Organization Technique

In qualitative research, data are organized to aid in the analysis (Williams &
Moser, 2019). Putting the data in some kind of order makes it easier to begin constructing
meaning during the coding process (William & Moser, 2019). For this study, data were
organized using a web-based platform for qualitative research once interviews have been
transcribed.

The data for this study were uploaded to Dedoose, a web-based repository for
qualitative data. There, the data were labeled by each participant’s pseudonym. This was
done to guarantee participants’ anonymity and confidentiality as assured in the consent
form. To that end, | was the only person with access to participants’ data. As the data are
being coded, the Dedoose system aided in keeping track of the codes and subcodes as
they are discovered. This cataloguing kept the data organized and allowed for an easier
analysis of the data. The data will remain stored in the Dedoose platform and the

researcher’s computer for 5 years.
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Data Analysis

The data analysis process began after the interview data had been collected,
transcribed, and member checked. The researcher transcribed the interview data and load
it into Dedoose, a web-based qualitative analysis application. The data from interviews
were analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a form of coding where the
researcher identifies patterns in participants’ responses and groups them together in
themes or codes (Roberts et al., 2019). The thematic analysis of the data followed the
process below:

1. Transcribe and review the interview data

a. When reviewing the interview data, listen to the recording while following
along with the printed transcript. This ensures that the transcription is
accurate.

2. Email participants their interview transcript for member checking.

3. Once data were confirmed by the participant, the transcripts were loaded into
Dedoose assigned to each participant’s chosen pseudonym. The analysis occurred
as follows:

a. Step 1: Get familiar with the data
i. The researcher read and reread the data (Scharp & Sanders, 2019)
b. Step 2: Identify the initial codes
i. Assign codes to any reoccurring experiences, thoughts, or
strategies (Turner & Crane, 2016)

c. Step 3: Develop themes



50

i. Divide codes into categories that aligned with the research
questions and represent the initial codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
d. Step 4: Review the themes.
i. Each theme was scrutinized to ensure alignment with the data
present in the transcript (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
e. Step 5: Write the results up.

As thematic analysis occurred and themes began to emerge, the researcher
compared the emergent themes to those of previous research studies in order to evaluate
how the initial findings align with previous findings. This occurred after each round of
analysis. This secondary analysis was recorded in a researcher’s journal where the
aligning and outlier themes were captured.

Reliability

A key construct of reliability is dependability. Dependability refers to how stable
the findings of the study remain over time (Haven & Van Grootel, 2019; Korstjens &
Moser, 2018). One way that researchers can ensure that their results remain stable is to
make their research procedures transparent. When the research procedures are
documented, researchers allow their research to replicated successfully (Loh, 2013).
Without that transparency, the researcher may not be able to verify that the results of the
study are dependable. For this study, dependability was achieved through the clear
reporting of the study’s procedures. The use of data collection tools, data organization,
and analysis procedures are described in detail so that it is clear how they were used, how

the data were handled, and how the data were analyzed to arrive at the study results.
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Credibility

Credibility, transferability, confirmability, and data saturation are constructs of
validity in qualitative research. Credibility refers to the confidence the audience can have
in the research findings (Stenfors et al., 2020). This construct requires that all parts of the
research design be explained well and justified. The current study utilized member
checking as a strategy for strengthening credibility. Participants had two opportunities to
engage in member checking—once after the interviews have been transcribed and again
after the findings have been written.

Transferability

Transferability describes whether the results of one study can be transferred to
other contexts (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Documenting information regarding the
study’s procedures, makes the context and procedures relevant the materials used to
collect data can be easily reused by others, the more the study can be replicated in other
contexts to further what is known the strategies that HBCU leaders are using to enlist and
retain alumni donations. In an effort to strengthen the transferability of the results, the
interview protocol (simple and abridged) were included as appendices in the final write-
up.

Confirmability

Confirmability refers to degree that other researchers could repeat the study and
come to the same results (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). It is achieved through the careful
and thorough documentation of the research procedures. In this study, confirmability was

addressed by keeping a clear record of the research path. Data saturation refers to the
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point when enough data has been collected from participants to develop a deep
understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Guest et al., 2020; Hennink & Kaiser,
2019; Saunders et al., 2018). This means that saturation has been achieved when no new
data are discovered. To achieve this, the researcher coded the interviews as they are
conducted to ensure that | could determine the point when no new insights are being
reported.

Transition and Summary

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the strategies that HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
The study’s design required a qualitative case study approach. A qualitative approach
was appropriate for this study because it could be used to develop an in-depth
understanding of participants’ experiences using open ended questions. The research
guestions were designed to provide an in-depth view of the HBCU leaders’ experiences
with developing strategies to enlist and retain alumni donations.

Data collection and analysis centered on three HBCU institutions. The study
utilized semi structured interviews as its primary data source. Required approval from
Walden University’s IRB was obtained before any data collection takes place. Section 2
provided a description of the processes for the data collection and analysis. The processes

were detailed in this chapter and included in the appendices to ensure dependability.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change
Introduction

In Section 3, I include a brief introduction, present research findings, and discuss
applications to professional practice and implications for social change. | also provide
recommendations for action and further research regarding successful strategies for
enlisting and retaining alumni donations. Last, | reflect upon and summarize my
experience conducting this research. Data were collected via virtual interviews held via
Zoom. After collecting data, | coded the data using thematic analysis to reveal the
common themes reported by participants. | then compiled all the themes in an effort to
address my research question. | address the importance of implementing strategies for
increasing the retention of alumni gifts to provide increased sustainability for HBCUs.

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the strategies HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
This study’s population consisted of three HBCUs whose leaders had successfully
implemented strategies to help them enlist and retain donations from alumni. An
institutional advancement officer and the president of each of the three HBCUs were
interviewed. The original intention was to interview leaders from four HBCUs, but the
institutional advancement officer at the final HBCU was no longer available and
withdrew from the study.

During the semistructured interviews with the HBCU leaders who met criteria of
my study, | asked six open-ended interview questions (see Appendix B) and a few

extension questions that helped me understand knowledge regarding the strategies they
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use to enlist and retain alumni donations. Data analyzed from interviews showed that,
while there were a variety of strategies used to retain alumni donations, a common
strategy was used for enlisting donations.

To ensure the privacy and confidentiality of all participants and their institutions,
| assigned pseudonyms to both groups. All six participants were either an institutional
advancement officer or a president and had extensive knowledge of the strategies used at
their institution to enlist and retain alumni donations. The themes that emerged from the
analysis of the interview data were (a) exploring innovative new methods, (b) honoring
tradition, (c) diversifying giving methods, (d) naming and responding to challenges,

(e) leveraging every person, and (f) alignment.
Participants

In this study, there were six participants from three HBCUs. Each participant was
given a pseudonym to protect their anonymity. The same is true for the institutions
participants were affiliated with at the time of data collection.

Institution A was represented by an institutional advancement officer and the
college president. The institutional advancement officer, Institutional Advancement 1,
had worked in fundraising for 20 years at the same institution. The president, President 1,
had worked in higher education for 23 years. President 1 began their career working in
student affairs and has been a college president for the last 11 years, serving two
institutions in that role.

Institution B was represented by the vice president of institutional advancement

and the college president. The vice president of institutional advancement, Institutional
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Advancement 2, was a career fundraiser with more than 25 years in higher education. The
president, President 2, had worked in higher education for almost 20 years. Nine of those
years had been spent as a college president. President 2 had no fundraising experience
outside their role as president.

Institution C was also represented by the vice president of institutional
advancement and the college president. The vice president of institutional advancement,
Institutional Advancement 3, was a career fundraiser of 20 years. Institutional
Advancement 3 had also worked at four different HBCUs. The president, President 3, had
worked in higher education for 25 years. President 3 had been a fundraising professional
for 16 years during that time and a college president for 9 years.

The participants all had some knowledge of fundraising practices either through
professional experience or leadership. All participants also had considerable experience
working at different institutions. Participants’ answers to the interview questions are
captured in the following section.

Presentation of the Findings

The overarching research question in this qualitative case study was: What
strategies do HBCU leaders use to enlist and retain alumni donations to support long-
term sustainability? | interviewed six HBCU leaders situated in the southeastern United
States who had expertise in enlisting alumni donations. During interviews, all six HBCU
leaders were asked to answer questions related to the strategies they use to enlist alumni
donations. Specifically, participants were asked to reflect on challenges related to alumni

giving and how they address or work to address those challenges.
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When the interviews were finished, | conducted my data analysis by hand coding
the interview transcripts. As | analyzed data for this study, | found several common
themes in participants’ responses. | discovered that many of the presidents named alumni
giving as an effort to diversify their revenue sources, especially after the global COVID-
19 pandemic disrupted many of their most dependable revenue streams (student tuition
and event fundraising). All participants named alumni engagement as a primary strategy
for enlisting and retaining alumni donations. However, the participating schools were
using a variety of different strategies to keep alumni engaged and connected to the
school.

There were commonalities in the challenges HBCU leaders face when enlisting
and retaining alumni donations. The participants often reported dissatisfaction with the
institution and competition with alumni chapters as challenges that needed to be
overcome. Specific to assessing the effectiveness of the strategies participants use for
alumni giving, each school had a different way of doing so, but all participating HBCU
leaders pay considerable attention to the alumni giving rate as evidence of success or
failure. All participants in this research study were responsible for positively impacting
alumni giving.

Theme 1: Exploring Innovative New Methods

For most schools in this study, alumni giving rates have been greater than 10%
(see Table 2), but institutional leaders indicating wanting those rates to be higher. These
numbers were reported by the participants and triangulated by a review of the annual

giving reports for each institution.
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Table 2

Alumni Giving Rate by Institution

Institution 2022 Alumni Giving Rate
Institution A 38%

Institution B 18%

Institution C 8%

As a note, Institution C’s president viewed alumni giving in two ways: first as the
percentage of alumni who donate based on the total number in the alumni database (8%),
and second as the percentage of alumni who are repeat givers (20%). To keep their
alumni giving percentages trending in the right direction, four of the six HBCU leaders
named the use of technology as a tool for keeping alumni engaged. The first theme
identified from the data was the idea that HBCU leaders use a variety of innovative
methods to increase alumni giving.

Technology as an Engagement Tool

With the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, many of the HBCU leaders
had to figure out how to expand their reach without having in-person events. In addition
to sending their traditional mailers, the HBCU leaders also turned to sending mass emails
and other mass messaging tools. When reflecting on the role that technology has played
in the institution’s alumni giving rate, Institutional Advancement 2 at Institution B,
stated:

| think technology has evened the playing field for HBCUs in the sense that,

typically in a small shop, it’s hard to have the necessary budget and the human

capital. But in a virtual space, you actually have the ability to communicate with
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more people, more cost effectively. Technology has made everybody close to you.

So, you know, we really, in the last year, had not done any hard mail snail mail

solicitations. Everything that we’ve done has been in a virtual space.

Institution B was forced into using technology in the wake of the global COVID-
19 pandemic. Like many HBCUs, Institution B was event dependent to bring in money.
When the pandemic halted all in-person activities, the development team had to consider
new ways to host those engagement events to keep the money coming into the university.
Institutional Advancement 2 explained:

So one of the things that happened during the pandemic, we were forced to get

into the virtual world. So mobile calls were how we had our scholarship gala and

the most successful scholarship galas we’ve had were during the pandemic when

people were virtual. And so we have platforms that allowed us to stream the event

so people could participate. We didn’t have costs for meals, so we had more

money that went to profit.
While this was named revenue dependency for the university, the development team was
able to invest funds in technology to keep the events afloat. These efforts paid off and
worked in the university’s favor as they were able to engage more alumni than ever
through the virtual events.

Institutional Advancement 3 at Institution 3 also named technology as an

innovation that his college was beginning to see the power of:
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The second thing that we’ve been able to do is invest in technology. There are a
lot of online software and other types of support that our school and some of our
sister schools just don’t utilize to reach out to alumni and donors.

While the advancement officer at Institution A did not specifically mention
technology, they did emphasize the use of social media as an engagement tool. When
asked if technology played in Institution A’s fundraising success, Institutional
Advancment Officer 1 stated:

Oh, most definitely. For your younger, or more savvy alum, they want to be able

to make one click. It’s the least amount of clicks is what we aim for, so we are

always tweaking and working our online giving pages. How many clicks does it
take to get to the dollar? So, we’re definitely doing that. Also, increasing people’s
names being seen for those who want that recognition. So definitely, technology
has been a win for us. Because we’re in a society of “you better get me now” and

a lot of folks don’t carry checks. So, me personally, I’m 49 and | may write 5

checks a year, if that. So, you have to be able to get the money where you can

right when you can.
The advancement officer noted they use social media to spread the university’s good
work. The president noted the university’s development team use social media to engage
young alumni while their older alumni still received direct mailers from the university.
Other Engagement Strategies

In addition to their use of technology and social media, HBCU leaders described a

variety of other engagement strategies. At Institution A, the Office of Institutional
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Advancement runs a call center. The purpose is to keep alumni engaged in what’s

happening at the university, not just to solicit donations, although they do use it for that
purpose during their annual giving campaign.

One of the strategies that most HBCU leader named as an engagement strategy
was stewardship. Participants indicated two schools of thought around stewardship. First,
President 1 (Institution A) described stewardship in the following way:

And stewardship is important. That’s the part that’s often left out in philanthropy.

Everyone needs to feel valued. Everyone wants to feel appreciated. And, with the

utilization of technology, everyone can have that same feeling. So how do we

make everybody, whether their gift is $18 or whether the gift is $8 million, to feel
the same level of appreciation and value? So we focused on stewardship.
The advancement officer at Institution A, echoed President 1°s sentiments.

However, leaders at the other institutions considered stewardship as doing what
was said with the funds given. Institutional Advancement 2 explained:

One of the things that | would tell you is that the key is stewardship. I think you

have to do what you say you’re going to do when you say you’re going to do it.

they are good stewards of the dollars that have been invested into the institution,
and they are willing to answer all questions. Because sometimes people are under-
informed and we have a responsibility to make sure that we give them all of the
information they need so that they can make informed decisions.

President 2 from Institution B, also mentioned the importance of stewardship, but noted it

as an area of weakness for his university and other HBCUs as well. In this sense, a lack
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of stewardship resulted in distrust in the universities and their leaders, leading to
significant decreases in alumni donations.

President 3 from Institution C reported an engagement strategy where they
engaged alumni in person:

Then we have events that we call key cities. And the key cities events, the

president and leadership team travel around to key areas where we have a decent

number of alums. We also use those as fundraisers. Most of our chapters will set a

goal to raise money and make their fundraising presentations at that time.

The key cities events allowed the institutional staff to use that time to update
alumni contact information. They also recognized those who gave during those events,
leading to an increased likelihood of repeat giving.

While Resource Dependency Theory does not explicitly mention the use of
technology, the HBCU leaders’ use of technology to diversify their revenue sources
aligns with the constructs of RDT. The premise of RDT is to identify the external
resources required by an organization and investigate how they then adjust to maintain a
competitive advantage (Celtekligil, 2020). In this theme, HBCU leaders adopted new,
innovative ways of communicating with and engage alumni in an effort to enlist and
retain alumni donations. HBCU leaders mentioned that they used the communication
methods that were most effective with each generation of alumni, focusing on social
media with the younger alumni and direct mailers for the more seasoned alumni. Not

only did they diversify their communication tools, the participating HBCU leaders
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understood that they were competing with other interests and affinity groups for their
alumni’s time, attention, and financial support.

The findings outlined related to this theme align well with the previous literature.
Betton (2018) suggested that HBCU leaders should focus on strengthening relationships
with alumni. Regardless of which view of stewardship is used, the underlying factor is
honoring and building relationships with alumni. Blow (2021) suggested that HBCU
leaders work to make sure that alumni felt connected to their school as that would have
greater impact on their decision to give. The HBCU leaders in this study did so by
leveraging social media to expand their reach and engage alumni at a greater level.
Theme 2: Honoring Tradition

While the participating HBCU leaders lifted the importance of innovation, they
also clearly understood the importance of valuing tradition when it came to enlisting and
retaining alumni donations. This was especially true when it came to managing giving
relationships. Many of the participants noted leveraging the innovative use of technology
with younger alumni and students, while honoring more traditional methods for their
more seasoned alumni. President 1 of Institution A, recounted the following:

It was our elder alums who were just not interested in anything electronic. They

still wanted to put their hands on physical documents, so what we were able to do

was say that anybody from the class of x on down would get electronic mail.

Because our younger alums were like , “hey, don’t send me paper. | get all my

mail electronically. | haven’t read a paper newspaper in years”. So sending them

that mailer, they still won’t know what’s going on. So we had to know our
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constituent base and it was truly based on the data. We also put out a survey

regarding alumni preferences and there was a clear differential between more

seasoned alums and our younger alums.

Outside of direct mailers, HBCU leaders were also utilizing phone calls to enlist
alumni to give. Institutional Advancement (Institution A) noted that they used a call
center to drive giving in their annual alumni campaign although that was not the primary
goal. Instead, the call center was intended to be an engagement tool, saying;

...we use our call center. We utilize direct mail. We utilize social media, word of

mouth, volunteers, alumni engagement events, strong MOUs with the alumni

association and its chapters, text to give, and definitely multiple online giving
platforms to include crowdfunding.

President 2, at Institution B, explained that he used phone calls to enlist alumni
donations on annual basis. He described the call by saying,

As for me, | make 100 calls a month to alum. Not necessarily to solicit funds, but

to say hi how are you doing. It’s about keeping them engaged in the school

through the lens of the president and I have found that has yielded major results
for us. So that’s what | have done to support the efforts of the development team
to ensure that alum are engaged and feeling good about the work of the college.

On that phone call, he would explain what had been going on at the university
throughout the year and solicit a gift at the end of the recording.

Another method for giving was to utilize in-person fundraising events. These

were a very traditional approach to alumni giving. Homecoming celebrations were a
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major area of engagement for HBCU leaders. Homecoming is typically a week-long
celebration where alumni return to their alma maters to participate in a number of paid
events and activities.

Institution Advancement 3 from Institution C noted,

And the 4th event is actually during homecoming. During homecoming, the

classes set goals and work to raise money. The annual scholarship gala is also

held during that time.” Outside of Homecoming, HBCU leaders were also
unanimously making visits to alumni chapter meetings to engage with alumni and
other friends of the institutions. There were also strategic visits to areas where
large numbers of alumni lived. While these events were largely for engagement

and networking, the hosting alumni chapter often used the opportunity to make a

financial gift to the university.

Related to in-person events, HBCU leaders also relied heavily on affinity groups
to enlist alumni donations. Institutional Advancement 2 from Institution B described
affinity groups as a high-priority method for engaging alumni and enlisting donations:

Everyone was in a class. So if you identify with maybe your roommates or the

people who lived in your dorm or your fraternity or sorority of if you were an

athlete, so there are different cliques in a class that can be cultivated where
chapters are normally small cliques where people use their influence to gain
power.

For Institutional Advancement 2, most alumni may not have had the time to

commit to serving in an alumni chapter. To him, the next best thing was to leverage their
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affinity groups. Institution B saw great success in doing fundraising challenges around
the affinity groups. Could the Deltas outraise the AKAs? Could the volleyball team
outraise the basketball team? Henry saw it as a meaningful way to draw alumni in. Once
they gave the first time, continued follow up and engagement worked to create repeat
givers.

When triangulating the reports of the HBCU leaders, | reviewed their alumni
giving websites to determine how, if at all, they engaged alumni through affinity groups.
For all three institutions, there was a place on the alumni contact form for them to list
their affinity group memberships. In its annual alumni giving report, Institution A also
had the affinity groups listed along with the amounts that they gave during that fiscal
year. For those alumni who are part of those groups, that kind of visibility not only let
them see how effective their fundraising and support efforts were, but it also created a
sense of competition that fueled continued donations.

As a theme, honoring tradition does not explicitly align with RDT. However,
because honoring traditional methods for engaging alumni could motivate them to
support and continue supporting their alma maters. Providing that motivation and
increasing alumni engagement and giving is a method for diversifying the revenue
sources of HBCUs.

Blow (2021) suggested the HBCU leaders needed to know the history behind
fundraising at their institutions. Each participating HBCU leader demonstrated a strong
understanding of the fundraising traditions are their institution while also holding space

for and championing innovation. The use of these methods is indicative of a focused,
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institution-wide initiative to engage alumni. That aligns with Lawrence and Wood’s
(2021) emphasis on strategic planning. Because of these strategies, all of the HBCU
leaders participating in this study had seen large gains in their alumni giving efforts in the
last 4 to 5 years.
Theme 3: Diversifying Giving Methods

The participating HBCU leaders also reported that they increased alumni giving
by diversifying the ways that alumni could give to the institution. That normally
happened with CashApp, Givelify, PayPal, and other financial apps. This shift took place
at the HBCUs for one of two reasons. First, it was driven by the global COVID-19
pandemic because in-person giving was not a possibility. Institutional Advancement 2
noted that the pandemic forced his institution to consider alternative giving platforms to
keep donations coming in while event fundraising was on hold. He explained by saying,
“So when we focused on, during the pandemic, people using other diverse platforms
(CashApp, PayPal, mobile calls to make gifts), we had a lot of first-time donors making
smaller gifts”.

Second, the use of these payment apps was a way of reaching younger alumni.
Institutional Advancement 1 elaborated:

For your younger, or more savvy alum, they want to be able to make one click.

It’s the least amount of clicks is what we aim for, so we are always tweaking and

working our online giving pages. How many clicks does it take to get to the

dollar? Because we’re in a society of “you better get me now” and a lot of folks
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don’t carry checks. So, me personally, I’m 49 and | may write 5 checks a year, if

that. So, you have to be able to get the money where you can right when you can.

Institutional Advancement 2 also shared that the use of payment platforms
allowed the institution’s leaders and staff to engage alumni right where they are instead
of having to follow up after the meeting/activity/event. This represents a new strategy
that is not lifted in the HBCU literature. HBCU leaders report being responsive to
changes that are needed in how alumni give, instead of having a singular focus on how
often they give.

Institution B was the only university that mentioned that they promote a diverse
giving strategy. Institutional Advancement 2 elaborated by saying:

We also have gotten sophisticated, so we are doing multiple kinds of planned

giving and estate gifts using trusts. We’re allowing individuals to give gifts of

property and other appreciating assets. Uh, that combined with our individual
gifts—people give stocks.

Diversifying ways that alumni could give to the university has improved the rate
of giving for alumni. The development team was able to increase the number of and
amount of gifts to the university.

The data reported by the HBCU leaders was triangulated through a review of their
alumni giving websites. Institution A prominently featured the tradition alumni giving
website link while also pointing people to Givelify and PayPal giving options. Institution
B included links to all of their alumni giving options on the front page of the institution’s

website and on the alumni giving pages of the site. Institution C had a traditional giving
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link, but did not have any mention of other ways to give. It did, however, mention that
alumni could contact the Office of Institutional Advancement if they wanted to gift
appreciating assets to the institution.

These strategies align with components of resource dependency theory that urge
the importance of diversification to reduce dependence. Hung and Hager (2019) noted
that diversification could even be a way for organizations to address financial instability
and uncertainty. Cui and Xu (2019) found that engaging in diversification yielded a
financial profit for participating enterprises. Because of the institution’s willingness to
develop new ways of giving, they were able to create and retain new donors.

This theme represents a new addition to the literature. When discussing the
strategies that HBCU leaders use to improve fundraising, researcher had previously
discovered that HBCUs tended to focus on increasing enrollment (Polk, 2021),
strengthening their investment portfolios (Dameron, 2021), staying in good standing with
the accrediting body (Crawford, 2017), and strengthening relationships with existing
donors (Betton, 2018). However, the literature had not previously identified a focus on
building appreciating assets (estates, land, etc.) for HBCU leaders.

Theme 4: Identifying and Overcoming Challenges

All the participating HBCU leaders named the challenges that they faced in
enlisting alumni donations. Many of these challenges were related to an over-reliance on
a single fundraising source (event fundraising) or miscommunication that led to skewed
power dynamics. This supports Ilhan (2020) who emphasized that an imbalance of power

created by resource dependency increases for organizations that fail to secure new
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resources. It also semi-supports Andrews et al.’s (2016) argument HBCUs’ social and
political contexts lead them to have to compete more for resources than other institutions.
Institutional Advancement 2 and President 2 described the fragile balance between their
alumni association and the institution:
So, one of the things, in my personal opinion, that has been a challenge is the
coordinated efforts between the Institutional Advancement Office and the
National Alumni Association. | found that the NAA has had a challenge
understanding its role. Its role is to be a champion for the mission and vision of
the president and be a support organization, not an independent organization that
has its own priorities. So that creates animus when you come to, um, when you’re
trying to get more people to give.
President 2 elaborated by saying:
| tell our parents and alumni the same thing when I’m in front of them. Two
things. There can only be one president at a time, so you can’t be the president
while I’m the president. And number two, don’t work against me; work with me.
So, you know, if you’re working—if we’re working together and you’re trying to
do something different, it really does cause chaos, cause problems. So let’s work
together. So that’s been one of those ongoing pieces we have to work at is um
really getting people to be on the same page.
The competition for power in the alumni/institution dynamic is an important
challenge to consider because it is possible to for alumni chapters to siphon much-needed

funds from the institution. Because of this, Institutional Advancement 2 explained that he
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would prefer that alumni chapters refrain from interfering in the institution’s fundraising
efforts. He stated:
You can explain to the chapters that it’s important for them to give scholarships or
young people from your areas, but | don’t want you to fundraise for the
university. | want you to fundraise for your chapter. Because when you start to
fundraise for the university, then you control the resources in your bank accounts,
then you’re limiting our ability to have, uh, annual dollars that we can spend.
Because, Dub, when chapter raise money, they give you what they want you to
have. They don’t give you every dollar they raise. They continue to have dollars
in their bank account as if their money but they raised it in the name of the
university. So, | don’t need you to do that. | need you to focus on your
scholarships for people from your area and support the auxiliaries like band, and
athletics if you want to. But, don’t call anybody and solicit money that they can
give directly to the university so that they can get their tax deduction from the
university.
Here, Institutional Advancement 2 makes clear the idea that an overzealous
alumni chapter can be detrimental to the institution.
Institutional Advancement lat Institution A noted during his interview that the
advancement office at his school established memoranda of understanding for its alumni
chapters and the national association. Those signed agreements expressly communicate

that the alumni are not interfere with institutional giving initiatives.
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Membership in the alumni chapters was also a challenge that Institution 3 was
working to overcome. President 3 described the challenge in the following way:

Number 2, is the aging demographic of those who are active in the chapter. As

they age, they say that they’re tired and need young alums to come in and pick up

the work. The challenge then, when you go after the young alums, they aren’t
interested in doing things the way that that the older group was doing; we’re the
new generation and we want to do new things. Hence, you’ve seen the
proliferation of spin offs, these younger groups establishing their own chapters
because they can’t get down with what’s going on in the older chapters. That’s
truly a dynamic that is real—the conflict of the generations.

That generational conflict only further diluted the institution’s ability to foster
strong alignment between the alumni chapters. It also added another group of alumni
chapters whose leaders may feel inclined to create their own fundraising agendas instead
of following the agenda set by the institution.

Because HBCUs tend to be dependent on philanthropic gifts (Commodore &
Njoku, 2020), there can also be a hyperfocus on the celebrating the larger gifts while
donors giving much smaller amounts go unnoticed. President 1 named this specifically as
a component of stewardship, saying:

Secondly, and most importantly, what we do is our unique ability to encourage

stewardship. So it doesn’t matter if the gift is $18.34 or $18, 340 or $18 million.

Everybody is treated the same. They’re treated as valued givers, so it doesn’t the

matter the dollar amount. You’re making an equal sacrifice. That’s the part that’s
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often left out in philanthropy. Everyone needs to feel valued. Everyone wants to

feel appreciated.

President 1 even described the impact of failing to value donors to give small
amounts:

And so, what I’ve understood is that there was a core group that were invited to

the, uh, the Donors Luncheon each year. There was a subgroup, because their

dollar amount didn’t reach that threshold, they were not invited to the party. And

S0, again, that population has the potential to be that giver in the future. But if

they don’t feel valued and appreciated, then they won’t become that giver. So

how do we make everybody, whether their gift is $18 or whether the gift is $8
million, to feel the same level of appreciation and value?

Here, President 1 is again pointing out the importance of focusing on all gifts
versus hyper focusing on the largest gifts. This challenge has been mitigated through the
simple practice of thanking donors for their gifts. President 2 noted:

But the reality is that these gifts, in particular take time. And we have to pay
attention to the small gifts, because remember, that even in those cases, | call them test
gifts. That part is the part | want to do better at, particularly with our alums. For me, 1
think that area is one of the weakest at many of our schools.

Making their donors feel welcome despite the size of their gifts was a challenge
lifted by more than one leader. However, both advancement officers and presidents
understood that they needed to strengthen their staff’s capacity to provide some type of

appreciative gesture in return for every gift to increase alumni gift retention. HBCU
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leaders also recognized the challenges of alumni being contacted just for the enlistment
of donations, so these appreciation/stewardship strategies served as a stop gap measure to
improve relationships with alumni. This challenge aligns with one noted by Harris (2020)
and Stuart (2017). Both authors described alumni’s reluctance to give consistently
because their engagement was typically focused on the enlisting of their financial
support.
Theme 5: Leveraging Every Person
HBCUs tend to have challenges when it comes to capacity building die to high
staff turnover (Burgess, 2020). The same was true for one of the HBCU leader pairs
participating in the study. However, a common theme of among the participating HBCU
leaders was the idea that every person on campus—from students to faculty to the
executive cabinet—could play a role in fundraising. At Institution A, Institutional
Advancement 1 and President 1 described the implementation of a student philanthropy
program that they used to communicate the importance of alumni giving to students prior
to graduating. Institutional Advancement 1stated,
Looking back at 2009 when we first started seeing that spike from the 30% that
was trending up to 40 and higher. Uh, we assessed that to see what happened,
what changed. So we looked at where the gifts were coming from and we
immediately saw that the class of 2011, 50% of them made a gift within their first
year of graduating. So we backed it up and said, “Wait a minute”. When we
started our student philanthropy program, those kids were sophomores and

freshmen. So, we started seeing the trend of students who were being trained
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through our student philanthropy, their gifts were coming in. They were taught

that that was an expectation of being a Claflin alum—that you had to make a gift

back. So, it was ingrained in them.
President 1 noted,

We are very laser-focused on ensuring that alumni feel a part of the process. |

think that’s secondary. The first part is culture that is implemented prior to

graduation—from orientation to what it means to be a, um, scholar at our
institution. What does it mean for philanthropy as an undergraduate student and
what does it mean as a graduate. So that from recruitment, matriculation,
graduation, employment we are emphasizing the importance of philanthropy to
our constituents.

Not only does the program reduce the workload for the advancement office, it
gives students four years of being exposed to messages around philanthropy and how it
helps the university thrive. At that institution, students also staff the call center that is
used to keep alumni up-to-date on what is happening at the university. This is a
considerable achievement, given that it keeps alumni connected to the student experience,
which is something that most alumni will be able to relate to.

Institutional Advancement 3 and President 3 at Institution C also discussed their
efforts to engage staff in fundraising efforts during the pandemic. Instead of sticking
solely to their traditional fundraising methods, the advancement team focused on the

procurement of grants. Institutional Advancement 3 described their process for this:
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| inherited a team that was quite okay with event fundraising only. And they were

okay at it, but not great at that. For the last three years, we’ve had a constant level

of fundraising with no opportunities or actions to increase it. And because

COVID hit during my first year, | wasn’t able to get my team trained through

fundraising school—I had to do it myself. One of the things that | did—quickly—

was leverage grant-writing ability to secure 400% increase in grants.
When asked to elaborate on their process for that significant achievement, Institutional
Advancement 3 elaborated:

We started writing! We were able to find a few faculty who were willing to

identify grant opportunities. |1 formed a campus-wide grant writing team with

permission from the president that included people from academic affairs, fiscal
affairs, development, all across the campus. Between those groups, we were able
to write 90% of them ourselves.

While the team at Institution C was inexperienced in methods beyond event
fundraising, Institutional Advancement 3 was able to move them into grant writing with
President 3’s support. While this finding is not supported in the HBCU leadership
literature, it does bring to mind the importance of alignment in the enlisting and retention
of alumni donors.

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) suggested that the organization itself was a resource
and could be controlled in an economic context. Specific to this theme, HBCU leaders
also recognized that they had internal resources that they could leverage to increase

alumni giving. For some leaders, that resource was students. For others, it was institution
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staff members. Other than that, the theme of leveraging every person is not explicitly
aligned with RDT. However, it does provide a lens into how HBCU leaders strengthen
their capacity to diversify their revenue sources and engage alumni. Instead of focusing
on the few, they involve the many to expand their impact.

From the literature, this them aligns most closely with Polk’s (2021) findings.
Then, he suggested that HBCU leaders place their emphasis on fundraising and on
strengthening institutional operations. The reports from HBCU leaders reflected that as a
priority as they described shared goal setting with the faculty members and their efforts to
involve them in fundraising efforts. This was especially true for Institution C where
grants became a primary focus as revenue source. Involving faculty in the pursuit of
grants increased the institution’s capacity and improved operations as the grants were
obtained because there was no longer an overdependence on student tuition while
campuses were closed during the pandemic.
Theme 6: Alignment Between Institutional Advancement and the President

Overall, Institutional Advancement 1 and President 1 at Institution A had the
strongest alignment in their responses, which could be a contributing factor to their high
alumni giving rate. Institutional Advancement 1 and President 1 named all the same
challenges for enlisting alumni donations, specifically when it came to the emphasis on
stewardship. Institutional Advancement 1 reported:

| think challenges are always going to be what is the stewardship? How are we

properly stewarding the donors to get them to give again? Uh, making sure that

we don’t treat everybody the same. Some hard lessons have been there is a
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population of people who still want to feel in touch—a letter. They want to write
that check and they need an envelope without having to look for a stamp versus
some folks who want to give digitally. So, it’s been finding the right modality to
ensure that you’re making that donor feel special.
President 1 also called out the challenge of stewardship when it came to retaining alumni
donations:

Well, when | came in, the institution was already doing very well. What |

emphasized was this notion of stewardship; if we can do a better job with

stewardship, then we can move our current percentage to a higher percentage.

And stewardship is important. That’s the part that’s often left out in philanthropy.

Everyone needs to feel valued. Everyone wants to feel appreciated. And, with the

utilization of technology, everyone can have that same feeling.

Based on their responses, it was clear that Institutional Advancement 1 and
President 1 worked very closely with each other to align on the fundraising focus.
Institutional Advancement 1 also likely had consistent opportunities to share the
challenges and strategies that were being used with President 1, keeping the president
engaged with the work of fundraising. This aligns with previous researchers’ assertions
that HBCU leaders need to know the language of fundraising to do well in increasing
their institution’s sustainability (Anderson et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2016; Freeman &
Lee, 2018; Kimbrough, 2018; Palmer & Freeman, 2020). While all leaders mentioned
sustainability in some way, the strongest alignment among participating HBCU leaders

was at Institution A.
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This finding does not align with RDT explicitly, but it does offer insight into the

power of alignment and collaborative efforts at HBCUs. Both of those leadership traits
can contribute to the identification, pursuit, and attainment of new revenue sources. It
would be worth further study to investigate how organizational alignment or synergy
contributes to organizational efficiency, specific to power dynamics.
Applications to Professional Practice

Advancement officers and senior leaders at HBCUs could find the results of this
study beneficial as they could use this to enhance their knowledge on successful
strategies used for increasing the sustainability through the enlisting and retention of
alumni donations. All participants in this study were valuable to filling this gap in the
literature because of their thoughtful, honest responses to the questions posed, and their
success in this area has been undeniable. Through the use of the strategies outlined in the
findings, Hunt College was able to raise their alumni giving rate from 7% to 18% while
Candle College raised theirs from 3% to 8%. One way to encourage financial
sustainability at HBCUs is by diversifying fundraising sources (Hung & Hager, 2019). |
have found that a key strategy to that success is that HBCU leaders must be clear on the
historical context around fundraising efforts and know how to move the institution
toward a use of new strategies (Blow, 2021). Sustainable strategies could include
knowing when to invest in new resources, placing emphasis on philanthropy, and
encouraging investment of institutional funds (Polk, 2021). Six emerging themes were
found in this study: exploring innovative new methods, honoring tradition, diversifying

giving methods, naming and responding to challenges, leveraging every person, and
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alignment. Upon review of these themes, HBCU leaders may find it beneficial to
implement these strategies as they have been found to be successful and they have
increased institutional sustainability.

Implications for Social Change

The implications for positive social change include creating new student support
programs that will expand students’ access to high-quality higher education from
increased alumni donations. HBCUs could use increased revenue from donations to
support students as they matriculate, increasing their quality of life by enabling them to
pursue employment opportunities with higher wages. After reviewing the results of this
study, I have identified several successful strategies that HBCU leaders, both
advancement officers and presidents, can use to improve their chances at improving
institutional stability through the pursuit of alumni giving as a revenue source.

The goal is to eliminate dependency on state funds or philanthropic gifts by
highlighting how focusing on improving alumni giving efforts can improve the
institution’s sustainability. Once achieved, HBCU leaders can increase focus more on
programming to improve the student experience and make continued investments in
staffing and infrastructure. | plan to share the findings of my study with the participants
who allowed me to interview them and other HBCU leaders (upon request). I also would
also be interested in sharing my results with other researchers. This study will aid in

increasing financial stability at HBCUs once published.
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Recommendations for Action

My recommendations are driven by the themes that were taken from participants’
interview data. The participants in this study shared not only strategies used for their own
HBCU’s success, but a couple of the leaders also shared advice for other HBCUs to
consider when attempting to achieve similar success in enlisting and retaining alumni
donations and improving institutional sustainability. By implementing some or all the
strategies presented by the participants for this research study, they could gain a new
revenue source, meaningfully increase alumni engagement, create a pipeline of alumni
who give, and increase knowledge of fundraising best practices among HBCU leaders.

My first recommendation is that HBCU leaders work to identify ways to engage
students in increasing alumni giving efforts. Students are the closest to the institution and
can provide a compelling narrative for why alumni should reach back and provide
financial support. My second recommendation is that HBCU leaders remain well-versed
in the challenges they face (both internally and externally) so that they can work to
overcome them. Having little insight into problems reduces their ability to solve
problems before they become institutional threats. A third recommendation is to improve
the alignment between institutional leaders so that they are working toward a singular
goal and are normed on the strategies. Each leader should be clear on what the university
is doing to engage alumni and how the efforts are going. That level of transparency will
also help to enlist the support of students, faculty, and alumni. HBCU leaders should also
work to ensure that they strengthen their methods for assessing the effectiveness of their

alumni engagement efforts. My final recommendation is to share the findings of this
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research with other HBCU leaders through a forum such as CASE, a professional
organization for advancement officers. In addition, | will present my findings to my own
institution’s president to see where we may be able to improve our efforts to enlist and
retain alumni donations.
Recommendations for Further Research

In this qualitative case study, the data provided by the participants was key in
providing descriptions of the strategies that have been used at successful HBCUs when it
comes to the enlisting and retaining of alumni donations. The participants were all
interviewed via Zoom.

My recommendations for further research include increasing the sample size.
There are 100 HBCUs in the country, both public and private. This study only focuses on
three institutions within a single region of the country. There may be differences in
strategies and challenges across HBCU types or geographical regions. In this research
study | interviewed six participants but increasing that number would provide more
valuable information that could be generalized to the larger HBCU population.

| also recommend additional research around alumni perceptions of engagement
efforts at HBCUs. Again, HBCU leaders may have a specific perspective of their efforts
that may align with or be different from what the alumni themselves think. It could also
provide a vehicle for alumni to describe how they want to be engaged, providing HBCU
leaders with targeted feedback. In a context where competition for financial resources is a

full-time endeavor, | believe that my recommendations for further research could be an
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essential to HBCU leaders who are interested in establishing robust alumni engagement
initiatives to enlist and retain alumni donations.
Reflections

| enrolled in this program with the idea that | would get my doctorate and become
an HBCU president. While | had no guarantee that | would get there, | thought it was
important to round out my education with a doctoral degree. As I reflect upon my DBA
journey at this point in the process, every challenge, emotion, and achievement runs
through my mind. I think | have experienced every emotion on the spectrum throughout
the course of my program.

Receiving IRB approval was definitely a high moment for me in this process. |
had heard how difficult it can be to get through the process, so | focused on providing the
clearest answers possible. | was also excited because | knew that the rest of the efforts
would fall on me when it came to getting to the finish line. After the data collection phase
was over, | reflected on the experiences each participant shared in order to understand
how and where they fit together as a general HBCU experience.

This topic came to me as | was considering my professional work as a fundraiser.
| kept pondering the question, how do we get all HBCU leaders to follow some basic best
practices around fundraising? And over time, with the experience that | was gaining in
institutional advancement, that question evolved to focus specifically on alumni donation
efforts. So, when it came to this study, | was extremely excited because | knew that |
would be able to gain valuable insight from the participating HBCU leaders. | was

honored that every leader | contacted jumped at the chance to contribute to the larger
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conversation around alumni giving. Knowing that their time was short | kept the
interviews focused to make sure that | did not take more of their time than
communicated.

Overall, this process has been life-changing for me. My topic has the potential to
open professional doors. It also gives me an opportunity to give back to the institutions
that have given so much to me. I look forward to all of the things that will come after |
earn my degree. It has absolutely been a rewarding experience despite my challenges.

Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore the strategies that HBCU
leaders use to enlist and retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.
The target population consisted of six HBCU leaders from three institutions in the
Southeastern region of the United States. Each leader was well-versed in the fundraising
and the factors that contribute to successful fundraising efforts.

After analyzing the data provided by participants, | found that HBCUs use a
variety of strategies to increase alumni giving in an effort to reduce their dependency on a
single revenue source. This is aligned with the resource dependency theory research.
Diversifying revenue sources improves institutional sustainability and reduces
institutional threat. This is an important point for HBCU leaders because, despite their
challenges, they are ultimately accountable for the for the success and failure of their
institutions.

Overall, my findings suggest that strategies used by HBCU leaders include

exploring innovative new methods, honoring tradition, diversifying giving methods,



naming and responding to challenges, leveraging every person, and alignment. By
elevating these findings to other HBCU leaders, the institutions could be positioned to

move into a new era marked by financial sustainability.
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Appendix A: Consent Form

You are invited to take part in a research study about the strategies that HBCU leaders
use to enlist and retain alumni donations. This form is part of a process called “informed
consent” to allow you to understand this study before deciding whether to take part.

This study seeks eight volunteers who are:
e Either an advancement officer or an executive leader at an HBCU
e Currently working on an alumni giving campaign

e Knowledgeable of the strategies that used to enlist and retain alumni donations

This study is being conducted by a researcher named Dub Taylor, who is a doctoral
student at Walden University. You might already know the researcher as a fellow

advancement officer, but this study is separate from that role.

Study Purpose:
The purpose of this study is to explore the strategies that HBCU leaders use to enlist and

retain donations from alumni to support long-term sustainability.

Procedures:

This study will involve you completing the following steps:
e Reviewing and signing an informed consent form (this document)
e Scheduling time for a 60-minute interview
e Reviewing and confirming the interview transcript for accuracy

e Reviewing and confirming the final write up for accuracy

Here are some sample questions:
1. How would you describe your current rate of alumni giving?

2. What strategies do you currently use to enlist alumni donations?
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3. What were the key challenges to implementing strategies for enlisting alumni

donations?

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

Research should only be done with those who freely volunteer. So everyone involved will
respect your decision to join or not.

If you decide to join the study now, you can still change your mind later. You may stop at

any time. Please note that not all volunteers will be contacted to take part.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Being in this study could involve some risk of the minor discomforts that can be
encountered in daily life such as sharing sensitive information. With the protections in

place, this study would pose minimal risk to your wellbeing.

This study offers no direct benefits to individual volunteers. The aim of this study is to
benefit society by providing new strategies that can be used to enlist and retain donations
from HBCU alumni. Once the analysis is complete, the researcher will share the overall

results by emailing you a summary.

Payment:

There is no payment for participation in this study.

Privacy:

The researcher is required to protect your privacy. Your identity will be kept confidential,
within the limits of the law. The researcher is only allowed to share your identity or
contact info as needed with Walden University supervisors (who are also required to
protect your privacy) or with authorities if court-ordered (very rare).The researcher will
not use your personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also,

the researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the
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study reports. If the researcher were to share this dataset with another researcher in the
future, the dataset would contain no identifiers so this would not involve another round of
obtaining informed consent. Data will be kept secure through the use of password
protection and the use of a selected pseudonym in place of names. Data will be kept for a

period of at least 5 years, as required by the university.

Contacts and Questions:

You can ask questions of the researcher by dub.taylor@waldenu.edu. If you want to talk
privately about your rights as a participant or any negative parts of the study, you can call
Walden University’s Research Participant Advocate at 612-312-1210. Walden

University’s approval number for this study is IRB will enter approval number here. It

expires on IRB will enter expiration date.

You might wish to retain this consent form for your records. You may ask the researcher
or Walden University for a copy at any time using the contact info above.

Obtaining Your Consent

If you feel you understand the study and wish to volunteer, please indicate your consent
by replying to this email with the words, “I consent”.

Printed Name of Participant

Date of consent

Participant’s Signature

Researcher’s Signature
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
How would you describe your current rate of alumni giving?
What strategies do you currently use to enlist alumni donations?
What were the key challenges to implementing strategies for enlisting alumni
donations?
How did you address the key challenges to implementing the strategies for
enlisting alumni donations?
How did you assess the effectiveness of strategies for enlisting alumni donations?
What strategies do you currently use to retain alumni donations?
What were the key challenges to implementing strategies for retaining alumni
donations?
How did you address the key challenges to implementing the strategies for
retaining alumni donations?
How did you assess the effectiveness of strategies for retaining alumni donations?
What else can you share with me about your organization’s strategies for enlisting

and retaining alumni donations?
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Appendix C: Abridged Interview Protocol

Interview
Protocol

What you will

do

What you will say—script

Introduce the
interview and set the
stage—often over a
meal or coffee

Thank you for meeting with me today. Before we get
started, | want to take a moment to go over the
informed consent form with you. This document outlines
the purpose of the study, what will be needed from you,
and how to report a grievance with my university.
Please take a moment to review the document and let
me know if you have any questions. <pause>

Do you have any questions? Do you consent to
participation in this study? Thank you. Let’s begin.

o Watch for non-
verbal queues

o Paraphrase as
needed

o Ask follow-up
probing questions
to get more in
depth

1.How would you describe your current rate of alumni
giving?

2.What strategies do you currently use to enlist alumni
donations?

3.What were the key challenges to implementing
strategies for enlisting alumni donations?

4.How did you address the key challenges to
implementing the strategies for enlisting alumni
donations?

5.How did you assess the effectiveness of strategies for
enlisting alumni donations?

6.What strategies do you currently use to retain alumni
donations?

7.What were the key challenges to implementing
strategies for retaining alumni donations?

8.How did you address the key challenges to
implementing the strategies for retaining alumni
donations?

9.How did you assess the effectiveness of strategies for
retaining alumni donations?

10.What else can you share with me about your
organization’s strategies for enlisting and retaining
alumni donations?

Wrap up
interview
thanking
participant

Thank you so much for sharing your experiences with
me today. As a next step, I’ll turn the audio into a
written transcript that | will send to you via email for
review. This is just to make sure that | capture your
experiences accurately.
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