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ABSTRACT 

 

 The study utilized a quantitative correlational research design to examine the 

association between alumni social mobility and giving at a large, public research 

university.  The findings revealed that as alumni social mobility increased, the probability 

of being a donor, and total giving levels, increased.  The findings have implications for 

fundraising practitioners as alumni social mobility can serve as indicator for propensity to 

give and for targeting fundraising efforts.  The study contributes to the research on higher 

education fundraising by demonstrating how to incorporate both theory and educational 

mission into the alumni characteristics selected for analysis.   
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Introduction 

  In recent years, charitable giving to higher education has reached unprecedented 

levels, increasing from $27.9 billion in 2009 to a record-breaking $40.3 billion in 2015 

(Council for Aid to Education, 2010, 2016). While private institutions have historically 

relied on fundraising (Wunnava & Lauze, 2001), public institutions may be increasing 

their efforts in the face of waning public support.  It is widely known that state and 

federal support has failed to keep up with rising enrollments and operating costs of higher 

education for decades (Ehrenberg, 2007).  The financial crisis of 2008, however, brought 

even sharper declines in public support for higher education, and progress has been slow 

in returning to pre-recession levels (Desrochers & Hurlburt, 2016).  Given the current 

state of higher education, one in which public support is not likely to increase 

substantially, one can expect that institutions will continue to devote more resources to 

fundraising activities with hopes of generating additional revenues (Ehrenberg, 2001) 

Fundraising is an appealing revenue source for several reasons.  From a cost-

benefit standpoint, fundraising delivers a high return on investment—a cost of only $0.15 

to $0.17 for every dollar raised (Council for Advancement and Support of Education, 

1990).  While the majority of gifts are technically restricted by donors, they are often 

“unrestricted” in practice as they are committed to “activities that the institutions would 

perform anyway” (Leslie & Ramey, 1988, p. 210).   Donations enable institutions to free 

up internal funds for other purposes, thereby alleviating some of the financial constraints 

on operating budgets (Ehrenberg, 2001).  Moreover, fundraising also provides the 

“margin of excellence” by which institutions compete and is generally favored to some 

alternative sources of revenue, such as increasing tuition and fees (Leslie & Ramey, 
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1988, p. 115).  Lastly, fundraising is appealing as higher education institutions already 

have an advantage as, unlike many other nonprofit organizations, they have access to a 

growing number of prospective donors through their alumni base.  Notably, alumni are 

the single largest source of charitable giving to institutions of higher education, and 

increasingly so—in 2015, alumni giving comprised 26.9% of the total charitable giving to 

higher education (CAE, 2016). 

Fundraising is not a panacea for all budgetary woes, however. Cheslock and 

Gianneschi (2008) argue that institutions may be limited in their ability to generate 

additional resources because of declines in state support.  While the return on investment 

is high with fundraising, it takes money to make money, as fundraising expenditures are 

highly correlated with fundraising revenues (Brittingham & Pezzullo, 1990; Harrison, 

Mitchell, & Peterson, 1995).  Student wealth, institutional quality, and development 

expenditures all contribute to the mean gift size per alumnus, with private universities 

receiving the highest gifts on average and public universities receiving the lowest (Baade 

& Sundberg, 1996).  Significantly, while charitable contributions to higher education are 

at an all-time high, one-quarter of those contributions were concentrated among the top 

1% (17 of 3,900) of all higher education institutions (Lederman, 2016).  Moreover, as 

alumni giving has increased, alumni participation has actually declined (CAE, 2016).  As 

public institutions grapple with multiple budgetary constraints, the success of their 

fundraising efforts depends on being able to do more with less.   

A better understanding of the relationship between alumni donors and their alma 

maters is critical to developing effective fundraising practices.  The  professionalization 

of fundraising has led to the development of a formal code of ethics and a body of 
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knowledge (Levy, 2004), but practitioners are limited by a reliance on best practices 

uninformed by theory (Drezner, 2011).  Despite the emergence of philanthropic studies in 

the social sciences, academic research not been incorporated into fundraising strategies 

and practices (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2010).  However, academic research can inform 

practice by moving beyond alumni characteristics to testing the theories behind 

motivations to give (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007; Drezner, 2011; Rose-Ackerman, 1996).  

By incorporating such research, fundraising practitioners will be better positioned to 

capture donor potential and target solicitation efforts more effectively (Wunnava & 

Lauze, 2001).  

Alumni income is difficult to measure due to the general lack of institutional-level 

data, but several studies have established the relationship between donor income and 

charitable giving (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995; Clotfelter, 2001, 2003; Korvas, 1984; Lara 

& Johnson, 2008, 2014).  Too strong of a focus on alumni income or assets, however, 

may have inadvertent consequences.  For instance, it may reinforce a “production 

process” view in which yesterday’s wealthy students are recruited for their potential to 

become tomorrow’s wealthy alumni (Baade & Sundberg, 1996).  Moreover, the focus on 

high-income alumni enables them to play a larger role in shaping the direction of the 

institution’s priorities through their private support (Brittingham & Pezzullo, 1990).  

Instead, academic fundraising research should be expanded by looking to the mission of 

higher education for inspiration.  Clotfelter (2001) argues that fundraising can serve as a 

means for achieving goals, but should never serve as “the primary aim” (p. 17).  Further, 

as Elliott (2006) explains, the “unique mission of higher education reflects the 

institution’s societal role” and that fundraising, as a support function of higher education, 
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must be undertaken in ways to preserve the integrity of that mission (p.21). In short, 

higher education fundraising practices and research should ultimately reflect the mission 

of the institutions they serve.   

This study examined the association between alumni social mobility and giving 

behavior at a large, public research university.  Historically, social mobility has served as 

one of the primary goals of higher education, and at public institutions in particular 

(Labaree, 1997).  However, while research has established a link between student or 

alumni experiences and their relationship to giving to one’s alma mater, less frequently 

discussed is how other benefits derived from one’s education—such as social mobility—

may also motivate giving behavior.  Leslie and Ramey (1988) explain that alumni giving 

is often motivated out of “a desire to repay the institution for education, or a heightened 

recognition of the academic benefits provided by the institution” (p. 121).  Social 

exchange theory provides insight into this relationship between alumni and their alma 

mater—one based on interdependence in which alumni weigh the potential costs of 

charitable support against benefits received in the past or present (Cook & Lasher, 1996; 

Weerts & Ronca, 2008).  

Drawing on social exchange theory, the study pursued two research questions.  

First, what is the association between social mobility and the likelihood that an alumnus 

is a donor?  Second, what is the association between social mobility and the likelihood 

that an alumnus/a makes a contribution to specific areas of support?  The study 

hypothesized that social mobility was positively correlated with donor status and giving 

levels, as well as giving to the areas of program support and student support.  
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Literature Review 

 As far as the author knows, social mobility has not been examined within the 

context of the higher education fundraising research.  The literature review establishes 

the role of higher education in facilitating social mobility.  The concept of social mobility 

is then situated into the previous literature on alumni characteristics and experiences and 

their relationship to donor behavior.     

The Role of Higher Education in Social Mobility 

 In American society, higher education has taken an increasingly expansive social 

and economic role (Thelin, 2004). Recently, President Obama described college as “one 

of the surest ways into the middle class” for low-income students (Executive Office of 

the President, 2014, p. 2).  A college degree not only provides a “competitive advantage 

in the struggle for desirable social positions” (Labaree, 1997, p. 42), but means that no 

individual is bound to their social origin as “a roadblock to a better life” (Liu, 2011, p. 

39).  Haveman and Smeeding (2006) explain, “Americans expect the nation’s colleges 

and universities to promote the goal of social mobility to make it possible for anyone 

with ability and motivation to succeed” (p.125). In sum, higher education is widely 

viewed as “the mechanism for providing equal opportunity for social mobility” in a 

meritocratic society (Liu, 2011, p. 391).   

While definitions may vary, “social mobility” generally refers to an upward or 

downward movement between lower and higher social statuses (Westoff, Bressler, & 

Sagi, 1960).  As to what this movement entails and how it is measured is a matter open to 

debate. Occupational and income mobility are two approaches commonly used to 

examine social mobility, but both have limitations (Beller & Hout, 2006; Checchi, Ichino, 
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& Rustichini, 1999).  Analyses of occupational status fail to capture the level of income 

persistence from one generation to the next, while analyses of income do not account for 

the fact that upward occupational status changes are not always reflected in the increase 

to earnings (Beller & Hout, 2006, p. 21).  In the context of higher education, social 

mobility is synonymous with intergenerational social mobility, which is “the extent to 

which individuals move up (or down) the social ladder compared with their parents” 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2010, p. 184).   Despite the 

role of higher education in facilitating social mobility, social mobility itself is not often 

studied, and is absent from the higher education fundraising literature.  The current 

literature on alumni characteristics and experiences, however, suggest that social mobility 

may be worth examining further. 

Alumni Donor Characteristics and Motivations 

Many of the empirical studies on donor characteristics have explored the 

relationship between demographic characteristics and giving behavior.  Several studies 

have established alumni income as a major determinant of charitable contributions 

(Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995; Clotfelter, 2001, 2003; Korvas, 1984; Lara & Johnson, 

2008, 2014).  The significance of alumni income is that it can serve as an indication of an 

individual’s level of discretionary income, and therefore their capacity to give (Steeper, 

2009). Lara and Johnson (2008) found that likelihood of giving and average gift size both 

increase with alumni income, while Taylor and Martin (1995) found household income to 

be the “most powerful predictor” of donor status (p. 10).  Simply being employed nearly 

doubles an individual’s likelihood of giving (Sun, Hoffman, & Grady, 2007).  
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Other demographic characteristics have been linked to alumni gift giving.  Age 

has been found to have a significantly positive relationship to alumni giving (Baade & 

Sundberg, 1996; Clotfelter, 2001; Lara & Johnson, 2008).  Lara and Johnson (2008) find 

that both likelihood of giving and average gift size increase with age.  Okunade, 

Wunnava, and Walsh (1994) also found that giving increases with age, but up until a 

point—giving declines after 52 years of age.  Clotfelter (2001), however, suggested that 

the effect of age is more likely to be explained by differences in composition, cohort, life-

cycle, or income. Gender and giving has been commonly studied, although findings were 

less inconsistent (Dvorak & Toubman 2013).  Lara and Johnson (2008) found that female 

alumnae were more likely to have given, but that male donors gave $200 more on 

average.  Alternately, Clotfelter (2001) found that men and women were equally likely to 

give but that male donors gave twice the amount contributed by female donors.  Several 

studies, however, found gender to be insignificant (Lara & Johnson, 2014; Okunade et 

al., 1994; Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).  Lastly, ethnicity was also found to be a significant 

determinant of either the likelihood of giving or the amount given (Lara & Johnson, 

2008; Sun et al., 2007). 

While alumni characteristics provide insight as to where institutions might focus 

their efforts, there are some limitations to studying characteristics alone.  Bekkers and 

Wiepking (2007) explained that the knowledge of “who gives what” is primarily 

descriptive, and does nothing to explain donor motivations (p.19).  Three potential 

motivations for giving emerged from the charitable giving literature:  altruism, 

reciprocity, and direct benefits (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995).  Altruism is most often 

conceived as the primary motivation, but critics have suggested that there are a number of 
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ways that donors may benefit from the act of charitable giving that undermines a purely 

altruistic motivation (Andreoni, 1990).  For instance, charitable giving may increase 

social capital (Rose-Ackerman, 1996), assuage feelings of guilt or indebtedness 

(Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995), or contribute to a public good from which the donor also 

benefits (Andreoni, 1990). Alternatively, Drezner (2011) suggested that the motivations 

for charitable giving are more likely to lay somewhere on a continuum between purely 

altruistic and self-interested motivations.   

Given their relationships to their alma mater, alumni donors are likely to have 

motivations for giving that are distinct from other social groups (Leslie & Ramey, 1988).  

Several studies have established a strong link between positive college experiences and 

the likelihood of alumni giving (Clotfelter, 2003; Monks, 2003; Taylor and Martin, 

1995).  Extracurricular activities, particularly involvement in Greek life, were also strong 

indicators of alumni giving (Bruggink and Siddiqui, 1995; Clotfelter, 2003).  Lastly, 

quality of academic experiences—internships, faculty contact, and advisors—all had a 

positive impact on donor behavior (Monks, 2003; Clotfelter, 2003).  Overall, the studies 

that link alumni donor motivations to student experiences have suggested that alumni 

may develop strong social and emotional connections to their alma mater that ultimately 

contribute to a desire to “pay back” the institution later on (Leslie and Ramey, 1988; 

Taylor & Martin, 1995).   

Social mobility has not been specifically addressed in the higher education 

fundraising literature, but a few studies have suggested that alumni donors with upward 

mobility may have been driven by a motivation to “repay” their alma mater.  Pike (1994) 

found that alumni who were satisfied with their employment and pay were more likely to 
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rate their collegiate experiences favorably.   Sun, Hoffman, and Grady (2007) also found 

that levels of satisfaction were higher among alumni that felt that their alma mater 

contributed to their career, and that alumni who were satisfied with their college 

experiences were more likely to give.  Lastly, Hoxby (2014) found that alumni who were 

previously financial aid recipients were more likely to donate to their alma mater.  She 

attributed this relationship to a desire to donate “a share of their perceived returns on the 

educational investment made in them” (p. 2).  In sum, the findings have suggested that 

alumni who attributed their career success to their alma mater were more likely to give, 

and that upwardly mobile alumni exhibited a propensity to give based on a desire to 

reciprocate for benefits received.  
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Conceptual Framework 

While discerning exact donor motivations are beyond the scope of the current 

study, social exchange theory provides the conceptual framework for understanding the 

potential association between alumni social mobility and giving. As an outgrowth of 

Gouldner's (1960) “norm of reciprocity”, which speaks to a universal obligation of 

individuals “to help those who have helped them” (p. 171), social exchange theory views 

relationships as a “give and take” among partners (Weerts & Ronca, 2007, p. 277).  In the 

context of fundraising, the theory speaks to the existence of an “interdependence” 

between organizations and individuals (Cook & Lasher, 1996, p. 41). The theory suggests 

that alumni make charitable contributions to their alma mater when their “interests align 

with the needs and the interests of the institution” (Drezner, 2009, p.150).  Alumni also 

weigh the costs of providing financial support to their alma mater against the benefits 

they received in the past or in the present (Weerts & Ronca, 2007).  In short, alumni 

giving to higher education, as conceived through social exchange theory, can be 

described as a “mutual satisfaction of needs” (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006, p. 398) 

Given the growing expectation that a college degree yields significant returns in 

the form of earnings, the current study proceeds with the assumption that upwardly 

mobile alumni may be motivated to give because of the benefits received from their 

college education.  The current study hypothesized that as the level of social mobility 

increases, the odds that an alumnus/a is a donor and the amount of their total 

contributions increased.  It is also hypothesized that as the level of social mobility 

increases, the odds that an alumnus/a is a donor to the specific areas of program support 

and student support increased, as well as their total contribution to each of these areas. 
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Method 

Building on the conceptual framework, the study employed correlational 

predictive methods to explore the relationship between alumni social mobility and gift-

giving behavior at a large, public research university.  Correlational research is useful for 

identifying the degree and direction of the relationship between variables, but does not 

infer causation (Fraenkle, Wallen, & Hyun, 2011).  The study instead sought to establish 

the degree and direction between social mobility and donor status—to the institution 

overall and to specific areas of support—as well as between alumni social mobility and 

the amount given—to the institution overall and to specific areas of support. 

Data and Sample 

 The primary dataset used in the study was obtained from the alumni database 

maintained by the University’s Division of Advancement. Advancement staff update the 

alumni database biannually with student records provided by the Division of Enrollment 

Management’s Student Information Services.  Subsequently, many of the demographic 

characteristics (i.e., first home address, year of birth, gender, and ethnicity) included are 

those which alumni would have indicated on their college application.  Staff also update 

alumni addresses biannually through a US Post Office change of address feed, as well as 

at the request of alumni.  Lastly, alumni gifts are documented as part of the gift receipt 

process. 

The sample was limited to alumni that graduated with their first bachelor’s degree 

between 1998 and 2005.  The lower limit of 1998 was selected because it was the first 

year in which all student records, regardless of donor status, were mass uploaded into the 

database.  The upper limit of 2005 was selected to allow at least 10 years after graduation 
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in which time social mobility could occur. Notably, the University labels as “alumnus/a” 

any individual that has completed a minimum of 12 hours of college credit at the 

institution, but the current sample has been limited to first-time bachelor’s earning 

students, and not all alumni, to avoid introducing unnecessary bias.  Research has 

indicated that non-degree alumni and graduate students who received their bachelor’s 

degrees elsewhere have markedly different giving patterns, particularly graduate students 

with loyalties split between institutions (Greeley & Spaeth, 1970).  International students 

were also excluded from the sample using the same reasoning.  Once all missing values 

were removed, the final sample consisted of 26,901 alumni. 

Dependent Variables.  The dependent variable “donor status” was a 

dichotomous categorical variable in which a value of “1” represents alumni who have 

previously donated to their alma mater, while a value of “0” represents alumni who have 

never made a contribution of any size.  A similar “donor status” variable was created for 

each of the broad areas of support, with “facilities donor” representing alumni who have 

previously made any donation to facilities support, “faculty donor” for faculty support, 

“program donor” for program support, and “student donor” for student support.   

Several dependent variables that capture total giving were included as well.  The 

dependent variable “total giving” was a continuous variable that captured the total 

amount of contributions to the University.  Similarly, a “total giving” variable was 

created for each of the specific areas of support, with “facilities giving” capturing the 

total giving to facilities support, “program giving” for program support, and “student 

giving” for student support.   
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Independent Variables.   As the literature shows, social mobility can be 

measured in a number of ways, but it is most often measured in terms of the change in 

income.  Given the lack of income data maintained at the institutional level, the study 

relied on the 2014 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year estimates to create a 

proxy for income utilizing median household incomes by zip code tabulation area 

(ZCTA).  Zip codes were pulled from the alumni database for each individual’s earliest 

known and most recent home addresses, which were then matched to the appropriate 

ZCTA in order to obtain median household incomes.  The absolute difference (or change) 

between the “before” and “after” median household incomes served as the indicator for 

social mobility.  Given the reliance on median household income data, the measure of 

social mobility used in the current study represented a change between less wealthy or 

wealthier neighborhoods.  To facilitate the interpretation of the results, the measure of 

absolute change was divided by 10,000: 

 

A value of greater than zero is indicative of upward social mobility, while a value of zero 

indicates no change and therefore no social mobility, and a value of less than zero 

indicates downward social mobility.  The further the value is from zero in either 

direction, the greater the absolute change in the median household income of the 

neighborhood in which the alumnus/a had taken up residence, and ultimately the greater 

the social mobility.     

Control Variables.  Based on findings in previous literature, alumni 

characteristics were included in the model as control variables given their potential 

relationship to donor behavior.  The control variables were age, gender, ethnicity, and 

Current Median Household Income – Past Median Household Income 

Social Mobility =           10,000 
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degree count.  Age is important to control due to its close association to income, and 

subsequently, social mobility (Clotfelter, 2001).  The dataset contained the alumni’s year 

of birth, thus, the variable “Age” was created by subtracting the year of birth from the 

current year.   Dummy variables were created for gender and underrepresented 

race/ethnicity, given female and minority alumni may have distinct post-baccalaureate 

outcomes relative to male and white alumni (Baade & Sundberg, 1996).  Gender was 

coded such that Female=1 and Male=0.  The dataset contained nine categories related to 

capture race/ethnicity.  The categories of American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian or 

Pacific Islander, Black, Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, and Other were combined under the 

category of “Minority”, while “White, Non-Hispanic” comprised the reference category 

of “White”, so that Minority=1 and White=0.  Alumni designated as “Non-Resident 

International”, “Refuse to Indicate”, or “Not Available” were dropped from the sample. 

Lastly, the control variable “Degree Count” was included as earning one or more degrees 

from an institution has been associated with giving (Brittingham & Pezzullo, 1990).  

Undergraduate degrees, graduate degrees, and/or certificates were included in the count.   

Research Design  

STATA 13.0 was used to conduct the analysis. A logit model regression served as 

the primary method for analyzing donor status, followed by a tobit model regression to 

analyze total giving. Logistic regression is a technique used for modeling categorical 

dependent variables.  It is well suited for examining relatively rare events that violate the 

assumption of normality, such as alumni giving (Lindahl & Winship, 1994).  This 

technique was appropriate for the current study as it examined the relationship between 

social mobility (a continuous variable) and donor status (a dichotomous categorical 
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variable).  The study utilized the logit model form in which the coefficients are 

interpreted as an effect on the odds, so that every unit increase in the independent 

variables results in a multiplicative effect on the odds.  The logit coefficients report the 

effect of the independent variable on the logarithm of the odds of being the “1” category 

of the dependent variable as opposed to being the “0” category.  A coefficient close to 

zero indicates no change as a result of the independent variable.  One limitation of the 

logit model is that the magnitude of the coefficients cannot be interpreted in the same 

way as linear coefficients, so a marginal effects model was included to facilitate the 

interpretation of the results.    

To analyze the relationship between social mobility and total giving, the study 

utilized a tobit model, which is a linear regression technique.  Several studies have found 

Ordinary Least Squares regression to be insufficient for analyzing alumni donor behavior 

given the few number of alumni who actually give (Lara & Johnson, 2014).  The tobit 

model, however, allows for “censoring” values below a set threshold (Institute for Digital 

Research and Education, 2016).  As donors are not able to give below zero, the tobit 

model was appropriate for analyzing the relationship between social mobility and total 

giving, as it truncates the sample at values of zero.  
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Results 

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for the final sample of 26,901 alumni.  In 

the sample population, 22% of alumni were donors and the average total giving was 

$288.32.  The specific areas of program and student support had the most donors with 

18% and 9% of the sample, respectively.  The average social mobility of the alumni 

sample was 0.55, which is the equivalent of a $5,500 increase in the median household 

income of their residential ZCTA.  Moreover, social mobility ranged from -$136,000 to 

$207,400.  The average age of the sample was 37.73.  Female alumnae outnumbered 

male alumni as 55% of the sample, while minority alumni comprised 10% of the sample.  

Lastly, the average degree count was 1.27.  

Donor Status and Total Giving 

The first research question addressed the relationship between social mobility and 

donor status and total giving.  In Table 2, the full effects logit model showed a 

statistically significant (p<0.01) positive relationship between social mobility and the 

probability of being a donor.  The logit coefficients report the effect of social mobility on 

the log odds of being in the “donor” category as opposed to being in the “non-donor” 

category.  The logit coefficient for the donor variable was 0.04, so that for every unit 

increase in social mobility (i.e., $10,000 change in median household income), the log 

odds of being a donor increased by 0.04.   The marginal effects model was included to 

assist with interpretation of the findings in the logit model.  When all variables were held 

at their mean values, the probability of being a donor was approximately 21%.  The 

marginal effects describe the change in the probability of being a donor as the 

independent and control variables changed, with all other variables held at their mean 
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values.  Since social mobility was a continuous variable, the marginal effects captured the 

effect of instantaneous change on donor status.  The marginal effects showed that for one 

a one unit change in social mobility, the probability of being a donor increased by 0.69 

percentage points.   

The tobit model provides additional insight into the association between alumni 

social mobility and the actual dollars contributed.  Since alumni are not able to give less 

than zero, the data were left-censored with the lower level of the giving outcome variable 

set at zero.  The resulting coefficients can be interpreted similarly to those of OLS 

regression models, but the effect is limited to the uncensored portion of the data (Institute 

for Digital Research and Education, 2016).  The tobit model therefore showed the 

association between social mobility and giving levels for the 5,891 alumni who made any 

contribution at all.   In the full effects model, the tobit coefficient was 134.0, so that for 

every unit increase in social mobility (i.e., $10,000 change in median household income), 

total giving among this group increased by $134.00 (p<.01).   

The control variables were also statistically significant.  Both age and degree 

count had a positive effect on the log odds of being a donor (p<0.01).  For every unit 

increase in age and degree count, the log odds of being a donor increased by 0.04 and 

0.52, respectively. Similarly, the marginal effects showed that for one unit change in age 

and degree count, the probability of being a donor increased by 0.70 and 8.70 percentage 

points, respectively. In the tobit model, for every unit increase in age, the total giving 

increased by $186.70, while each additional degree increased total giving by $2,103.00.   

Female alumnae and minority alumni had reduced log odds of being a donor 

relative to white, male alumni; female alumnae had reduced log odds of being a donor of 
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0.08 (p<.01), while underrepresented minority alumni had reduced log odds of being a 

donor of 0.38 (p<.01). The marginal effects showed that being a female reduced the 

probability of being a donor by 1.03 percentage points, while being an underrepresented 

minority reduced the probability by 5.84 percentage points. In the tobit model, total 

giving for female alumnae was $506.80 less than total giving for male alumni, while total 

giving for minority alumni was $1,840.00 less than white alumni.    

Specific Areas of Support 

The second research question addressed the relationship between social mobility 

and the specific areas of support to which alumni made contributions.   In Table 3, the 

logit model showed no statistically significant relationship between social mobility and 

the probability of being a donor to facilities.  The tobit model also showed no statistically 

significant relationship between social mobility and total giving to facilities.  

In Table 4, the logit model showed no statistically significant relationship 

between social mobility and the probability of being a donor to faculty.  The tobit model 

also showed no statistically significant relationship between social mobility and total 

giving to faculty.  

In Table 5, the logit model showed a statistically significant relationship between 

social mobility and the probability of being a donor to programs.  For every unit increase 

in social mobility (i.e., $10,000 change in median household income), the log odds of 

being a donor to programs increased by 0.04 (p<0.01).  The marginal effects model 

showed that, when variables were held at their mean values, the probability of being a 

donor to programs was 17.1%.  The marginal effects for a one unit change in social 

mobility increased the probability of being a donor to programs by 0.53 percentage 
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points.  Lastly, the tobit model showed that for every unit increase in social mobility (i.e., 

$10,000 change in median household income), the total giving to programs increased by 

$43.81 (p<0.01).  

In Table 6, the logit model showed a statistically significant relationship between 

social mobility and the probability of being a donor to students.  For every unit increase 

in social mobility (i.e., $10,000 change in median household income), the log odds of 

being a donor to students increased by 0.06 (p<0.01).  The marginal effects model 

showed that, when variables were held at their mean values, the probability of being a 

donor to students was 8.2%.  The marginal effects for a one unit change in social mobility 

increased the probability of being a donor to students by 0.42 percentage points.  Lastly, 

the tobit model showed that for every unit increase in social mobility (i.e., $10,000 

change in median household income), the total giving to students increased by $223.60 

(p<.01).  
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Discussion 

The study found a statistically significant positive association between social 

mobility and the odds that an alumnus/a was a donor.  There was also a statistically 

significant positive association between social mobility and amount of total giving.  

Given that social mobility was measured in terms of the absolute change in the median 

household income of an alumnus/a neighborhood, these findings indicate that giving was 

correlated with alumni taking up current residence in neighborhoods in which the median 

income levels were higher than the neighborhood in which they resided upon entering 

college. Specifically, the association between social mobility and giving found was small, 

with a $134.00 increase for every $10,000 increase in median household income, but 

nevertheless statistically significant.   

The study did not find any statistically significant relationships between social 

mobility and gift giving in the areas of facilities or faculty support.  In general, there were 

also fewer gifts made to these areas.   In contrast, the association between social mobility 

and giving to the areas of program and student support were positive and statistically 

significant.  As expected, as alumni social mobility increased, the total giving in these 

areas increased as well.  

Limitations 

Several limitations of the study were due to a lack of institutional-level data.  

First, the study relied on aggregate-based data provided by the 2014 American 

Community Survey to measure social mobility, which introduces additional measurement 

error into the model.  The social mobility measure was also imperfect.  Ideally, social 

mobility would be captured as change in socioeconomic status, which is a composite 
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variable that takes into account household income, educational into account household 

income, educational attainment, and occupational status (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012).  However, as Geronimus, Bound, and Neidert (1996) have found, 

median income in census-based data can serve as an adequate proxy for socioeconomic 

characteristics.  

The study was also limited by its lack of generalizability.  First, the sample was 

limited to recent graduates of the university, which allowed less time in which social 

mobility could occur, as well as less time in which the first gift could have been made.  

Given that donor participation increases with years since graduation (Bristol, 1990), the 

findings may not be generalizable to the full alumni population.  Future studies with 

access to more historical data might be able to measure social mobility across more 

generations.  

Lastly, the current study did not fully explore other reasons why upwardly mobile 

alumni might have given.  For instance, economists have explored the impact of the 

“price” of contributions and the impact on giving behavior.  Clotfelter and Steurele 

(1981) found that income taxes have a negative relationship with giving and that 

individuals are willing to make donations only if the price of giving is low enough (i.e. if 

deductions counteract the tax discouragement).  The study also does not account for the 

relationship management techniques initiated by the institutions to encourage donor 

giving as individuals’ decisions to give may be in response to solicitations received.  As 

the findings in the current study are purely correlational, future research could benefit by 

surveying socially mobile alumni regarding their potential motivation for giving or not 

giving. 
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Implications 

Despite limitations, the findings have potential implications for higher education 

fundraising research.  First, the study presents a way in which theory can expand the 

alumni characteristics under consideration.  While pinpointing exact motivations are 

beyond the scope of the current study, the findings indicate that social mobility may 

shape alumni motivations to give back to their alma mater.  As social exchange theory 

suggests, it could be that socially mobile alumni make contributions to their alma mater 

out of a desire to reciprocate the institution for past benefits received.  

Second, the study also demonstrates how fundraising research can be pursued that 

coincides with primary goals of higher education.   As Elliott (2006) explains, the support 

functions of higher education should align with and aim to further the goals or mission of 

higher education.  Social mobility is not only one of the primary goals of public 

institutions of higher education (Labaree, 1997), but may serve as superior indicator of 

the value added by a college degree as opposed to analyzing current income alone.  

Dwyer, Millett, and Payne (2006) argue that “a measure of change between student 

inputs and outputs” is critical to understanding the value added by one’s college 

experience (p. 16).  In other words, studies that focus on outputs alone, such as current 

alumni income, fail to account for the actual change that has taken place.  The findings 

suggest that by facilitating post-college outcomes, colleges and universities will 

contribute to positive student experiences that motivate future alumni involvement 

(Pumerantz, 2004).  Future research might explore the relationship between alumni 

satisfaction and social mobility in more depth.   
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Lastly, the study has implications for fundraising practitioners. Fundraising 

practitioners rely on a series of “best practices” to guide their work, which includes a focus 

on alumni income as an indicator for gift capacity (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995; Clotfelter, 

2003; Monks, 2003).  The findings suggest, however, that while alumni income may 

serve as an indicator of the capacity to give, social mobility may ultimately serve as a 

better indicator of propensity to give.  In this respect, propensity is as important as 

capacity.  While all institutions have access to large pools of potential donors through 

their alumni base, not all give or give generously, so practitioners must be able to identify 

those with the highest likelihood of giving to target their efforts effectively (Wunnava & 

Lauze, 2001).  By introducing new ways in which donors and non-donors may be 

distinguished from one another, practitioners are better able to target their efforts and 

utilize institutional resources more effectively (Sun et al., 2007).  Moreover, the 

association between social mobility and gift giving to both student and program support 

areas provides insight as to where socially mobile alumni’s philanthropic interests may 

lay.  Knowledge of philanthropic interests can be used to shape solicitations to increase 

their effectiveness as well.  Ultimately, fundraising practitioners can benefit by moving 

beyond “best practices” that typically guide their work to incorporating theory as to what 

drives donor behavior (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007; Drezner, 2011; Durango-Cohen, 

Torres, & Durango-Cohen, 2013). 
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Conclusion 

The landscape of higher education finance is one in which “needs are greater, 

subsidies are fewer, and alternative funding is more alluring” (Elliott, 2006, p. 21).  As 

public institutions rely more heavily on fundraising in the face of declining alumni 

participation, it is all the more critical that colleges and universities are able to “leverage 

their distinct undergraduate and alumni experiences” to better understand donor giving 

behavior at their institution (Steeper, 2009, p. 55).  Academic research can facilitate such 

efforts to increase both their efficacy and the extent to which they serve to match the 

broader mission of higher education.  Furthermore, the association found between alumni 

social mobility and giving behavior suggest that upwardly mobile alumni have distinct 

motivations for giving that may be related to the economic returns of their college degree.  

As institutions of higher education improve the post-college outcomes of their graduates, 

they may also see returns through future alumni contributions.  
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Table 1      

      

Descriptive Statistics 

      

Variable N Mean SD Min Mdn Max 

Dependent       

 Total Support       

  Donor 26,901 0.22 0.41 0.00 0.00 1.00 

  Total Giving 26,901 288.32 3,756.12 0.00 0.00 300,000.00 

 Support Area       

  Facilities Donor 26,901 0.01 0.09 0.00 0.00 1.00 

  Facilities Giving 26,901 29.19 975.38 0.00 0.00 120,000.00 

  Faculty Donor 26,901 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 1.00 

  Faculty Giving 26,901 2.93 167.48 0.00 0.00 15,000.00 

  Program Donor 26,901 0.18 0.38 0.00 0.00 1.00 

  Program Giving 26,901 90.65 1,483.33 0.00 0.00 110,000.00 

  Student Donor 26,901 0.09 0.28 0.00 0.00 1.00 

  Student Giving 26,901 165.54 2,261.80 0.00 0.00 170,000.00 

Independent       

  

Social Mobility 

(10,000s) 26,901 0.55 2.85 -13.61 0.00 20.74 

Control       

  Age 26,901 37.73 4.01 31.00 37.00 82.00 

  Female 26,901 0.55 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.00 

  Minority 26,901 0.10 0.30 0.00 0.00 1.00 

    Degree Count 26,901 1.27 0.53 1.00 1.00 6.00 
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Table 2    

    

Donor Status and Total Giving  

 

  

  Donor status  Total giving 

 Logit Logit Marginal Tobit Tobit 

Variable coefficients coefficients effects coefficients coefficients 

      

Social mobility 0.0457*** 0.0409*** 0.00685*** 153.4*** 134.0*** 

 (0.00517) (0.00525) (0.000878) (25.51) (25.59) 

Age  0.0416*** 0.00697***  186.7*** 

  (0.00342) (0.000572)  (17.13) 

Female  -0.0779*** -0.0131***  -506.8*** 

  (0.0300) (0.00505)  (147.9) 

Minority  -0.382*** -0.0584***  -1,840*** 

  (0.0546) (0.00755)  (265.3) 

Degree count  0.519*** 0.0870***  2,103*** 

  (0.0252) (0.00420)  (126.6) 

Constant -1.302*** -3.475***  -8,335*** -17,679*** 

 (0.0153) (0.138)  (114.0) (705.5) 

      

Observations 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 

      

Margin   0.213***   

   (0.00254)   

Sigma    8,700*** 8,650*** 

    (83.41) (82.75) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 3    

    

Facilities Donor and Giving 
 

  Donor status  Total giving 

 Logit Logit Marginal Tobit Tobit 

Variable coefficients coefficients effects coefficients coefficients 

      

Social mobility 0.0202 0.0167 0.000138 68.64 43.21 

 (0.0227) (0.0230) (0.000189) (125.8) (127.0) 

Age  0.0631*** 0.000519***  336.8*** 

  (0.0105) (8.52e-05)  (69.20) 

Female  0.0723 0.000593  9.503 

  (0.131) (0.00107)  (726.9) 

Minority  -0.669** -0.00431***  -3,406** 

  (0.286) (0.00140)  (1,495) 

Degree count  0.245** 0.00202**  1,499** 

  (0.107) (0.000877)  (618.9) 

Constant -4.727*** -7.455***  -35,824*** -50,246*** 

 (0.0670) (0.449)  (1,972) (3,888) 

      

Observations 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 

      

Margin   0.00830***   

   (0.000567)   

Sigma    14,997*** 14,938*** 

    (800.2) (796.4) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 4 

   

    

Faculty Donor and Giving 

 

  Donor status  Total giving 

 Logit Logit Marginal Tobit Tobit 

Variable coefficients coefficients effects coefficients coefficients 

      

Social mobility 0.0187 0.00435 9.05e-06 27.01 11.18 

 (0.0415) (0.0415) (8.64e-05) (69.05) (71.74) 

Age  0.0412* 8.57e-05*  80.21* 

  (0.0233) (4.82e-05)  (43.77) 

Female  0.0255 5.30e-05  52.81 

  (0.240) (0.000498)  (419.0) 

Minority  0.159 0.000352  166.8 

  (0.377) (0.000892)  (674.6) 

Degree count  1.020*** 0.00212***  1,826*** 

  (0.127) (0.000283)  (323.5) 

Constant -5.946*** -9.046***  -14,474*** -20,356*** 

 (0.122) (0.946)  (1,481) (2,737) 

      

Observations 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 

      

Margin   0.00209***   

   (0.000287)   

Sigma    5,166*** 5,210*** 

    (519.4) (525.4) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 5    

    

Program Donor and Giving 

 

  Donor status  Total giving 

 Logit Logit Marginal Tobit Tobit 

Variable coefficients coefficients effects coefficients coefficients 

      

Social mobility 0.0430*** 0.0376*** 0.00533*** 53.46*** 43.81*** 

 (0.00559) (0.00567) (0.000801) (11.89) (11.94) 

Age  0.0477*** 0.00676***  91.46*** 

  (0.00357) (0.000503)  (7.826) 

Female  0.0591* 0.00835*  98.67 

  (0.0326) (0.00460)  (69.19) 

Minority  -0.320*** -0.0416***  -661.3*** 

  (0.0586) (0.00695)  (122.6) 

Degree count  0.510*** 0.0722***  935.9*** 

  (0.0266) (0.00373)  (58.55) 

Constant -1.567*** -4.046***  -4,152*** -8,823*** 

 (0.0166) (0.145)  (58.35) (327.1) 

      

Observations 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 

      

Margin   0.171***   

   (0.00234)   

Sigma    3,824*** 3,802*** 

    (40.80) (40.48) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 6    

    

Student Donor and Giving 

 

  Donor status  Total giving 

 Logit Logit Marginal Tobit Tobit 

Variable coefficients coefficients effects coefficients coefficients 

      

Social mobility 0.0602*** 0.0566*** 0.00424*** 236.4*** 223.6*** 

 (0.00750) (0.00757) (0.000562) (35.05) (35.09) 

Age  0.0312*** 0.00233***  156.2*** 

  (0.00481) (0.000359)  (23.13) 

Female  -0.337*** -0.0257***  -1,565*** 

  (0.0438) (0.00336)  (203.0) 

Minority  -0.595*** -0.0367***  -2,680*** 

  (0.0901) (0.00447)  (395.4) 

Degree count  0.404*** 0.0303***  1,814*** 

  (0.0345) (0.00256)  (170.6) 

Constant -2.404*** -3.896***  -13,349*** -20,509*** 

 (0.0229) (0.194)  (245.0) (979.9) 

      

Observations 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 26,901 

      

Margin   0.0815***   

   (0.00172)   

Sigma    9,206*** 9,122*** 

    (146.9) (145.1) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

 


