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on his own role verified this statement when he said, "Everything that happens at College 

E is my responsibility. In academics people like to blame others but this job won't allow 

that." Another president in the study commented, "If fundraising isn't happening 

successfully at University C there is no one to blame but me. That is my number one 

responsibility." 

 Having a president who assumes the responsibility for failures is very motivating 

to the development staff at the sample institutions. One development officer added, "Dr. 

(name withheld) makes me want to jump through walls for him and College A." He 

added, "I don't want to let either one of them down." Another respondent at one of the 

other institutions said, "Trust is big component of this job." He added, "Things sometimes 

go wrong, particularly at the ‘ask’ stage, and it helps to know that your president won't 

blame it on you if that happens." One chief development officer explained the importance 

of the mirror concept in these terms: 

In this business you really need to trust the people you are working with 
because it is so personal, and you have to go with your instinct often and 
throw out the script. . . . Dr. (name withheld) can be unintentionally 
intimidating to our young staff because of his expertise, experience, status 
in the church and the school, and so on. But he lowers that so much by his 
humility and taking the leadership responsibility in this process. If 
something goes wrong, he always takes the blame. . . . If someone messes 
up, bad timing, bad judgment, bad information, he will just gently teach 
them what went wrong without beating them up. This is so important in 
building the type of relationships among our team that is necessary for us 
to be successful.  
 

 Finally, “Level 5” leadership is also demonstrated by the presidents’ focus on 

building the organizational capacity for the future. These presidents are building the 

organizational and fundraising capacity for the long-term performance. One president 

said, “I want to raise money this year that we won’t collect until after I am dead.” 
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Another president added, “I want to leave this organization so strong that people will not 

even know that I am gone.” He added, “I hope donors and others look at the school after I 

retire and say ‘what did he do here anyway?’” Another respondent said, “Dr. (name 

withheld) always focuses on the long-term success and continuous growth of the school.” 

She added, “He wants everyone around him to be continually growing.” A chief 

development officer said, “It is easier to do fundraising right when your president is 

focused on a 20-year horizon and not a 20-month horizon.” He later added, “Our focus 

then becomes on building relationships, matching needs with donor interests, and 

building capacity instead of just shaking down donors.” 

In addition to “Level 5” leadership, these presidents also continually displayed 

mission-focused leadership. As previously described, mission-focused leadership is the 

domain of the trustees, but the presidents at these institutions constantly demonstrated 

and modeled this leadership variable, both to internal and external constituencies. This 

researcher found that the presidents of these institutions displayed a high degree of 

mission focus in their day-to-day leadership activities. In fact, they visibly embodied the 

mission of their institutions.  

I think for many people Dr. (Name Withheld) is (College A). He is the 
visible representation of this institution to everyone who knows us. He 
would be very uncomfortable with my saying that, but I think he would 
also understand that it is true. . . . He realizes that everything he does has a 
symbolic aspect. But he is not a "spinner" or someone who merely plays 
the role. He is who he is, and that just happens to be what we say our 
mission is about in the form of servant leadership. That is who he is; and if 
he wasn't who he is, then we might have a credibility gap that would make 
it harder to appeal to donors. I think that is a problem for some of our 
sister schools. But we don't have to worry about that with Dr. (Name 
Withheld) because who he appears to be on the surface is who he is at his 
basic core. He is totally genuine at the core, and everyone knows that. . . 
even if they disagree with him, they still know who he is. . . and there is 
no doubt that we leverage him in our fundraising efforts. 
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 Mission-focused leadership is often discussed in literature but difficult to find in 

real life (Brinkerhoff, 2009). However, at these sample institutions, mission-focused 

leadership is the norm, particularly at the presidential level. This situation leads to a high 

degree of goal congruence and creates as well as reinforces the brand image discussed in 

Chapter six. “Credibility is the key to our president,” one respondent said. He later added, 

“You might find a more talented president, but you can’t find anyone who better 

embodies the mission and values of our school.”  

 The ability and commitment of these presidents to demonstrate mission focus 

continually is critical to these institutions’ success by helping them stay the course on the 

chosen strategy of niche differentiation and the operational strategy of sticking to the core 

competencies. Respondents often emphasized that the mission focus of the presidents 

prevents resources and energy from being diverted to non-mission driven activities. One 

respondent said, “There are all kinds of ideas killed on this campus because nobody 

believes it will pass Dr. (name withheld)’s mission test.” She added, “In the end that 

saves us time, energy, and distractions.”  Another respondent added, “We don’t jump on 

‘flavor of the month’ projects around here if they don’t look consistent with our mission. 

Our president assures that.” 

 While getting caught up in the chase for funds and segregating fundraising goals 

from operations would be easy tasks to complete, the presidents at these institutions focus 

on operations as a path to fundraising success. One president said, “We raise money 

because of our mission; we don’t have a mission because we raise money.” Another 

president added, “We have to stay mission-focused to raise money, and my job is to make 

sure that our mission is happening everyday on this campus.” He added, “That is my 
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primary contribution to the development and fundraising model. Keep the case valid. 

That raises money.” 

 In an era of higher education defined by new revenue-enhancing pursuits and 

initiatives, these presidents hold the counterintuitive belief that staying focused on the 

mission-at-hand makes the fundraising case easier. One president said, “Every conference 

I go to the topic seems to be finding new revenue streams to survive.” He added, “I don’t 

think most schools can handle that many activities and sub-missions successfully.” 

Another president said, “Mission creep is the enemy of fundraising. I don’t want to chase 

every revenue stream in the market at the expense of our core mission.” A third president 

in the sample said, “Mission management is the best fundraising strategy you can pursue. 

That is your case for support.”  

 Avoiding mission creep is not the only rationale for the presidents’ reluctance to 

pursue new revenue and adaptive initiatives; a concern also exists that too much 

innovative risk taking might damage the existing product as well as brand image and 

subsequently weaken fundraising capacity. One president put it this way: 

Fundraising works best when it is based on organizational success and 
stability. If you start pursuing too much change in your product offering 
that is the same in donor’s eyes as a change in mission . . . . So then the 
question becomes “Why the change?” and often the answer donors come 
to is that there is something wrong with the existing mission or the 
stability of the school. . . . So later on donors start questioning why they 
are supporting a mission that needs so much change and new initiatives. I 
don’t want donors questioning our success or stability. 

 
This sentiment was held by all presidents in this study. A strong belief existed that many 

new initiatives, viewed as potential “cash cows,” frequently carried a risk premium that 

could not only distort the mission but also damage the existing brand. One president said, 

“The problem with being entrepreneurial in higher education is that the failure rate is 
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often high. And failure hurts fundraising” Another president echoed the same sentiment, 

“Trying a lot of new revenue sources means inviting some level of failure and 

instability.” He added, “Tiffany’s might make some additional money selling Coney dogs 

and nachos. But it doesn’t seem beneficial to their core mission or brand image.” 

 Protecting and advancing the mission of the sample institutions is the primary 

focus of the presidents in this study. Mission is important and managing the mission 

requires leadership. The presidents of these institutions, acting consistently with the 

support of their boards, have made a leadership decision that focusing on mission is not 

only the right thing to do but is also good for fundraising. The broad strategy choice of 

focused differentiation and the operational-strategy choice of sticking to core 

competencies, both discussed in Chapter six, each require a champion to implement 

them. In this study, that champion is the president. These presidents provide a mission-

focused approach to leadership which translates clearly to all stakeholders in the 

organization and also inspires donors with a strong sense of integrity, success, and 

stability. The mission-focused leadership of these presidents is an extremely critical 

variable to the fundraising success of these institutions. 

While “Level 5” and mission-focused leadership describe the broad presidential 

leadership styles found at these sample institutions, some interesting presidential 

leadership behaviors seemed to magnify the fundraising success. For example, the 

presidents in this study are all very adept at engaging in boundary-spanning and cooption 

behaviors vital to accelerating the fundraising process.  

Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) have defined organizations as coalitions of interests 

as well as markets in which influence and control are exchanged (p. 259). Non-profit 
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organizations, therefore, often exchange control and influence through the fundraising 

process. The presidents in these sample institutions understand that the boundaries 

between the institution and other stakeholder organizations as well as interest groups, 

particularly the host denomination, are both significantly porous and overlapped. As one 

president said,  

I think to successfully lead a denominationally affiliated school you must 
have the ability to maneuver fluidly across many different constituencies, 
understand their needs, and address their concerns . . . . Being able to 
connect people and interests is critical both to operational success and 
fundraising. I try to be very aware of our constituents, particularly across 
the denominational and geographic spectrum . . . . Different groups have 
competing interests . . . you must see those potential conflicts coming and 
reframe them to avoid fundraising damage. 
 

Another president described the role of president as a connector of various interest groups 

and a defender of the organizational role. “I have to continually survey our environment 

and make sure that well-meaning, but often incorrect, aspirations of our school don’t get 

us hijacked,” he said.  

 This role of boundary spanning by the president was continually mentioned as a 

critical success factor by many respondents. “I think our president has the ability to link 

various people together in a way that increases collaboration and decreases conflict,” one 

development officer mentioned. She added, “In the world of denominational politics that 

is harder than it sounds.” Another respondent added, “In this business you have forces in 

the church wanting to control the school and forces in the school wanting to control the 

church.” He added, “Our president can carefully walk those two lines and make them 

both feel appreciated and both feel like he is in their camp.”  

 When asked about the tensions of control between the church and the university, 

the presidents of these institutions often conveyed a sense of joint responsibility. “I do 
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represent (denominational name withheld) everywhere I go,” one president said. Another 

president said, “Separating the (denominational name withheld) from (University C) 

would be like separating the hydrogen and oxygen in this water.” He added, “There 

would be nothing recognizable left of either one if you could separate them.” A third 

president commented, “The church and the school overlap a lot but both are transactional 

in their relationship. We provide them with legitimacy, and they provide us with power 

and resources.” He later added “I hope we both remember that we are mutually 

dependent. I have to make that case every day to raise money.” 

 Boundary-spanning behaviors are not limited to the relationship with the host 

denomination but extend to corporate and community relations as well. One respondent 

put it this way, “There hasn’t been a mayor in this town for 30 years who hasn’t closely 

networked with Dr. (name withheld) and vice versa.” One president added, “I must 

constantly work to keep us connected to the community and different institutions that are 

critical to our work.” He later clarified those groups as being “Corporations, hospitals, 

government agencies, and people who provide us [with] resources and who employ our 

graduates.”  

 To be good at boundary spanning a leader must have strong networking ability 

and a sense of where power lies within an interest group. Respondents in this study 

suggested that their presidents are experts in this area. “I think Dr. (name withheld) is the 

best leader I have ever known for understanding who the power players are in any 

situation,” one respondent claimed. He added, “Whether it is a donor or a person 

potentially causing trouble in the church. He always knows the source.” Other 

respondents mentioned similar statements. “Our president is good at knowing who the 
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decision-makers are and where their influence lies,” commented one respondent. A 

trustee at another sample institution said, “The president at a school like this has to be 

able to reconcile a lot of different interest groups, understand their priorities, and balance 

the school’s response to those interests.” He added, “Our president is very skilled at that 

process.” 

 The boundary-spanning skill of the president produces many positive outcomes 

for fundraising. First, and probably most obviously significant, the presidents continually 

expand the institution’s sphere of influence and base of potential donors through their 

networking activities. One development officer said this, “In terms of major donors, our 

president is our most direct source of new contacts.” Another donor said, “We send out 

Dr. (name withheld), and he comes back with a list of potential new contacts and usually 

a strategy to make a second step in cultivation.” He added, “We leverage Dr. (name 

withheld)’s growing rolodex to expand our potential donor base.” Another development 

officer added, “Our president is our scout and bait. We send him out into the community, 

and we see what he attracts.” He added, “After he makes the connection, we figure out a 

strategy to cultivate the new contact. But we couldn’t do that without Dr. (name 

withheld) first bringing the prospect into our network.”  

 Another use of the boundary-spanning skills of the presidents is the acquisition of 

donor information. “Our primary donor research method is to ask our president for 

information,” one respondent claimed. She added, “He taps his network and tells us what 

we usually need to know.  And often that information can only be retrieved through his 

network.” This dynamic is not lost on the presidents themselves as they commented on 

their own role in the fundraising process. “I think my primary job is to gather information 
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for our development staff. I get access to circles they can’t reach,” one president 

commented. Another president added, “I think to be a successful fundraising president 

you have to do more than network. You have to network with the intent to gather relevant 

information.” He later added, “You have to have your antennae up and be prepared to 

continually debrief your development staff.” A third president in the study added, 

“People will tell the president things they will not tell other development people. So you 

have to play close attention to what is said in your presence.” 

 The boundary-spanning skill of the president also helps in conflict resolution. As 

mentioned previously, the presidents have to be able to move successfully between many 

different interest groups. Often, as these presidents engage in their continual networking 

activities, they can see signs of coming conflicts. Conflict management literature often 

refers to an initial process stage known as potential opposition or incompatibility which 

precedes a second stage of cognition and personalization (Dubrin, 2010). Leaders who 

can identify this early pre-cognition state of conflict can often intervene successfully and 

unobtrusively (Robbins & Judge, 2011). These presidents seem to intervene frequently to 

prevent conflict between interest groups in a way that only a strong boundary spanner 

could do successfully. “Unfortunately, churches and denominations are ripe with conflict 

and conflict kills fundraising,” one development officer commented. He added, “Our 

president nips a lot of conflict before it materializes.” Another respondent commented, 

“Dr. (name withheld) should be a diplomat in the Middle East because he understands 

conflict and knows how to manage it before it produces fundraising damage.” A third 

respondent commented, “Our president prevents conflict so we don’t have to resolve it. 

He is so plugged into our stakeholders that he knows when conflict is about to happen, 
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and he intervenes preventively.” She added, “That helps us function without the stress 

conflict puts on fundraising.”  

 The presidents themselves echoed this theme. “Church conflict affects fundraising 

significantly. I try to anticipate conflict and prevent it before it contaminates our school,” 

one president noted. Another president added, “You can see and anticipate conflicts that 

can impact your donor base if you are observant.” He added, “If you aren’t observant you 

will get blind-sided and have no ability to react until it is too late.” A third president in 

the study added, “I think managing conflict is a critical presidential role, and it is best 

done on the preventive side if you want to avoid fundraising damage.” He also noted, “I 

think you have to be able to assess which conflicts are going to stick and become 

damaging and which will blow away or not directly affect the school.”  

 One of the skills closely related to boundary spanning that these president do well 

is cooption. Cooption usually involves bringing within the boundaries of the organization 

people who may then choose to view themselves more as insiders than outsiders and 

subsequently become more supportive of the organization (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). 

The presidents at these colleges engage in cooption frequently. The primary purpose of 

this leadership practice is to increase linkage and connectivity of potential donors which 

expands the donor base and brings in “new friends” to the institution. One president put it 

this way:  

Colleges are in constant need of outside expertise that is often both 
expensive and specialized. I try to expand our network to find as many 
people as I can who share our interests and values and also can help us . . . 
. Over time as they work with us either in a paid or advisory role their 
connection to the school grows; and we have a critical supporter who can 
help us in many ways . . . and that includes with donations and word-of-
mouth . . . . I think the use of volunteer advisory boards is one of the best 
ways to create a win-win situation for the school. You get fresh, creative 



205 
 

ideas and you can build a relationship from the inside where the 
individuals can see your mission first hand . . . . If I can get influential 
people exposed to what we do here, then that is half of the battle in 
fundraising. Seeing is believing in this business, and you can only truly 
see from the inside . . . . To raise money you must convert outsiders into 
insiders. Then the money will come after the commitment.  
 

Other presidents made similar comments. “My job is to reach outside of our college, find 

compatible people, and link them and their networks to our cause” one president 

commented. Another president said, “I am not so much about fundraising. Our staff does 

that. I link outside networks to the college, so we have a place to fundraise.” He added, “I 

am basically a connector in this role.”  

Connector is a word that frequently arose when others were describing the work 

of these presidents. Malcom Gladwell (2000), author of the popular book, The Tipping 

Point, would probably agree that these presidents are what he called “connectors.” 

Connectors are people with a special skill for bringing the world together and making 

many acquaintances (Gladwell, 2000, p. 38). According to Gladwell (2000), the social 

power of these connectors is “their ability to span many different worlds” which is “a 

function of something intrinsic to their personality, some combination of curiosity, self-

confidence, sociability, and energy” (p. 49).  These presidents obviously do boundary 

spanning well, but they complete the cycle when they eventually coopt key individuals 

from their outer circles of influence and bring them into their institutional mission. One 

respondent made this point, “This president continually brings new people into our cause. 

And usually their money soon follows.” Another respondent added, “The president is a 

donor recruiter. He connects our prospects to the school and his judgment on how to best 

do that is usually ‘spot’ on.” One chief development officer described his president’s 

focus in this way. “I spend most of my time thinking about managing our existing donors, 
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especially major donors. He spends most of his time thinking about prospects he thinks 

should be major donors.” He added, “In his mind it is only a matter of finding the right 

way to connect these prospects to the mission.” These presidents are definitely 

connectors. 

Of course, cooption also serves another purpose for these presidents. In addition 

to building a network to grow the donor base and increase the linkage of interested 

parties, these presidents engage in cooption to control difficult people who may be 

potentially damaging to the institutions. “There are many stakeholders who may have an 

agenda if left to their own devices. Dr. (name withheld) often finds something for them to 

do to keep them busy,” one development officer said. According to another respondent, 

“One of the ways our president controls conflict is by putting troublemakers to work in 

some capacity that makes it hard to cause trouble.” She added, “I know we have a least a 

dozen advisory board members who were chosen to convert from outside critics to inside 

workers. Dr. (name withheld) is very shrewd in that way.” Another respondent added, 

“We have a very crude, unchristian saying that it is better to have someone in the tent 

peeing out than outside peeing in.” He added, “Our president is a master at bringing 

critics into the tent.” 

The presidents themselves acknowledge that cooption is a form of controlling 

potentially damaging individuals, and they are unapologetic about the leadership practice. 

One president described his philosophy of cooption as a proactive approach to dealing 

with potentially difficult stakeholders.  

A Christian college has to maintain a certain brand image and there are 
always a few outside critics, parents or alumni, who often on religious 
issues want to rebrand you or cause a problem. You can either ignore 
them, engage them in a mudslinging contest, or you can put them to work 
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inside your organization which takes the rock out of their hands and gives 
them a hammer . . . . I want to try to turn them into builders as opposed to 
destroyers. I feel our culture of accountability is stronger from the inside 
than the outside. It is risky. And it doesn’t always work. But the 
alternatives of ignoring or fighting rarely work.  
 

Other presidents held the same philosophy and also acknowledged their use of cooption 

as a defensive leadership tool.  “I learned a long time ago as a department chair that the 

best way to deal with critics is to put them in charge of something” one president said. He 

added, “It is hard to be so critical when you are responsible for something. It is very 

disarming.” Another president added, “Most troublesome or critical people want to have 

more influence over things. So I say, ‘here you go,’ ‘have at it,’ and generally that shuts 

them up.” He added, “It is even possible to turn critics into champions if you pick the 

right individuals.” Clearly, these presidents know how to successfully advance their 

organizations through effective boundary spanning and opportune cooption.  

Finally, a critical presidential leadership behavior leading to fundraising success 

that emerged in this study is the use of organizational storytelling as a tool for advancing 

the institution. The presidents at these sample institutions are masterful communicators 

who use organizational storytelling as a primary tool to shape the brand image and to 

motivate donors to action. Author and organizational theorist Stephen Denning (2001, 

2004, 2005, 2007) described organizational storytelling as a powerful tool for energizing 

and empowering complex organizations to push past existing performance levels and 

continually expand their potential. The theme of storytelling was certainly not anticipated 

by the researcher in this study, but again and again respondents described their presidents 

as master storytellers who energize their organizations and donors through narrative. 

These stories take many forms that Denning (2001, 2004, 2005, 2007) and others 
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(Fulford, 1999; Polkinghorne, 1998; Weick, 1995) would identify as catalysts for action, 

which is particularly important in motivating donors and calling all organizational 

constituencies to higher levels of commitment. The storytelling tool, accompanied by the 

credibility of “Level 5” and mission-focused leadership style, may be the most important 

behavioral leadership finding regarding the success of these presidents in creating a 

growing fundraising capacity at these sample institutions.  

The theme of the president as chief organizational story-teller kept surfacing 

when participants were asked how these presidents are so good at connecting with people 

and raising money. “Dr. (name withheld) has a story for every situation. He often speaks 

in parables, but everyone gets his point,” one respondent said. A trustee at one of the 

sample institutions said, “Our president is a gifted communicator, but not in the way you 

might suspect. He tells little stories, and they are powerful stories.”  He added, “His 

stories always have a purpose.” Another respondent commented, “Our president leads by 

example and by storytelling. That is true whether you are a college freshman or a major 

donor.”  

That these presidents are good storytellers is not hard to believe as many of them 

come from academic and religious backgrounds that emphasize narrative expression; but 

the skill and discretion with which they carry out this practice clearly have an impact on 

their organizations. One development officer said, “Many people in this business tell 

“preacher” stories. You know stories that make little sense or seem overly contrived.” He 

said, “That is not the case with Dr. (name withheld). He knows exactly when a story is 

appropriate and when it is isn’t.” Many respondents emphasized the skill and timing of 

the use of stories by the presidents. “Our president tells stories in a very effective and 
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genuine way. He isn’t some blowhard who thinks he has a captive audience. He has great 

timing.”    

The stories these presidents tell always have a purpose and accomplish many 

leadership objectives. One of those objectives is to translate organizational values to 

donors and members of other constituencies. One of the respondents described his 

president’s storytelling ability in these terms. 

If you are donor who really wants to understand what College A is all 
about, what we do, and what we value and why we need your investment, 
then Dr. (name withheld) will convey that to you in stories . . . . Many of 
the development staff sometimes know how to deliver our case in talking 
points, but Dr. (name withheld) always chooses to use a story approach . . 
. . Not everyone could do what he does with his stories . . . . I can’t for 
sure. But that is how he conveys our values and connects our values with 
the donors’ values.  

 
Other respondents at all of the sample institutions echoed this same sentiment. “Our 

president uses stories to explain who we are and what we value,” one respondent 

commented. She added, “He always tells us that a picture is worth a 1,000 words but that 

he has to use words to paint his picture.” Another development officer said, “We would 

have a hard time closing the deal with some of our donors if President (name withheld) 

didn’t throw in a few timely value-added stories.” He concluded, “The value added is the 

values of our school and mission. And nobody can convey that better than our president 

in one of his stories.”  

 The development teams certainly understand the significance of the presidents’ 

storytelling ability and know they need to leverage and emulate it. But they also realize 

storytelling is an art and not as simple as it sounds. “Our president can be gregarious for 

sure, but his strength is the integrity of his storytelling and not the flash” one respondent 

commented. Another development officer said, “The greatness of our president’s 
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storytelling is in the integrity of the messenger. You never doubt the validity of the 

message.” He added, “I know a lot of people who tell very entertaining stories and can 

hold people’s attention, but that is not the same thing as translating a mission through 

story.” Another respondent commenting about his president’s stories revealed, “Dr. 

(name withheld) doesn’t tell ‘preacher’s stories.’ His stories have validity not like some 

urban legend.” He added, “We have all discussed how we would like to learn to do what 

he does, but it is not that easy to pull off if you are not him.”  

Another purpose of the president’s stories is to motivate and empower people to 

action, particularly donors. “Our president uses storytelling to light a fire under people 

who are questioning what to do. That includes students, faculty, staff, and most of all 

waffling donors,” said one development officer. Another development officer made this 

comment. 

I think there have been many times during my 15 years with Dr. (name 
withheld) where he closed the deal with an indecisive donor by telling a 
motivating story . . . . He doesn’t manipulate people, at least not 
aggressively, but he does know how to move a conversation from the 
analytical to the emotional--from a business decision to a values decision 
and that is critical to fundraising . . . . He also has excellent timing. 
Nothing about his stories seemed contrived. They come across as a natural 
expression and motivating . . . and that is really important in the “ask” 
environment. 
 

Another respondent added this comment, “I think a lot of donors need reassurance that 

they are doing the right thing. Dr. (name withheld) reassures them with his gentle 

storytelling style.”  

 The storytelling value of the presidents is not just utilized to close the deal on an 

“ask,” these presidents also use stories to cultivate relationships and to maintain 

relationships with major donors. Denning (2005) said that strong leaders use stories about 
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themselves to reveal their personal character strengths and vulnerabilities which serves to 

build trust among people they are attempting to lead. “I have watched Dr. (name 

withheld) relate little stories about himself to donors over the years,” one respondent 

commented. He added, “It helps in building relationships with donors if they know who 

you are and where you come from. Another respondent commented, “Our president often 

uses stories to convey his life experience and to relate to the donors at a personal level.” 

One chief development officer put it this way.  

Fundraising is about leadership, not about asking for money. You are 
leading donors to take personal action. To do that, you must have a 
president who can lead at an interpersonal level. That requires 
transparency in all aspects of your life. Our president understands this, and 
he can do it . . . that is the purpose of his stories. To build relationships 
and trust, and to say to donors this is what I have been called to do with 
your help. Those stories are convincing. 
 
The storytelling theme is something the presidents are admittedly aware of, 

although they try to downplay the impact and describe the practice as a function of the 

job. “Yes, I tell a lot of stories to make my point; but that is only important because of the 

symbolic nature of this job,” replied one president. He added, “As president you often 

have a short window of interaction with people where stories best convey your point.” 

Another president described his storytelling as an obvious tool for someone in his role.  

In fundraising as a president you often deal with major donors at a non-
technical level. They understand that you don’t understand all the tax 
implications of their gift, especially in planned gifts . . . . You have not 
been laying the groundwork of the logistics and detailed specifics of their 
gift. That work falls on the development team, and donors understand that. 
Donors expect that you are running the college, not just raising money. 
Actually, I think most donors would be concerned if they knew how much 
time I spend fundraising . . . . Smaller donors usually only get 
communicated to by the president in mass at alumni gatherings, 
homecoming and other events and they expect that the president is running 
the college not just fundraising . . . . So in this role the most obvious way 
to communicate is through stories that reassure people that you are 
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running the college successfully and that the college is having a positive 
impact on people’s lives . . . your role as president dictates the storytelling 
method.   

 
Another president said, “I tell stories because that is what our donors need to hear to 

reassure them that they are making the right decision about partnering with us in our 

work.” He added, “I am not particularly good at storytelling, but it is the most appropriate 

way to convey what we do to our donors.” His staff members strongly disagrees that he 

“is not particularly good at storytelling.” They consider him a master storyteller who 

makes the fundraising cycle complete. One respondent concluded, “We wouldn’t be as 

successful raising money if he wasn’t so good at telling stories.”  

 According to Denning (2001, 2004, 2005, 2007), for organizational storytelling to 

be effective and powerful, some key elements must be included in the stories. First, 

effective organizational stories must get people’s attention while offering a solution to the 

attention-getting problem (Denning, 2007). This element is usually provided through the 

use of a negative story followed by a positive story presenting a different outcome. The 

presidents in this sample use stories to draw donors’ attention to problems in the world 

around them while offering the experience of their own institutions as an alternative to 

those problems. One respondent said, “One version of Dr. (name withheld)’s story is the 

world is falling apart, but at College D we are producing leaders who can save the 

world.” He added, “Many of our donors are already convinced that the world is falling 

apart, but Dr. (name withheld) gives them an alternative vision.” 

 Another important element to successful organizational storytelling is that the 

stories need to be true and delivered in the leader’s own style (Denning, 2007). The 

integrity of these presidents is unquestioned, partially because they only tell true stories. 



213 
 

“All of Dr. (name withheld)’s stories are completely true. He may not reveal names if it is 

not appropriate. But he doesn’t fabricate, and I think that is important to his effect,” one 

respondent added. Another respondent said, “I think the president’s stories are effective 

because they are all personal and true, and everyone knows that.” The credibility of the 

presidents is an important factor in the success of the storytelling discipline. 

 Great organizational storytellers must know their audience, and these presidents 

as skilled boundary spanners know where their stories work and where they will not 

work. Denning (2007) suggested that leaders must become audience monitors if they are 

to be successful in using narrative leadership storytelling. “Our president alters his stories 

to reflect the crowd he is engaging,” one development officer commented. Another 

respondent said,  

We were having an out-of-state alumni event for a capital campaign and 
the president had been framing his comments around a particular story at 
the previous events; but he changed it at this event. So I asked him why? 
And he said, “It won’t work here.” The group was mostly elderly alumni, 
and he said they wouldn’t understand the context of the story . . . He 
frequently modifies his communications to fit the audience. He just knows 
what to say and when—what the audience values—and how they best 
relate to the mission of College A. 

 
 Effective organizational story telling must have a defined purpose.  Denning, 

(2007) suggested that many leadership story types exist including sharing knowledge, 

transmitting values, and revealing who a leader is personally. As noted earlier, these 

presidents always have a purpose behind their stories including these common narrative 

types and objectives. Denning (2007) also described a narrative type that focuses on 

communicating the organizational brand, and this model usually focuses on the promise 

of the product, good, or service. The presidents seem to focus most of their stories in this 

category. One president described his focus on the brand in the following comments. 
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I talk in my stories about what we do at University B. I don’t have any 
profound stories other than that. When you run a Christian college in the 
(denomination name withheld) world, you are making certain assertions . . 
. . I tell stories to reinforce to potential students, parents, and donors that 
we do what we say we do--that if you give us your money, or your son or 
daughter, that we will teach and mentor students in a life changing way 
that is quality academically, spiritually, and holistically. That is our 
institutional promise, and we have to live that first and continually tell it to 
our potential stakeholders . . . . I use stories to remind those of us who 
work here about that promise as well.  

 
 In Chapter Six, the importance of the brand strategy was discussed. But 

maintaining a successful brand requires communication and the presidents often use 

stories to achieve that objective. One president said this, “Our donors have expectations 

of who we are. I have often used stories to remind them of their own expectations.” 

Another respondent speaking of the same president added, “He always tells stories about 

student outcomes and transformations that remind our donors of what we do.” He added, 

“That is very important to continually reinforce in the donor’s mind our brand.”  

 Of course, for a brand image to remind strong, the brand promise must be 

consistently delivered to the customer (Denning, 2005). One of the purposes of the 

presidents’ brand narratives is to sell the faculty and staff members about the promise of 

the brand. “Our president tells stories that make it clear to the faculty and staff what the 

expectations of our donors are.” She added, “He usually wraps those stories up in a theme 

of Christian service, but he makes it clear that our fundraising success is only possible if 

we deliver on our mission.” The presidents themselves acknowledge this point. One said, 

“I need our campus community to understand that our donors have expectations of what 

we do in terms of service and commitment to (denominational name withheld).”  He 

added, “I tell stories to remind everyone of that perspective.” Another president 

commented, “Our brand is that we are a (denominational name withheld) school and that 
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we change student’s lives so they can change others’ lives.” He added, “That is what I tell 

stories about. How we do that and how we will continue to do that.”  

 To communicate a brand image successfully, leadership stories must be capable 

of replication by the “customers” themselves to reinforce that brand. The presidents 

understand this concept well. “My stories are University C stories because that is what I 

want people talking about when they mention us,” one president commented. He added, 

“I want to frame the narrative of what we are doing here before someone else does.”  

Apparently that tactic is working. One development officer said, “I often hear donors tell 

stories to other donors about College E that they heard from the president. His stories 

have legs.” Another respondent commented, “I still remember stories that our president 

told when I was a student here in the 1980s. So I know his stories reinforce a brand image 

especially among alumni.” The enduring impression of the presidents’ organizational 

storytelling reinforces the brand images of these colleges and universities. 

 Finally, for a brand story to be effective, consistency must exist between the 

internal narrative and the external narrative (Denning, 2007). The storytelling of these 

presidents helps to reconcile those two narratives. Internal brand narratives often are used 

to form organizational culture (Denning, 2005). External brand narratives are designed to 

invite prospective stakeholders into the organizational brand story (Denning, 2005). The 

ability of these presidents to boundary span so effectively is enhanced by their 

proficiency in storytelling. One development officer commented, “Dr. (name withheld) 

tells stories to the students about donors and other outsiders and the value they see in our 

campus.”  She added, “He also tells our donors about what we are doing in our campus 

culture which helps reinforce our image to both sides.” Another respondent said, “Our 
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president uses stories to create expectations and self-fulfilling prophesies among all 

interested parties at College D.” This type of consistency in communication serves to 

strengthen and validate the brand image.  

 In summary, the presidents at these sample institutions are the sparks that light the 

fundraising fire. They are the catalysts in growing the fundraising capacity and moving 

donors to action. Their job is highly symbolic; yet, they are in the trenches daily 

executing the demanding requirements of their job. These men are not figureheads or 

detached executives. They are very “hands on” while at the same time empowering to 

those around them. The personal leadership styles of these presidents are critical to the 

successes of the fundraising function as well as the overall leadership of the institutions. 

These presidents all come from very different academic and life backgrounds but they all 

displayed “Level 5” and mission-focused leadership to the maximum level which helped 

to create a high degree of trust and commitment among all institutional constituencies, 

including donors. They are highly skilled at boundary spanning, cooption and 

organizational storytelling which seemed to be their behavioral leadership tools of choice 

for successfully navigating through a very complex maze of interdependent relationships 

that make up the donor base and ultimately keeps the necessary funds flowing into these 

sample colleges and universities. Even as an outside observer, it seems difficult to 

imagine these institutions functioning without their presidents. In fact, when someone 

thinks of these institutions, the first mental image is of the president. Yet, these presidents 

are completely focused on the institutional mission and not on themselves; this theme is 

not lost on anyone. These presidents are the symbolic embodiment of the colleges and 
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universities they represent, and that fact clearly enhances fundraising credibility and 

success. 

The Implementers: Development Team Leadership 

 Focusing only on the leadership of the presidents and trustees in this study would 

certainly be problematic. Clearly, a great deal of the leadership success at these sample 

institutions resides within the talented group of development professionals who are 

charged with implementing fundraising strategy. These professional fundraisers are both 

talented and highly committed to their institutions. Many of them are alumni of their 

institutions, and many have long tenures or service. While most of them did not begin 

their careers intending to become professional fundraisers, they appear to enjoy their job 

and have developed substantial expertise in fundraising. One respondent described her 

experience in fundraising in the following terms. 

I can’t imagine doing anything else. I love my job. I am so blessed to work 
with the people I work with and I love this college . . . . I think you have to 
be a unique person to do this type of work. You have to be very committed 
to the mission to be successful. If you aren’t committed, this job would be 
hard . . . when you are committed it is sometimes hard but you understand 
the importance. I think it is knowing that what you do makes such a 
difference in so many people’s lives . . . . I am sure this is God’s work, and 
I am just blessed to be a small part of it.  

 
This sentiment of extreme job satisfaction continually exuded out of the development 

professionals and the sincerity of these claims was undeniable. Ironically, almost every 

development officer commented on how unlikely their ultimate career path into 

fundraising seemed. One development officer commented, “I don’t think anyone in 2nd 

grade ever says ‘when I grow up I want to be a fundraiser.’” He added, “I think you really 

have to be called into this profession.”  
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 Despite the diverse and seemingly unlikely paths that brought these professionals 

into the fundraising life, clearly, they have invested themselves into developing expertise 

on-the-job and the sample institutions have made their professional development a 

priority. “I think the one thing I appreciate is that we all have had the opportunity to 

receive significant professional development opportunities,” one respondent said. 

Another respondent added to that theme.  

I think one of the things that I appreciate most is that the school has 
invested in our professional development. I started in fundraising over 35 
years ago at a sister school, and in those days there were few opportunities 
for training. You had to learn everything by trial and error . . . . In my time 
here we have all had opportunities to go to CASE conferences and take 
classes at The Fundraising School . . . . I remember one of my first 
training opportunities, sitting there thinking I wish I had learned this stuff 
20 years ago . . . . Professional training makes a huge difference. 
 

During the interviewing sessions the researcher noted that the development staff 

members were well versed in the latest trends and philosophies of fundraising. One chief 

development officer conceded that the level of training was a source of competitive 

advantage. “I think fundraising has reached a level of sophistication where training is 

critical to success. You can’t afford not to invest there,” he commented. He later added, 

“I am sure professional development is one of the areas where we have a major 

advantage against other Christian schools.” As a result of this institutional commitment, 

these development teams are well trained fundraising experts who all possess a high level 

of both organizational commitment and job satisfaction.  

 Another leadership finding in this study is that the chief development officers in 

this study all could be characterized as presenting strong traits of a strategic leader. 

Strategic leadership is usually defined by systems thinking, high-level cognitive activity, 
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and gathering of multiple inputs for analysis (Dubrin, 2010). One president described his 

chief development officer in these terms. 

I have the best VP of Development in the business. He sees the big 
picture. He knows how to develop our staff. He is always thinking about 
fundraising as a process in a systematic way . . . . I have known other 
development professionals who are one man shows. They know how to 
wine and dine donors but they don’t know how to plan and organize and 
conceptualize. (Name withheld) is not a salesman . . . . He is a strategic 
leader, and that is what we need most. He sets others, including me, up for 
success. 

 
Other respondents described each of the other chief development officers in similar 

terms. One development officer said, “My boss is very systems oriented, and I think that 

is why we are successful.” Another respondent described the top development officer at 

College E in this manner.  

He orchestrates all of our activities. We sometimes call him the puppet 
master. He pulls all the strings . . . . His focus is always on the fundraising 
system not on today’s ‘ask.’ I think before he came, we were good at 
fundraising; but he and (president’s name withheld) have changed the 
focus from just fundraising to fundraising infrastructure and capacity. He 
is very comprehensive in how he approaches our work. He is very big on 
coordination, communication, and documentation. And he does this in a 
very participative manner . . . . As a result of his focus, I think all of us 
think much more long-term than we used to.  
 
The systems approach or systems-thinking approach is often counterintuitive with 

the pressure to raise money right now and with traditional role expectations, but these 

chief development officers recognize that success in this business is more a product of a 

comprehensive system than just indiscriminately chasing donations. One chief 

development officer said, “My job is to put the system in place that covers all our donor 

markets with minimal redundancy and as much channel appropriateness as possible.” He 

added, “That requires a person who monitors the big picture. It is like running a war room 

if you do it right. That is what I try to do.” Another chief development officer made 
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similar comparisons when he said, “I think the biggest trap to avoid in this job is to not be 

a fundraiser. This job requires a coordinator.”  He added, “You have the gift officers and 

the president to do fundraising. In this job you need to tee the ball up for them to hit and 

be prepared to monitor where the ball goes.”  

The chief development officers are also heavily responsible for creating the 

culture of a learning organization. One respondent commented, “We communicate 

heavily in this department and that is definitely driven by (name withheld)’s emphasis on 

learning and capturing all relevant information.” He added, “It seems like a lot of work 

but it has increased our effectiveness and efficiency.” One chief development officer 

described his approach as being a safeguard against failure. “It is too easy in this business 

to get too busy and forget something important like follow-up calls”. He added, “You 

need systems to ensure donors don’t fall through the cracks.” 

Team learning among the development team was a key strategic finding discussed 

in Chapter six. The development teams at these institutions are very team-oriented in 

their approach to fundraising. One development officer described the unique nature of the 

team approach to fundraising.  

We all have different roles here; but we do work as a team, and that is one 
of the reasons we are so effective. I talk to other fundraisers who find it 
hard to believe that we are all so close here because they take a more 
competitive approach to fundraising. We are not here to compete with 
each other. We are here to help this school succeed . . . . We are very 
collaborative, and I think that works well for us . . . . I have worked in 
fundraising in another setting where we all worked as individuals. This 
model is much better.  

 
Other respondents also reinforced the value of the team environment. “We are very 

collaborative in our approach to fundraising, and that is a strength of our fundraising 

approach,” one respondent commented. Another development officer added, “I always 
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appreciate that I am not in this alone. We are a team.” The team approach to fundraising 

is obvious when observing the interaction among these professionals. They exhibit all the 

characteristics of closely knit work teams. When asked how the team model emerged the 

responses often implied that it was just the result of commitment to a common mission 

and a common shared faith connection. However, others admitted that it also was part of 

using a more systemic approach to fundraising. “I think as we have become more 

strategic over the past 10 to 15 years the value of a team approach has become obvious to 

everyone,” one respondent commented. She added, “This job is challenging, and it helps 

to know you have a lot of support among your colleagues.” 

One of the practices to which these development teams seem highly committed is 

defining donor motivation. They begin by identifying the donor location on their 3-tiered 

market segmentation model discussed in Chapter six, and then they look for 

psychographic and demographic type markers which they hope will help them understand 

the donor’s motivations.  One major gifts officer described the process in this manner. 

We all try to listen first for clues regarding the donors thought processes 
and motivations . . . . What year did they graduate if they are alumni? 
Where do they go to church? Who are their closest friends? What are their 
primary interests now? . . . . I think what we do better in our fundraising 
process at College A than other schools is that we profile donor 
motivations more accurately. This leads to a better match between gift 
opportunities and the donor’s interests which makes giving a much more 
rewarding experience for the donor and reinforces the character and 
mission of our school . . . . I think a lot of schools ask for money first and 
then try to understand donors later if the request didn’t work the first time. 
That immediately creates a tension among donors who often feel that they 
have communicated their interests to you, and you didn’t hear them.  

 
Other development officers indicated the same theme of identifying donor motivations. 

“The skill that has helped me the most is learning to listen and understand what donors 

are motivated by,” one respondent commented. Another development officer added, “We 
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have been taught to listen and profile—not just ask people for money.” She added, “That 

has made me more comfortable asking for money because I feel like I know the outcome 

already because I know the donor’s motivations.” Another respondent added, “If you 

listen carefully to what the donors tell you about their relationship with the college you 

will discover what their specific interests are. That is how you match needs to donors.” 

 These development officers keep notes on donor conversations and 

communications to search for motivational links to potential projects that need funding. 

“I think what we do differently here is when we have a project that needs funding we 

already have a list of people profiled who will find that project attractive,” said one 

respondent. He added, “That is very different than going out to search for interest from 

scratch.” The development teams also use their team approach to validate their 

assessment of donor profiles. One respondent described this process in the following 

comments. 

I have always profiled donors even before I came to College D. But here I 
get to test my perceptions of the donor against others on the team which 
will either validate my beliefs or cause me to do more analysis . . . . In this 
business you are often making quick judgments about individuals based on 
very short interactions, and you can often be wrong. Here we test our 
donor profiles against others’ perceptions, including the president; and that 
makes our donor profiles much more accurate.  

 
The skill of assessing donor motivations is a particularly relevant tool in fundraising as 

described in Chapter three, and these development teams are both committed to 

understanding their donors and prospective donors in way that is both professionally 

responsible and personally uplifting. As one chief development officer said, “Yes, we 

profile our donors because we want to be effective. But we also want to convey that we 

value the individual. Not just his or her money.” 
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 Another defining practice of these development teams is a commitment to “after 

the “gift” service. One major donor said, “I spent all day yesterday talking to donors who 

have already given us financially all they ever can and will through planned giving 

tools.” He added, “Some people would say that is a waste of time. But we think making 

sure that donors are satisfied with their gifts is vitally important.” This theme was 

unanticipated and very strong among these sample institutions. One chief development 

officer commented, “One thing we strongly believe in is making sure our donors are 

satisfied after they make the gift.” He added, “If they are not. You will damage your 

ability to raise money in the future.” Another chief development officer said, “What I 

have learned in almost 40 years as a fundraiser is that what you do after you receive a gift 

is often more important that the ‘ask.’”  

 The theme of the importance of maintaining donor satisfaction was a major point 

reinforced by the respondents in this study. “In business if I sell you a bad car, that is a 

business problem. But many fundraisers think once I get your check I don’t need to worry 

about you anymore,” one respondent commented. Another respondent said, “Existing 

donor satisfaction is more important to fundraising success than attracting new donors.” 

He added, “If your current and past donors aren’t happy, you can forget about attracting 

new donors.” One chief development officer said, “Donor retention is directly related to 

how satisfied they were with the last donation. And donor retention is the most important 

thing in fundraising.” These development teams are highly committed to ensuring that 

their existing donors have positive experiences; such upbeat practices are vital to the 

success of their fundraising efforts and communicate the values of their institutions as 

one development officer concluded in the following comment.  
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Even if it wasn’t important to stay involved with donors after they made 
their gifts—it is still the Christian response. We don’t ever want to say 
give us your money and then we will forget you. That is morally 
reprehensible and not what we stand for. These donors are our family and 
our partners in our mission. If we don’t stand by them we don’t deserve 
their money or their respect. Too many fundraisers view donors as a 
means to an end. A Christian institution can never do that. You build your 
reputation on the character of how you treat donors and that is especially 
true after the gift has been made. That is when donors make conclusions 
about your character both as a fundraiser and as an institution at the time 
when you don’t have to stand by them. We always stand by our donors. 
 

 In conclusion, the fundraising success these institutions have achieved could not 

have occurred without the leadership extant on these development teams. The complex 

network of relationships and continual communication in which they must engage on a 

daily basis is mindboggling. They are highly trained professionals who understand how 

fundraising works. Their in-depth understanding of the relationship of their institution’s 

mission, denominational heritage, and academic as well as religious culture help them to 

attract the resources necessary to sustain the organization. They are consumed with a 

deep sense of purpose that is both convincing and motivating to outsiders. They 

understand donor motivation and are very skilled at gathering psychographic donor 

information and reinforcing the importance of the donor’s contribution. The teamwork 

these development officers demonstrate is exceptional because they understand that 

execution of the fundraising process requires all parties to represent the institution 

seamlessly.  Overall, these development staff members do an excellent job of 

implementing the fundraising strategy.  

Summary 
 
 The leadership styles and behaviors displayed by the key players at these sample 

institutions are a major part of the success of these institutions overall, and specifically in 
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the fundraising area. Successful strategy does not occur without strong leadership, and 

these sample institutions have strong leadership at all levels. The trustees serve as 

guardians of the institutional mission and denominational heritage by providing a 

backdrop of stability for employees, students, and alumni; they also serve as a check-and-

balance against any movement toward secularization. The presidents serve the 

institutions as the visible catalysts for all activities and are committed to growing the 

fundraising capacity in a mission-focused manner. Finally, the development teams 

implement and execute the fundraising strategy with remarkable precision as well as 

collaboration in a highly complex environment. The three levels of leadership analyzed in 

this Chapter are all exceptional and all critical to the fundraising success of the 

institution. The leaders of these institutions fully understand the environmental context 

described in Chapter Five and are also involved in both the formulation and 

implementation of the strategy found in Chapter Six. This relationship between strategy 

and leadership is mostly intentional but also at times emergent based on the context under 

which these schools operate. The result of this symbiotic relationship between the 

leadership and strategy has been to reinforce a distinct brand image that has proven 

successful in creating competencies and attracting resources, including donations. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The art of simplicity is a puzzle of complexity. --Douglas Horton, (cited in St. Peter, 

2010, p. 568) 
 

Introduction 
 
 The results of this study have illustrated that fundraising success is both a simple 

and a complex process. A review of the literature led the researcher to the conclusion that 

colleges and universities at all levels are struggling to find needed financial resources and 

to build their fundraising capacity. Church-affiliated colleges and universities are among 

the most vulnerable in attracting financial resources because these institutions do not 

receive direct state support and often are constrained in market reach by their small size 

and denominational affiliation. In addition, as illustrated by the institutions in this study, 

church-affiliated colleges and universities often lack in sufficient endowment resources, 

making the margin for error on tuition revenue a treacherous one. The reality of this fiscal 

fragility makes building fundraising capacity critical to the success of the mission of 

institutions in this segment of higher education. 

 This research began with an overview of the background, purpose, and 

significance of this study in Chapter One. In Chapters Two and Three an overview of the 

historical context of Christian higher education and a review of the literature on 

fundraising were discussed. The research methodology of qualitative grounded theory 

used in this study was described in Chapter Four. The findings of the study were 

presented beginning with the contextual themes in Chapter Five, followed by a discussion 

of the strategic and leadership findings in Chapters Six and Seven, respectively. In this 

final chapter, Chapter Eight, a summary of the dissertation will be presented as will a 
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review of the thematic findings of the study conceptually linked by a graphical model. In 

addition, this chapter will also contain the pivotal conclusions developed from the 

information collected throughout the study as well as recommendations for future 

research and recommendations for action; the chapter will end with some personal 

reflections about the study. 

Summary  
 

Fundraising is a difficult and comprehensive organizational challenge for all 

higher education institutions, but it is particularly challenging for church-related colleges 

and universities. Most church related institutions have denominational affiliations which 

can serve as both conduits and barriers to fundraising markets. In addition, the history of 

Christian higher education in America is primarily a history of gradual secularization of 

the organizational mission, governance and church affiliation, as these institutions grow 

and mature and often leave their denominational roots behind in the pursuit of financial 

stability and academic prestige. In addition, the field of fundraising has evolved and 

developed from modest philanthropic beginnings to a sophisticated professional 

discipline. The problem of simultaneously attracting resources, while protecting the 

Christian mission, governance, and denominational affiliation is a major challenge 

educational leaders in the church-related higher education segment must confront in 

every generation.  

The purpose of this study was to examine how successful church-related colleges 

and universities managed to build fundraising capacity and achieve fundraising results. In 

order to investigate this serious contemporary challenge in the church-related segment of 

higher education the research questions which have guided this study were developed. 
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Those research questions were previously presented in Chapter One, and are restated 

here: 

 
1.  What specific strategies do educational leaders in leading church-related 

institutions use to create and sustain an environment of successful development 

and fundraising while protecting the Christian mission, governance, and 

denominational ties of the institutions?  

2.  What specific leadership behaviors within these leading church-related 

institutions contribute to the creation and continuation of an environment of 

successful development and fundraising, while protecting the Christian mission, 

governance, and denominational ties of the institutions? 

 
 The methodology used in this study was a qualitative, grounded theory approach 

blended with some elements of a comparative case study approach. There were five 

sample institutions selected based on a purposeful sampling strategy utilizing the criteria 

of fundraising success, avoidance of secularization, denominational affiliation, 

geographical diversity, and accessibility. The primary data collection method was in-

depth, semi-structured interviews of key leaders affiliated with the sample institutions, 

supported by observation and document analysis. All of the participant institutions and 

individuals were provided anonymity and provided with informed consent to participate 

in the study. The data were analyzed and interpreted utilizing principles of grounded 

theory to identify thick descriptions of the context and coding of emergent themes which 

were saturated in the data.  
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Conclusions 

This study has produced several major conclusions about the organizational 

context, strategy actions, and leadership behaviors found at the successful church-related 

colleges and universities in this study. Those conclusions are presented below.  

1. The primary prerequisite for successful fundraising programs at a church-related 

colleges and universities is organizational mission fulfillment and the subsequent 

creation of a brand image based on that achievement. 

2. Fundraising success at a church-related colleges and universities is best achieved 

by pursuing a focused differentiation strategy utilizing high academic quality, 

strong Christian culture, and denominational affiliation as points of 

differentiation. 

3. Successful church-related colleges and universities segment their donor markets 

in a 3-tiered, concentric model based on denominational affiliation first, the larger 

Christian community second, and a values-based segment last.  

4. Successful church-related colleges and universities succeed in fundraising by 

supporting their focused differentiation strategy with an operational strategy of 

sticking to the core competencies of teaching, mentoring and developing 

undergraduate students. 

5. The communications strategy of these successful institutions are focused on 

branding principles and integrated marketing concepts delivering a consistent 

image of the organization to all constituents, including donors. 

6. Successful fundraising at church-related colleges and universities requires a 

highly committed, engaged, mission-focused governing board. 
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7. Fundraising success for church-related colleges and universities requires highly 

effective presidential leadership capable of visibly embodying the mission, values 

and brand image of the institution. The president should possess a leadership style 

which inspires high levels of institutional commitment and be skilled in other 

leadership behaviors such as; boundary-spanning, cooption, and organizational 

storytelling. 

8. Fundraising success at a church-related college or university requires a highly 

engaged and professionally trained development staff that functions with a team-

oriented approach, utilizing learning organization principles, guided by a strong 

strategic leader as chief development officer. 

9. A general institutional context that includes a pervasively Christian culture, 

residential community atmosphere, strong academic culture, and sense of 

institutional history accelerates fundraising success and should be leveraged 

strategically by institutions in the church-related higher education market 

segment. 

10. Leaders at successful church-related colleges and universities consistently defend 

through leadership behaviors and strategic actions against a threat of 

secularization as they develop strong fundraising capacity. 

 
 The conclusions developed by this researcher are best represented by the 

theoretical model displayed in the Appendix R entitled “Conceptual Model of Successful 

Fundraising at Sample Christian Colleges and Universities.” In this graphic 

representation, the interaction between the leadership findings (identified in Chapter 
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Seven) and the organizational strategy findings (discussed in Chapter Six) are displayed 

in association with the general contextual findings (acknowledged  in Chapter Five) from 

the sample institutions.  As the graph illustrates, these institutions and their leaders 

understand that the context in which they operate is both unique and complex; they react 

strategically both responsively and proactively in a manner that reinforces many of the 

variables within the context. Fundraising at these institutions is successful because 

college and university leaders understand the context of their external environment as 

well as their own internal capabilities. Then they react to, and leverage, those variables 

into a defendable strategy and market position. Their effective strategy is both formulated 

and implemented by a strong team of leaders at multiple levels of the institution and, 

subsequently, leads to a strong brand image to which all of the necessary constituent 

groups, including donors, positively respond. Put in simpler terms, these institutions 

operate successful fundraising programs because they are have strong leaders and 

effective strategy, which strengthens their the ability to fulfill their brand promise on a 

continuous and consistent basis. Fundraising success comes easier for these institutional 

leaders because their first priority is to be effective at operating their college or university 

and fulfilling its mission.  

 Appendix R illustrates a conceptual model of the process that leads to successful 

fundraising at the sample institutions. This process begins when the leaders of these 

institutions analyze the external and internal environments of their organizational context. 

This analysis provides the strategic inputs the leaders need to use in formulating their 

strategy. The leaders in this study recognize that the contextual tensions of low 

endowments, potential secularization, and conflicts over the campus spiritual culture, 
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which were each discussed in Chapter Five, are all significant threats that must be 

addressed strategically. In addition, the leaders at these colleges and universities also 

understand that the general contextual findings of the strong Christian culture, residential 

community, academic culture, and institutional history which characterize these 

establishments are intangible resources that must be strategically leveraged and sustained. 

Therefore, as illustrated in the conceptual model, the contextual findings from Chapter 

Five are continually being analyzed and used as strategic inputs by the leaders to inform 

as well as guide the strategic-formation process.  

 The result of the continual interaction between the context, leaders, and 

organizational strategy is to produce a realized strategy that supports a unique brand 

image leading to successful fundraising. This strategy begins with a comprehensive 

understanding of the higher education market and a commitment to a broad strategy of 

focused differentiation based on the Christian commitment, academic quality, and 

denominational affiliation. The strategy also is framed by segmenting constituencies into 

a 3-tiered, concentric, market-segment model based on the denominational affiliation, the 

larger Christian community, and a values-based segment. Such segmentation helps 

institutional leaders understand better how to communicate their brand message to 

multiple market segments. In addition to brand communication, leaders of these 

institutions have made a clear strategic commitment to an operations strategy of sticking 

to their core competencies which, in turn, strengthens the authenticity of the brand image. 

Finally, the fundraising strategy is focused on using learning-organization practices to 

create an environment where day-to-day tactical adjustments are continually used to grow 

the fundraising capacity.  
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 The successful strategy at these institutions has been built by years of strategic 

analysis and careful formulation by the leaders at these schools. The trustees, in 

particular, have made mission commitment a high priority and set the tone with their high 

levels of involvement. Consequently, many areas such as sticking to core competencies 

and maintaining a high Christian commitment become non-negotiable aspects of the 

strategy and provide a backdrop of clarity for the presidents and other key leaders.  

For any strategy to be successful, competitive advantage must be achieved. 

Competitive advantage typically comes from a unique bundling of several resources 

(Hitt, Ireland, & Hoskisson, 2010). In this study, the presidents, in particular, have 

focused on developing a unique set of resources that support the historical mission of 

their institutions while also creating contemporary value in the modern higher education 

market.  The presidents at these schools must monitor all variables to continually ensure 

that their institutions are creating value through the specific combinations of unique 

factors that the educational experience at their campus produces. Often, the strongest 

resources for creating competitive advantage are intangible and invisible; therefore, such 

assets are usually more valuable and quite difficult to imitate (Hitt, Ireland, & Hoskisson, 

2010). This study is a clear example of that principle. The strategies the leaders at these 

colleges and universities have formulated and successfully realized are nearly impossible 

to copy or substitute in other settings because they are primarily cultural, intangible, and 

leveraged against the unique histories of the institutions in this study. The result is that 

these organizations have produced a strong differentiated brand image and a clearly 

distinct market position.  
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 Strategy formulation is important but cannot produce results without the strong 

leadership necessary to ensure successful implementation. As the conceptual model 

illustrates, strategy implementation is the result of leadership actions which are constantly 

being influenced by the ongoing strategy formation process. To implement the strategy at 

these institutions, the leaders continually engage in actions and behaviors that reinforce 

the intended strategy. Such reinforcement includes the highly committed board members 

acting as guardians of the institutional history, mission, and denominational affiliation. 

The presidents have a major role in implementing the strategy through the credibility of 

their “Level 5” (Collins, 2007) and mission-focused leadership style and behaviors as 

well as the continual connecting and reinforcing of the brand image through their 

boundary spanning, cooption, and storytelling behaviors. Finally, the fundraising staff 

members are highly committed professionals who work hard in a team-oriented model to 

cultivate relationships, understand donor motivations, and reinforce donor satisfaction 

after the gift. Their continuous efforts in managing donor relations are the final step in 

successfully implementing the institutional strategy linking the brand image to the donors 

in an effort to raise support. 

 Finally, the resulting brand image and successful fundraising results at these 

colleges and universities complete a feedback loop which allows for reinforcement of the 

strengths found in the general context. The additional resources accumulated through the 

strong fundraising capacity allow for additional investment in the strong Christian 

culture, residential atmosphere, and academic culture which also continues to build on the 

greatness of the institutional history. The continued success of building on these general 

contextual strengths also helps to defend these schools against the threats which the 
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tensions in the context present. Therefore, the better these institutions become at creating 

and presenting their successful brand image the less those threat areas endanger their 

immediate future, completing a cycle of success in every aspect of the institutional 

mission. The continued success produced by this strategic reinforcement loop allows the 

fundraising capacity to continue to expand, creating an ever more unique and defendable 

strategic position. As the conceptual model illustrates, fundraising success is the result of 

strong leadership and well-defined as well as implemented institutional strategy which is 

not an end unto itself. Ultimately, the macro conclusion of this study is that fundraising 

success is the result of institutional success.  

Recommendations for Further Research 
 
 This study has opened the door to the vast needs for further research on the topic 

of fundraising within the Christian-college market segment of higher education. While 

church-affiliated colleges share many common characteristics with the broader higher 

education market, this segment has far too many unique features to rely on the broad 

category of educational fundraising research which is, by many scholars’ estimations, 

also seriously underdeveloped. As I progressed through this research I found myself 

reflecting on many questions that were left unanswered. Therefore, the following is a 

brief list of recommendations for future research in this market segment. 

 This study focused on the practices of successful Christian colleges, but not all 

Christian colleges are successful. In fact, many intuitions are currently struggling to 

survive, which typically makes fundraising efforts more focused on survival and less 

concerned about mission fulfillment. A study of failing church-related schools would 

probably provide equally as much insight into what is not working as this study sheds on 
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successful practices. Specifically, autopsy case studies of recently discontinued colleges 

could be used to compare and contrast with the findings of this study. Quantitative 

studies of the financial progressions of discontinued and struggling colleges could shed 

light on critical turning points in the process of failure leading to new benchmarks and 

other tools which could be used to take corrective action. 

 Only a few studies have been conducted and minimal models of donor 

motivations in fundraising have been developed in the non-profit sector as a whole, and 

even fewer on fundraising in the church and higher-education segments specifically. No 

studies have been completed on the motivations of the unique group of donors who 

contribute to church-related colleges and universities. Respondents in this study seemed 

to believe that these donors possess some motivational characteristics of traditional-

church donors and some characteristics of higher-education donors and therefore assume 

both lines of motivation in the cultivation process. But it would be valuable to all leaders 

in the church-related segment of higher education to know more about the unique donor 

motivations in this sector which could be acquired through a variety of research methods 

to produce at least exploratory findings.  Understanding donors’ motivations is important 

in all fundraising settings; but this segment, with its unique blend of institutions and 

denominational affiliations, could use specific research as well as subsequent 

development of donor motivation models. 

Patterns of giving related to denominational affiliation have been studied for a 

long time in philanthropy research. However, no one has ever studied the relationship 

between denominational giving patterns and denominationally-affiliated institutions. 

Different Christian traditions have different views of the role of higher education, and 
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these views most likely influence giving patterns to their institutions. In addition, 

different denominations also place different levels of emphasis on giving as a spiritual 

discipline. These varying religious teachings likely influence support for church-related 

colleges and universities, depending on their denominational heritage. A study linking 

denominational giving patterns and institutional support would be challenging to 

construct but very useful to leaders in church-related colleges and universities.  

A consistent theme among all of the presidents and development professionals 

throughout this study was that none of these individuals ever desired or intended to 

become fundraisers. Yet, now they are very established and successful in this profession. 

While this study was structured to examine fundraising success at the institutional level, 

another area of potential study would be to research successful individual fundraisers, 

particularly in this church-related segment of higher education. Despite the seemingly 

random paths that brought each of these individuals to this occupation, collectively they 

seemed to possess some common personality traits that could be measured using a variety 

of instruments as well as more qualitative interviewing techniques exploring the 

development process of successful fundraisers. Presidents could also be studied as a 

separate cohort group to determine if certain patterns emerge that might help in both the 

selection and development of individuals interested in this key leadership position.  

Finally, the broad institutional strategy of focused differentiation emerged from 

this study as a driver of the fundraising success. I believe a study examining institutions 

both with strong fundraising results and those with poor results, identified in relation to 

broad strategy selection could be very insightful. In addition, a related research approach 

could be to look at the strength of any recognizable broad strategy and the related 
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fundraising results to understand better the linkage between broad organizational strategy 

and fundraising results. Institutions lacking a clear strategy would be unlikely to produce 

high levels of fundraising, but a quantitative study could examine this issue on a more in 

depth basis. More research on the linkage between the broad institutional strategy and 

fundraising result is needed in all segments of higher education but is particularly 

necessary for church-related colleges and universities. 

Recommendations for Action 
 
 The findings of this study support many prescriptive actions which should be 

taken by college leaders in this unique market segment. The themes which emerged 

within this study provide some valuable templates for developing a strong and successful 

church-affiliated college or university. The following is a brief summary of some of these 

prescriptive actions which institutional leaders in this segment should pursue. 

Careful selection, stability, and development of the trustees are defining factors of 

the successful institutions in this study. The trustees are highly engaged in the life of 

these institutions. This high level of engagement has not occurred by accident. The 

selection process for these self-perpetuating boards is extremely rigorous and something 

that is not taken lightly by the institutional officials or the people who are chosen to serve 

on their boards. Many institutions choose trustees in an attempt to broaden their influence 

in particular areas or to attract a particular resource. Undoubtedly, the trustees at the 

institutions in this study are selected with much consideration given to their circles of 

influence, expertise, and access to resources; but the primary criterion for selection at 

these sample institutions is an unwavering commitment to the success of the institution 

and its students. Fewer than 10% percent of the trustees at these colleges and universities 
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are non-alumni, and those who are in the non-alumni category typically have other long-

term relationships with the institutions. The expectation of new trustees is that they make 

an irrevocable and selfless commitment to the collective board which is usually validated 

by years of prior volunteer service in smaller roles at the institutions. At many other 

church-related colleges and universities, trustee selection is often a difficult process; but 

at these institutions, a short list is always available of potential candidates being groomed 

in the pipeline who are fully aware of the required commitment should they be selected. 

This is a critical factor for success for all of these institutions. Developing a culture of 

commitment and stability through board selection and development should be an 

important area of emphasis for leaders at any institution interested in building their 

fundraising capacity.  

In addition to developing strong and stable boards, the selection and stability of 

the presidents in this study were clearly critical to institutional viability as well as long-

term fundraising success. In addition, the president must consistently visibly embody and 

articulate the institutional mission. Selecting a president with the leadership qualities 

discussed in Chapter Seven is extremely important; but, it is equally important that the 

president must remain committed to the institution as well as the job, maintain the 

steadfast, overt, support of board members and other important college stakeholders in 

order to remain in the role for many years. Short-term presidents will not have the time, 

no matter how individually talented, to engage in the relationship building necessary to 

grow the fundraising capacity; and presidential instability is disruptive to the fundraising 

process, leaving a cloud of failure in the donor’s perceptions. Stability and longevity of 

presidential tenure is decreasing at a time when they are needed most for institutional 
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success, particularly in the fundraising role. I recommend that institutional leaders 

consider more carefully the long-term potential of their presidential candidates than the 

immediate payback of prior outside experience, because success in fundraising is more 

about the experience with particular donors in the current institutional context than about 

previous work in some other setting. This is also a strong argument for internal 

presidential candidates who have substantial histories within the institution. Finally, the 

presidential selection process should focus on identifying individuals who understand that 

fundraising is the primary role of the presidency. My personal experience, particularly in 

this segment of higher education, has led me to believe that committing to being a 

fundraiser is not something all presidents are willing to do. The president has to be the 

leader in this area to be successful, and anything less than a full commitment to the role 

will lead to failure. 

The institutions in this study have heavily invested in the professional 

development of fundraising staff, and I strongly recommend that leaders at other 

institutions follow this model. While most of the fundraising professionals interviewed 

were “home-grown” development officers, they have been significantly trained to fulfill 

their responsibilities. Many other institutions, particularly in the church-related market 

segment, also typically choose “home-grown,” outgoing, personable alumni to serve in 

the development function but usually provide little or no training. Obviously, training 

increases job proficiency; however, training also requires an upfront investment to which 

many cash-strapped institutional leaders are unwilling to commit. In addition, many long-

time successful development officers “grew-up” during an era in which they themselves 

never received any training and often fail to see the return-on-investment. Fundraising is 
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more than merely sales and marketing. Fundraising is a very sophisticated discipline in its 

own right, and having professionals with training on the staff will produce better results. 

The turnover within the fundraising staffs of these institutions is extremely low, and that 

is most likely a product of the investment in the staff members and the resulting 

professionalism as well as self-efficacy. Institutional leaders most definitely need to 

invest heavily in training and development of their fundraising staff if the institution is to 

become effective in the process of raising funds as well as friends.  

 Leaders at church-related institutions must understand and define their broad-

strategic position in the marketplace of higher education. Leaders at these successful 

colleges and universities understand that they are focused differentiators using academic 

quality, Christian commitment, and denominational affiliation as their strategic points of 

differentiation. These differentiators allow for the creation of a unique brand image 

which is non-substitutable. This “big-picture” strategic position provides clarity for these 

institutional leaders. The institutional priorities are academic quality, Christian 

commitment, and denominational affiliation. None of these variables is enough 

individually to create a unique brand position; but bundled together they create a unique 

brand and also define where resources should be allocated. The goal of any strategy is to 

create a unique, defendable market position and provide internal focus on strategic 

priorities. Leaders at church-related institutions must develop durable strategic positions 

to survive. 

In addition to defining the broad organizational strategy, institutional leaders also 

must focus on mission congruence in operations. I think the one point that has resonated 

with me personally in this study is the need to be who you say you are. Leaders at these 
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institutions live out their mission daily which produces significant credibility for their 

brand image and their case for support. The focus on sticking to core competencies not 

only produces efficiency of resource utilization but also reinforces the congruence of the 

mission. The focus of these colleges and universities is on undergraduate, residential, 

whole-person, liberal-arts education. While at many other institutions, leaders would say 

that they are doing these things as well, a quick survey of their budget priorities would 

suggest that they are not. These institutional leaders understand their mission and that 

congruence of mission resonates back to the fundraising process. I personally did not 

anticipate that operational priorities would be so closely linked to fundraising success, 

but the small size of these intuitions makes such a linkage an imperative. Consequently, I 

recommend that colleges and universities in this market segment get their mission 

priorities set in operational focus.    

One of those specific operational priorities for attaining mission success at these 
institutions is academic quality. I recommend that colleges in this segment work hard to 
focus on academic quality as a means of increasing fundraising success. Donors in this 
market segment want to know that these Christian schools are not just faith incubators but 
are also strong, quality academic institutions. This focus is best pursued by providing 
high quality instruction and committing to the back-end student outcomes of job 
placement and graduate school admission. In public relations materials, every college 
proclaims to support as well as provide academic quality, but members of the general 
public do not believe such claims. Large state universities have mostly abandoned 
undergraduate education, and many church-related colleges have underdeveloped 
academic programs. The linkage between student outcomes and fundraising success 
discussed in Chapter Six is vital. Institutions in this market segment charge higher tuition 
and must provide a higher quality outcome to complete the value equation for their 
constituencies, including donors. I was particularly amazed at how much time the 
development staff members at these institutions spent on building relationships leading to 
employment pipelines for their graduates rather than on just monetary donations, an 
example of the comprehensive approach to development that is necessary to build 
fundraising capacity as well as the importance of the link between student outcomes and 
fundraising. The success of their graduates is the case used by these institutional officials 
to raise money and this goal can only be reached if the academic quality of the institution 
is high.  
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Finally, these colleges and universities are Christian institutions; and their leaders 

have spent a great deal of time defining and managing the religious culture as well as the 

identity of their schools. Therefore, all institutions in this segment should make a clear 

commitment to their religious identity and culture. Ambiguity in religious identity is a 

disaster to fundraising for church-affiliated schools; this issue cannot be avoided. 

Denominational parties will push for clarity and be suspicious of any perceived change in 

commitment or practices. The larger Christian market, including both prospective 

students and donors, will want to know and understand the Christian culture of the 

campus before committing their resources. This situation provides many strategic 

difficulties in an era often described as post-denominational. The five schools in this 

study represent denominational affiliations that range from very large and powerful to 

dying and almost extinct. Yet, all five institutions have made the difficult and at times 

criticized commitment to be distinctively Christian and ecumenically hospitable in 

campus culture, while also remaining irrevocably tied to their host denomination. To use 

Benne’s (2000) terminology, these institutions have chosen to be “anchored and open.” 

While this position receives some criticism from denominational insiders who desire a 

more “anchored” orthodoxy and from some outsiders who desire more institutional 

“openness,” the position is firm and resolute. I will not attempt to judge the motives of 

the leaders who have defined this position, but I will suggest that strategically it is a 

highly effective position for attracting resources from multiple constituencies while also 

serving as a strong defense against secularization. While many church-related institutions 

are continually struggling with their religious identity, this matter is mostly resolved at 

these sample institutions, which provides clarity and reduces friction in the fundraising 
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process. Defining the religious culture is critical to building a brand image and having a 

case to raise money, so church-related colleges and universities must reach clarity on this 

issue.  

Research Postscript: Personal Reflections 

 The planning, literature review, field research, analysis, and writing of this study 

have spanned many years and many unique experiences for me personally. In the fall of 

1999, I left the corporate world and began my work as a faculty member in a small, 

fiscally challenged, church-affiliated college. With high aspirations for fulfilling both my 

own personal mission and the mission of my institution, I was immediately confronted by 

the harsh realities of limited organizational resources as well as unlimited needs and 

aspirations. I began to look at other church-related institutions and realized the dramatic 

differences in resource levels that varied from extremely successful, thriving institutions 

to many that were struggling to survive. In the context of this recognition of the vast 

distinctions between institutions in this segment of higher education, I began to wonder 

about the role of fundraising in creating these differences.  

Following some brief analysis of the financial statements of various colleges, I 

began to realize that most of the resource differences came from the fundraising capacity; 

from this conclusion my fascination with how successful organizations raise money 

began to grow. Throughout my life I had been involved as a volunteer leader in many 

non-profit organizations; and I believed I already knew quite a bit about fundraising, but I 

was incorrect. Like many people, particularly people of faith, I still believed successful 

fundraising was a function of just explaining as well as demonstrating a need; and the 

funds would ultimately follow. On this assumption, I could not have been more incorrect.  
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Because I held this common belief that charitable giving is about responding to 

needs, especially desperate needs, I fell into many common patterns of thought that often 

exist among people at struggling intuitions. For instance, I believed that most wealthy 

donors would chose to give more money to a struggling institution because they needed 

the money more than organizations with more ample resources. If you believe this line of 

thinking, the obvious point of emphasis in your fundraising approach would be to explain 

the dire level of need extant in your organization and expect to receive more funds. This 

pattern of thinking also often leads people at struggling organizations to become jealous 

of staff members at those organizations that are more successful at raising money and to 

develop something of a victim mentality. Unfortunately, when you start to see your 

fundraising failure from a victim’s perspective, you start to lose perspective about donors 

and their motivations. You may even lose respect for the philanthropic investment 

decisions which they have made. Because after all, if these donors really understood how 

desperate your institutional needs were, they would surely reallocate their donations to 

your struggling institution away from the more prosperous colleges and universities. This 

pattern of thinking leads to poor strategic decisions and overestimating your own 

fundraising capacity.  

The successes of the high performing organizations in this study have stood in 

stark contrast to my own institutional experience in this sector of higher education. As I 

have wrestled with the implications of data I collected, I have worked against a backdrop 

of struggles at my own institution. While the institutions in this study were leery of 

pursuing adaptive initiatives, my institution continued to chase the “cash cow” of adult 

education while failing to address core deficiencies in the traditional, residential, 
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undergraduate educational environment. As the institutions in this study all made serious 

commitments to define clearly the campus religious identity, including the relationship 

with their host denomination, my institution choose to try to “straddle the fence” and 

avoid taking any definitive stances, leaving all constituencies confused and disillusioned. 

During my interviews, I listened to the presidents and other leaders at these sample 

institutions discuss the importance of sticking to the core competencies of teaching and 

developing undergraduate students as well as focusing on doing a few things very well. 

Meanwhile, I watched my own institution desperately try numerous gimmicks, 

dramatically growing administrative overhead in non-instructional areas, and ultimately 

digging deeper fiscal deficits while diminishing the academic quality along with the core 

mission of the organization. While the colleges and universities in this study managed 

successfully to navigate through the extremely difficult economic conditions of the past 

decade, my institution and more than 100 others, mostly small church-affiliated colleges, 

found themselves on the U.S. Department of Education’s failing college watch list. Some 

of these of these institutions have recently discontinued operations, and many others will 

do so in the near future. 

The preceding descriptions of the two extremes I presented are not intended to 

bash failing schools and make heroes of the institutions which are succeeding. The 

amazing point is that a very fine line exists between the most successful and failing 

institutions in this segment of higher education. Both sets of colleges and universities 

have very talented, dedicated, self-sacrificing, educators who work in these organizations 

as an act of personal faith. Both sets of institutions have alumni who care deeply about 

their alma maters, and have hard-working, well-intentioned leaders who are pouring their 
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hearts as well as souls into helping their organizations succeed. The primary difference 

between these two sets of institutions is choice of leadership actions and strategy. The 

schools in this study, and others like them, that are succeeding are doing so because they 

have committed to being distinctively Christian schools with strong academics; and their 

institutional leaders have remained focused on that mission exclusively as a defendable 

position in the complex marketplace of higher education. The colleges and universities 

that are failing are focused on doing anything they can to remain fiscally viable and often 

unintentionally choose to pursue un-defendable market positions. In the end, the 

defendable strategic choice also leads to the ability of achieving fundraising success 

because ultimately only mission success can raise money.  

This conclusion has, in many ways, been a very difficult finding for me to accept 

as I have conducted this study. I had hoped to identify some secret formula to raising 

money, but this study did not produce such a finding. In addition, this study was not 

conducted by a dispassionate researcher because I really wanted to know what it took to 

do what these successful schools have accomplished. I wanted to know how to find the 

resources necessary to give my long-suffering colleagues who have gone many years 

without  pay raises and continually declining working conditions new hope. I wanted to 

say that I had found the answer to how so many of these great institutions that have 

educated generations of students and are now struggling for survival could raise more 

money to fulfill their institutional missions better. As a graduate of an excellent Christian 

college, which fortunately falls on the successful side of this equation, I wanted to give 

back something to the professors, coaches, and administrators who had invested so much 

of their lives into my academic, spiritual, and personal development as a young adult.  I 
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wanted to ensure that future generations of students had the same opportunity to receive 

the same quality of Christian education that I had received. I desperately wanted to know 

the answers to the research questions in this study.  

Ironically, I think my desire to know these answers and my personal experiences 

at a failing institution added an extra degree of validity to this study. As I found answers 

in the research of these successful institutions which I did not want to find, I also had the 

added reality of comparison with my own institution which reaffirmed for me that what 

these leaders were telling me was true. And so, despite producing a very different set of 

findings than I had anticipated, I do believe that the findings of this study are extremely 

valuable. I hope that leaders who are questioning their strategic path, as those of us in 

struggling institutions often do, can reflect on the results of this study and hopefully find 

the courage to follow their missions more closely. I hope this study will encourage others 

in this segment of higher education to have the strength of character to say that success 

may be found in doing fewer things better in order to achieve more results and ultimately 

attract more resources.  

Finally, I want to conclude by suggesting that many church-affiliated colleges and 

universities have done a great deal to serve the educational needs of many students 

throughout the history of this country often with very limited resources.  I strongly 

believe that this segment of higher education needs to be preserved. I also believe that 

churches of all denominations need to reevaluate and reinvest in their own higher-

education institutions before it is too late. As the world in which we live becomes 

increasingly complex through globalization and other factors the need for an educational 

worldview big enough to encompass all disciplines and create a truly educated person 
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seems to be growing while the offerings seem to be diminishing. I believe Christian 

higher education can fill this need, and I only hope in some small way the results of this 

this study can help to strengthen these church-related colleges and universities. 
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Appendix J: Inverse Donor Pyramid (TFRS) 
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Appendix K: Constituency Model (TFRS) 
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Appendix L: Successful Fundraising Characteristics 
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Appendix M: Willmer’s Theoretical Model for Institutional Advancement 
 

I. Institutional Commitment 
a. Articulation of goals, objectives, and long-range plans 

i. Institutions should have a long-range plan that includes projected 
program changes and a long-range budget. 

ii. An institution’s objectives should be in writing clearly known to 
the advancement officer. 

iii. The advancement officer should have written annual goals and 
objectives. 

b. Budget Allocation 
i. Five to nine percent of the total expenditures and general budget 

should be used for advancement. 
ii. A dollar should be raised for every 25 to 40 cents spent for the 

advancement process. 
c. Staffing Commitment 

i. Five to nine professional advancement personnel should be 
employed. 

ii. Three to seven supporting (clerical/secretarial) staff should be 
employed. 

II. Authority and Organizational Structure 
a. Advancement Management Structure 

i. The chief advancement officer should report to the president. 
ii. The chief advancement officer should have a position in the top 

executive officer's group. 
b. Advancement Function Centralization and Organization 

i. The institutional advancement function should be centrally 
managed. 

ii. The organizational model should foster centralization. 
III. Personnel Resources 

a. Professional Staff 
i. The advancement manager should be experienced in advancement, 

knowledgeable of the institution, educated with preferably a 
doctorate, and assigned a title carrying authority. 

ii. The president should be an active fund raiser and promoter of 
advancement activities; he or she should make more than 20 
percent of the $1,000-plus calls and average more than eight calls 
per month. 
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b. Volunteers 
i. Trustees and other volunteers should be involved in advancement 

activities. 
ii. The college should have an active, working trustee committee and 

a public relations advisory group comprised of people outside the 
institution.  

IV. Advancement Activities and Functions 
a. Fund-Raising Activities 

i. Fund-raising programs should include efforts to raise annual 
unrestricted support, capital giving needs, and deferred gifts 

ii. Gift solicitations should be made by the trustees, president, staff 
and volunteers; gift acknowledgement should be made within one 
to three days; and the mailing list should be large as possible. 
 

b.  Full-Fledged Advanced Programs 
i. At least two to four voluntary government relations activities 

should be conducted each year. 
ii. Small colleges should have regional alumni chapters, fund the 

alumni organization, and have a special alumni program for recent 
graduates. 

iii. Between 1.4 and 2.0 professional staff fulltime equivalents should 
be allocated to institutional relations. 

iv. The publications program should include a centralized publication 
and mailing of a principal publication at least quarterly. 

V. Evaluation 
a. Institutional Goals and Advancement Practice: Advancement programs 

should contribute to the major public relations goals of attracting 
prospective students, raising funds, and building and holding good will for 
the institution. 

b. Evaluation Tools: The advancement process should include a readership 
poll of publication recipients and market analysis of the donor 
constituency and communication program. 
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Appendix N: Sample Interview Questions 
 
How would you describe the fundraising process or cycle at your institution? 
 
Does your Christian mission influence your fundraising process or strategy? If so, how? 
 
To what extent does your denominational affiliation influence your fundraising process? 
Do your denominational ties influence your communication strategies, choice of 
fundraising vehicles, etc.?  
 
To what degree does fundraising and development strategy influence operational policy 
in other functional areas? (i.e. academics, enrollment management, athletics, etc.) Do 
denominational concerns also play into this process? 
 
Do you ever experience conflict between different donor constituencies, including your 
supporting denomination? If so, how do you resolve these conflicts?  
 
Can you explain the different roles that individual representatives of your institution play 
in your fundraising process? Are these roles predetermined or do they evolve 
situationally during the process? 
 
How does your institution identify, cultivate, communicate with, and attract new 
prospective donors? What role does your denominational affiliation play in this process? 
 
Is it difficult to stay connected with your supporting denomination and still reach out to 
other new sources of revenue?  
 
What factors do you consider to be key to your institution’s success in fundraising? Are 
these factors transferable or are they unique to your institutional environment? 
 
What role does strategic planning play in your fundraising process? 
 
Does your strategic planning process include consideration of denominational concerns 
and positions on issues? How do you react or position your institution on matters of 
controversy within your denomination? 
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Appendix O: Institutional Consent Form 
 
 

 Institutional Consent Form 
 
Sample University agrees to participate in a study about fundraising strategies and 
leadership behaviors in church-related colleges and universities to be conducted by Jeff 
Cohu as part of his dissertation research for the Ed.D. degree at Eastern Michigan 
University.  Sample University understands that selected representatives of the 
administration, staff, faculty, etc. will be asked questions about effective fundraising 
strategies and leadership behaviors in church-related colleges and universities.  We 
further understand that we may choose not to answer certain questions if we do not wish 
to do so.  
 
By agreeing to participate in the study, we understand that our confidentiality will be 
protected at all times and that we may choose to withdraw from the study at any time if 
we wish to do so.  In addition, we understand that the actual name of Sample University 
will not be used in any written or oral reports and that a code number will be assigned to 
the institution.  
 
If I have any further questions, I may contact Jeff Cohu at the following address:  
 
Jeff Cohu  
Rochester College  
800 Avon Road  
Rochester Hills, MI 48307  
Tel: 248-218-2000  
 
or I may contact the interviewer's dissertation chair about the project.  Her address and 
telephone number are:  
 
Dr. Martha W. Tack  
202 Welch Hall  
Eastern Michigan University  
Ypsilanti, MI 48197  
Tel: 734-487-2211  
 
Interviewer:     Date:  
 
 
 
President:     Date:  
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Appendix P: Individual Consent Form 

 
 

Individual Consent Form  

I agree to participate in one or more interviews in which I will be asked questions about 
effective fundraising strategies and leadership behaviors in church-related colleges and 
universities.  I understand that the interviewer, Jeff Cohu, is conducting the interview(s) 
as part of his dissertation research for the Ed.D. degree at Eastern Michigan University. I 
further understand that I may choose not to answer certain questions if I do not wish to do 
so.  

 
By agreeing to participate in the interview(s), I understand that my confidentiality will be 
protected at all times and that I may choose to withdraw from the interview(s) at any time 
I wish to do so.  In addition, I understand that I may request a copy of my taped interview 
and/or a transcription of the interview and that I may request that portions be deleted if I 
find that necessary.  I have also been informed that that audio will be kept in locked file 
cabinet in a locked office and later in a code protected computer file accessible only to 
the researcher and will be destroyed within three months of the interview. I understand 
that my actual name will not be used in any written or oral reports and that a fictitious 
name will be assigned to me.  

If I have any further questions, I may contact Jeff Cohu at the following address:  

Jeff Cohu  
Rochester College 
800 Avon Road  
Rochester Hills, MI 48307 
Tel: 248-218-2000  

or I may contact the interviewer's dissertation chair about the project.  Her address and 
telephone number are:  
 
Dr. Martha W. Tack 
202 Welch Hall  
Eastern Michigan University  
Ypsilanti, MI 48197  
Tel: 734-487-2211  
 
Interviewer:     Date:  
 
 
 
Respondent:     Date:  
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Appendix Q: 3-Tiered Market Segmentation Model 

 

3-Tiered Market Segmentation Model 
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Appendix R: Conceptual Model of Successful Fundraising at Sample Christian Colleges & Universities 
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Leadership Findings 
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