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Across the nation, intercollegiate 
athletic departments are con-
structing new state-of-the-art 

facilities and offering premiere benefit 
packages to not only recruit potential 
student-athletes, but also for enhanc-
ing their fan support and engagement. 
However, due to the growing financial 
concerns occurring throughout the na-
tion, National Collegiate Athletic Asso-
ciation (NCAA) Division I fundraising 
associates are beginning to explore new 
streams to generate additional revenue 
for their athletic departments (Popp, 
Barrett, & Weight, 2016). Among NCAA 
Division I institutions, USA Today (2019) 
found that between 2018-2019, only 28% 
of  the departments were able to generate 
over $50 million in revenue. Due to the 
facilities arms race occurring in college 

athletics (Redd, 2018), athletic depart-
ments have to rely on their fundraisers 
now, more than ever, to implement new 
and innovative ways for obtaining the 
multi-million dollars in funding needed 
for their initiatives. 

While prior research has acknowl-
edged the connection between donor 
motivations and fan identification (Huml, 
Brown, & Bergman, 2020; Huml & 
Cintron, 2021), a dearth of  empirical 
examination has been conducted on stu-
dent-donor programs. Therefore, the val-
ue in this study rests in its key findings, 
which convey the details on the essential 
elements necessary for constructing a 
student-donor membership. Additionally, 
further key findings of  this study provide 
value by answering the overall purpose 
these memberships aim to serve, which 
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was found to be as pipelines to encourage 
continuous giving and as extensions of  
the annual fund.

The value of  focusing specifically on 
student-donors resides in the fact that 
this younger generation will be the fu-
ture target market for organizations, due 
to their higher earning years coming as 
they approach middle-age (Hall, 2014). 
Furthermore, the primary concern for 
college athletic departments neglecting 
to provide an option for younger donors 
to give, is that they instead place their 
attention on those with large dispos-
able incomes because they can make the 
greatest immediate impact with a large 
donation (Leff, 2020). Additionally, one 
crucial detail that is often overlooked is 
the fact that the older donors become, 
the more likely it is that they choose to 
donate to multiple areas within the uni-
versity, instead of  giving solely to athletics 
(Martinez, Stinson, Kang, & Jubenville, 
2010; Stinson & Howard, 2010a). In 
terms of  the general donating behaviors 
displayed by different generations, when 
breaking down the number of  charities 
each elects to donate to, Baby Boomers 
(born between 1947-1965) donate to an 
average of  4.2 charities, Generation X 
(born between 1965 and 1980) supports 
3.8, and Millennials (born between 1981-
1995) give to 3.5 charities (Otten, 2018). 
Interesting enough though, Generation 
Z (born after 1996) actually leads the way 
by supporting an average of  4.6 charities 
(Otten, 2018). This fact is why under-
standing donor memberships, as they 
apply to student-donors, is imperative to 
learn because failing to reach the young-

er market may result in the process of  
restructuring fundraising and donations 
in collegiate athletics to be ineffective. 
Hence, this study attempts to fill a gap in 
the existing literature due to there being 
limited research conducted on student 
donor programs within collegiate ath-
letics. Specifically, it aims to advance the 
research by Popp et al. (2016) on age of  
identification and donor behavior, Addi-
tionally, since no current research exists 
on how student-donors fit into the donor 
life cycle, the results of  this study aim to 
provide essential knowledge on this high-
ly important yet under examined group.

By exploring student-donor member-
ships, this study can contribute towards 
assisting in fundraising departments 
efforts as they attempt to encourage 
relationships to develop earlier on in their 
prospective donors’ lives. Through this 
in-depth analysis of  student-donor mem-
berships, this study can also provide value 
to those collegiate athletic departments 
operating in the red, by serving as a new 
option to aid in their progression towards 
making their operations more profitable. 
Therefore, the purpose of  this study was 
to discover the primary characteristics 
associated with offering student-donor 
(current college student) memberships 
within collegiate athletics. The secondary 
purpose for this study was to then de-
tail the best practices acquired through 
in-depth interviews with associates in 
NCAA Division I athletic fundraising and 
development annual funds that would 
aid in developing a framework for how 
to properly implement a student-donor 
membership.
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Literature Review
The structure for this literature review 

covers several areas within the context 
of  fundraising and development within 
collegiate athletics. Beginning with apply-
ing the relationship marketing theory to 
donor motivations, the reasons behind 
why someone elects to give financial 
support towards an organization will be 
presented. Next, by focusing on the vary-
ing donor demographics within collegiate 
athletics, connecting the existing theories 
with the primary motives will uncover 
whether commonalities can be applied 
across both current and potential new 
categories.

Relationship-Marketing Theory
To understand the foundation be-

hind relationship marketing theory, 
Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Grem-
ler (2002) established that the concept 
is based on discovering the influential 
factors that lead to a party’s ability to 
attain their desired outcomes, while also 
exploring the relationship between the 
motives and results. Within a collegiate 
athletic department, this concept can be 
seen through fundraisers building and 
supporting positive relationships between 
the organization and its valued donors. 
Mann (2007) stressed the importance of  
total communication between both par-
ties because that is how an organization 
can do its part to guarantee overall satis-
faction for those involved. In regard to 
understanding this theory, the two meth-
ods to consider are relational benefits ap-
proach and relationship quality approach 
(Hennig-Thaurau et al., 2002).

The relational benefits approach can 
be defined as the incentives a consum-
er receives from their commitment to a 
long-term relationship with a company 
or organization that goes above and 
beyond the core service performance 
(Gwinner, Gremler, & Bitner, 1998). In 
applying this to a collegiate athletic sit-
uation, if  a loyal, multi-year donor does 
not purchase their season football tickets 
before the deadline, the department may 
make an exception and allow them to still 
purchase the same seats that they have 
had in previous years thanks to their ex-
isting relationship. Bendapudi and Berry 
(1997) explained this approach in an even 
simpler manner by illustrating how the 
benefits that are received do not even 
have to be completely satisfying for the 
customer, as long as what they are re-
ceiving still outweighs the alternative of  
them not receiving it at all or going with 
a different option. 

During a study focused on the re-
lationship between customers and 
salespersons one main conclusion was 
found. According to Reynolds and Be-
atty (1999), positive perceptions of  the 
benefits associated with a particular 
relationship occur in instances where 
mutual satisfaction exists between a cus-
tomer and a salesperson. When there is a 
strong relationship between a customer 
and salesperson it results in satisfaction 
between the customer and the company 
as a whole. The significance in the find-
ings of  the Reynolds and Beatty (1999) 
study is due to it relating to the type of  
relationship that exists between donors 
(customer) and fundraisers (salesperson) 
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or even between donors and the entire 
athletic department (company).

For the relationship quality approach, 
this concept focuses on addressing all 
of  the necessary requirements that both 
parties have, which will then showcase 
a relationship that is both strong and 
progressive (Smith, 1998). Crosby, Evans, 
and Cowles (1990) found that this ap-
proach is structured on whether or not a 
salesperson is able to eliminate the initial 
hesitation that a customer may have be-
fore purchasing or renewing. With un-
certainty, comes doubt which means that 
this method is designed to assure cus-
tomers that there is no need for them to 
be concerned with undesired outcomes 
(Crosby, Evans, & Cowles, 1990). Crosby 
(1991) discussed how the bond that is 
formed between both parties is creat-
ed by how positively or negatively they 
interact, when and where they interact, 
and also their similarities that they both 
have as two separate entities. While a key 
aspect of  this method is assuring con-
sumers that their investment will be ben-
eficial, fundraisers in collegiate athletes 
can approach the relationship knowing 
that the competition they face with the 
consumers they are targeting really only 
comes down to the person deciding 
whether or not to donate at all.

Yet, another way to understand this 
concept is through the departments that 
consistently produce winning programs 
and treat donors well, thus allowing them 
to capitalize on this aspect by both entic-
ing new donors and also solidifying the 
existing ones for future years to come. In 
applying the relationship-marketing theo-

ry to motivating donors within collegiate 
athletics, Hixon (2012) presented that 
the relationship is built, sustained, and 
strengthened to assure that the donor’s 
satisfaction is always upheld. A focal 
point with this theory is to enhance the 
reputation of  the organization through 
its ability to grow contributions as a 
result of  its strong relationships with 
donors. Furthermore, Dorsch, Swanson, 
and Kelley (1998) stated how it should be 
expected for a relationship to exist based 
on a mutual understanding between 
parties that the goal is to both create a 
stronger relationship, while also improv-
ing the organization’s status. Specifically, 
in scenarios where a donor increases 
their annual giving, then that should 
confirm the donor’s intention of  building 
a stronger relationship with the athletic 
fundraising department.

Donor Types
Standard Donor

Research has shown that when it 
comes to the donor lifecycle that exists 
for individuals who give charitable gifts 
to universities, throughout the beginning 
of  their post-college years there are few 
donations overall and those that do give 
donate gifts that are rather small (Tom 
& Elmer, 1994). While looking into the 
progression of  large donations, it typi-
cally occurs within 10 to 20 years after 
someone graduates, but it does still con-
tinue to grow between 20 to 30 years out 
(Tom & Elmer, 1994). Tom and Elmer 
(1994) also discuss how once an individ-
ual reaches 40 years post-graduation, it 
becomes noticeable that there is a decline 
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in their donations. Therefore, in illus-
trating the the ideal image of  a collegiate 
athletic donor, Tsiotsou (2006) has been 
able to conclude that: 

“Donors in athletics are married 
males from 40–60 years old, they 
are engaged in a profession or 
business, they are residents of  
the state, and they live within 200 
miles of  the campus. They are not 
yet retired, and over 65 percent 
of  them have incomes exceeding 
$40,000 per year” (p. 210). 

In an extensive study on alumni and 
non-alumni donor motives, Gray (2009) 
found several common occurrences 
within the responses of  participants. 
For starters, in two of  three universities, 
non-alumni rated that improving the stu-
dent-athlete’s academic opportunities was 
their primary motivation, while the third 
school listed the opportunity to purchase 
tickets as theirs (Gray, 2009). Next, for 
the alumni respondents, their main moti-
vation to give varied from improving the 
football program, improving the athletic 
department as a whole, and finally im-
proving student-athletes academic op-
portunities (Gray, 2009). 

Additionally, one of  the lesser-known 
areas within this field that has yet to be 
fully studied is the factors that contribute 
to the separation of  high versus low con-
tributing donors (Humphreys & Mon-
dello, 2007; Sattler, Morehead, Popp, & 
McEvoy, 2019). Regarding the relation-
ship between seating preferences and do-
nor level research has found that donor 
attendance at games did have some effect 
on giving level (Tsiotsou, 2006). Tsiotsou 
(2006) concurred that those attending 

games had more motivation to give much 
larger contributions than those who 
were not in attendance. Further, Stinson 
and Howard (2010b) found that nearly 
three-quarters of  the donors that give 
charitable donations up to $5,000 do so 
because that is the minimum amount that 
they can give to still be able to receive 
the primary seat locations they desire.  
For purchasing tickets to college athletic 
events, multiple studies have presented 
a relationship exiting between a donor’s 
charitable gift and their preferred season 
ticket seating options (Coughlin & Er-
ekson, 1984; Mahony, Gladden, & Funk, 
2003; Humphreys & Mondello, 2007; 
Huml, Brown, & Bergman, 2020; Huml 
& Cintron, 2021). This situation has been 
shown to operate as case of  supply and 
demand, meaning that for successful 
athletic programs, the desire individuals 
have for the best seats is greater than the 
available seat options that facilities have, 
thus resulting in donors being required 
to make large donations to secure these 
prime locations (Coughlin & Erekson, 
1984; Mahony, Gladden, & Funk, 2003; 
Humphreys & Mondello, 2007). Further-
more, to fully grasp the magnitude of  
mega-donors to college athletic fundrais-
ing departments, it is important to under-
stand The Rule of  Thirds. According to 
Luy (2007), “This rule is the belief  that 
one-third of  your gifts will come from 
the top ten donors, the next one-third 
from the next top 100 donors, and the 
remaining gifts from all other donors.” 
(p. 20).

In another study, Popp et al. (2016) 
differentiated between donor motivations 
that function in a transactional manner 
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versus those that are transformational in 
nature. The former refers to individuals 
who are motivated by having the ability 
to receive tangible benefits for donating 
(Popp et al., 2016). Examples of  individ-
uals demonstrating being transactionally 
motivated would be those whose main 
reason for donating is to then purchase 
season tickets or parking passes. In terms 
of  the latter, which the researchers refer-
ence as being altruistically motivated, this 
describes donors who are primarily con-
cerned with whether their support is able 
to benefit others (Popp et al., 2016). Ev-
idence of  this type of  donor motivation 
would be individuals who acknowledge 
their intent to donate for the purpose of  
enhancing the student-athlete experience 
and their well-being, with little-to-no 
attention being placed on what they will 
receive in return.

Recent College Graduates
While the level of  interaction an in-

dividual had during their time attending 
a university is yet another donor charac-
teristic that has been covered extensive-
ly, Terry and Macy (2007) presented an 
alternate approach. They discussed how 
the focus should instead be on graduates 
who feel a greater sense of  commitment 
and responsibility towards the university 
due to having some form of  involvement 
throughout numerous years post-college. 
Bass (2014) also explained that both 
loyalty and having a desire to progress 
the athletic department towards future 
success represented two of  the main 
motivational factors for recent graduates. 
However, it should be known that no 

matter how involved an individual was 
while they were attending the university, 
one major factor has shown to negative-
ly affect an individual’s willingness to 
give back financially is the high level of  
debt some of  them accumulated while 
they were students (Terry & Macy, 2007; 
Baum & O’Malley, 2003). 

In building on the financial strain 
connected to the significant debt that 
recent graduates accumulated during 
college, the results from Baum and 
O’Malley’s (2003) study showed that 40% 
of  respondents said they chose less-ex-
pensive schools or delayed their enroll-
ment due to their financial restraint. The 
reason that this number is important 
for fundraisers to understand is because 
the financial stress that individuals with 
student loan debt have to deal with can 
cause them to feel as though it is not 
their duty to help the current students 
through donating, and instead want them 
to have to feel the weight of  student 
loans themselves (Terry & Macy, 2007). 

While the debt factor has shown to 
negatively affect recent graduate donor 
potential, Meer (2013) again emphasized 
the fact that it is not about how much a 
recent graduate gives, it is about getting 
them in the mindset of  simply giving a 
gift of  any amount. What must be done 
when focusing on recent graduates is 
creating a habit of  giving so that as they 
progress through the donor lifecycle, 
they transition from making small do-
nations into giving larger ones (Meer, 
2013). This idea ties into the belief  that 
an individual’s willingness to participate 
is a way of  predicting their ability and 
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desire to give later on in life (Turner, 
Meserve, & Bowen, 2001). Sattler et al. 
(2019) further discussed the value in 
college athletic fundraising departments 
implementing crowdsourcing into their 
strategies used to discover new donors. 
In doing so, this was shown to offer 
fundraising associates a cost-effective 
method to reach and identify more pro-
spective donors than would otherwise be 
possible through other standard tactics 
such as phone calls or emails (Sattler et 
al., 2019). Of  additional value was that 
using crowdsourcing techniques to cul-
tivate new donors provided these pros-
pects with the freedom to give as little or 
as much of  an initial gift as they could 
(Sattler et al., 2019). The idea behind us-
ing crowdsourcing as a donor cultivation 
technique is that it is a convenient way to 
identify individuals who show a willing-
ness to give. This then allows a fundrais-
ing associate to cultivate a relationship 
that progresses towards transitioning the 
individual into the athletic department’s 
donor pipeline.

Methods

Research Setting and Procedures
The authors utilized a qualitative 

methods research approach for data col-
lection purposes. The choice to construct 
this study around a qualitative research 
approach allowed for interviews to serve 
as the main method for obtaining the 
necessary information from partici-
pants in the most effective and efficient 
manner. By utilizing this approach, the 
researchers were able to create thick 

descriptions of  the unique feelings, 
thoughts, perceptions, and emotions of  
each participant (Jones & Gratton, 2016). 
The decision to conduct interviews was 
based on the need to structure strategi-
cally prepared questions comprised from 
the advanced planning done by the re-
searchers in an attempt to avoid obtain-
ing inadequate results as well as due to 
the exploratory nature of  the study and 
“newness” of  the topic (Qu & Dumay, 
2011). To ensure the credibility of  the 
participant responses, using one-on-one 
interviews also allowed for the inter-
viewer to avoid interpreting responses by 
instead verifying the true meaning once it 
had been given (Kvale, 1988).

Participant Selection
To assist in further understand-

ing how student-donor memberships 
throughout the nation are structured, 
10 NCAA Division I, Power 5 athletic 
fundraising and development depart-
ment student memberships were studied. 
Each of  the 10 participants were select-
ed from 10 separate athletic fundraising 
and development departments. The 
decision to interview 10 associates was 
based on the researchers reaching a point 
of  saturation in regard to the responses 
being collected. Locating participants 
began by searching the official websites 
of  athletic fundraising and development 
departments to discover which offered 
student-donor memberships. At the time 
data was collected, NCAA Division I ath-
letic annual fund departments from the 
Southeastern Conference (SEC), Big Ten 
Conference (B1G), Big 12 Conference 
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(Big XII), and Atlantic Coast Conference 
(ACC) were contacted. Of  the depart-
ments who were successfully reached, 
15 acknowledged currently offering a 
student-donor membership, 4 depart-
ments used to offer one, and 13 had 
never offered one at all. Regarding the 15 
who did currently offer a student-donor 
membership, individual interviews were 
able to be scheduled with 10 of  them. In 
terms of  the specific departments repre-
sented within the sample, both the SEC 
and ACC had three representatives, while 
the B1G and Big XII were each repre-
sented by two departments.

The process for contacting partic-
ipants was conducted through direct 
phone calls to each department and then 
once in contact with an associate, snow-
balling was applied for gaining additional 
leads on other potential participants. 
Furthermore, to qualify for this study, 
student memberships had to have been 
offered for at least two years. The reason 
behind this was to ensure that each de-
partment being interviewed would have 
the ability to reference multiple years of  
data. An additional requirement for par-
ticipating in the interview was being an 
NCAA Division I fundraising and devel-
opment associate, within the department, 
who had experience working closely 
with, or overseeing the student-donor 
membership. Due to the need for par-
ticipants to be current NCAA Division I 
fundraising and development associates, 
the author used purposive sampling. Al-
though the 10 participants held a variety 
of  roles such as senior associate athletics 
director, director of  development, as-

sistant director of  development, devel-
opment officer, and graduate assistant, 
each of  these individuals were selected 
based on them being the individual who 
worked the closest with their student-do-
nor membership. 

Regarding the primary archival data 
that was utilized within this study, athletic 
department websites were closely ex-
amined to assist in developing the initial 
baseline for understanding student-donor 
memberships. This data provided the 
researcher with surface-level view of  the 
structure, benefits, and purpose of  these 
memberships. More specifically, annual 
funds used their websites as a way to ini-
tially explain to prospective student-do-
nors what the goal for the membership 
was, what tangible and experiential ben-
efits they would receive by joining, and 
how much it would cost for them to 
become a member. Additionally, this data 
helped to inform the questions that were 
asked during the interview process.

Interview Guide
In regard to the questions used 

throughout the semi-structured inter-
views (see Appendix A for interview 
protocol), the ability for flexibility to be 
incorporated was done in an attempt to 
adhere to the potential varying responses 
provided by the participants. With the 
purpose of  this study on discovering the 
primary characteristics associated with 
offering student-donor memberships 
within collegiate athletics, understand-
ing the relationship (transactional vs. 
transformational) that exists between a 
department and their student members 
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serves as a primary goal. Further, addi-
tional topics the interview focused on 
included the membership benefits that 
were offered, best platforms for commu-
nicating with members, recruitment tac-
tics, branding and structuring strategies, 
membership fees, barriers and challenges, 
and finally, the goals that each depart-
ment want to accomplish by offering a 
student membership. A voice recording 
was done for each interview, which al-
lowed the author to transcribe the dis-
cussions. The interviews were conducted 
over the phone and lasted between 20-60 
minutes. Each of  the participants was 
then assigned a fictitious name to ensure 
that their identities remained anonymous.

Data Analysis
After the initial transcription of  the 

interviews occurred, open coding al-
lowed the authors to run through the 
interviews again, this time forming 
groups of  similar concepts to generate 
new understandings for the student-do-
nor membership phenomenon (Elo & 
Kyngas, 2008). In addition to this, open 
coding permitted notes and headings 
to be incorporated while the authors 
transcribed the data from the interviews 
(Elo & Kyngas, 2008). However, com-
pletion of  the analysis for the study was 
not finalized until common themes had 
been agreed upon by the researchers. In 
addition to the phone interviews, sec-
ondary research was done by viewing the 
official website for each fundraising and 
development fund that participates in the 
study. This allowed the researchers to ad-
here to qualitative methodological guide-
lines by employing triangulation of  data 

through the collection of  multiple sourc-
es of  data (Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Lath-
er, 1986), which included archival-type 
data and semi-structured interviews.

With credibility and dependability be-
ing critical standards to address in qual-
itative inquiry, ensuring that responses 
were recorded and transcribed correctly 
was completed through two measures: 
member checking and categorizing (Mar-
shall & Rossman, 2016). While direct 
quotes were regularly used during the in-
terviews, the authors ensured that partici-
pants could not be identified through the 
published data (Elo & Kyngas, 2008). In 
addition to the triangulation of  data that 
was collected within this study, triangula-
tion of  interviewers was also used (Cre-
swell & Poth, 2018). Specifically, both 
researchers continuously participated in 
reflexivity and peer debriefing sessions 
to ensure that the developed themes and 
analysis were grounded in the data (Mar-
shall & Rossman, 2016). The researchers 
were both in agreement on each of  the 
themes and subthemes presented within 
this study. To the best of  each research-
er’s knowledge, the results of  this study 
are valid, reliable, and should be further 
explored with confidence. By applying a 
qualitative research design, the findings 
presented within this study should also 
be viewed as transferable rather than 
generalizable to college athletic fund-
raising departments who are interested 
in offering a student-donor membership 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016).

Results
Following an analysis of  the inter-

views, as well as the case study and archi-
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val data, the authors were able to cate-
gorize the findings into four common 
themes that will be explained in detail 
within this section. The four themes 
include: structure, benefits, communica-
tion, and branding. 

Structure
For designing a student-donor mem-

bership, understanding the factors in-
volved in structuring it for success con-
sist of  four key topics: purpose, who is 
involved, membership fee, and barriers/
challenges. The overarching idea behind 
this theme was to specifically outline the 
main areas that can determine whether 
student-donor memberships are designed 
for success. From developing the overall 
goal for the membership, to getting buy-
in among all associates within the depart-
ment, selecting an affordable but appro-
priate membership fee, and eliminating 
potential threats to the membership, 
properly structuring a student-donor 
membership is the first step for funds in-
terested in expanding the donor lifecycle.

Amongst the collegiate athletic de-
partments that offer student-donor 
memberships, it is commonly recognized 
that the membership serves as the first 
step of  a donor’s lifecycle, representing 
a “pipeline” towards future larger dona-
tions. As fundraising and development 
departments continue to look for new 
ways to grow their donor membership 
bases, the value in offering student-do-
nor memberships continues to grow. At 
the very least, through the student-donor 
memberships, fundraising and develop-
ment departments are able to at gener-

ate a base that will then serve as their 
future potential targets that they contact 
to become athletic annual fund donors. 
This idea of  the membership serving as 
a “pipeline” is illustrated by the following 
quote, which was given by one associate 
but is representative of  the responses 
given by other participants, 

“It is a good way to see what may 
be coming down the pipeline. As 
far as what students’ interests are, 
how involved they are at a younger 
age, and how long they are in-
volved. It’ll start with a $50, $100 
gift and those can turn into the 
$10,000,000 gifts down the line.”

Still, at the end of  the day the price 
should be based on weighing what ben-
efits are offered compared to the mem-
bership fee, which was emphasized by 
the following participant quote:

“Simple as looking at the price 
for what we are doing. Of  course 
you want to do value received but 
we came to the conclusion that 
we want to be cheap, for lack of  
a better word, we want it to look 
easy, ‘oh, it’s only $XX’.”

In regard to deciding who should oversee 
and operate the student-donor member-
ship, there are a few ideas to consider. 
While the student-donor membership 
should be housed within the athletic 
department, many associates still recog-
nize that for it to be successful, it takes 
a team effort. Although many of  the 
departments specifically assigned one 
to two associates to oversee the mem-
bership, several acknowledged that they 
still received outside help. By utilizing 
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the Alumni Association and the athlet-
ic marketing department, this provides 
additional assistance in communicating 
with and offering benefits to the stu-
dent-donor members. However, one 
fundraising associate explained their 
reasoning for keeping the athletic student 
membership internal as, “it was import-
ant to make sure that we distinguish our 
[Young Alumni] program, or the [student 
donor] membership compared to Alumni 
Association [Student Alumni] program.”  
For differentiating between young alum-
ni versus student donor programs, this 
can be done by understanding that the 
former pertains to donors who are re-
cent college graduates, while the latter 
relates to donors who are current college 
students. By keeping the student-donor 
membership operated internally, fund-
raising and development departments 
can ensure that the membership is stay-
ing consistent with the goals and expec-
tations of  the regular athletics annual 
fund.

After analyzing the transcriptions and 
reviewing each annual fund’s student-do-
nor membership webpage, it was found 
that there is no “right” membership fee 
to charge for a student-donor member-
ship. The range of  the results varied 
from $15-$100, depending on the de-
partment. The mean for the membership 
price was $33.50, while the median and 
mode was $25. The fact of  the matter is 
this is not a revenue generating member-
ship. It is about engaging with, educating, 
and initiating student involvement with 
donating, so therefore the focus needs to 
be on finding a price affordable enough 

to where students will not hesitate to 
join. As one associate noted, “The ($25) 
price point is obviously working for a 
lot of  students. I don’t think we have 
enough benefits right now to provide 
a reason to increase the membership 
price.” The key takeaway is that by select-
ing a more affordable price, departments 
then have the ability to increase or de-
crease their fee once they have a better 
idea for how it aligns with the benefits 
they provide.

When deciding whether or not to of-
fer a student-donor membership, college 
athletic fundraising and development 
departments should be aware of  the bar-
riers and challenges they may face. Being 
able to generate awareness and advance 
the membership stems from an annual 
fund’s ability to successfully demonstrate 
their ability to stimulate student donors’ 
willingness to pay for the student-donor 
membership, which is not an easy task. 
In terms of  what one department sees 
as the biggest challenge they face, they 
discussed how it is crucial to address the 
perceived value of  the student-donor 
membership. It falls on the fundraising 
and development associates to make the 
case for why students should be a mem-
ber, as well as showing the significance 
in the student’s decision to support the 
program. This issue was highlighted by 
the following representative participant 
quote,

“There’s a lot of  people compet-
ing for their time and their dollar. 
Think about all of  the different 
student organizations that are on 
campus. Whether it’s, fraternities/
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sororities, and beyond that to dif-
ferent clubs and stuff. They have 
a lot of  distractions. Why should 
they support this initiative? And I 
think you have to make a strong 
case for that, and that’s tough.”

The issue with overcoming the perceived 
value challenge is that this is a barrier a 
fund must face each year while a student 
is in college. However, an additional 
challenge funds face has been shown to 
occur internally within their own depart-
ment, which was explained by the repre-
sentative quote below,

“I think the biggest barrier is buy-in. 
You also need to have staff  buy-in too, 
as in ‘this is important and we need to 
sit down and get this done’ whether it’s 
something as simple as creating lists or 
whatever it is. The biggest issue too is 
having it as an afterthought.”

Benefits
When it comes to deciding on the 

benefits that will be offered within a stu-
dent-donor membership, it is important 
that what you provide also builds recog-
nition amongst members, so they under-
stand that their membership is a branch 
of  the athletic annual fund. 

Transactional vs. Transformational.
A key concept that student-donor 

memberships must decide between is 
having a transactional or transforma-
tional approach. In layman’s terms, a 
transactional relationship is one where 
both parties understand exactly what 
will be provided in exchange for a spe-
cific donation amount (Transactional vs. 

Transformational Giving, 2018). Alter-
natively, a transformational relationship 
is illustrated by a deeper-level connection 
being built between parties which in turn 
stimulates an emotional link resulting 
in increased trust and commitment to a 
cause (Transactional vs. Transformational 
Giving, 2018). Having a transactional ap-
proach refers to seeing the student-donor 
membership for what it is in the present: 
a student donating a small membership 
fee to receive a benefit that they other-
wise wouldn’t have access to. One fund-
raising associate highlighted the concept 
of  a transactional approach within the 
following representative quote, “It’s 
more transactional than transformation-
al, because again, just to get them in the 
door and be members it does need to be 
a ‘well what’s in it for me?’ type of  build 
there.” Another associate furthered this 
belief  by stating, 

“I don’t think students are neces-
sarily at the point in their lives to 
have a, in their minds, a transfor-
mational impact giving at such a 
small level. I think it has to start 
transactional and that’s how you 
build the relationship and even-
tually, if  you do a good job in 
creating that relationship with 
transactional membership benefits, 
eventually it will turn into trans-
formational.”

Specific examples of  the transactional 
benefits used within the sample of  col-
lege athletic student-donor memberships 
explored within this study have been 
explained in-detail throughout the fol-
lowing three subcategories.
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Tangible Benefits. 
With many athletic annual funds hav-

ing a transactional approach where stu-
dents pay a membership fee for the sole 
purpose of  receiving something in ex-
change, they must take this into account 
when selecting the benefits they will 
offer.  Amongst most departments, the 
general consensus for a tangible item is 
a t-shirt and is emphasized by one fund-
raising associates’ ability to turn this sim-
ple benefit into a collector’s item. Within 
the following representative quote, an 
associate acknowledged that, 

“Every year we are just switching 
colors around but the idea is you 
create a brand that you see people 
walking around in. There’s a big 
‘17, big ‘18, big ‘19, whatever it is 
and you can collect each year.”

Another fundraising associate discussed 
how their department made sense of  
the decision to offer tangible benefits by 
explaining,

“You’re always going to learn to-
wards what nice, new, clean swag 
item can we give to incentivize 
kids to join this year or to renew 
their membership for the year? So 
I would say we lean heavily on an 
actual tangible benefit rather than 
like seating options, experience 
options.”

Experiences. 
Of  the different student member-

ship benefits, each of  the participants 
acknowledged that their athletic annual 
fund focused heavily on the experienc-
es that they could provide to students. 

The reasoning for this is because most 
of  these experiences do not cost them 
anything at all. It is about providing the 
students with the ability to have exclusive 
access to an experience that they oth-
erwise would not be able to have. One 
associate indicated that,

“We do exclusive private practices 
with our head coaches. What that 
means is our students get to come 
into a behind-the-scenes look at 
an actual practice and we also try 
and try them a tour of  the facility 
and get the behind-the-scenes look 
that a normal student wouldn’t 
get. At the end of  practice, they’ll 
also have the opportunity to shake 
hands, take pictures with the head 
coach, and get that one-on-one 
experience.” 

With students, you need to provide them 
with something that helps them standout 
from their peers and numerous partic-
ipants echoed the belief  that a photo 
opportunity should be incorporated to 
make the experience even better.

Priority Points. 
Priority points serve as a benefit that 

provides donors with the ability to accu-
mulate points for their charitable giving 
amount, which then allows them to 
receive better incentives, such as season 
tickets or better seat locations. In regard 
to student memberships, one fundraising 
associate described their current situa-
tion as, “Each year before you graduate 
you can accumulate XX points and those 
priority points help to go along with your 
rank and your opportunity to purchase 



Journal of  Amateur Sport     Volume Seven, Issue Two     Bogina et al, 2021     104

season tickets once you graduate.” By 
having priority points as a benefit within 
a student membership, it begins tran-
sitioning the students into thinking of  
their overall donor rank, as well as how 
their points will translate into their future 
season-ticket seating location. This belief  
was shared by other participants and em-
phasized by the following representative 
quote,

“We do give our students priority 
points so that when they start their 
membership, they already start 
gaining points. So that’s why we 
encourage them to start now be-
cause they transfer later on. This 
is the biggest thing that we do, 
which is why we have the number 
of  members that we do.”

Communication
For fundraising and development 

departments, communicating with their 
annual fund donors is far different from 
how they must reach both their current 
and potential student-donor members. 

Platforms. 
This concept can be summed up as 

“go where your audience is”.  Utilizing 
multiple platforms extends the range of  
who sees the messages and posts that are 
released. The following quote, provid-
ed by one associate, was representative 
of  the other participants in this study 
regarding the primary communication 
platforms their departments utilize for 
connecting with student-donors, “We 
have Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook 
accounts and then once individuals give 

us their email to become members, we 
then have them on that list as well.” 
However, while the previous response 
is from a heavy-user of  communication 
tactics, athletic annual funds must still be 
selective on how frequently they reach-
out to their student members. Thus, 
another associate discussed how, “I try 
to leave it to twice a semester, as far as 
emails. I don’t want to bog them down or 
ever come to the point where they want 
to hit “unsubscribe”.

Recruitment. 
In attempting to reach new students 

for joining a student-donor membership 
there are several approaches that depart-
ments have taken. The most successful 
method has been for fundraising de-
partments to have a presence at Student 
Orientations that take place throughout 
the summer, which provide great oppor-
tunities to connect with a large number 
of  incoming freshmen, as well as their 
parents. One associate reported that, 

“I work closely with the orienta-
tion leaders too. I’ll talk about the 
[student donor] membership, and 
then when students or parents are 
asking ‘hey, how can I get football 
season-tickets?’ they can say ‘here’s 
how you do it, also don’t forget to 
join the [student donor] member-
ship’”. 

Similar to the previous quote, another 
associate acknowledged their unique way 
of  recruiting new student-donor mem-
bers as, “Here with us we have a bunch 
of  different student-run organizations, 
just like a lot of  other universities. So 
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our team is working on creating a liaison 
board between those other student orga-
nizations.”

Branding
The final category to report on in-

volves the strategies that NCAA athletic 
fundraising and development depart-
ments put into effect for branding their 
student-donor membership. For some, 
the focus has been on creating a brand 
that stands alone and functions separate-
ly from an athletic department’s annual 
fund. Others, however, have realized the 
benefit in aligning the membership as a 
branch of  the annual fund, which once 
again creates the idea of  a “pipeline”. As 
a result of  these ideas, the authors were 
able to form two sub-categories: engage-
ment and extension of  the annual fund. 
The details pertaining to these concepts 
are further examined below.

Engagement. 
For some student-donor member-

ships, branding it on the framework of  
supporting and being involved at athletic 
events has been a successful approach. 
This idea of  having a place for students 
to be part of  an exciting and interactive 
fan base is a common method to use and 
one associate explained it as, “a way to 
lock in those kids that are really passion-
ate about supporting our teams, love it 
here on campus, being at the games, and 
having a loud presence.” This mentality 
of  emphasizing student-donor engage-
ment by encouraging them to be active at 
events was further discussed by another 
participant who stated,

“During the summer, before 
students got on campus, I and 
three other staff  members had a 
meeting and we basically came up 
with items or experiences that we 
thought would be fun for students. 
For example, we have a really 
great event before the basketball 
season starts. It is always packed 
and tough to get a seat. For that 
month, we decided to work with 
event management staff  to re-
serve seats for (student-donors). 
We were ultimately trying to make 
them feel like VIPs.”

Extension of  the Annual Fund. 
Designing a brand that can be recog-

nized as an extension of  the annual fund 
allows both current and potential stu-
dent-donor members to understand the 
link between the two. For college athletic 
fundraising and development depart-
ments, this offers them an easy way to 
educate student-donors about the “pipe-
line” that exists between the student and 
annual membership. One fundraising 
associate acknowledged that, 

“We ultimately wanted to go 
hand-in-hand with the [athletic 
annual fund]. Our logo and shield 
is the same that the [athletic an-
nual fund] uses, it’s just a differ-
ent color and has our words in 
it. So the brand recognition is to 
make sure that our [student-donor 
membership] logo is on every-
thing because if  you’ve seen the 
[student-donor membership] logo 
then you’ll recognize it or asso-
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ciate it with the regular [athletic 
annual fund] membership.” 

However, something to consider is that 
it is about building a brand that is con-
sistent with the athletic annual fund, but 
still adding a creative aspect to meet the 
students’ needs. This then strengthens 
the relationship between both parties and 
aligns directly with the relationship-mar-
keting theory. The following quote de-
scribed this strategy further and is rep-
resentative of  the perceptions shared by 
numerous participants, 

“Our biggest brand point is we 
want to stay on brand with the 
actual [athletic annual fund]. We 
don’t want them to feel like a dif-
ferent entity because they are still 
a part of  the [athletic annual fund] 
family. So I think that if  there 
were a difference it would be in 
tailoring the events that we do, the 
t-shirt we provide, to the actual 
college student.”

Discussion
Two key findings in this study were 

on how athletic fundraising departments 
can benefit from and approach offering 
student-donor memberships to current 
college students. With the main reasons 
for annual funds to offer the student 
membership including “donor pipeline” 
and “student involvement”, the focus 
should be on getting students active in 
the membership. In doing so, fundrais-
ing associates discover the individuals 
who have a willingness to donate, which 
they can build-on when the time comes 
to transition them into the annual fund. 
Although when it comes to measuring 

the profitability of  a student member-
ship, fundraising departments have to 
look at it long-term by considering the 
customer lifetime value associated with 
transitioning student-donors into the 
athletic annual fund. In terms of  setting 
goals for the membership, even though 
student-donors do not contribute large 
amounts of  revenue in the present it, is 
still important for fundraising depart-
ments to balance using the relationship 
marketing theory’s relational benefits 
and relationship quality approach (Hen-
nig-Thurau et al., 2002).  To do this, as-
sociates should use the former to ensure 
that student-donor are satisfied with the 
benefits they receive by continuing to do-
nate (relational benefits approach), while 
the latter can be used to further educate 
them on the impact that their donation is 
making on improving the quality of  life 
for student-athletes (relationship quality 
approach). By acquiring both sets of  in-
formation, this can help associates ini-
tiate personalized fundraising strategies 
that allow them to work toward building 
a lasting relationship with student-donors 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002). Due to the 
participants within this study acknowl-
edging that students demonstrate higher 
motivation for transactional versus trans-
formational benefits, special attention 
should be placed on the relational bene-
fits approach. For instance, the value in 
identifying a student-donor’s key drivers 
would then allow for advancing their 
relationship with the fundraising depart-
ment to occur through the process of  
“mutual satisfaction” (Reynolds & Beatty, 
1999). 
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Regarding the specific challenges 
and barriers for structuring a student 
membership, the issues of  generating 
awareness, getting in-house buy-in, and 
advancing the membership all connect to 
the need for associates to emphasize the 
perceived value of  the membership. Due 
to fundraising associates being tasked 
with showing the value of  the student 
membership, the situation relates back to 
the research on the relationship quality 
approach (Crosby et al., 1990). Within 
this approach, a salesperson works to 
eliminate the concerns of  a potential 
buyer, while also meeting their require-
ments, which results in an agreement to 
purchase. Therefore, fundraising asso-
ciates must reassure students that the 
price for the student membership, along 
with the benefits that they will receive, 
does outweigh what they are giving up 
outside of  the membership. Kwon, Trail, 
and James (2007) also presented on the 
idea of  measuring the perceived value of  
something by referencing an individual 
who goes through the process of  com-
paring what they are giving up for what 
they are getting out of  a purchase. More 
specifically, within their study the re-
searchers calculated the likelihood of  an 
individual buying licensed merchandise 
of  a sports team as being determined by 
perceived value and the level to which 
they identified with the team (Kwon et 
al., 2007). How their findings can be ap-
plied to this study relates to the perceived 
value associated with purchasing a stu-
dent-donor membership and the level of  
identification a prospective student-do-
nor may have with an athletic program. 

For those who identify highly with an 
athletic program, they may display higher 
motivation toward joining a student-do-
nor membership, which would then allow 
for fundraising departments to cultivate 
a more personal relationship with the 
donor.

However, fundraising associates 
working with student-donor member-
ships are tasked with not only having to 
show student-donors the perceived value 
in monetary terms, but in nonmonetary 
terms as well (Gipp, Kalafatis, & Ledden, 
2008). What this means is that showing 
the perceived value in monetary terms 
applies to the donation a student-donor 
makes to receive a benefit, while the 
nonmonetary factor is in reference to 
the time and energy they must also give 
up. With their donation going toward 
them being able to receive a benefit, if  
the benefits that are offered also require 
a time commitment, such as attending 
an event, this then becomes a second 
perceived value barrier for prospective 
student-donors with busy schedules. 
Therefore, in accordance with the stu-
dent-donor benefits participants within 
this study recommended using, offering 
a balance of  tangible and experiential 
benefits would serve as an effective ap-
proach. In doing so, student-donors can 
receive tangible benefits that are of  equal 
value to the membership fee they paid, 
such as a membership t-shirt and other 
merchandise, but also receive additional 
value through the experiential benefits 
they are invited to attend.

With the membership prices varying 
from $15-$100, the amount that received 
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the most responses was $25. One ap-
proach to validating the membership fee 
to students can be done by calling it a 
“discount” from the minimum donation 
required to be an annual fund donor 
(Lange & Stocking, 2009). Also, by using 
the discount method, it can be beneficial 
towards getting students to view the stu-
dent membership as a savings opportuni-
ty (Lange & Stocking, 2009). To reiterate 
the feelings shared by participants and 
presented within the results of  this study, 
the conversation surrounding selecting 
the appropriate membership fee should 
be based on choosing an affordable price 
that eliminates prospective student-do-
nors initial hesitation to join. In addition 
to this, although participants discussed 
how the student-donor membership 
should operate under the athletic annual 
fund membership, they still encouraged 
departments to market its distinctiveness 
and benefits that align with student-do-
nors specific needs and wants. 

While the topic of  single verses 
multi-level memberships has already 
been previously discussed (Cartwright 
& Patel, 2013), both of  the options are 
advised to offer at least a $25 member-
ship fee. Whether it is the only choice or 
the entry-level option for a multi-level 
approach, the $25 fee coincides with 
the t-shirt benefit, therefore allowing 
the exclusive experiences to serve as the 
true benefits members receive. For funds 
looking to create a multi-level member-
ship, ensuring that you have benefits that 
justify there being multiple giving levels 
will ultimately decide whether or not this 
pricing option is successful. In regard 
to athletic departments that consistently 

reach bowl games and post-season tour-
naments, a fundraising associate inter-
viewed within this study discussed how 
their first level receives a t-shirt, the sec-
ond receives priority access to post-sea-
son football, and the third receives pri-
ority access for post-season basketball.  
Thus, funds should select a price cheap 
enough to eliminate hesitation (Crosby et 
al., 1990) from potential student-donors, 
while also renewing current members to 
keep them involved in the donor pipe-
line. 

Practical Implications
Previously, when developing the 

framework for the lifecycle of  a donor, 
it was not common practice for those in 
their first few years after graduating col-
lege to donate and even if  they did, the 
donation would be small (Tom & Elmer, 
1994). Often times, a donor’s progression 
towards making a significant donation 
wouldn’t even occur until 10-20 years 
after they had graduated (Tom & Elmer, 
1994). Within this study, the approach 
used for understanding donor relations 
was done through the perspectives of  
fundraising associates. The value in using 
each perspective connects back to the 
peer-to-peer method for soliciting to 
donors (Grover, 2007), which can result 
in both parties being mutually satisfied 
(Reynolds & Beatty, 1999). Resulting 
from the findings produced within this 
study, fundraising associates can con-
fidently use this research as a guide for 
offering their own student membership, 
as well as how to build relationships with 
student-donors.
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When deciding between structuring 
a student-donor membership as trans-
actional or transformational, the partic-
ipants within study were in agreement 
that student-donors respond more posi-
tively towards the transactional approach. 
However, due to the emphasis on the an-
nual fund being on the transformational 
benefits to donating, fundraising associ-
ates should still work to educate students 
on why their contribution matters. In 
building on having a transactional ap-
proach, it is beyond crucial to emphasize 
the “exclusiveness” factor of  the benefits 
that are offered within the student-donor 
membership. The reasoning behind this 
is due to, in some cases, there being too 
many separate “fan groups” that exist 
within some athletic departments, instead 
of  having one student-donor member-
ship to unite them all.

In the case of  Michigan State Ath-
letics, they offer a non-branded student 
section for football, the “Izzone” for 
men’s basketball, the “Munnsters” stu-
dent section for hockey, the “Red Cedar 
Rowdies” for soccer, and “George’s 
Jungle” for volleyball. The main concern 
with having five different “fan groups” 
is that three of  them require a separate 
membership fee. It costs $183 for the 
football student section, $55 for the 
“Izzone”, and an $85 fee to be a part of  
the “Munnsters” (Michigan State Spartan 
Athletics, 2019). A separate t-shirt is pro-
vided through each paid membership but 
the “Izzone” fee only awards students 
the opportunity to purchase their home 
basketball tickets for an additional $10 
per game. While the football student sec-

tion membership fee only goes towards 
home game tickets, “Izzone” members 
are invited to attend a campout and 
other group events through the basket-
ball program, as well as having a shorter 
wait-time to enter the arena on game 
day. The only extra benefit for being a 
“Munnster” is that the t-shirt comes in 
the form of  a jersey and members are 
invited to a pre-season event with the 
team. For the “Red Cedar Rowdies” and 
“George’s Jungle”, both of  these student 
fan groups are free to all students and no 
additional benefits are provided.

The drawback to having separate 
student fan groups is that students have 
a lower disposable income, meaning they 
may have to choose which they want 
to join the most, as well as the absence 
of  offering them consistent “exclusive” 
benefits that align with their membership 
fee. If  an athletic annual fund was to 
instead offer one student-donor mem-
bership that included each sports student 
fan group, it would ensure that they are 
providing tangible and experiential ben-
efits that showcase the exclusivity of  the 
membership benefits students otherwise 
would not receive by not donating. Ad-
ditionally, having separate student fan 
groups is a missed opportunity for gen-
erating long-term revenue due to athletic 
annual funds failing to cultivate a lasting 
relationship with these students who are 
demonstrating the proven donor motives 
of  affiliation and socialization (Ko, Rhee, 
Walker, & Lee, 2014). 

For selecting the appropriate donor 
benefits, student-donor memberships 
should be built around offering exclu-
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sive experiences or priority access to 
home games/tickets. The first reason this 
approach should be followed is because 
these benefits do not cost the depart-
ment anything. The second reason is that 
an experience has been shown to moti-
vate students through public recognition 
(Degasperi & Mainardes, 2017), there-
fore enhancing their association with the 
group (Schervish & Havens, 1997). As 
for the experiences offered, these bene-
fits will vary across athletic departments 
depending on whether or not they have 
facility tours or a popular coach that stu-
dent want access to. For those who may 
not have a high-profile coach or facility, 
offering access to closed practices, side-
line passes at games, graduation photos 
on the football field or in the basketball 
arena, and exclusive watch-parties were 
successful strategies used by participants 
within this study. However, even with 
the primary benefits being experience-re-
lated, the consensus among participants 
interviewed within this study was to 
provide students-donors with a mem-
bership t-shirt. As previously discussed, 
having the tangible benefit of  a t-shirt is 
a simple way to give students something 
to have in exchange for their money. 
If  the t-shirt has a unique design it can 
also help to generate awareness for the 
student membership and give students a 
way to identify with the group (Schervish 
& Havens, 1997).

To connect these membership ben-
efits and reflect on the reasoning for 
implementing a transactional approach 
for student-donor memberships, the idea 
for using this approach is to get as many 

current students as active as possible 
before they graduate. By also educating 
them on the philanthropic impact their 
gift makes, it then prepares them for the 
transformational approach that fundrais-
ing associates utilize once they transition 
into a recent graduate membership. Bass 
(2014) examined recent graduates and 
the results justified using the transforma-
tional approach on recent grads due to 
their desire to show loyalty, progress the 
athletic department, and provide educa-
tional benefits to student-athletes. How-
ever, while the results of  this student-do-
nor membership study show fundraising 
associates agreeing that current students 
are too young to understand their phil-
anthropic impact, Bass (2014) found that 
those within five years post-graduation 
have already realized it. The significance 
of  this information is that recent college 
graduates are developing their under-
standing for philanthropic giving long 
before reaching what has deemed as the 
most profitable, middle-age and finan-
cially stable, donor demographic. While 
student-donors and recent graduates 
operate as separate donor memberships, 
the major take-away for transitioning the 
approaches used on both memberships is 
that benefits for student-donors should 
build on enhancing their loyalty and 
commitment due to those being motiva-
tional factors for them as recent gradu-
ates.

For selecting the appropriate com-
munication process of  student-donor 
memberships, it should combine both 
old and new approaches. With emails 
continuing to serve as successful method 
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for distributing information to members, 
a shift towards utilizing additional tech-
nology platforms can be beneficial (Sha-
piro, 2010). Students still receive emails 
from their university and check-in on the 
classes they are enrolled in, so this outlet 
remains relevant. A new approach should 
also utilize the social media platforms 
most used by students in an effort to “go 
where they are”. Due to each platform 
serving a different purpose, knowing 
where to publish content can make a 
major impact on how it is received. For 
instance, with Facebook being focused 
on the “relationship” aspect provided 
through customized messages, Twitter 
allows for quick updates, convenient-
ly located news stories, and interacting 
with followers (Voorveld, Van Noort, & 
Muntinga, 2018). Additional platforms 
that should be utilized include Instagram, 
where users can share creative photo 
and video messages, as well as Snapchat, 
which can be used to release instant-pho-
to and video messages (Voorveld et al., 
2018). Regarding the demographics for 
users of  social media platforms, research 
has shown that over 86% of  18-29-year-
olds use Facebook, over 67% are on 
Instagram, over 38% have Twitter, and 
53% of  those between the ages of  15-25 
use Snapchat (Khoros, 2021). With the 
18-24-year-old demographic being the 
age of  college students, athletic annual 
funds now know what platforms to use. 
This will also help them make the right 
decision on where to post certain types 
of  message to successfully reach their 
target audience for information regarding 
student-donor memberships. Still, yet 

another key communication factor that 
funds must pay more attention to is how 
they will recruit new members. With the 
consensus being on fundraising associ-
ates attending all freshmen orientations 
each summer, the reasoning for this is 
due to them being able to connect with 
a significant amount of  potential new 
donors through in-person solicitation 
(Grover, 2007).

The final area associated with proper-
ly implementing a student-donor mem-
bership is on how to effectively brand it. 
By create the image of  it being a way for 
students to be more closely involved with 
the athletic department; a mutually satis-
fying relationship can be built (Reynolds 
& Beatty, 1999). Those students want-
ing to have the full college experience 
of  being a part of  game-day activities 
and supporting their university, they can 
live out this dream by becoming a stu-
dent-donor member. Furthermore, to 
build on the engagement factor of  stu-
dent memberships, marketing an image 
of  the student-donors being involved at 
college athletic events will result them 
developing a positive brand recall. This 
idea was also addressed by Ross, James, 
and Vargas (2006) who explained brand 
recall occurring as a result of  the per-
ceived offerings a consumer associates 
with the brand. In other words, brand 
image can be created through the process 
a consumer goes through as they work 
towards understanding the significance 
of  the brand (Ross et al., 2006). With an 
emphasis being placed on the engage-
ment aspect of  student-donor members, 
the tangible and intangible benefits that 
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students receive through their partici-
pation can impact the brand image that 
they create.

The second way for branding the 
student membership is by aligning it 
directly as an “extension of  the annual 
fund”. Previous research has indicated 
that universities need to have a long-term 
approach to branding that is centered on 
the values and beliefs the organization 
as a whole has been built on (Whisman, 
2009). According to Whisman (2009), 
corporate branding, as it pertains to stu-
dent-donor memberships, creates a lay-
out of  all the experiences a donor could 
have as member. This action is consistent 
with the “extension of  the annual fund” 
sub-category due to it highlighting an in-
dividual’s experiences as a student-donor, 
as well as those they would have after 
transitioning to the annual fund. This can 
be done by having the student member-
ship include a similar logo and message 
as the athletic annual fund to generate 
brand recognition by both current and 
non-members.

One additional approach to branding 
the student membership can be done 
though a mobile app on member’s smart-
phones. This unique idea was explained 
by a fundraising associate as a way to 
have everything related to the student 
membership located in one convenient 
place. Membership applications, renewal 
deadlines, exclusive benefits, upcoming 
events, mobile ticketing, priority point 
ranking, and much more can all be ac-
cessed by student-donors through their 
personal donor account. It is through 
the process of  students creating their 
donor account that fundraising depart-

ments gain access to their contact info, 
which then allows for a direct release of  
information to be made to its intended 
audience. Gladden, Milne, and Sutton 
(1998) also stated that being able to 
generate strong brand awareness is the 
first step towards creating positive brand 
equity. Thus, by offering student-donors 
a one-stop-mobile-shop, branded by the 
athletic annual fund, could enhance their 
awareness of  both memberships operat-
ing as one and the same.

Limitations
With this being a qualitative study, the 

results that it produced were acquired 
through purposive sampling, which relied 
on the data having to be interpreted by 
the author. Due to a lack of  existing 
research done on college athletic donor 
memberships, connecting the findings 
to relative themes that also exist within 
athletic annual funds proved difficult. 
It is also not uncommon for limitations 
to occur within these types of  studies 
due to participants having the ability 
to decide whether or not to share addi-
tional information regarding a specific 
question. Within this particular study, 
the issue of  selecting what information 
to share was once again limited due to 
the sensitivity of  the donor membership 
phenomenon that exists within college 
athletic fundraising and development 
departments. Although the researchers 
both agreed that including a participant 
table would be extremely helpful, after 
numerous attempts to create one that 
would be of  value, it became clear that 
there was no way to do so without re-
vealing the identities of  participants. 
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Unlike athletic annual funds, the limited 
number of  student-donor memberships 
created a unique challenge. After discuss-
ing the participant table further, both 
researchers agreed that little effort would 
be needed to discover not only what de-
partments were used, but a phone call or 
staff  search would have revealed which 
specific individuals were interviewed. As 
a result of  the sensitive nature of  college 
athletic fundraising, several participants 
stressed the importance of  ensuring that 
their identities remained confidential, so 
ultimately it was determined that provid-
ing a participant table would jeopardize 
the steps that were taken to maintain 
the confidentiality of  each participant’s 
identity.

Considerations for Future Research
This study added valuable insight into 

the front-end of  the donor lifecycle as 
it can be used to further the previous 
research on athletic annual fund donors 
and donor memberships. From a fund-
raising perspective, two of  the leading 
motives for making a donation to ath-
letics are to purchase season tickets and 
better priority seating options (Coughlin 
& Erekson, 1984; Humphreys & Mon-
dello, 2007). By athletic departments of-
fering student section tickets at a cheaper 
price, it becomes even more important to 
investigate student donor memberships 
due to the primary ticketing and seating 
benefits having already been eliminated. 
Specifically, it is recommended that fu-
ture research investigates the student-do-
nors themselves, in an effort to discover 
the primary motives they share as influ-
encing their willingness to give.

While the idea of  a donor lifecycle 
had already been previously researched 
by Tom and Elmer (1994), the lifecycle 
that was created only touched on 10-, 
20-, 30-, and 40-years post-graduation. 
In developing an approach to furthering 
this research, looking at the effects that 
beginning a donor’s lifecycle while they 
are still attending the university have on 
their future donations would be one idea. 
The limitation to this study would be 
a result of  many student-donor mem-
berships still being relatively new, which 
means there could be minimal data 
available for athletic fundraising depart-
ments to speak on. Still, for investigating 
those who do have years of  data on their 
student-donor membership to discuss, 
it would provide valuable insight into 
showing whether these memberships 
have a positive or negative effect on the 
transition process occurring within a 
donor lifecycle. Furthermore, the Tom 
and Elmer (1994) study also showed a 
decrease in donations occurring after 40 
years post-graduation, so of  additional 
value would be to determine whether the 
total years a donor donates is extended 
by starting their donor lifecycle early.
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol

1.) When was the membership program started?
a. Why was it started?
b. How has it evolved?

2.) How did you develop the benefits that would be offered within a stu-
dent-donor membership?

a. How do you decide between or balance the tangible items v. expe-
riences?

3.) How did you arrive at your price point?
4.) How do you communicate with student-donors?

a. What platforms do you utilize?
5.) What is your approach/strategy for recruiting new members?
6.) Discuss how you developed the branding for the student-donor mem-

bership.
7.) When structuring a student-donor membership, what are the most im-

portant factors to consider?
a. Who should oversee it? (internal, student organization, Alumni 

Association)
8.) What are the barriers or challenges associated with implementing a stu-

dent-donor membership?
9.) Would you say your student-donor membership is more transactional 

(exchange) or transformational (relational)?
10.) What are you looking to achieve with the student-donor member-

ship?
a. What are your goals/outcomes?
b. How are they measured?


