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ABSTRACT 

Colleges and universities compete annually for students, faculty, research funding, 

charitable donations, state appropriations, prestige, business partnerships, and athletic success.  

As federal and state support continues to decline, institutions increasingly find the marketplace 

for higher education challenging, especially for small, independent, enrollment-driven schools.  

In this pressure-filled environment, colleges and universities still strive to match students who 

“fit” well with their institutions.  Simply attracting more students and increased support are 

insufficient outcomes.  To effectively pair school and student, higher education institutions could 

seek to differentiate themselves as much as possible.  Communicating organizational identity 

provides colleges and universities an opportunity to define how their strengths and culture can 

best serve prospective students. 

   This qualitative case study includes interviews with current students regarding 

their participation in the enrollment process and their lived experience at a small, 

independent university.  An organizational identity framework illustrates those 

characteristics the students found central, enduring, and distinctive about their college 

experience.  The purpose of this study is to examine how organizational identity and the 

market for higher education might best converge to serve students and strengthen small 

independent colleges and universities.  Recommendations include analysis of mission and 

its contemporary expression, of academic programs, of culture expectations, and of 

campus climate.   
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CHAPTER ONE: 

HIGHER EDUCATION COMPETITION 

 Each year colleges and universities in the United States compete for students, faculty, 

research funding, charitable donations, state appropriations, prestige, business partnerships, and 

athletic success.  While some may not be entirely comfortable with the marketplace as a lens 

through which to evaluate postsecondary education (Readings, 1996; Tuchman, 2009; 

Washburn, 2005), few would deny the competitive pressures influencing institutional behavior 

(Bok, 2003; Brewer, Gates, & Goldman, 2002; Kirp, 2003; Newman, Couturier, & Scurry, 2004; 

Zemsky, Wegner, & Massy, 2005).  Specifically, the recruitment of the best and brightest (and 

wealthiest) students is increasingly gaining momentum as institutions are often evaluated by the 

profiles of students who are attracted to them.  The assumption exists that the best institutions 

attract the best students, so competition is fierce for the “best” students with colleges and 

universities offering ever-increasing incentives – e.g., merit-based scholarships with supplements 

for international study and internships, honors colleges, residential upgrades, and fitness and 

recreational amenities.  The pursuit of the most talented “results in sharp competition between 

institutions for the most desirable students and between students wishing to attend those 

institutions enrolling their most highly recruited peers” (Pusser, 2006, p. 23).   

 Maintaining identity, mission, and purpose in the face of competition, change, budgetary 

pressure, and external oversight is a significant challenge, and one that independent, moderately 

selective colleges struggle to meet (Anctil, 2008; Toma, Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005; Zemsky, 

1993).  Colleges and universities “clearly make a product (higher education services) that they 
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sell to customers (students) for a price (tuition)” (Winston, 2001, p. B24).  If one accepts that 

higher education is, at least in marketing terms, a product of sorts, then like any other market 

product, competition arises from the sheer number of postsecondary study options available, like 

so many products lining the aisles of a retail environment.  Students can choose from an 

increasing variety of study options via diverse delivery methods – residential and commuting 

campuses; day and evening study; and on-line, blended, and traditional programs.  Although 

delivery methods and type of institution provide readily recognizable differences, institutions 

appear indistinguishable within like classifications (e.g., public research, regional public, private 

baccalaureate, private comprehensive, and private research) (Toma et al., 2005; Harris, 2013).  

Prospective students and their families see little difference from campus to campus.  Many 

industries and organizations – from medicine and the arts to religion – have acknowledged the 

need to distinguish their services, and higher education should expect the same in today’s 

environment (Kirp, 2003).   

Statement of the problem 

 “Americans are obsessed with rankings.  We rank sports teams, tall buildings, hospitals, 

cities with the best business climates, and a host of other things – among them colleges and 

universities and their academic programs” (Hossler, 2000, p. 20).  Each fall, U.S. News & World 

Report publishes an annual ranking of the colleges and universities in the United States to 

widespread interest and anticipation.  According to Hossler (2000), attempts to rank graduate 

programs in various disciplines have existed for many years, but the effort to rank undergraduate 

education is relatively new in higher education.  Despite the undergraduate rankings’ growth as 

recent development, they have become very popular with the American public and have fueled 

competition between colleges and universities and a heightened consumerism among students 
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and families (Bastedo & Bowman, 2011; Bowman & Bastedo, 2009).  In excess of 100 college 

and university guidebook rankings were identified by Hunter (1995), and more than 6.7 million 

copies of these guidebooks were sold in 1997 (McDonough, Antonio, Walpole, & Perez, 1998).  

The printed and on-line listings and titles include: The Ultimate List of College and University 

Rankings, America’s Best Colleges, Campus Grotto, Princeton Review’s The Best 366 Colleges, 

The Washington Monthly College Rankings, and Kiplinger’s Best Public and Private Colleges, 

just to name a few.  U.S. News & World Report alone sells more than two million copies each 

year, and it is estimated that at least ten million people view the rankings annually (Dichev, 

2001).   

 The popularity of the U.S. News college issue leads institutions to a variety of 

manipulations in hopes of moving up in the rankings – like early decision programs to enhance 

yield numbers and encouraging applications from students not likely to be admitted to boost 

acceptance rates (Machung, 1998).  The rankings are an obvious example of the consumerism 

that has overtaken the general public in regards to higher education, and the outcome is 

heightened competition between colleges and universities that compete for fewer and fewer 

resources (Brewer et al., 2002).  Yet, despite their popularity, there is little evidence that 

guidebooks and rankings provide prospective students and their families with valuable 

information.  In fact, some researchers have found that colleges and universities have falsified 

data to improve their rankings (Hossler, 2000; Pollock, 1992; Stecklow, 1995).  Flagler College 

and Claremont McKenna College are two of the recent examples of institutions that reported 

incorrect information to boost their standing in U.S. News (DeSantis, 2014; Slotnik & Perez-

Pena, 2012).  The former dean of admissions at Claremont admitted that rankings pressure led 

him to “doctor” the data “to try and keep the president happy” (Jaschick, 2012).   
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 “What gives U.S. News this clout is, in part, competition among colleges and universities, 

the desire of each to outshine the other, and their unwillingness to band together” (Machung, 

1998, p. 16).  And yet, the competition to rise in the rankings can have a negative effect on 

institutions.  Monks and Ehrenberg (1999) demonstrated that a drop in U.S. News rankings led 

institutions to accept a greater percentage of its applicants, resulting in a smaller percentage of 

the class matriculating (thus exacerbating the rankings drop) and an entering class of lower 

quality (measured by SAT scores).       

 The rapid growth of rankings and the increased consumerism exhibited by students and 

their families have fueled the competition for students and for public and private support, yet 

little has been done to mitigate the influence of rankings.  The competition shows no signs of 

abating.  “In the rankings game run by U.S. News, schools are not evaluated against last year’s 

performance but against where their competitors are this year using a shifting yardstick.  

Knowing this, schools are in a constant race not just against themselves but against each other” 

(Machung, 1998, p. 16).  The rankings distributed by U.S. News are powerful sources of 

information.  “They are truly the definitive mechanism for positioning colleges and universities” 

(Anctil, 2008, p. 56).   

 Rankings are simply an outward expression of the competition that exists among colleges 

and universities.  Contributing to the competition is the shift of higher education from a public 

institution to an industry.  Gumport (2000) believes that three “interrelated mechanisms have 

converged to advance this process” (p. 67).  She outlines the “rise of academic management in 

colleges and universities,” the increase in “academic consumerism,” and the “restratification of 

academic subjects and academic personnel, based upon the increased use-value and exchange-

value of particular knowledge in the wider society” (pp. 67-69).  In other words, many academic 
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disciplines are now judged by their perceived post-graduation market value, not by their intrinsic 

worth in the academy of knowledge.  These departments are now overseen, or managed, by 

professionals eager to compete for resources, exacerbating the idea of higher education as a 

marketplace.  Like any product, one must show distinctive value. 

Distinction and differentiation 

Not only is differentiation necessary for institutional success, but it is also important for 

prospective students and their families as they seek the best match between university strength 

and student need.  Simply attracting students, resources, and support are insufficient and 

inadequate outcomes and measurements; differentiation requires understanding a unique 

organizational identity and defining how those strengths, goals, and values can best serve 

prospective students (Toma et al., 2005).  Successful promotion serves prospective students and 

their families when it informs them about a university’s programs and assists students in making 

good decisions as to where to invest their time and resources (Massy, 2003).  A keen awareness 

of organizational identity allows institutional marketing to authentically differentiate via external 

messaging and communication to prospective students and their families.  Slick campaigns 

involving professionally produced promotional materials that seem devoid of personalization and 

unique characteristics are not the answer as they have contributed to the hyper-competition 

between schools (Kirp, 2003; Zemsky et. al., 2005).  The consultants and outside firms that 

specialize in such promotion have proliferated as the competition has intensified, and their fees 

are often beyond what most small colleges can afford – the very colleges most in need of their 

services.  For example, a recent pricing study at Wingate University (a small, independent 

university in North Carolina), was offered, by a reputable national firm, for $175,000 - $200,000.  

This is a firm that the University of North Carolina and Duke University use regularly to price 
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(or position) their undergraduate, graduate, and professional programs.   Many small colleges 

will find this kind of service beyond their means. 

Even with a large budget, paying an outside consultant’s fees is no guarantee that an 

imaging campaign will be successful.  Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) contend that 

“institutions must understand themselves before members can rally around their purposes and 

aspirations and before a campus can frame itself to be appealing to outsiders” (p. ix).  If 

institutional understanding is fragmented and unclear, internal constituencies will naturally 

compete with each other for resources – not out of greed but because of confusion.  Without a 

common institutional understanding, colleges and universities cannot communicate their core 

messages to prospective students, faculty, and staff, regardless of how generous the marketing 

budget or how large the fees paid to outside consultants.  These core messages, or marketing 

messages, are needed to convey an authentic identity.    

Ensuring success of marketing messages requires a high level of coordination among 

internal departments and divisions within a college or university (Blanton, 2007).  All internal 

organizational stakeholders can work in concert for successful promotion of identity to occur.  

When developing marketing messages that communicate institutional identity, foundational 

examination of the current environment will be necessary to uncover visible practices of 

distinction (Kotler & Armstrong, 1996).  In other words, many institutions may have the very 

things that set them apart as components of the organizational culture, but they need to discover 

these unique practices, or visible practices of distinction, and bring them to the forefront of their 

marketing messages.  If an international program, a service commitment, or a particularly strong 

academic department is widely celebrated for its excellence within the campus community, 

institutional messaging should feature the program prominently in appropriate communication.  
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When an institution is in the process of developing authentic marketing messages, organizational 

members who are convinced of broad input, wide coordination, foundational examination, and 

deep understanding of the institution’s identity, are indeed more likely to be invested in message 

promotion (i.e., building brand awareness externally).  

Communicating an identifiable institutional culture is the first step in building brand 

equity – the value given a particular brand (Toma et. al., 2005).  Successful brand positioning, or 

external messaging related to distinction in a competitive environment, is not complicated; it is 

simply an organization’s relationship with its constituents.  A good relationship is a good brand, 

and it allows institutions to stand out when compared to peers (Pulley, 2003).  A good brand – 

communicating who we are and what we are good at – could in fact ease the competition 

between some institutions by liberating colleges and universities to find their own niche and to 

recognize they might be better served by targeting completely different student populations (i.e., 

market segments).  Such market segmentation would naturally be harder for large research 

organizations, as part of their very identity is breadth, diversity, and comprehensiveness, so it is 

perhaps smaller educational institutions, those more limited in scope, that have the most to gain 

from brand awareness, brand positioning, and brand equity (Toma et al., 2005).      

As public funding for postsecondary education has waned over the last 25 years (SHEEO, 

2012), marketing efforts aimed at influencing prospective students, alumni, legislators, 

supporters, partners, and donors have intensified (Bok, 2003).  Many colleges and universities 

are struggling to sustain and improve programs and services in an environment where financial 

support is uncertain.  So they compete for resources from as many different sources as possible – 

student enrollment, foundation and donor support, grant agencies, research partners, and 

intellectual property.  In this environment, higher education must adapt to market-like forces and 
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respond to competitive pressures while remaining grounded in institutional mission and public 

purpose.  Grubb and Lazerson (2005) offer this perspective:  

A clear alternative is for institutions to be as good as they can in their own terms, 

creating multiple conceptions of excellence, based on more equitable distributions 

of resources.  This would allow regional institutions and second-tier universities 

to focus on what they do well instead of trying to emulate the elite, to examine 

how best to serve their regions, to expand conceptions of applied research and 

useful knowledge, to see how best they could prepare the middle-level student 

they have rather than the students they would like to have, to develop faculty who 

are enthusiastic about their teaching roles and public service (and have possibly 

been prepared through teaching-oriented doctorates) rather than feeling like 

wannabe researchers. (pp. 19-20) 

 

A small, regional university, in other words, can best communicate its value by showing how it 

is not offering the exact same thing as the top-tier school – it will only lose the comparison.  

What this second-tier university should highlight are those things that make it special for the 

kinds of students it serves.   For the researchers, Albert and Whetten (1985) those special 

characteristics are “central, enduring, and distinctive” features that drive beliefs and values and 

distinguishes the organization from competitors.   

 Higher education market segments  

To position a university successfully in the context of student recruitment, institutional 

leadership should understand what prospective students and their families desire in terms of 

academic offerings and services, examine what programmatic offerings the institution best 

provides, evaluate how their programs are perceived to those external to the organization, and 

adapt appropriately for better alignment (Temple, 2006).  The alignment between institutional 

strength and external demand must be continuously monitored, and colleges and universities that 

are more vulnerable to the vagaries of prospective student interest are required to consider 

appropriate programmatic adjustment.  Brewer, Gates, and Goldman (2002) offer a useful 

classification system for categorizing institutions of higher education.  They state that colleges 
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and universities are either pursuing prestige or seeking to build reputation.  Prestigious 

institutions represent only a handful of the colleges and universities in the United States.  They 

enjoy large endowments and are the most selective in terms of admissions requirements.  

Prestige-seeking universities are in the middle and may be risking the most.  They are in highly 

competitive markets as they seek better students and more-established faculty.  They seek to 

make the move to prestigious, but the barriers to entry are high.  Reputation-building institutions 

are highly dependent upon tuition, and they tend to respond to the needs of their students and to 

the communities they serve (Brewer et al., 2002).  Utilization of this framework is valuable to 

institutions as they seek to ascertain their position in the marketplace.  Clear understanding of 

market position is vital to crafting targeted and effective external messaging. 

Table 1 

Sample market sectors 

Brewer, Gates, and Goldman 

 

Prestigious 

Prestige-seeking 

Reputation-building 

 

Zemsky and Shaman 

 

Admit and yield rates 

Five year graduation rates 

Part-time enrollment 

BA/BS ratios 

 

Clayson and Hayley 

 

Smugs 

Large Unsure Middle 

Desperates 

 

 

Zemsky and Shaman (1997) offer an alternative framework for identifying postsecondary 

market segments by analyzing admit and yield rates, five year graduation rates for first-year 
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students, part-time enrollment figures, and BA/BS ratios.  Their taxonomy is intended to both 

describe the structure of the market for baccalaureate education and enable institutions to 

respond to it.  The goal is for institutions to determine where they are and identify where they 

want to be.  Clayson and Haley (2005) segment the higher education market into three 

categories.  The “Desperates” are completely dependent on enrollments and represent the “mass 

markets” for the authors.  Their students are primarily vocational, and the institutions cannot 

afford to treat them as anything but customers.  The “Large Unsure Middle” comprise most of 

the institutions in the country, and they often follow the latest business fads that are applicable to 

higher education.  The “Smugs” are the institutions least likely to think of their students as 

consumers.  They are heavily endowed and not dependent upon student enrollment.  Each of 

these frameworks for analyzing higher education market segments is valuable to college and 

university leaders attempting to appropriately position their institutions via external messaging 

and communication.  Clear understanding of market position is fundamental for current 

institutional assessment and for future organizational direction. 

Competing from the middle 

 In North Carolina alone, there are 51 not-for-profit, four-year colleges and universities 

vying for the attention of prospective undergraduate students.  In a crowded educational 

marketplace, external messaging should attempt to differentiate one institution’s experience from 

another so that students are more likely to enroll at a college or university that meets their needs 

and interests (Massy, 2003).  With North Carolina’s sixteen public institutions offering quality 

educational choices at a reasonable cost to in-state students (from approximately $10,000 to 

$20,000 for tuition, fees, room, and board), the independent schools must clearly articulate their 

benefits to interested students. With 35 four-year independent colleges and universities currently 
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positioning themselves in a similar value-adding manner (i.e., small classes and personal 

attention), prospective students and their families who are unbound by geographic constraints 

will choose an institution based primarily on cost if the educational experiences are 

indistinguishable (McEwan, 2005).  Independent institutions that are forced by the market to 

compete on the basis of price will likely suffer from episodic program expansion and contraction 

and mission degradation.  Without sufficient resources to sustain historic mission and 

contemporary identity, institutions will seek funding where they can find it, regardless of 

alignment with mission and identity.  

   

 

Figure 1:  Map of University of North Carolina system 
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Figure 2:  Map of independent colleges and universities in North Carolina  

 While academic reputation distinguishes Davidson, Duke, and Wake Forest in North 

Carolina, the other 32 independent, not-for-profit colleges and universities face similar – and 

daunting – challenges.  Each institution will struggle to attract students, faculty, and support 

when Campbell, Queens, Gardner-Webb, Lenoir Rhyne, and Wingate seem indistinguishable 

from each other.  Each of these institutions touts small class size, personal attention, and faculty 

qualifications to prospective students and donors.  Their average SAT scores, grade point 

averages, and graduation rates are similar.  For Burton Clark (1970), it is the organizational saga 

that develops over time and gives a college or university a unifying vision and mission.  “An 

institutional saga may be found in many forms … long-standing practices or unique roles played 

by an institution, or even in the images held in the minds (and hearts) of students, faculty, and 
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alumni.  Sagas can provide a sense of romance and even mystery that turn a cold organization 

into a beloved social institution, capturing the allegiance of its members and even defining the 

identity of its communities” (Clark, 1970, p. 235).  For a school like Wingate to differentiate 

itself from its peers (and some might say competition), understanding the organizational identity 

and effectively and authentically communicating that identity are fundamental to ongoing 

institutional health.  

History 

 The Wingate School was established in 1896 by the Baptist Associations of Union 

County in North Carolina and Chesterfield County in South Carolina.  Public schools were 

unavailable in rural areas of the Carolina Piedmont at this time, so Wingate was begun to offer 

“literacy education” from first grade through high school (Hester, 1972).  The 1916 report to the 

local Baptist Association praised the Wingate faculty (seven college-trained men and women) for 

knowing that “when you start a young man or a young woman on the right road, when you set a 

light aglow in a young mind, when you touch in the right way a young life [those] influences are 

not to be measured by years – they are eternal” (Hester, 1972, p. 43).  As the private prep school 

era waned and public schooling became increasingly available, Wingate expanded its educational 

mission, offering the first two years of baccalaureate education (Wingate University, 2013, 

August).   

 After serving as a private junior college for most of its 83-year existence with its mission 

and identity largely unchanged, Wingate College awarded its first baccalaureate degrees in 1979 

(Wingate University, 2013, August).  Wingate at this time also launched W’International (i.e., 

Wingate International), a program of international study and travel for sophomores.  The College 

included most of the cost of this experience in the total tuition whereby all students could spend 
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ten days in London, Paris, or Amsterdam after Christmas.  W’International signaled the 

institution’s commitment to “education for a future global society and the Christian affirmation 

of the brotherhood of all humankind” (Wingate University, 2013, August, p. 8).  More than 

4,000 Wingate students have since traveled to over 30 countries on five continents.   

Since 1979 Wingate University has evolved into a comprehensive institution offering 34 

undergraduate majors, seven master’s level degrees, and four doctoral programs in education, 

pharmacy, and physical therapy.  Today, Wingate serves undergraduates via four colleges and 

schools – Arts and Sciences, Education, Business, and Sport Sciences.  Programs are located on 

the main campus in Wingate, North Carolina, at the School of Graduate and Adult Education in 

Ballantyne, North Carolina, and at a satellite campus in Hendersonville, North Carolina, where 

the University offers graduate and professional programs in business, pharmacy, and physician 

assistant studies.   

  While Wingate has undergone significant change over the last 40 years as the institution 

has moved from a private junior college to a comprehensive university offering graduate and 

professional programs, many on the campus would maintain that the historical mission and 

purpose that so heavily influenced the institutional identity prior to the transition still resonate 

with faculty, staff, and trustees now.  With enrollment increases in graduate and professional 

programs and with the dissolution of the formal relationship with North Carolina Baptists, the 

institution’s identity and culture have evolved.  Despite these changes, the emphasis on 

international travel and study, the influence of the residential nature of the undergraduate 

programs on 87% of the student body, and the close-knit “family-like” environment remain 

significant influences.  Further, the three-part mission statement of faith, knowledge, and service 

is a foundational aspect of institutional culture, and contemporary expressions of the mission are 
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regularly communicated to prospective students and their families.  However, almost every 

independent college in North Carolina references faith, knowledge, and service in their mission 

statements, and the vast majority of higher education institutions offer some form of international 

travel and study.  So Wingate must determine what visible practices of distinction exist.  The 

organizational members must understand themselves and their institution before successful 

promotion beyond the campus gates can occur.     

Purpose of the study 

 

 Through examination of the heightened importance of institutional rankings, the rise in 

student consumerism, and the increased competition among colleges and universities, higher 

education personnel responsible for messaging and communication should be more effective in 

positioning their colleges and universities in today’s marketplace (Anctil, 2008).  A deep 

understanding of the market, a definable organizational identity, and delivery of effective 

messaging to prospective students and their families are the purposes of this study, and they 

should ideally lead to better matches between student and institution.  As higher education has 

evolved into a more competitive enterprise in the recruitment of students, creative solutions are 

needed for meeting institutional enrollment objectives and student needs.  For colleges and 

universities whose identities and strengths are often largely indistinguishable to those outside the 

organization, differentiated and organic external messaging can lay the foundation for the 

success of both student and institution.  A competitive market for higher education exists, and a 

small, moderately-selective independent college or university needs to promote organizational 

identity and hope it resonates with prospective students and their families.  Investigating how a 

college or university’s external messaging to prospective undergraduate students can best 
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promote internal elements of the organization’s identity and culture should result in a good 

match between institution and student.   

 In his review of Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley’s (2005) The Uses for Institutional Culture, 

Michael Bastedo (2006) describes their work “as a call for researchers to pay attention to 

emerging literatures in marketing and organizational identity” (p. 241).  Organizational culture, 

he argues, “provides a degree of social cohesion in the university from a shared set of norms, 

values, and beliefs” and this culture can “be used by the university as a marketing tool to 

demonstrate that it has a special and unique niche, which in turn will attract new students well 

suited for the culture of the university” (Bastedo, 2006, p. 241).  The purpose of this study is to 

examine how organizational identity and the market for higher education might best converge to 

serve students and strengthen small independent colleges and universities.   

Research questions 

 The following research questions guided this study to better understand organizational 

identity, institutional culture, and marketing. 

1. How do current students of Wingate University understand the culture of the institution?  

2. What aspects of the student experience do students identify as central, enduring, and 

distinctive about Wingate University? 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Organizational identity is derived from the shared beliefs and self-conceptions held by 

members of an organization.  The shared beliefs form a common story from which 

organizational members draw direction and assume a collective identity.  Albert and Whetten 

(1985) defined organizational identity as comprised of those elements that are “central, enduring, 

and distinctive” and lead to organizational beliefs and values “that distinguish the organization 

from the others with which it might be compared” (p. 265).  For the purpose of this study, 

organizational identity serves as a framework for examining the foundational aspects of a 

university.  Within the elements of a university that are central, enduring, and distinctive, exists 

the possibility for differentiation in the higher education marketplace.  The goal is to determine 

the essence of a college or university, and how that distinguishes it from other higher education 

institutions.  Foundational to this study will be a review of literature related to mission, identity, 

and culture.  A history of the “marketplace” for higher education and a review of market sectors 

will set the stage for an examination of marketing strategies and college choice. 

Identity and image  

 In an update of Albert and Whetten’s original work on organizational identity, Whetten 

(2006) later elaborated on the concept of organizational identity by defining it as the “central and 

enduring attributes of an organization that distinguish it from other organizations” (p. 220).  

Elements that are central and enduring alone are insufficient if they do not convey distinction to 

the organization.  It is the combined qualities that define institutional identity.  In practice, 
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central, enduring, and distinctive characteristics “function as organizational identity referents for 

members when they are acting or speaking on behalf of their organization” (Whetten, 2006, p. 

220). Central, enduring, and distinctive become the guiding themes that inform member 

behaviors and direct member actions.  For colleges and universities to distinguish themselves 

from the other institutions with whom they compete, the central, enduring, and distinctive 

framework can also provide a unifying concept for developing external messaging.  Effective 

communication of what is central, enduring, and distinctive about colleges and universities 

should enable postsecondary institutions to better navigate the competitive, commodifying forces 

affecting American higher education.  Higher education institutions must understand the factors 

that influence students’ decisions for better enrollment matches.  “If individual goals and 

institutional factors are not congruent, recruitment may be ineffective and retention problems 

may ensue” (DesJardins, Dundar, & Hendel, 1999, p.117).   

 Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail (1994) developed a model to define how images of an 

employee’s work environment shape her or his identification with the organization.  Their 

research led them to several propositions about how organizational identification affects an 

employee’s patterns of behavior.  Each employee’s “cognitive connection” with the organization 

is “derived from images that each member has of the organization” (Dutton et. al., 1994, p. 239) 

– how the employee thinks about the organization is the result of her or his cumulative 

experiences, understanding, and interpretation.  Utilizing the work of Albert and Whetten, the 

authors define “perceived organizational identity” as attributes that members believe are 

“distinctive, central, and enduring about the organization” (Dutton et. al., 1994, p. 239).  While 

Dutton et al. were not necessarily talking about higher education when they wrote about an 

“organization,’ these same concepts apply.  Higher education institutions also have a “perceived 
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organizational identity” as understood by its members. The attributes that members of the 

organization see as the mission, purpose, and culture may or may not be the elements that are 

considered central, enduring, and distinctive.  The authors do not conflate terms like mission and 

purpose and culture with identity and the attributes associated with organizational identity.   

 A close companion to organizational identity is external image, or the perceptions of the 

institution by those outside the institution.  What organizational members believe “outsiders 

think about the organization is called the construed external image” (Dutton et. al., 1994, p. 239).  

If construed external image is in alignment with the perceived organizational identity, the 

resulting strength of purpose and clarity can be utilized.  For a college or university, alignment of 

identity and image indicates strong coordination between what is perceived to be central, 

enduring, and distinctive about the institution and the understanding that those external to the 

organization have.  “The institution also needs to determine how it is perceived by students, 

faculty, staff, alumni, and other constituencies because this information can reveal the extent to 

which the institution reflects its intended character” (Kotler & Fox, 1995, p. 144).  

If an institution finds that its external image does not conform to the image various 

members of the institution hold, the messaging can seem inauthentic and misaligned.  Different 

constituencies perceive different identities, which might lead to confusion as to the “real” 

identity.  This might happen when an institution puts forth an identity to the public which it 

wishes for itself, but is not the perception of organizational members.  For those who believe that 

identity is generally understood as aspects of an organization that are central and enduring, Gioia 

and Thomas (1996) ask if identity can be enduring when senior administrators wish to shift 

institutional image via strategic change.  If institutional administrators are serious about change, 

an examination of existing identity and image must be considered which calls into question the 
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“enduring” nature of identity and image to a lesser degree.  “Under conditions of change, it is not 

only existing identity or image that affects interpretation but also those yet to be achieved” 

(Gioia & Thomas, 1996, p. 373).  Changing external image needs to be carefully considered and 

aligned with those values considered by institutional members as central and enduring. 

 Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail’s (1994) model proposes that identity and image 

influence the connection and behaviors of individuals associated with the institution.  As images 

of an organization are seen as positive, members of the organization ascribe to themselves the 

positive associations from the organization.  The reverse is also true – a negative external image 

can impact a member’s perceived self-worth.  It matters to organizational members how those 

external to the institution perceive them, and when perceptions are positive, the attitudes and 

beliefs about the organization are positive and generally result in support of the institution’s 

objectives.  They become “dedicated” employees who support the identity of the organization – 

their self-perception and perception of organizational image are in happy alignment.  They 

“identify” with the organization. 

 Organizational identification is the degree to which an individual defines herself or 

himself with similar characteristics that she or he believes describe the institution.  When 

organizational identification is strong in certain areas, the organization is stronger collectively in 

those same areas.  If organizational identification is expressed in terms of strong customer 

service, the group members are more likely to model that behavior.  If a college or university has 

a strong organizational identification associated with assisting students in their academic support, 

individual group members are likely to be more committed to student success.  Group members 

become more attached to their institutions when they integrate organizational attributes into their 

own concepts of self (Dutton et. al., 1994).  When the attractiveness of perceived organizational 
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identity is strong, an individual’s organizational identification is enhanced.  As people both 

inside and outside of the organization have positive impressions of a college or university, the 

positive attachment of the employee to the institution is strengthened.  People value self-

integrity, so they are drawn to organizations where “they feel they can express rather than hide 

their true selves (Dutton et. al., 1994, p. 245).”  Employees who believe that the identity of the 

organization is aligned with their personal values have a much better commitment to the goals 

and purposes of the organization.  Again, although the authors’ study of organizational identity 

centered on private corporations, the model can also be used to understand the degree to which 

members of a college or university may or may not feel a similar alignment in self-perception 

and external organizational identity.    

 Faculty members, of course, represent a key constituency of any college or university. 

Bogler and Kremer-Hayon (1999) seek to understand the “inner world” (p. 31) of faculty to shed 

light on how their inner worlds influence their personal effectiveness and the identity of their 

institutions.  The authors define organizational socialization as “a lifelong process whereby an 

individual becomes a participating member of a group of professionals, whose norms and culture 

the individual internalizes” (Bogler & Kremer-Hayon, 1999, p. 31).  Their work demonstrates 

that when the cultural expectations support something like teaching and instruction over research 

and service, the faculty are more likely to value those same emphases.  If the organizational 

identity is strong, the organizational members will internalize and reflect that identity.      

 Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail (1994) also make additional propositions related to 

organizational image and individual identity that further link an individual’s connection to 

institutional culture:  greater distinctiveness in perceived organizational identity leads to stronger 

organizational identification by the individual.  That is, when perceived organizational identity 
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enhances an individual’s self-esteem, organizational identity is strengthened; and a strong 

organizational identification leads to greater cooperation among institutional members.  Clark 

(1972) writes that the common understanding of a university by its participants “becomes a 

foundation for trust and for extreme loyalty.  Such bonds give the organization a competitive 

edge ….  Enduring loyalty follows from a collective belief of participants that their organization 

is distinctive” (p. 183).  When an employee perceives a positive distinction, her or his 

identification as an organizational member is heightened and encouraged.  The same type of 

advantage is conferred to both the organization and to the individual employee when the 

individual is proud to be associated with the institution, and if a strong identification between 

employee and the organization exists, the result is a more collaborative work environment 

(Dutton, et. al., 1994).  A strong organizational identity confers real value to both the individual 

member and the organization, especially when it is distinctive.   

 Gioia and Thomas (1996) note that envisioned identity and image will often become the 

guiding influence on planning and decision-making by senior leaders, so a disconnection with 

other organizational members often results when those members observe a disconnect between 

the vision and currently-held perceptions of organizational identity. For example, a senior 

administrator might want to grow the student body, whereas the faculty value small classes and 

personal instruction.  Or in a college where most of the undergraduate faculty feel an affinity for 

the liberal arts, a perception that senior administrators are funding professional programs in the 

health sciences at the expense of the traditional liberal arts can result in just such a 

disconnection.  Envisioned identity and image become the goal for management, but it may not 

resonate with current organizational members’ existing perceptions and identification.  Actions 
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connected to a new image or new direction can be disruptive to the organization if unrelated to 

expressions of existing identity (Gioia & Thomas, 1996). 

Institutional culture 

Researchers who pursue greater understanding of how culture impacts organizations and 

institutions explore its manifestations and debate its relevance.  This section examines definitions 

of organizational culture and explores its theoretical implications.  For Sathe (1985), institutional 

culture “is the set of important understandings (often unstated) that members of a community 

share in common” (p.6).  Louis (1985) writes that organizational culture is “a set of 

understandings or meanings shared by a group of people.  The meanings are largely tacit among 

the members, are clearly relevant to a particular group, and are distinctive to the group” (p. 74).  

Both Louis and Sathe are interested in meanings and understandings in their work on culture.  

Sergiovanni and Cobally (1984) add consideration of material conditions to meaning and 

understanding in their definition: 

A standard definition of culture would include the system of values, symbols, and shared 

meanings of a group including the embodiment of these values, symbols, and meanings 

into material objects and ritualized practices ….  The ‘stuff’ of culture includes customs 

and traditions, historical accounts be they mythical or actual, tacit understandings, habits, 

norms and expectations, common meanings associated with fixed objects and established 

rites, shared assumptions, and intersubjective meanings. (p. viii) 

 

Davis (1984) defines culture as “the pattern of shared beliefs and values that give members of an 

institution meaning, and provide them with the rules for behavior in the organization” (p. 1).  

Again, the word meaning is featured and paired with a focus on beliefs and values.  When 

Smircich (1983) describes his interpretation of meaning and belief as they relate to culture, he 

partners them with worldviews:    

In a particular situation the set of meanings that evolves gives a group its own ethos, or 

distinctive character, which is expressed in patterns of belief (ideology), activity (norms 

and rituals), language and other symbolic forms through which organization members 
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both create and sustain their view of the world and image of themselves in the world.  

The development of a worldview with its shared understanding of group identity, 

purpose, and direction are products of the unique history, personal interactions, and 

environmental circumstances of the group. (p. 56) 

 

For Feldman (1991), culture does not always mean a uniformity of beliefs and values, because a 

culture will likely possess a multitude of beliefs and values.  He contends that “different values 

may be displayed by people of the same culture.  In such an instance, what is it that holds 

together the members of the organization?” (p. 154).  He suggests looking “to the existence of a 

common frame of reference or a shared recognition of relevant issues.  There may not be 

agreement about whether these issues should be relevant or about whether they are positively or 

negatively valued,” (p. 154) but regardless of arrangement, they all point to the issues.  Martin 

(2002) describes the cultural view that can be used to explore organizations: 

Attention is drawn to aspects of organizational life that historically have often been ignored 

or understudied, such as the stories people tell to newcomers to explain ‘how things are done 

around here,’ the ways in which offices are arranged and personal items are or are not 

displayed, jokes people tell, the working atmosphere (hushed and luxurious or dirty and 

noisy), the relations among people (affectionate in some areas of an office and obviously 

angry and perhaps competitive in another place), . . . the surfaces of these cultural 

manifestations [can be] informative, but he or she also seeks an in-depth understanding of the 

patterns of meanings that link these manifestations together, sometimes in harmony, 

sometimes in bitter conflicts between groups, and sometimes in webs of ambiguity, paradox, 

and contradiction. (p. 2) 

 

Pettigrew (1979) returns to meaning when he describes organizational culture as a system of 

“publicly and collectively accepted meanings operating for a given group at a given time.  This 

system of terms, forms, categories, and images interprets a people’s own situation to themselves” 

(p. 574).  Daft (1983) references “the behavioral patterns, concepts, values, ceremonies, and 

rituals that take place in the organization” in his definition. 

Organizational stories are powerful tools for exploring culture.  Martin (2002) notes they 

“consist of two elements:  a narrative, describing a sequence of events, and a set of meanings or 
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interpretations – the morals to the story” (p. 71). An organizational story also “focuses on a 

single event sequence.  In contrast, an organizational saga (or the biography of a company 

founder or leader) summarizes years of events and is far more lengthy than a single 

organizational story” (p. 72). While organizational stories may be elaborated or exaggerated, 

they are generally true and provide accurate representations. 

Formal and informal practices have long been a concern of organizational research.  

Unlike informal practices, “formal practices are written and are therefore more easily controlled 

by management” (Martin, 2002, p. 86).  Four types of formal practices have been the primary 

interest of culture researchers:  structure, task and technology, rules and procedures, and 

financial controls.  Structure includes organization charts and job descriptions.  Task and 

technology are simply the task performed and the technology utilized in carrying out tasks.  

Rules and procedures include items like employee handbooks, and financial controls refer to 

accounting procedures, pay/benefit allocations, and budgeting processes (Martin, 2002).  By 

contrast, “informal practices evolve through interaction and are not written down” (Martin, 2002, 

p. 87).  Informal practices often take the form of social rules within the organization, such as if it 

is acceptable to have a glass of wine at a lunch meeting.   

Organizational subcultures exist within institutions because there are naturally various 

interpretations of reality and multiple layers of values and assumptions within an organization.  

Some of the differing interpretations will be shared across the organization, while others may be 

restricted to smaller units within the institution (Toma, 1997).  Hatch (1997) identifies three 

subcultures in relation to the dominant culture: an enhancing subculture that strongly supports 

the dominant values; a counterculture that adopts values that contrast with those of the larger 

culture; and an orthogonal subculture that maintains a separate value system alongside the 
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dominant one.  A significant challenge is then to encourage and cultivate communication and 

interaction between and among the various subcultures within an organization (Del Favero, 

2003).  Organizational climate is less concrete and more likely to change than culture.  Climate 

does not have aspects that exist outside the minds of the participants because there are no 

permanent artifacts, only perceptions.  Member perceptions form the basis for organizational 

climate; whereas, direct observations inform exploration of institutional culture. 

Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) outline a framework for examining institutional 

culture by focusing “on its substance – an institution’s norms, values, and beliefs – and the 

concrete forms that culture assumes” (p. 5).  The concrete forms include tangible symbols, 

language, narratives, and practices that communicate common understandings about the 

organization.  Their framework is based on the work of Kuh and Whitt (1988) who describe 

institutional culture in higher education as “the collective, mutually supporting patterns of norms, 

values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and groups in 

an institution of higher education and provide a frame of reference within which to interpret the 

meaning of events and actions on and off campus” (pp. 12-13).  Culture is deeply rooted, unique, 

and lasting in a way that provides organizational members with meaning and identity (Kuh, 

Schuh, & Whitt, 1991).  For colleges and universities, institutional culture communicates a sense 

of identity, encourages commitment, promotes stability, influences understanding, and delineates 

authority (Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  Culture promotes member identity and connection and fosters 

group coordination.    

 For Clark (1970) the organizational saga is the “historically based, somewhat embellished 

understanding of a unique organization development.  Colleges are prone to a remembrance of 

things past and a symbolism of uniqueness.  The more special the history or the more forceful the 
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claim to a place in history, the more intensively cultivated are the ways of sharing memory and 

symbolizing the institution” (p. 235).  Clark elaborates on uniqueness, but not all university 

cultural researchers acknowledge the distinctive nature of culture.   

 Martin, Feldman, Hatch, and Sitkin (1983) note that organizations share an unusual 

number of “unique” cultural stories.  They maintain that even though organizations claim 

distinction via their cultural stories, the stories and their related manifestations occur in similar 

forms over a broad range of organizational types – colleges and universities included.  Seven 

stories are identified to illustrate that content is shared in a variety of organizations in an almost 

identical manner.  The seven archetypal stories are:  (1) the rule-breaker; (2) the human big boss; 

(3) the little person rising to the top; (4) will I get fired; (5) the moving story; (6) the boss’s 

reaction to mistakes; and (7) organization’s response to obstacles.  There are positive and 

negative versions of each story across most established organizations (Martin et. al., 1983).  

Colleges and universities are especially vulnerable to this perceived lack of differentiation 

because most higher educational institutions promote external messaging that positions them in a 

similar manner to the market leaders (Lull & Thieblot, 2004).  Higher education institutions tend 

to mimic the programmatic offerings and mission of prestige schools leading them to drift from 

their natural market position (Morphew, 2001).       

 Clark (1972) maintains that “for a college to transform purpose into a credible story of 

unique accomplishment, there must be visible practices with which claims of distinctiveness can 

be supported” (p. 181).  His call for visible practices of distinction is central to a college or 

university’s unique saga.  Clark was an early advocate for studying the institutional culture of 

colleges and universities, and his work on the organizational saga sought to explain the 

development of institutional culture.  He maintained that a shared understanding of 
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organizational identity will naturally influence planning and decision-making within the 

institution.   

 Laying out a framework for the study of university culture, Tierney (1988) identifies six 

key areas:  environment, mission, socialization, information, strategy, and leadership.  Tierney 

(1988) outlines questions for examining culture within this framework that include:  how does an 

organization define its environment, and what are the attitudes toward that environment; how is 

mission defined and articulated, and is there agreement on how it used in decision-making; how 

do new organizational members become socialized, and how is that communicated; what 

constitutes information, and how is it communicated and by whom; who makes decisions, and 

what strategies are used; and who are the leaders (both formal and informal), and what is 

expected from them?   

 Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) emphasize that institutional culture varies greatly 

across institutional type.  Small liberal arts colleges would have very different organizational 

cultures than large research institutions.  Kuh, Schuh, and Whitt (1991) acknowledge that 

colleges and universities are made up of many different groups – faculty, students, and staff – 

“with different, and often competing value systems” (p. 71).  Each of these groups may identify 

with distinctly different subcultures under the larger institutional umbrella, but their combined 

experiences form a common tapestry. The key is to identify those common threads that form the 

tapestry and communicate this perceived organizational identity to the external marketplace.  

In studying culture, Tierney (2012) writes of an integration framework that “tries to 

understand the underlying elements of an organization that binds participants together.  Beliefs 

and values are a significant focus of such studies, and the manner in which one looks for these 

concepts is by way of organizational artifacts such as rituals and stories.”  While simple 
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generalizations are to be avoided in an integrationist’s pursuit to uncover “what holds this place 

together,” certain themes and ideas do “pervade organizations just as they do traditional cultures” 

(pp. 168-169).  These themes will ideally provide value to the organization, either in application 

in the marketplace or simple understanding of shared identity.         

A significant amount of research over the last twenty years has focused on the influence 

of culture across organizational settings (Ashkanasy, Wilderom, & Peterson, 2000; Schein, 1985; 

Trice & Beyer, 1993).  Higher education, as a particular type of institutional environment, has 

also benefited from the examination of culture and its value to organizations (Kuh & Whitt, 

1988; Tierney, 1988, 1992).  When institutions have shared beliefs and values, the positive 

effects are often greater institutional alignment in its pursuits and improved efficiency (Kotter & 

Heskett, 1992; Trice & Beyer, 1993).  Greater institutional alignment can lead to clarity of 

purpose that is useful in communicating with external constituencies.  Satisfaction in the work 

environment and member commitment to an organization’s goals and purposes are also 

byproducts of an organizational culture of shared beliefs and values (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; 

Kanter, 1972; Kets de Vries, 2001). 

Universities in particular have been viewed as organizations whose internal cultures and 

strong values greatly influence the environment for students and all who work on their campuses 

(Dill, 1982; Kuh & Whitt, 1988: Tierney, 1988).  Much of the literature on organizational culture 

in higher education focuses on culture as a point of consensus where there is a consistency 

around shared values, beliefs, and norms within the institution (Tierney, 1988).  New members 

are socialized into the organization’s culture, and very little variation between constituent groups 

is assumed to exist (Deal & Kennedy, 1982).  Members of the group are bound together by a 

shared sense of organizational purpose and meaning (Collins & Porras, 1994; Hartley, 2002; 
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Tierney, 1988).  Organizational members who are associated with institutions with well-

developed cultures come to view their organizations as something greater than a mere place of 

employment (Clark, 1972).  “Such a shared identity influences organizational behavior (for 

example, through a greater sense of commitment) and conveys a sense of meaning and 

belonging” (Harris & Hartley, 2011, pp. 692-693). 

An influential researcher on the examination of culture, Schein (1992) distinguishes three 

levels of depth:  artifacts, values, and basic assumptions.  He elaborates by describing culture as:  

The pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed in 

learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, and that 

have worked well enough to be considered valid, and, therefore, to be taught to new members 

as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems (Schein, 1992, p. 

12).   

 

In further describing artifacts, Schein (1992), notes that they are the most observable and include 

the physical environment, the social environment, technology, written and spoken language, 

overt behavior, and symbols.  The physical environment includes exterior and interior spaces 

which can communicate meaning about an organization.  Having an open office space 

environment with desks arranged in groups would indicate a more collaborative environment 

than one with lots of individualized offices.  How workers interact with each other – formally or 

informally, intimate or distant – communicates messages about the social environment.  

Technology describes how workers in an organization convert data (like grades) into usable 

information (like a transcript).  The types of processes that have been implemented demonstrate 

decisions and choices made by organizational members over a period of time.  Written and 

spoken language make up the language an organization utilizes to tell its stories.  The language 

would range from very formal to conversational to slang for the manufacturers of Italian dress 

shoes worn with tuxedos, the maker of weekend loafers, and the purveyor of skate shoes.  
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Observable behavior that is demonstrated and replicated by organizational members is overt 

behavior.  And lastly, symbols are the concrete expressions of ideas or concepts that carry 

meaning for institutional members.  Symbols include both ceremonies and rituals, which are like 

ceremonies but usually less formal and conducted by smaller groups. 

Values are the second dimension of Schein’s (1992) cultural framework, and they are 

deeply held emotions not readily observed or evident but inferred by analysis of cultural 

artifacts.  While values cannot be observed, the artifacts can be.  An organization’s values 

emerge from general beliefs about human nature.  Values that are part of the fabric of an 

organization, “can serve as a guide and as a way of dealing with the uncertainty of intrinsically 

uncontrollable or difficult events” (p. 20).  These values are generally hard for organizational 

members to express because they are subtle and not acknowledged directly. 

Basic assumptions exist on the deepest level of culture for Schein (1992).  They are 

unconscious undercurrents that guide collective behavior.  Assumptions are more abstract than 

values which can usually be articulated and defended.  Because of their unconscious and 

amorphous nature, assumptions are more problematic for definition.  Schein (1992) utilizes a 

five-part framework to categorize basic assumptions that are manifested in the culture of 

organizations:  the organization’s relation to its environment, the nature of reality and truth, the 

nature of human nature, the nature of human activity, and the nature of the human relationship.  

For Schein (1996) culture can also be defined “as the set of shared, taken-for-granted 

implicit assumptions that a group holds and that determines how it perceives, thinks about, and 

reacts to its various environments” (p.236).  He suggests that his “own insights have only come 

after I have spent hours and hours immersed in a given phenomenon, after I have identified and 

dealt with all my own prior expectations and stereotypes, and have gradually come to see what is 
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really out there” (Schein, 1996, p. 239).   “Particularly in relation to culture, when I see my 

colleagues inventing questionnaires to ‘measure’ culture, I feel that they are simply not seeing 

what is there, and this is particularly dangerous when one is dealing with a social force that is 

invisible yet very powerful” (Schein, 1996, p. 239). 

In a related explanation of culture and its component parts, Schein (1985), writes that to 

analyze why members of a particular organization conduct themselves the way they do, we must 

uncover values that dictate conduct.  But “values are hard to observe directly, [and] it is often 

necessary to infer them by interviewing key members of the organization or to content analyze 

artifacts such as documents and charters” (Schein, 1985, p. 3).  For him, values discovered in this 

manner, represent espoused values of a culture.  Understanding is based solely on what members 

say are the reasons for their behaviors.  The reasons may simply be idealized rationalizations for 

their behaviors, so the true behavioral reasons remain undiscovered or hidden.  “To really 

understand a culture and to ascertain more completely the group’s values and overt behavior, it is 

imperative to delve into the underlying assumptions, which are typically unconscious but which 

actually determine how group members perceive, think, and feel” (Schein, 1985, p. 3).  As 

Schein (1985) points out, to truly understand culture, the observer must dig deeply and spend 

hours in observation, but before one does that, an understanding of the broader environment and 

context within which the organization exists must also be examined and understood.   

Mission, vision, and saga 

 

 If college or university employees were asked to discuss identity or culture on their 

campuses, most would likely gravitate to the institutional mission statement for initiating a 

conversation on identity and culture.  Colleges and universities utilize mission statements to 

outline general goals and expectations of the organization and to convey a sense of the place to 
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stakeholders and the public, but they may not be effective for communicating direction, identity, 

or culture.  Kuh, Schuh, and Whitt (1991) offer that an institution’s mission provides “the 

rationale for what a college or university is and aspires to be and the yardstick against which 

students, faculty, and others can determine if their activities and institutional policies are 

educationally purposeful” (p. 277).  Mission statements then provide a foundational context and 

a general framework for planning and organizing activities, but whether they regularly and 

routinely influence member behavior may be questionable.  Mission statements primarily exist as 

historical context for organizational formation but likely serve little purpose beyond that.   

 Morphew and Hartley (2006) address the very issue of whether college and university 

statements of mission are foundational to organizational success or whether they are generally 

empty pledges and positions “of little structural consequence” (p. 456).  The authors examine 

what institutions actually say in their mission statements and compare statement components to 

institutional type as defined by the Carnegie Classification scheme.  Tracing discussions of 

institutional mission from the corporate culture of the early 1970s to higher education’s 

treatment of the topic beginning in the 1980s with George Keller’s work on college and 

university strategic planning, Morphew and Hartley (2006) note that most contemporary research 

on mission statements identifies their importance as a “legitimating function” (p. 458) by 

offering justification to internal and external stakeholders as to the need for an institution, but 

mission statements say little about an institution’s direction.  The authors suggest that mission 

statements:  are influenced more by institutional control (i.e. public or private) than they are by 

Carnegie Classification; have common elements (e.g. diversity and a commitment to the liberal 

arts) that “appear frequently across institutional types and control groups;” and have a prevalence 

toward language specifically related to “service” by the institution or the development of “civic 
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values in students” (p. 462).  If mission statements and corresponding goals and objectives are so 

similar within an institutional type, there may be little value in their use for external messaging 

and communication.  If differentiation in a crowded market place is the goal, the mission 

statement is unlikely to offer a platform for reaching out to prospective students, faculty, staff, 

and donors as they most often fail to distinguish one college or university from another.   

 Collins and Porras (1991) note that every organization needs a framework – whether it is 

called mission, purpose, values, or strategic intent – to direct the institution, but “mission 

statements are terribly ineffective as a compelling, guiding force” (p. 31).  Similar to Morphew 

and Hartley (2006), Collins and Porras (1991) see little value in the mission statement (in this 

case corporate mission statements) as a mechanism for affecting member behavior.  The authors 

go further and state that mission statements often do not motivate organizational members to 

work toward institutional goals, and they are many times simply “a boring stream of words” 

(Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 31).  If mission statements rarely shape or guide organizational 

behavior, they hold little promise for influencing an organization’s external messaging.  Mission 

statements that have little relevance for an organizational member are unlikely to communicate 

much about an institutional identity.  Mission statements fail “to convey any noteworthy sense of 

an institution’s current identity” (Morphew & Hartley, 2006, p. 457).  So if not mission, what do 

organizational members look to as a compelling, guiding force for direction?   

 Collins and Porras (1991) are more interested in mission expressed as organizational 

vision, to use their term.  Vision is “an overarching concept under which a variety of other 

concepts are subsumed” (Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 32).  When a defined vision is most 

effective, it is developed and encouraged at all levels of the organization, and it remains 

consistent with the overall institutional mission.  Vision is not a departure from mission; it is a 



35 

 

natural outgrowth, but it is somehow more comprehensive.  For Collins and Porras (1991) a 

guiding philosophy is where vision begins, and ideally leads to a tangible image.  This guiding 

philosophy originates with the organization’s earliest leaders, but it must transcend the founders 

and their objectives to become the “genetic code” (p. 34) of the organization.  It is not codified in 

the same way a mission statement is, but rather the guiding philosophy exists as core values and 

beliefs that are passed down from member to member.  The core values and beliefs of a 

successful organization influence all policies and decisions, both intentionally and 

unintentionally.   

 These core beliefs and values hearken back to Clark’s (1972) work as he too 

acknowledges the imbedded nature of the organizational saga and traces its origin to founders, 

individual leaders, and/or significant change.  For Clark, (1972) the saga was comprised of 

understood institutional characteristics that encompassed the distinctive features of a college or 

university. “An organizational legend (or saga), located between ideology and religion, partakes 

of an appealing logic on one hand and sentiments similar to the spiritual on the other.  

Universities develop over time such an intentionality about institutional life, a saga, which then 

results in unifying the institution and shaping its purpose” (Clark, 1972, p. 235).  The saga is the 

equivalent of Collins and Porras’s (1991) beliefs and values.  For Collins and Porras (1991), 

faithful adherence to these beliefs is essential, and no option or action should usurp the core 

values.  When vision has become the guiding force of the organization, the beliefs are most often 

clear and authentic.  Emerging from the core values and beliefs is the purpose statement.  The 

purpose statement is a natural extension of the organization’s core values and beliefs (Collins & 

Porras, 1991).  It should be “fundamental, inspirational, and enduring,” and to be effective, it 

“must be able to grab the soul of each organizational member” (Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 38). 
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 All these authors utilize words like spiritual, soul, and heart to capture something that 

transcends a written mission statement.  The purpose statement is not intended for external 

audiences, but it must be motivating and inspirational to institutional members.  Collins and 

Porras (1991) further develop their concept of institutional vision with what they describe as 

tangible image.  The tangible image of an institution combines a mission which “clearly focuses 

the effort of the organization” with a vivid description “through which the mission is made more 

alive and engaging” (Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 42).  While it would be easy to become mired in 

the concepts of saga, vision, image, mission, culture, and purpose, the authors all recognize 

something similar – an idea that describes the essential characteristics of place that breathes life 

into it.  These essential characteristics give an organization (in this case a college or university) 

an identity that rallies its core constituencies (i.e., faculty, staff, students, and alumni), animates 

the life of the institution, and provides a source for marketable messages to prospective students 

and their families. 

College choice 

Research on college choice analyzes how prospective students choose a college to attend 

and the factors associated with the discernment process.  The literature on choice covers a wide 

variety of models attempting to discover why students enroll where they do.  Most research 

analyzes the final choice – where a student will attend college – but the decision to attend a 

certain college involves many decisions made by the student and her or his family and the 

college (St. John, Asker, & Hu, 2001).  Creation of the initial college choice set may be the most 

powerful factor in the process, but incomplete information affects decision making for both sides 

of the equation because students make choices without a full understanding of individual 
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institutions or higher education in general, and colleges and universities make choices even 

though it can be difficult to predict student success.   

Marketing has a long history in higher education, but with the growth in competition for 

students and other resources, marketing has become integral for effective enrollment 

management, as evidenced by Kotler and Fox’s (1995) “six stages in the evolution of marketing 

applied to enrollment.”  Universities and their constituents may be at different stages in their 

acceptance of marketing as a necessary aspect of institutional management, but the increase in 

competition in the higher education marketplace makes effective promotion necessary.  Even 

though “higher education is not a product in the way people traditionally think of products” 

(Clark & Hossler, 1990, p. 80), the decision to compete for students has implications consistent 

with consumer marketing.   

College choice is “difficult to study because it is complex, longitudinal, interactional, and 

cumulative” (DesJardins, Dundar, et al., 1999, p. 123).  Decisions related to application for 

college are often influenced by student perception, earned or unearned reputation, and external 

messaging from a variety of sources.  The decision to attend college becomes complicated 

simply by the diversity of consumers’ decision models (Kotler & Fox, 1995) and by the 

sameness that results when a college choice set is identified by students based on perceptions of 

fit, affordability, and acceptance (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2006). 

Parents and students talked about how difficult it is to figure out how one given college is 

different from another.  Students typically narrow down their choices to institutions with 

similar attributes, and when they have that final list of colleges, many of them seem 

interchangeable because they all claim to offer the same things.  (Lipman Hearne, 2009, 

p. 8) 

 

When all colleges appear to be interchangeable, insignificant factors or experiences may be 

elevated in the decision-making process (Harris, 2009).  “When the consumer’s primary 
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objective is to make a decision, he or she may use trivial attributes to help finalize the decision” 

(Hoyer & MacInnis, 2007, p. 239).   Even though college choice is a complicated and complex 

pursuit (Hossler, 1984), “an understanding of student enrollment decision-making, or college 

choice behavior, is a primary need for effective student recruitment” (Paulsen, 1990, p. 1).   

The most prevalent model on the college choice process was introduced by Hossler and 

Gallagher (1987) and includes three stages:  predisposition, search, and choice.  In each stage of 

the choice process, “students develop predispositions to attend college, search for general 

information about college, and make choices leading them to enroll at a given institution of 

higher education” (Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000, p. 5).  During the predisposition stage, which 

may begin as early as the seventh grade, students develop preferences in regards to post-

secondary attendance and identify future educational goals (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  At the 

predisposition stage, students and colleges generally have little contact with each other.  The 

students are largely influenced by their families during this period.   

In Chapman’s (1981) model, he concurs that college choice is most often influenced by 

others associated with the student – high school counselors, family, or friends.  Parents play two 

vital roles as they both introduce the idea of higher education attendance and help prepare the 

student socially, academically, and financially (Henderson & Berla, 1994).   Chapman (1981) 

also suggests that marketing efforts by colleges and universities and static characteristics – 

location, cost, and academic programs – play a significant role in the student’s decision.  It is the 

nexus of influencers, marketing efforts, and institutional characteristics that eventually leads to a 

student’s choice (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Manski & Wise, 1983; Zemsky & 

Oedel, 1983).   
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 Paulsen (1990) recommends that colleges and universities utilize data targeting 

prescribed student characteristics to communicate with potential candidates as they are in the 

discernment process.  High schools with a history of supplying students to a particular institution 

are opportunities for outreach during the early search stage.  As students move to the search 

stage, they have decided to attend college and begin collecting information on selecting a 

specific institution (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  It is during this stage that colleges and 

universities actively seek to recruit students and influence their decisions (Paulsen, 1990).   

 Bontrager (2004) suggests that the primary purpose of institutional communication 

during the search process is to determine fit between the prospective student and the institution.  

He defines fit as “the degree to which a student’s academic preparation, educational goals, career 

aspirations, and personal preferences are in line with what an institution has to offer” (p. 9).  If 

the fit between the institution and student does not match, dissatisfaction and attrition may result 

(Paulsen, 1990).  As application deadlines approach, students enter the choice phase and apply to 

colleges and ultimately make a selection of an institution to attend (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). 

Marketing higher education 

For many who study higher education, the “arms race” for prestige and ever increasing 

enrollments is ratcheting up the competition among colleges and universities (Geiger, 2004; 

Zemsky, et. al., 2005).  As expectations increase, the need to understand marketing dynamics and 

prospective student decision-making becomes increasingly important.  “The college marketer 

must understand the information gathering and evaluation activities of prospective consumers.  

The marketer’s task is to help students learn about the key attributes of colleges, their relative 

importance, and the standing of the particular college on the more important attributes” (Kotler 

& Fox, 1995, p. 253).  Marketing principles and techniques become increasing relevant for 
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colleges and universities interested in distinguishing themselves via external messaging in a 

competitive environment.  Having a market “orientation” leads to uncovering needs, developing 

services to meet those needs, and delivering those services (Krachenberg, 1972).   

Clark and Hossler (1990) acknowledge that marketers of higher education regularly apply 

the four Ps of marketing – programs of study (product), discounted tuition rates (pricing), 

external messaging (promotion), and multiple campuses and delivery platforms (placement).  

Brewer, Gates, and Goldman (2004) believe that “higher education is an industry in which 

consumers are often under informed in the sense that they cannot objectively evaluate the quality 

of the service before they actually make the purchase” (p. 19).  The very complexity of higher 

education makes marketing it quite complicated (Litten, Sullivan, & Brodigan, 1983).       

Kotler and Armstrong (1996) define integrated marketing and communications as the 

concept under which an organization “carefully integrates and coordinates its many 

communications channels to deliver a clear, consistent, and compelling message about the 

organization” (p. 481).  Clear, consistent, and compelling messages to prospective students are 

vital to organizational health given the competitive stakes among higher education institutions in 

regards to financial aid, marketing pressure, the amenities race, prestige seeking, pursuit of 

alternative sources of revenue, for-profit providers, technology advances, and the globalization 

of the academy (Newman et. al., 2004).  “Many educational institutions are faced with 

contracting resources, new financial pressures, and/or declining enrollment” (Kotler & Fox, 

1995, p. 146).  In this environment, colleges and universities should consistently analyze their 

marketing and communications strategies for appropriate positioning.  More than two decades 

ago, Michael Porter identified three basic competitive positioning strategies that organizations 

can follow: cost leadership, differentiation, and focus (Kotler & Armstrong, 1996).  Only a few 
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organizations are able to occupy the cost leadership position (i.e., they are the lowest cost), so the 

remaining participants in a particular market should consider differentiation and focus as a 

means of competitive advantage.   

Creation of a successful positioning strategy requires three components:  an effective 

product, a distinct identity, and added value (Doyle, 2001).  Few would deny that higher 

education is a “valuable product,” but establishing a distinct identity and articulating added value 

can be challenging.  Recruiters must help the under informed consumer evaluate the quality of 

the service (Brewer et al., 2002).  To do this, they must be able to articulate the value of the 

service to the consumer, which is not always the case.  The admissions process itself contributes 

to the confusion.  The focus seems to be more on applying to, and enrolling in, a college or 

university than it is on articulating the quality of the education delivered by the institution.  In 

this regard, admissions processes should be restructured to provide the greatest benefit to the 

needs of prospective students rather than continuing a byzantine system that only seems to confer 

prestige and benefit to the most selective colleges (Zemsky et al., 2005).  Colleges and 

universities should begin by clearly stating standards of admission, and less-selective institutions 

should require only that information necessary for making an admissions decision.  

Transparently communicating financial aid information – what is available and who qualifies – 

would also likely provide a valuable service to prospective students and their families.    

For any external messaging campaign, an important consideration is stakeholder 

expectations and concerns.  In this regard, Kotler and Armstrong (1996) recommend addressing 

the following questions in advance of developing marketing messages:  (1) why are we 

marketing or advertising, (2) to whom are we talking, (3) what do they think about us currently, 

(4) what do we want them to think about us, and (5) who are our competitors?  The authors 
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believe that answering these questions will focus organizations on target audience expectations.  

Whether the term is target audience or stakeholder, every organization interested in external 

messaging should consider the perspective of all institutional constituents – internal and external.  

For college and universities, this is particularly important.  Selecting the appropriate marketing 

and communications strategies creates value among a university’s many stakeholders – 

prospective students, current students, alumni, employers, financial donors, taxpayers, and 

legislators – because choosing the wrong marketing strategy will result in dissatisfaction among 

stakeholders, and an undifferentiated mass strategy typically has little value or appeal (Lewison 

& Hawes, 2007).  Maguad (2007) divides higher education’s stakeholders into four groups:  

internal academic (students, faculty, programs/departments); internal administrative (students, 

faculty, staff, administrators, units/departments/divisions); external direct (employers, other 

colleges/universities, suppliers); and external indirect (government, community, donors, alumni, 

accrediting agencies).  He notes that failure to correctly identify stakeholders and their varied 

needs will result in wasted opportunities and efforts (Magaud, 2007).       

 For all of the authors, differentiation is important for organizational identity.  For Kotler 

and Armstrong (1996), differentiation is likely to affect two organizational categories – either 

service or personnel.  Competitive advantage via service can be gained through fast, convenient, 

or careful delivery, and personnel differentiation is gained when the people employed by an 

organization are better trained and more effective at providing excellent customer service.  The 

authors further emphasize differentiated messages by directing organizations to focus on 

messages that are:  (1) important, (2) distinctive, (3) superior, (4) communicable, (5) preemptive, 

(6) affordable, and (7) profitable (Kotler and Armstrong, 1996).  The drawback to institutional 

messaging that focuses on differentiation is that too much uniqueness may not be an accurate 
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picture of the essential functions of college life (Weisbuch, 2007).  Colleges and universities will 

naturally have a number of overlapping positive qualities – like quality instruction.  One could 

argue that quality instruction is an essential function of college life that is hard to distinguish 

across institutions.  Abandoning the essential functions may cause colleges and universities to 

then focus on less consequential aspects of institutional identity – simply for the sake of 

distinction.  On the other hand, focusing too much on those things that are similar across other 

institutions results in an undistinguishable sameness.  Many institutions end up having 

essentially the same institutional organization - institutional isomorphism – which exists because 

of the appeal and success of copying what works for someone else.  Replication happens for a 

reason; it is much easier to copy a successful program or initiative than it is to create a new or 

unique offering.  The risk is minimized when recreating something that has produced positive 

results elsewhere.  When one college or university implements a popular program or service, it is 

a natural tendency (and often beneficial tactic) for other institutions to copy successful behaviors 

(Weisbuch, 2007).   

One notable example of a college’s efforts at differentiation and external messaging is 

Dickinson College in Pennsylvania.  When Dickinson “re-positioned” itself, all decisions at the 

college (from new student housing design to curriculum revision) were undertaken with attention 

given to three central areas – greater public recognition, more alumni giving, and more high-

powered faculty (Kirp, 2003).  When most institutions engage in conversations regarding 

external messaging and positioning, the efforts are usually directed at resource acquisition 

(students and funding).  When handled poorly, efforts to brand the institution are done in 

isolation – often by departments that are not involved in the internal life of the enterprise.  When 

Dickinson engaged in a campaign to recruit better students, the college started with a marketing 
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consultant.  The consultant determined that the college’s mission could most accurately be 

summed up as “Freedom + Guidance = Growth.”  Though the message may have been faithful to 

the culture, it failed to resonate with external constituencies, so a new positioning statement was 

crafted – “Reflecting America, Engaging the World” (Kirp, 2003).  While development of 

messaging must engage internal audiences for authenticity, ignoring its appeal to external groups 

is a luxury few colleges and universities can afford.  An additional consideration for successful 

message development is the need for coherent and supportive visual strategies as they are also 

vitally important to communicating consistent and memorable images to both internal and 

external stakeholders that reinforce points of distinction (Pulley, 2003).  Institutions need both an 

authentic message that appeals to both internal and external stakeholders, and a means to make 

that message memorable through visual strategies. 

History and influence of the marketplace 

 As Clark Kerr (2001) traces the evolution of the research university from Cardinal 

Newman’s “Idea of a University” to Abraham Flexner’s “modern university” in The Uses of the 

University, he introduces the concept of the “multiversity,” what he terms as a “city of infinite 

variety” (p. 31).  Kerr’s (2001) multiversity “was central to the further industrialization of the 

nation, to spectacular increases in productivity with affluence following, to the substantial 

extension of human life, and to worldwide military and scientific supremacy” (p. 199).  The 

multiversity appears to offer both Lernfreheit and Lehrfreiheit, freedom to learn and freedom to 

teach, but Kerr (2001) warned in 1963 that increasing dependence on federal grants and funded 

research projects would distract faculty from teaching and move resources away from programs 

that did not obviously have a “market” benefit.  Kerr sees the rise of multiversities as harmful to 
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both teaching on the undergraduate level and to a coherent institutional mission and purpose, yet 

he acknowledges the massive contributions the multiversity has made to national development.      

 At the heart of Derek Bok’s (2003) Universities in the Marketplace is the author’s deep 

and abiding concern regarding the encroaching commercialization of higher education (as stated 

in his subtitle: The Commercialization of Higher Education).  While much of Bok’s (2003) text 

can be viewed as a continuation of similar themes first identified by Kerr in his Godkin Lectures 

in 1963, the pace at which research universities have come to depend on external funding is 

significant.  As state and student support for basic operations and instruction have decreased, and 

as institutions have become increasingly competitive regarding the recruitment of faculty and 

students and the chase for athletic glory and recognition, universities – particularly tier one 

research universities – have become increasingly dependent on the outside sources of funding 

such endeavors require.  For Pusser (2006) “increased market competition is the inevitable result 

of economic and technological changes that are transforming higher education” and “under the 

market model, colleges and universities will be increasingly consumer driven” (p. 23).   

 The confluence of historical events, heightened competition, and a rapidly changing 

environment over the last 70 years set the stage for analyzing today’s postsecondary educational 

environment as a marketplace.  Some would argue that higher education has always been a 

market – the transference of services for a fee.  Stanley Chodorow, a historian specializing in the 

Middle Ages, described initial higher education efforts this way:  “By the middle of the twelfth 

century, there were dozens of teachers and thousands of students, and, by the 1180s, it appears, 

the teaching masters there had formed the guild – the universitas – that would be the seed of the 

modern university” (Zemsky et al., 2005, p. 49).  Chodorow takes the medieval guild analogy a 

step further by describing the academic community of the twelfth century as “a craft guild, with 
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the form and functions of all other craft guilds, [that] . . . organized and regulated the business of 

the teaching masters in the city” (Zemsky et al., 2005, p. 49).  While higher education may have 

always been a marketplace for Chodorow, for many today’s competition among higher education 

institutions for resources and prestige threatens the public purposes of the university.  “As the 

new market-oriented system emerges, if it is to serve society well, it must be carefully planned . . 

. not only by thoughtful policies that channel the force of the market toward constructive 

purposes but by an informed public” (Newman, Couturier, & Scurry, 2004, p. 211).      

 In his seminal work, Kerr (2001) outlines the influence of two significant events on 

today’s research university – the Morrill Act of 1862 and federal investment in research in the 

1940s.  In both cases, it was support and demands from the external environment that led to the 

development of the multiversity.  Responsiveness to these outside influences had profound 

effects on higher education institutions and led to a distribution of institutional mission, identity, 

and influence.  The Morrill Act was a response to the rapid pace of industrial and agricultural 

development that was taking place in the United States in the 1800s.  Universities were called 

upon “to assist this development through training that went beyond the creation of ‘gentlemen,’ 

and of teachers, preachers, lawyers, and doctors; through research related to the technical 

advance of farming and manufacturing; through service to many and ultimately to almost all of 

the economic and political segments of society” (Kerr, 2001, pp. 35-36).  He notes that this was a 

“dramatic break” with the history of American education to that point.   

 In 1944 and 1945, the federal government launched two major initiatives that 

significantly changed colleges and universities and laid the foundation for the modern higher 

education marketplace.  The GI Bill put college scholarship money in the hands of returning 

soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines.  The result was unprecedented numbers of students 
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interested in enrolling on campuses all across the United States (Kerr, 2001, Newman et al., 

2004; Zemsky et al., 2005).  The bill’s passage was primarily intended to transition millions from 

military service to civilian employment.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Congress had 

two concerns.  They were interested in transitioning “wartime production to a peacetime 

economy,” and they were attempting to “avert the civil strife of disgruntled military veterans 

who arrived home without jobs or good prospects” (Thelin, 2004, p. 262).  The resulting increase 

in college access was significant with 10% of the population attending a postsecondary 

institution in 1940 and 20% in 1950 (Newman et al., 2004).  For many colleges, enrollments 

doubled between 1943 and 1946.  By 1950 two million (16%) of the eligible 14 million returning 

veterans had enrolled in a college or university (Thelin, 2004).  The returning veterans had the 

resources to pay for postsecondary education, and colleges and universities stepped up their 

recruitment of service personnel.  Universities aggressively expanded recruitment in a new 

marketplace of increased student mobility resulting from the additional financial aid (Slaughter 

& Rhoades, 2004).  GIs had money and options, and the proactive recruitment by postsecondary 

institutions led to increased competitive behaviors between colleges and universities.   

 The massive increase in students pursuing postsecondary education as a result of the GI 

Bill also opened doors for other types of non-traditional students, and they attended colleges and 

universities at greater rates during the 1950s and 1960s (Newman et al., 2004).  With growing 

populations of students and rising opportunities for federal support, the number of colleges and 

universities also expanded at a rapid pace to meet the demand.  Colleges and universities were 

able to expand capacity at less expense than the additional students generated in revenue.  As a 

result of these new students who with government aid were mobile and had the financial means 

to pursue a college or university degree, institutions began to enhance and expand their 
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admissions recruitment efforts (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  The excess revenue was then used 

to continue the expansion.  These were largely state-structured and state-regulated systems (in 

the 1990s, states would begin deregulating and decentralizing their systems) (Newman et al., 

2004).  In the 1960s, access to postsecondary education again expanded with the civil rights 

movement.  Greater higher education opportunities were afforded women and minorities at all 

levels – vocational, technical, undergraduate, graduate, and professional (Newman et al., 2004).  

Once again, the educational marketplace was awash in students, so college and universities 

continued to build facilities, add programs, and hire faculty, staff, and administrators to support 

the growth.  As higher education institutions grew in size and programmatic offerings during this 

time, concerns begin to arise regarding the ability to sustain such expansion (Paulsen, 1990).          

The second initiative resulted from a recommendation – Science, the Endless Frontier – 

from Vannevar Bush, who later became President Harry Truman’s science advisor (Thelin, 

2004).  The massive investment in scientific research on university campuses led to enormous 

growth in the research function of higher education.  The initiative eventually sparked the 

development of both the Research Triangle Park in North Carolina and Silicon Valley in 

California (Newman et al., 2004; Zemsky et al., 2005  Many universities have now become 

dependent upon research grants.   

As more institutions compete for federal grants, more institutions in turn compete for 

faculty, students, and institutional support.  The competition for institutional support diverts 

energy, resources, and focus from many institutions’ historic missions.  Kerr (2001) writes that 

the United States’ “major universities are enlisted in national defense and in scientific and 

technological development as never before” (p. 37).  The university’s control was decentralized; 

departments and disciplines became responsive to external needs and opportunities, and faculty 
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allegiance moved from the institution to the discipline.  Kerr (2001) notes that the research 

university will continue to evolve in response to the growth of the “knowledge industry.”  He 

writes: “What the railroads did for the second half of the last century and the automobile for the 

first half of this century may be done for the second half of this century by the knowledge 

industry:  that is, to serve as the focal point for national growth.  And the university is at the 

center of the knowledge process” (Kerr, 2001, p. 66).       

 State and federal support was also boosted in the 1950s and 1960s by the space race.  

Congress provided funding for capital improvements and expansion, and research funding was 

readily made available to institutions likely to advance technology and to make scientific 

discoveries that would benefit public and private enterprises (Bok, 2003; Zemsky et al., 2005).  

As available funding grew, so did college and university appetites for federal dollars.  

Institutions of all types – public and private, national and regional, research and teaching – 

attempted to secure additional resources. 

 The federal and state support of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s turned out to be short-lived, 

and available resources began to decline in the early 1970s.  States and the federal government 

could not support higher education’s growth and research because of an energy crisis and a 

costly war (Bok, 2003; Zemsky et al., 2005).  State funding also decreased as a result of 

competition from health care, prison construction and maintenance, and the rising costs of 

welfare (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  State appropriation for higher education has in fact 

decreased steadily over the last 40 years (Anctil, 2008; Bok, 2003; Newman et al., 2004; Zemsky 

et al., 2005).  In 1960, the state supported 70% of the University of Michigan’s general operating 

fund, and by 2000, it supported 36%.  The decrease led James Duderstadt, Michigan’s former 
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president, to quip that “we used to be state-supported, then state-assisted, and now we are state-

located” (Kirp, 2003, p. 125).   

 Higher education was under assault from three directions beginning in the 1970s and 

continuing into the 1980s – decreasing public support and funding, declining student numbers, 

and rising inflation and unemployment (Bok, 2003; Zemsky et al., 2005).  The more recent 

picture is just as bleak.  In 2003, 44 states had a budget deficit (Newman et al., 2004), and the 

recession of 2009 also had a negative effect.  As tax revenues fell because of unemployment, 

allocations for the sector were impacted when states began cutting appropriations.  Forty-three 

states reduced higher education funding between 2008 fiscal year and the 2010 fiscal year 

(Zumeta & Kinney, 2011).  As state and federal funding eroded, it was easy to decrease public 

support for what is often seen as a private benefit.  What was once a system awash in federal and 

state funding and increasing numbers of students with federally-supported tuition dollars was 

now a system in decline.  The infrastructure had been built, but the financial support and student 

enrollment were no longer readily available.   

   As appropriation and student enrollments decreased, competition increased.  One signal 

of the marketplace’s increasing influence on higher education today is the emergence and growth 

in the last 15 years of marketing departments on campuses all over the country (Anctil, 2008).  

Marketing offices are a response to the mounting competitive pressures for students and prestige.  

U.S. News and World Report and its annual rankings of colleges and universities are consistently 

found at the center of the debate.  While many may disparage the rankings, few would dispute 

their influence as institutions try to climb the ladder of prestige (Bok, 2003; Kirp, 2003; Newman 

et al., 2004; Zemsky et al., 2005).  The rankings fuel the student consumerism that demands 
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more amenities (e.g. state-of-the-art fitness centers, resort-like student unions, private bedrooms, 

and lazy rivers), better services, and competitive financial aid packages (Newman et al., 2004).   

Adding to the competitive pressures in higher education is the growing number of 

degree-granting for-profit institutions (Anctil, 2008; Newman et al., 2004).  Students attending 

for-profit colleges and universities who are eligible to receive federal financial aid are one of the 

fastest growing segments in postsecondary education in the United States (Foster & Carnevale, 

2007).  For-profit colleges and universities have taken a more aggressive marketing-oriented 

approach in recruiting students to their programs.  Whereas traditional colleges and universities 

spend approximately one to two percent of their revenue on marketing and advertising to 

prospective students, for-profits on average spend 23 percent (Blumenstyk, 2006, May).  

Websites have become the first “tour” that most students take of college campuses in an era 

when e-mail is out-dated compared to “texting.”  For-profit colleges have utilized web-based 

marketing initiatives, and they are willing to pour significant resources into visibility on search 

pages like Google and Yahoo.  Pay-per-click services – where an institution pays for each 

“click” a web-user makes through its advertisement – are widely employed by for-profit colleges 

and universities at a cost anywhere from a few cents to $10 to $12 per click (Blumenstyk, 2006, 

December).   

In the 1950s and 1960s, colleges and universities were considered forums for public 

discussion and debate.  Institutions were “platforms for political theater, recruiting grounds for 

social activists, and often the places where public officials sought judicious expertise when 

sorting out vexing issues” (Zemsky et al., 2005, p. 3).  Today, higher education institutions are 

seen primarily by the public as gateways to personal prosperity and economic success.  The rapid 

growth of money-making opportunities available in a knowledge-based economy that was 
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increasingly enhanced by technological advances led the public further down the road of viewing 

colleges and universities as primarily vocational entities (Bok, 2003).  Technology has also 

brought changes to the classroom in terms of assignment distribution, evolving syllabi, out-of-

class communication between faculty and students, and enhanced educational software.  The 

advancing technology in everyday life also requires a differently educated populace that can deal 

with ever-increasing levels of sophistication (Newman et al., 2004).   

Since the passage of the GI Bill, the pace of change in postsecondary education has been 

staggering.  Colleges and universities were fueled with more students and broad public funding 

on the federal and state levels in the early stages of this period and were then required to seek 

new sources of revenue as resources and support decreased.  The decreases in funding 

accelerated the adoption of market principles and competitive practices by higher education 

institutions.  Heightened expectations and external pressures from students contributed to the 

competition.  “No matter how practiced the disaffected become at denouncing the 

‘commodification’ of higher education, the conversion of their institutions into market 

enterprises will proceed apace, if for no other reason than that market income continues to 

substitute for public appropriation” (Zemsky et al., 2005, p. 7).  

While Bok (2003) realizes that much of the “commercialization” affecting universities is 

helpful and advances the institution’s public purposes, he identifies three areas in which he 

believes the pursuit of external funding has led to deleterious effects on the academy – big time 

college athletics, federal grant funding and corporate-sponsored research (particularly in medical 

schools), and on-line educational attempts.  “Universities share one characteristic with 

compulsive gamblers and exiled royalty: there is never enough money to satisfy their desires” 

(Bok, 2003, p. 9).  It is this statement that essentially sums up Bok’s argument – there is never 
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enough money for these institutions, and the pursuit of that money places the educational and 

societal missions of colleges and universities at risk.  Bok (2003) does not believe that higher 

education can extricate itself from these endeavors (nor should it), but he hopes that the nature of 

these external relationships can be better managed in order to benefit educational mission and 

purpose.  “Bit by bit, therefore, commercialization threatens to change the character of the 

university in ways that limit its freedom, sap its effectiveness, and lower its standing in society” 

(Bok, 2003, p. 207). 

While higher education in the United States has undergone many changes throughout its 

history, this period has been one of the most evolutionary, and it has encouraged an analysis of 

the marketplace as a framework from which higher education can be examined and evaluated.  

“What resulted from this long evolution is a broader and more profound set of expectations.  

Higher education has come to play a larger, more central role in American life and has become 

an essential party to the national quest for economic growth and social mobility” (Newman et al., 

2004, p. 219).  Kerr recognized the evolving nature of the academy and reminded those within 

higher education that postsecondary instruction was simply returning to its roots:    

The cherished academic view that higher education started out on the acropolis 

and was desecrated by descent into the agora led by ungodly commercial interests 

and scheming public officials and venal academic leaders is just not true.  If 

anything, higher education started in the agora, the market, at the bottom of the 

hill and ascended to the acropolis at the top of the hill . . . . Mostly it has lived in 

tension, at one and the same time at the bottom of the hill, at the top of the hill, 

and on the many pathways in between (Zemsky et al., 2005, p. 52). 
 

So while many in the academy might bemoan the characterization of higher education as one 

more commodity in the “marketplace,” the idea is not really new, nor should it necessarily be 

viewed with disdain.  Colleges and universities can provide great benefits to the right students, 
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who will be identified through an understanding of institutional culture tied to appropriate 

external messaging. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODOLOGY 

Using qualitative research methods, this single case study investigated how one 

institution’s external messaging to prospective undergraduate students communicates what is 

central, enduring, and distinctive about the organization.  This chapter provides an overview of 

the research process and outlines the rationale, site selection, methodology, data analysis, 

limitations, and trustworthiness necessary as I conducted this case study at Wingate University, a 

small, independent college located in North Carolina.  This research improves higher education’s 

understanding of externally communicating organizational identity.  Effective alignment of 

marketing messaging with colleges or universities’ central, enduring, and distinctive features 

should enable postsecondary institutions to achieve their enrollment and financial objectives 

while remaining faithful to mission, history, and saga (i.e., by being market-smart while 

remaining mission-centered – Zemsky et al., 2005).  Many higher education institutions fail to 

differentiate themselves in an ever-increasing competitive environment, and the results will 

compound and exacerbate the struggle for students and for financial stability.  To realize Grubb 

and Lazerson’s (2005) vision, colleges and universities strive to “be as good as they can in their 

own terms … [and] to see how best they could prepare the middle-level student they have rather 

than the students they would like to have” (pp. 19-20).    

Research rationale 

 When conducting research on a topic where little direct literature exists, methodologists 

recommend beginning with qualitative analysis as a foundation (Kotler & Fox, 1995).  This case 
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study was conducted using qualitative research methods.  “Qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their 

world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6).  The research questions 

that guided this study address how impressions formed about an institution in the search process 

align with the lived experience of enrolled students.  Yin (2003) suggests that the goal of a case 

study is to develop a comprehensive description of a natural phenomenon as it exists within in a 

certain context.    

 Qualitative methods are most appropriate for this type of study.  This study concerns 

“process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in discovery rather than 

confirmation” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19).  The goal of this study was to gain a deep understanding 

of student behavior and the motivations behind the behavior.  Qualitative methods examine the 

“why” and “how” of a decision-making process and are most appropriate for this research (Yin, 

2003).  For Merriam (1998), two other key aspects of qualitative research include the researcher 

as the primary gather of data for analysis and the employment of interviews and/or fieldwork.  

The goal of a case study is to contribute to our understanding of individual, group, and 

organizational behaviors; it has been used as a common research practice in psychology, 

sociology, political science, social work, business, and community planning (Yin, 2003).          

Site selection 

 Wingate University was chosen because of its recent history of change, its current 

position in the higher education marketplace, and my long-time affiliation with the institution.  

Wingate transitioned from a junior college to a comprehensive university in just 30 years, and 

the rapid pace of change has possibly resulted in a misunderstood identity among various 

constituencies.  Based on my experience and observations, alumni remember a place more 
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remedial and more conservative than its current climate, students generally appreciate the 

supportive academic and social environment, a vocal group of faculty privilege a liberal arts 

heritage inconsistent with the university’s instructional history and majors, and local community 

members still sometimes reference Wingate’s junior college past.  The case study method 

focuses on the participant’s perspective in relation to the topics being addressed (Yin, 2003).  In 

this particular situation, current students have both the recent memory of being recruited to 

attend Wingate and the lived experience of studying and living on campus.  “The case itself is 

important for what it reveals about the phenomenon and for what it might represent” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 29).  Wingate is not unique among small, independent colleges and universities, and this 

case sheds light on how like institutions might utilize organizational identity to meet enrollment 

goals in a manner that is beneficial to both student and school. 

According to institutional statistics, Wingate University enrolls 3,002 students on three 

campuses.  There are 2,009 undergraduates (67%) and 993 graduate/professional students (33%) 

studying at Wingate.  From 2010 to 2013, Wingate’s acceptance rate for applicants has dropped 

from 92% to 76%.  Average first-year to sophomore retention has improved from 72% to 75%, 

but the average graduation rate has remained between 52% and 54% during this timeframe. 

The average SAT for undergraduates is 1020 (on a 1600 scale), and 39% of the students 

graduated in the top 20% of their high school classes.  The gender composition is 59% female / 

41% male, and 81% of the students are from North Carolina.  White students make up 64.5% of 

the undergraduate student body, unknown ethnicity – 8.1%, black students – 15.1%, non-resident 

aliens – 3.5%, Asian / Pacific Islanders – 2.0%, Hispanics – 2.4%, American Indians / Alaskan 

Natives – 0.6%, and two or more races – 3.5%.  Thirty-six percent of all students receive a 

federal Pell grant. 
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The 2013 new student fall class was comprised of 642 first-time students and 72 

transfers, intercollegiate athletes made up 31% of the class – 223 out of 714 new students.  From 

Wingate’s Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) results, 26.1% of first-year 

students had mothers who did not enroll in a four-year college or university, and 37.3% of 

fathers did not attend (2013).  Eighty-two percent of Wingate’s matriculates attended a public 

high school, and 85.2% attended a religious service in the past year (CIRP, 2013).  To be able to 

get a better job was the most frequent response (87.9%) by first-year students when asked for 

“very important” reasons for going to college.  To get training for a specific career was the 

second highest at 83.9%.  Wingate University was the first choice of only 59.7% of its first-year 

students.  The two most important reasons for choosing Wingate was This college has a very 

good academic reputation (95.1%) and I was offered financial assistance (92.6%).  Ninety-four 

percent of first-year students live on campus in university-owned housing.  Thirty-four percent 

describe themselves as conservative, 50.6% are middle of the road, and 11.9% are liberal (CIRP, 

2013).   

Administrative Organization 

 Nine administrators comprise the senior management team at Wingate – the President; 

Senior Vice President of Academic Affairs; Vice President for Graduate, Professional, and 

Continuing Education; Vice President for Business Affairs and Chief Financial Officer; Vice 

President and Athletic Director, Vice President for Resource Development; Vice President for 

Student Life and Enrollment Services; Vice President for Operations; and Executive Assistant to 

the President.  There is no faculty senate (all academic proposals are considered by the full 

Faculty Assembly – 91 full-time undergraduate professors).  The day-to-day operation of the 

University is managed by the senior administrators.   
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 The University’s Strategic Plan is updated annually by the President’s Cabinet and the 

Academic Deans’ Council.  The process evaluates the overall plan (usually a three-year time 

frame) and establishes annual priorities (which are then approved by the President and the Board 

of Trustees).  The most recent document outlines planning priorities as:  updated campus master 

plan; academic enrichment and program viability; enhanced adult, graduate, and professional 

offerings; upgraded quality of life; and improved degree attainment (Wingate University, 2012, 

November).  Each priority has specific implementation objectives.  Evaluating the strategic plan 

over a five-year period indicates that progress is being made in regard to the specific objectives, 

and the larger themes and broad categories are relatively consistent over the last five years.  A 

soon-to-be-concluded capital campaign reflects many of the same goals:  construct a new health 

sciences campus; build a new residential facility; move graduate and adult education to another 

site; increase the endowment; improve classroom facilities for business, communication, and the 

sciences; acquire contiguous properties; support athletic scholarship growth and facility 

improvement; and grow the annual giving base (Wingate University, 2008, October).  

Cultural context for student interviews 

 Wingate University has approximately 2000 undergraduates and 1000 graduate and 

professional students.  The undergraduates are almost entirely on the main campus in the rural 

town of Wingate, North Carolina.  Wingate has a four-year residency requirement that makes it 

unique among the 51 public and private colleges and universities based in the state.  The rural 

location, small campus, and residency requirement combine to create an intimate environment 

that students referenced repeatedly throughout the interviews.  In the interviews, the words most 

often used to describe the university were small, personal, and supportive.     
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 Because Wingate has professional programs in pharmacy, physical therapy, and 

physician assistant studies and an undergraduate degree in nursing, many students are enrolled in 

health science related programs – e.g., biology, chemistry, pre-pharmacy, pre-PT, pre-PA, and 

nursing.  Fifteen years ago, just before the pharmacy school was established, Wingate had 

approximately 75 students enrolled in a science or health-related field.  Today, there are more 

than 500.  Wingate’s undergraduate colleges and schools include:  Arts and Sciences, Business, 

Education, and Sport Sciences.  In addition to the sciences and pre-health majors, the most 

popular courses of study are psychology, sport management, management, accounting, 

elementary education, athletic training, and communication studies. 

 The university’s core curriculum is grounded in the liberal arts, but it has a specialized 

focus in “global perspectives” (GPS) – a coordinated core within the core that offers global 

perspectives on literature, history, scripture, economics, ethics, and political science.  The global 

perspectives and core curriculum complement the university’s commitment to international study 

experiences.  Students on campus are encouraged to participate in the W’International (Wingate 

International) program in their junior year – students study a topic related to a region of the 

world for a semester and then travel to that place for ten days at the conclusion of the semester.  

Current opportunities include:  Crossroads of Civilizations: Commerce in Istanbul and Beyond 

(Turkey); Shakespeare in Print, Paintings, and Performance (England); and The Soul of Seoul:  

Shamanism and Buddhism in the Age of Globalization (South Korea).  Each trip is subsidized by 

the university, so student expenses usually average $750 per trip with the only costs not covered 

being meals and souvenirs.  In addition to W’International, the university offers traditional 

study-abroad programs, international field trips embedded in courses, international internships, 

and language immersion programs.  
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 Many of the students when interviewed spoke of the supportive and personal nature of 

the environment.  Each first-year student is assigned a “success coach” who serves as both 

academic advisor and personal counselor.  Each student receives individual support based on 

needs and interests.  Students with weaker academic profiles are assisted with time management, 

tutoring, and supplemental instruction.  Stronger students begin investigating the honors 

program, summer research partnerships, internships, and international study opportunities.  All 

students are encouraged to become involved on campus in organizations or clubs. 

 Wingate participates in intercollegiate athletics in division two of the NCAA.  The 

university fields 20 teams for men and women.  Approximately 25% of the undergraduate 

student body participate in intercollegiate sports.  The university has won the South Atlantic 

Conference’s overall athletic excellence award for seven consecutive years and ranks third 

among all DII schools in producing Academic All-Americans since the year 2000.  One of the 

most active student organizations on campus is the Student Athlete Advisory Council (SAAC).  

In addition to intercollegiate athletics, the university’s largest student participation is in 

intramural sports.  Over 700 individual students participate annually in intramurals. There are 

three club teams sponsored by the university:  rugby, ultimate Frisbee, and quidditch.  The 

fitness center is in constant use, and fitness classes are over-subscribed. 

 Involvement was a key phrase used by the students interviewed, and intercollegiate sports 

was highlighted by both athletes and those who attend their competitions.  The size and location 

of the institution, the residency requirement, and the friendly environment have created a mix of 

ingredients that lead to an engaged student body.  In addition to a substantial work-study 

program, students are most active in student government, service organizations, sororities and 

fraternities, student ministries, and multicultural affairs.  The SGA is involved primarily in 



62 

 

campus activities and representing student opinion to the university.  UCAN (University and 

Community Assistance Network) serves as the umbrella organization for the university’s wide-

ranging volunteer activities.  Most clubs, organizations, and teams have adopted a service 

project.  MAC (Multicultural Affairs Committee) is the advisory council for the organizations 

that work on related issues.  Student ministries sponsors specific events and serves as the 

coordinating body for all faith-based organizations on campus. 

Data collection 

 To answer the research questions, I conducted individual interviews with current students 

and analyzed Wingate’s printed admissions materials, mission statement, planning documents, 

and primary website landing pages.  Merriam (1998) believes that document analysis 

complements interviewing.  She suggests that “tracking down leads, being open to new insights, 

and being sensitive to the data are the same whether the researcher is interviewing, observing, or 

analyzing documents” (Merriam, 1998, p. 120).  As indicated by the research questions, this 

study sought to understand how students’ understanding of institutional culture, aspects of the 

student experience considered central, enduring, and distinctive, and how the college search 

process and student experience influence how a student makes sense of their experience at 

Wingate.  Research has demonstrated that the qualitative case study is most appropriate when the 

research questions focus on “how” (Yin, 2003).  

 Foundational to research efforts, interviewing provides an excellent means of gathering 

multiple perspectives on the subject being investigated (Rubin and Rubin, 2005).  Interview 

subjects were current undergraduate students at Wingate and each experienced both the 

admissions process and life on campus.  With the interviewees’ permission, I digitally recorded 

and transcribed verbatim each interview.  The interview sessions were conducted using semi-
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structured questions, and I took observational notes by hand during the sessions.  I immediately 

supplemented the notes with general impressions and summaries at the conclusion of each 

interview session. 

 Student interviews included one-on-one meetings with 26 students.  Approximately 1800 

full-time undergraduate students were invited to participate in the interviews via an introductory 

e-mail.  Thirty-five students responded to my initial e-mail, but only 26 students followed 

through on their initial interest.  The following chart displays basic information about the 

students who accepted the invitation. 

Table 2 

Demographics of interviewed students 

 

Student Characteristics  

 

Gender Male (15), Female (11) 

 

Year SR (16), JR (4), 1st-Yr (4), 5th-Yr (1), and SO (1) 

 

Type of Enrollee First-time (23), Transfer (2), and Early College (1) 

 

Race White (18), Black (7), and Hispanic (1) 

 

Top Majors 

Biology (4), Psychology (3), Communication (3), and Finance 

(3) 

 

Athlete Cross-Country, Football, Golf, and Soccer 

 

Appendix B includes individual information (under her or his alias) on each student. 
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Semi-structured questions were utilized along with an interview protocol to frame the 

discussion.  Semi-structured interviews incorporate elements of both structured and open-ended 

interviews.  The questions are often “flexibly worded” and while “specific information is desired 

from all the respondents,” the majority of the interview “is guided by a list of questions or issues 

to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor the order of the questions is determined ahead 

of time” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20).  This technique enables the interviewer to adapt to the 

respondent and to pursue new ideas and topics (Merriam, 1998).  My interviews were adaptive to 

allow the participant to reconstruct “his or her experience within the topic under study” 

(Seidman, 2006, p. 15).  All interviewees signed informed consent documents.      

Data analysis  

 Analysis took place simultaneously with data collection and interpretation to focus and 

narrow the study, to inform future observations and interviews, and to try out new ideas and 

perceived themes (Merriam, 1998).  The interviews were transcribed verbatim.  Each transcript 

was coded looking for concepts from the literature as well as those that emerged during the 

analysis.  The transcripts were merged, reorganized, and separated into broad groups to identify 

patterns and themes.  Yin (2003) suggests that data analysis include:  searching for patterns by 

comparing results with patterns predicted by the literature and indentifying causal links and 

plausible or rival explanations for constructing analysis of the studied case.  Merriam (1998) 

notes that qualitative research naturally evolves, and “analysis begins with the “first interview, 

the first observation, and the first document read” (p 151).  Concurrent data analysis and 

interviews allowed for adaption as themes develop.        

 During analysis and coding of the student interviews, first-order themes and concepts 

were identified using a form of constant comparison (Merriam, 1998).  The constant comparative 
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process allowed for the aggregation of data for “recurring regularities” (Merriam, 1998, p. 180).  

Constant comparison records and classifies data while simultaneously scanning across categories 

to allow for relationship discovery in the early stages of interviews and observations.  

Recurrences of themes and categories led to refined future interviews and greater depth of data 

analysis.  “The researcher begins with a particular incident from an interview, field notes, or 

document and compares it with another incident in the same set of data or in another set.  These 

comparisons lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other and to other 

instances.” (Merriam, 1998, p. 159).  As the comparisons were made, an understanding of events 

began to take shape.         

 In addition to student interviews, I analyzed elements of the institution’s printed 

admissions materials, mission statement, planning documents, and website.  Merriam (1998) 

recommends document analysis to complement interviews during the data collection process.      

Analysis involved data reduction and interpretation for identifying patterns in the interviews and 

documents that link to the literature regarding organizational identity, culture, and marketing.  

Elements were organized under four broad themes.  I also shared early findings with peers to 

assist with my analysis.  

Role of researcher 

 Because the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, an 

understanding of her or his background is appropriate in this type of study.  In a qualitative 

study, the researcher serves as the filter through which data and information are processed 

(Merriam, 1998), so her or his history with the project is of vital importance.  A qualitative study 

of this type requires interpretation by the researcher resulting in potential bias.  The “researcher 

as instrument” nature of qualitative research also suggests bias (Merriam, 1998), but I attempted 
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to limit the bias via disciplined use of qualitative methods.  The students interviewed did not 

have prior significant contact with me and as a result, personal familiarity was not a problem.  

My insider status at the institution inherently influenced my perceptions and observations, but 

the use of sound qualitative research practices, the advantages of my close familiarity with the 

institution and its recruitment activities outweighed any personal bias.  During the interview 

process, I became concerned regarding the overwhelmingly positive response I was receiving 

from the students.  Perhaps a third of the way through interviews, I began asking interviewees to 

share any negative experiences with me.  I was unsuccessful in soliciting much useful 

information in this regard. 

Merriam (1998) suggests that the researcher “brings a construction of reality to the 

research situation, which interacts with other people’s constructions or interpretations of the 

phenomenon being studied” (pp. 22-23).  Because of my personal connection to the institution 

and some of the students, care was taken to ensure that researcher bias was recognized and 

acknowledged.  I transferred to Wingate as a student in 1986 and, except for a 15-month period, 

have studied and worked at the college for 25 years.  I earned two degrees at Wingate – a 

bachelor of arts in English in 1989 and a master of business administration in 2001.  I have 

worked in a variety of areas in student affairs, institutional planning and assessment, and 

enrollment management.  My current title is Vice President for Student Life and Enrollment 

Services.  I report directly to the University’s president, and I am a member of the nine-person 

President’s Cabinet (Wingate’s senior leadership body). 

Limitations 

 The nature of the interviews required college students to retrace their thoughts during the 

admissions process and interpret a complex university environment in terms of culture, identity, 
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and image, and their recollections and judgments were limited.  Prospective students currently 

involved in the search process were not interviewed, so enrolled students were required to reflect 

back on their college selection process.  Other influences on prospective students, such as 

parents, friends, and/or high school counselors, were not interviewed regarding their roles in the 

process.  Students visited multiple colleges and universities before making a decision on which 

institution to attend, so their memories were likely compromised because of time and distance 

from the actual experience.   

 The dynamic nature of the student experience over four years likely resulted in evolving 

impressions of organizational identity and institutional culture.  The lived experiences of first-

year students and sophomores were not as full as those from more senior-level student 

perceptions regarding what is central, enduring, and distinctive about Wingate University.  The 

students who chose to participate in the study self-selected into the process, so their varying 

levels of confidence and the strength (or weaknesses) of their experiences also likely influenced 

their decisions to participate.  At some point in the interview process, I realized that only the 

“most satisfied” or the “happiest” students had responded to my request for interviews.     

Trustworthiness 

 Data collection and analysis conforms to standards appropriate for qualitative research.  

For Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness in qualitative research is demonstrated by findings 

that are:  credible, transferable.  Research was conducted in a manner that ensures reliability and 

validity.   

Triangulation 

 In an effort to triangulate the “emergent findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204) of my case 

study, I analyzed multiple sources of data – printed admissions materials, mission statement, 



68 

 

planning documents, website landing pages, and student interviews.  Mathison (1988) advocates 

the use of triangulation for a “holistic understanding” of the case to form “plausible explanations 

about the phenomena being studied.”  Triangulation is a form of cross examination by using 

multiple sources of information to study the same phenomenon – multiple viewpoints for a more 

balanced and nuanced picture of the situation.  Triangulation is a significant strength in 

qualitative case studies (Yin, 2003). 

Peer Examination 

 

 My peer reviewers included personnel from academic affairs, student affairs, and 

enrollment services at the institution as well as colleagues at other universities.  A complete audit 

trail was maintained to effectively document the unfolding research via detailed protocols, notes, 

observations, and transcriptions.  At each stage of the process, from interview question formation 

to initial transcripts to data coding and theme identification, periodic examination from my peer 

group aided in the development of the research.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

RESULTS 

 This research addresses two core questions regarding marketing a higher education 

institution’s organizational identity by determining why students consider certain characteristics 

or traits of one institution central, enduring, and distinctive and by identifying how those 

characteristics should be communicated to prospective students.  The descriptions of why 

students consider certain characteristics central, enduring, and distinctive at one higher education 

institution and how those traits should be communicated are outlined here to examine 

organizational identity and its presentation to prospective students.  This study explores 

organizational identity through the framework of institutional characteristics or traits considered 

central, enduring, and distinctive by its members.   

 The findings reported below examine organizational identity from the perspective of 

undergraduate students currently enrolled at the institution.  The characteristics these students 

consider to be central, enduring, and distinctive about their higher educational institution are 

discussed, and the narrative leads to a consideration of methods for communicating 

organizational identity to prospective students.              

Motto 

 Faith, knowledge, and service – inscribed in Latin on Wingate University’s seal – form 

the motto of the institution.  Expanded in the academic catalog, the motto details Wingate’s 

mission to its students, faculty, and staff.  While not actively communicated to enrolled students 

or prospective students, components of the university’s motto, or its entirety, surfaced as themes 
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in responses from undergraduate students when asked about Wingate’s organizational identity.  

For Quinn, a senior from Greensboro, NC, majoring in art, the mission of a school was one of the 

things she considered most during her search for an undergraduate institution: 

Courses, involvements, programs, mission – they were all big things when I was looking 

for a college.  What are you trying to get the student to learn?   What are you trying to 

form students to be?  What is the outcome going to be once your students leave your 

institution? 

 

For other students, the motto crept into their experiences as students but was not mentioned as a 

consideration when searching for an undergraduate institution.  But for each of them, the motto 

represented the totality of their experiences at Wingate.  A junior human services major from 

Raleigh, NC, Paula believes that “the real value of [the motto] is much more about finding within 

yourself something that is bigger than just a college degree” – something that gives your life 

purpose after you leave Wingate.  Connie, a senior biology major from Wake Forest, NC, 

expanded on Paula’s idea.  “The education at Wingate is much more than just being great at your 

major.”  She believes that Wingate “wants us to have something to add to our life experiences, to 

the lives of others, and something to apply to what we’ve learned.”  When she interviews for a 

job or graduate school, Connie feels that Wingate wants her to tie it all together by explaining:  

“for example, we had this speaker X come, and we studied Y, and then we went and did Z.  It 

made the education bigger and deeper.  I feel like it all connects in this literal and non-literal 

sense – faith, knowledge, and service.”   

 The words on the seal were not addressed proportionately by the students, as some felt 

that Wingate was unsure about its expression of faith.  For Allen, a senior marketing major from 

Morganton, NC, service was the one that lagged behind faith and knowledge as a part of the 

experience.  “I think a lot of students do believe in service, but I think faith and knowledge are 

the two bigger parts here.”  When pressed on what he considered most important about 
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Wingate’s motto, Allen tilted toward knowledge, referencing “free tutoring, knowledgeable 

professors, open office hours – all of those things that really make a difference.”  He goes on to 

add that “you want to be around great people.  You want to have a good time.  But really, getting 

your college education, is what matters most.”  For Allen, knowledge (i.e., the degree) was what 

he was here for, but he acknowledged that it was more than that at Wingate.  Other interviewees 

were better able to articulate the complete experience that Allen struggled to express.  When 

asked why the motto – faith, knowledge, service – appealed to her, Quinn shared:    

I love our mission statement of faith, knowledge, and service.  I feel like I kind of live 

through those things.  It doesn't mean our religious values hold us back from stuff that’s 

going on in the world.  It all together just makes us stronger, more prepared, better able to 

change things.       

 

Many of the students who mentioned the motto offered specific examples of their interpretation 

or application of the words on the seal.  A further examination of the component parts of the 

mission statement, and its contemporary marketing expression, further develops the idea that the 

motto has influenced students’ experiences at Wingate University.   

Knowledge 

 After initiating the topic, Jaden, a junior nursing student, from Concord, NC, was asked 

to consider how Wingate could better communicate what the word knowledge on its seal means.  

She feels that the university should “sell the teachers better to prospective students.”  She 

believes that each major “should have a little brochure that explains who the professors are and 

what they teach, and it should also include student comments on how the professors have helped 

them and what they think of the teachers at Wingate.”  Jaden goes on to add, the teachers here 

“are really great, and prospective students should see that this is a really good professor, and the 

students love her.”  For her, knowledge is embodied by “professors here who teach you far 
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beyond what you can get in a textbook.”   The breadth of the educational experience is also what 

appeals to Brenda, a senior from Greensboro, majoring in psychology: 

We have so many different classes here that are going to broaden students’ minds and 

perspectives on life.  The global perspective classes do really truly help a lot, mostly because 

they are completely different from our majors, and they give us different perspectives of 

what the past was like, where we are now, and what we think the future is going to be. 

 

Classes that, and professors who, broadened students’ perspectives were common refrains during 

the interviews.  The students came to Wingate not quite knowing what to expect from the 

educational experience.  Given that so many of the students interviewed were first-generation 

colleges students who grew up in North Carolina and attended public high schools, the idea that 

Wingate “broadened their horizons” should not come as a surprise.  For Tyrell, a Reidsville 

native, and a sophomore studying criminal justice in hopes of a career in the Air Force, 

Wingate’s out-of-class commitment to education was noteworthy: 

You not only do just your academics, but you're going to arts lyceums, and you're going 

to academic speakers.  You're really getting a grasp on a lot of information that will be 

helpful, but you would have never learned it all just in the classroom.   

 

The “knowledge” component of the motto is later expanded and explored via faculty-student 

relationships, academic programs, the core curriculum, and other aspects of Wingate’s academic 

experience.  Faith and service, though, require separate attention first.    

Faith 

 Of the three words on the seal, faith was the most difficult for students to describe and 

define consistently.  Just as Wingate has evolved in its relationship with the North Carolina 

Baptist Association, it seems the students’ impressions of the faith commitment at Wingate is 

evolving.  For Brenda, when she was comparing schools, the faith aspect was quite distinct.  

Comparing Wingate in her search process to the University of North Carolina and the University 

of North Carolina, Greensboro, she noted that they did not have anything like Wingate’s chapel 
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when she stated that “they just don’t emphasize it at all.”  Wingate, on the other hand, “has it 

here, but they don't push it.  It's up to you.  If you truly want to develop your faith, and whether 

that means having faith in God, or having faith in yourself, or in this institution for preparing you 

for life, they help you do that here.”   Brenda’s acknowledgement that faith might be something 

other than a belief in God was a familiar refrain.   

 Meredith, a junior finance major from Charlotte, expressed “when I say faith, I don't want 

to say religion because I'm not religious, but I feel like they're supportive of everyone's beliefs 

here.”  She described an environment where people are very open about their religious beliefs, 

yet accepting of those who do not share their views.  Allen elaborated on a broad interpretation 

of faith at the university when he said that “deeper than faith is just that love for your neighbor.  

That’s one of the core things that I think is central to the environment here.”  He went on to note 

that faith at Wingate “was not just from a Christian perspective, but if you’re looking to expand 

religiously, it’s very, very possible to do here, but I think it’s more than [religious belief].”  Allen 

linked faith and service when he stated that he personally has “faith in Wingate that they have 

our best interests in mind.  I think that I can put my faith in someone who has my best interest in 

mind, and that makes me want to give back.  That creates the service part of Wingate to me.”  

Because the university has served Allen so well, he felt the need to reciprocate, or “pay it 

forward” in his words.  Connie had another interpretation of Wingate’s faith agenda.  “I think 

people see faith as strictly intangible concepts, but I think there are tangible aspects of faith.”  

She felt that a healthy and nurturing environment was related to the idea of faith at Wingate.  She 

suggested that faith “can be that hand on your back comforting you.  The belief that something 

good is going to come, and I think that’s what Wingate provides.  That’s faith to me.”   
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 Not all students were comfortable with the various interpretations of faith at Wingate.  

Some were looking for an environment from an earlier era at the university.  Jared, a senior from 

Wake Forest, who runs cross-country and is majoring in English, described the university’s 

current commitment:  

It’s a little bit wishy-washy.  Faith is now more of trying to find yourself and basically 

feeling good about who you are – spiritually feeling good.  I think something has been 

lost by not having clear convictions.  Of course, that's not only Wingate.  That's the 

modern world.  It's increasingly relative, and it's very politically incorrect to push one 

view point. 

 

He acknowledged the university’s Southern Baptist roots, but Jared said that if asked, he would 

not say that Wingate was a Christian school.  He said there are Christians on campus, “but it's 

not Christian coming from the top down.  I've never had any professor who taught from a 

Christian world view.”  Gary, a first-year student, from High Point, NC, who hopes to major in 

nursing, found a faith discussion with one of his professors particularly noteworthy: 

My professor told us he grew up Catholic.  I went to his office, and I asked why he turned 

away from the Catholic faith.  He told me it was because he was asking a lot of questions 

when he was younger, and the Catholic Church just didn't have answers.  They told him 

good Christians don't ask questions like that.  When he told me that, I laughed.  I told him 

that he was wrong.  Yeah, that's just how our relationship was. 

 

Conversations on faith are common according to the students, and the wide-ranging 

interpretations of what it all means, seem to be a natural outgrowth the university’s 

disassociation with its denominational affiliation.  For Zander, a junior transfer student majoring 

in sport management, the balance of opinions feels appropriate.  He came to Wingate from a 

public university, and he found the discussion refreshing.  Zander thinks the university “is doing 

it the right way in the sense that you're not forced to partake in anything, but it's there if you need 

it.”  Unlike some others, he felt “it's active, and you know about it.  There are a lot of 

opportunities for students to get involved in faith-based organizations here, versus the public 
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school where you have to go off campus for that.  I like it this way.”  Jared may have most 

thoughtfully summed up the current climate when he stated: 

I think Wingate has struggled lately to find its identity regarding faith.  The university is 

excellent.  Knowledge is excellent.  Service is excellent.  Athletics is excellent.  The only 

area I think that has been left alone is the faith.  We have a chapel just because we always 

have.  It's something that's not valued as much anymore. 

 

He went further to describe a book he had recently read titled The Conviction to Lead written by 

the current president of Southern Seminary in Kentucky.  According to Jared, the “central tenet 

was that the most important quality of leadership is what you believe.”  The author talks a great 

deal about “faith, but it's also his message to the business world, to educational institutes” that 

resonates with Jared.  He said he agrees with the statement “that what you believe, is going to 

shape what you do.”  For Jared and for others, they seem to want the leadership at Wingate to 

clearly identify what faith means here, but for many students, the current climate works for them 

and supports their needs in its present expression.  What was common for all of the students who 

addressed faith in the interviews is its outcome, and the outcome is a desire to serve others – 

whether fellow students, the local community, or people around the world.  The last word on the 

seal is service, and from the student comments, it is deeply embedded in the culture of Wingate.   

Service 

 

 For many students, service is a part of their organizational affiliations – student 

government, fraternities and sororities, and athletic teams.  According to Jaden, “all the clubs and 

organizations … all we do is reach out to the community whether it's Habitat, Day of Caring, 

everything they do is give back to Wingate and Monroe.  We care about the community that's 

around Wingate too.”  The United Way Day of Caring kicks off its annual event at Wingate’s 

football stadium, and over half the participants (more than 300) are students, faculty, and staff 
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from the university.  Service teams disperse all over the county in pre-arranged service projects.  

Paula describes the commitment:  

So, every fall, we have a majority of the athletic teams, and then other organizations, that 

take a day when they could sleep in and do the United Way Day of Service.  They go out 

in the community, and they just serve for the sole purpose of doing good for someone 

else.  So, I think that that’s a really great trait that other universities could take note of.  

Then, we’ve also started that in the spring, as well, with the MLK Day of Service.    

 

Tyrell believes that the communal interest in service, reflected in the Day of Caring, is unique to 

his school.  “At another university, you would have certain people who just get together and 

decide, hey, we're going to do this.  At Wingate, you have the campus as a whole saying, we feel 

like service not only helps people out who may be less fortunate, but it also betters ourselves.”   

One of the university’s most popular student organizations is dedicated to service – 

UCAN (University and Community Assistance Network).  For Allen, UCAN sets a tone of 

service for the campus.  They “are always looking to do things around the community.”  He 

believes that “everybody should be a part of something whether it’s just volunteering for the 

community or you’re donating some money or you’re raising awareness for something – 

something you feel passionate about because helping each other out is really what creates a 

better society.”  Connie affirms that service is inherent in the culture at Wingate when she says, 

“I don’t know how to even describe it.  You just feel this connection we all have through 

Wingate, and it creates this feeling that leads straight to service – service in the sense of 

organizations like Habitat for Humanity, but also a sense of service to your university.”  Service 

efforts are also carried out by individual students.  When a student expresses interest in a project 

or program, she or he can usually find a willing partner.  For Jamie, a junior psychology major 

from Asheville, NC, she was interested in raising awareness about sexual violence:   

I asked the school nurse to help with No One Left Behind.  When we first started, we had 

a lot of meetings to figure out how we can talk about sexual violence in a way that's not 
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offensive, or in a way that doesn't create stigma, but to let them know that it's a big deal.  

It's a hard topic to talk about, but we’re doing it.   

 

Jamie saw a need and then received support from the university to address the issue.  Whether 

influenced by the words on the seal, or by the organizational culture, many of the students 

referenced service as something integrated into the Wingate experience.   

Major in a Great Life 

 

 Several years ago, the university hired a public relations firm in Charlotte to help with 

messaging.  The firm spent months talking to students, faculty, staff, alumni, and other 

stakeholders to try and determine what was at the essence of the Wingate experience.  The public 

relations group also examined strategic planning documents and marketing materials before they 

finished their work.  When their efforts were complete, they recommended that the university 

adopt a new tagline that would be representative of the educational experience.  Their result was 

the phrase Major in a Great Life.  Grant plays on the university’s golf team and is a senior 

mathematics major from Bahama, NC.  He likes the phase because, “I feel like Major in a Great 

Life means I've been well-rounded in multiple different areas – academics, socially, and 

involvement.  I look back on my three and a half years and see how far I've come and how my 

life has really been affected, not just my resume or not just my academic record.  I'd say for a lot 

of us, it's been like that.”  He said the phrase “encompasses everything about the experience.”  

Many of the students who brought up the tagline in the interviews shared Grant’s sentiments. 

 Paula, who is also the student government president, interprets the phrase to mean, “it’s 

not about four years, and then getting a degree.  Wingate is really trying to set you up for success 

in whatever you choose to do.”  Equating the phrase with what a student does in her or his career 

was common.  Maria mentioned that the career service office “was so willing to help you out.  

And that includes talking to alumni and helping you with networking.  That's taking time out of 
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someone’s day.”  She appreciated the assistance and wondered aloud how she would make those 

connections without the university.  “How can I get in contact with alumni other than that?  I 

always think about that.  They’re helping me major in a great life.  You obviously have to take 

the opportunity.  If you seek them out, I don't see how you can fail.” 

 A first-year biology major form Clemmons, NC, Junior was influenced by the tagline in 

the earliest stages of his time at Wingate.  He expressed that “when I came here I was very 

unsure about what I wanted to do.  The more people I talked to, the more I realized, it was okay 

that I didn't know what I wanted to do.  The slogan, major in a great life, came to mean that I 

should do something that makes me happy.”  For each of the students, interpretation of the 

phrase was personal, which was part of its success.  Maria echoed the personal nature of the 

expression when she noted, “we focus on the individual here.  We say, not only will we help you 

with whatever you are interested in and graduate with a degree, but we’ll also help you achieve a 

great life.  Wingate has so many resources.  If you use them, you are going to be on top of the 

world.”  The phrase also seems to resonate because of its aspirational nature for both the 

university and the individual student.  Grant expressed it this way:  “When I think about what 

we’re doing, I would have to say that the thing is Wingate’s communications effort from a few 

years ago that was put up on all of the lampposts – Major in a Great Life.  That's what I think 

we're shooting for.”  Whether aspirational or real, the message on the lampposts seems to be 

affecting attitudes about Wingate’s identity.  The idea that a Wingate education extends beyond 

the classroom was a common refrain and is worth additional examination.  

Academics 

 

 As students consider attending a college or university, the academic experience is at the 

center of that consideration.  For some students, a particular major interests them.  For others, the 
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broader curricular environment stands out.  And still for others, enrichment or support 

opportunities are most appealing.  For Jamie, “the attraction was honestly the catalog.  I wanted 

to see what sorts of different classes Wingate offered and how they would match up with my 

interests.  I knew the major classes I was going to be interested in, but I wanted to make sure that 

there were electives I liked too.”  Reputation mattered most for others, and even more so now at 

the end of her time at Wingate for Haley, a senior, majoring in history, from New Salem, NC.  

“The academic program is well respected in the southeast, and I better understand that now that I 

am about to graduate.  As I’m applying to graduate programs, they say, oh you come from 

Wingate.  That’s a very good school.”  For Caleb, a combination of student impressions of the 

faculty and size formed the basis of his consideration of the academic climate: 

Professors, that's what I asked the people I knew here most about.  Are your classes 

good?  Yeah.  Class size good?  Yeah.  Are your classes interesting?  Yes, classes are 

interesting.  I got all of those academic questions answered because we're here to get a 

degree and excel.  Everybody I talked to loved their classes.  They said their professors 

were awesome.  Those were the kinds of things I was looking for, and I knew if they 

liked it that much I definitely could. 

 

Enthusiastic approval of the academic environment was a consistent thread throughout the 

interviews.  Not one student expressed disappointment in the educational experience.  The 

reasons for such satisfaction were broad and varied.  Haley very much appreciated the challenge 

and the personal attention: 

So my freshman year, I took historiography which was a senior level history course, and I 

was the only freshman to have ever done it.  The next semester my professor said, oh you 

had historiography, so I’m going to expect more from you.  He challenged me more than 

my freshman peers.  He expected more from me which made me a stronger writer and 

researcher in the end. 

 

The personal and supportive aspects of the experience are common themes for many of the 

students, and support took on many forms – for students at both ends of the success continuum.  

For Haley, “the honor’s program was really helpful.  I have written an honor’s thesis, which I 
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submitted for grad schools.  Our history program in general, and then just the overall standards, 

have put me through a rigorous academic test.”  From the core curriculum to the co-curricular 

opportunities, the academic environment stood out to many of the interviewed students as a 

distinction. 

Global Perspectives / Core Curriculum 

 Approximately six to seven years ago, Wingate set out to rewrite its core curriculum, and 

the consensus at the university was to attempt something bold.  The desire was for a tightly 

coordinated core that reflected the university’s commitment to the liberal arts and to being global 

citizens.  After a great deal of discussion, enthusiasm began to form around creating a core 

within the core.  The faculty decided to commit six classes to “global perspectives” on literature, 

history, scripture, economics, ethics, and political science.  The resulting “GPS” classes were 

mentioned often by the interviewed students when asked what they thought was distinct about 

Wingate’s academic environment.  Sadie, a senior from Spartanburg, SC majoring in human 

services, believes that “the whole point of going to a school with a liberal arts core is to get 

different aspects of an education.  That's one reason I came here.  I wanted a wide range of 

everything.”  Even students in their first year at Wingate (both first-time and transfer) noted the 

distinct nature of the core.  Junior, a first-year student, felt like “the professors just want us to 

have a global understanding of how people relate to us and how we're not that different.  They 

want us to see similarities.”  Most of the students referenced an “agenda” embedded in the core, 

but none objected.  Zander, a transfer, “really enjoyed the readings in my GPS literature class, 

especially historical things that kind of explain why so and so is acting that way now.  It’s good 

to make the connections.”  Haley elaborated on the idea of connections to contemporary issues: 

I think what has helped me the most about GPS is my professors have kept it relevant.  

The best example would be our ethics professor in GPS 310.  She made us really think 
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using case studies, and we examined all these ethical decisions.  Then we looked at them 

in the real world and applied them to things that are happening today. Why is sweatshop 

a bad thing?  Can it be a good thing in some ways?  She did a fabulous job of explaining 

why we should care about these issues.     

 

For Haley, her affection for the core went beyond its link to her major:  “I have loved GPS, and I 

don’t think it’s just because I’m a history major.  It’s unique because of the emphasis on 

international issues and globalization.”  Colby, a senior biology major from Bessemer City, NC 

likes the fact that the “core curriculum is linked to W’International and study-abroad as a part of 

what we offer.”  He notes that a high percentage of Wingate’s students participate in travel 

programs, and “it’s good that they are linked to our global perspectives core.”  As a senior, 

Colby is able to make a number of academic links:  “Just as we talk about how Wingate cares for 

people here, we also want you to care about other people in the world, and other religions, and 

other cultures.  We do it through these GPS classes and the travel.  It may look independent to a 

student at first, but it’s all tied together.”  As a new student, Junior may not see all of the 

linkages yet, but he agrees about the value of the core and the global perspectives classes.  He 

believes that the “GPS classes are central to the experience here – the world focus, teaching 

about other religions, and things that happened to other cultures.”  Based on his experience 

before attending Wingate, “you might not know those things through just a North Carolina high 

school education.  That's definitely something that helped me grow this first year.”  The core 

curriculum, and particularly the global perspectives sequence, has certainly impacted the 

educational experience of the students in a uniformly favorable manner.  The core stands out as a 

distinct characteristic of the educational environment. 

Academic Programs 

 While many students acknowledged the core in mentioning one of Wingate’s central or 

distinct characteristics, others noted that they had chosen the institution because of specific 
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programs.  Since the creation of the pharmacy program, the university has subsequently added 

graduate programs in physical therapy and physician assistant studies, in addition to beginning 

nursing as an undergraduate major.  The focus on the health sciences has had appreciable 

enrollment growth not only in those programs, but also in the undergraduate sciences – biology 

and chemistry.  Even though Jared is an English major with minors in accounting and 

economics, he believes “the health sciences, and the science department in general, are obviously 

the strongest programs on campus.  I'd say that they've grown a lot, and I think that's pretty 

distinctive about us.”   

 Many of the students stated that they had initially taken an interest in Wingate because of 

the health sciences, but the majority of them had changed their major while at the university.  

Maria, now a communications student, said she “was interested in pre-pharm, and I know a lot of 

students come for that.  It’s competitive, and many of those students do exceptionally well.  I 

knew coming in that I was going to have to work hard to succeed.  We don’t have a party school 

reputation. You have to work hard.”  Heath sciences and undergraduate science programs were 

not the only programs mentioned, and a few students also noted the growing reputation of the 

School of Sport Sciences. Zander chose Wingate “primarily because of the strength of the sports 

management program.  From people I talked to, I heard only good things about the program.  It’s 

growing.  The dean was new and was very active, and I heard about his connections to various 

things.  That was the biggest draw.”  In addition to the unique core curriculum, Wingate’s 

investment in the health sciences was considered a wise decision by the students.  Even if they 

are not enrolled in or affected by those specific programs, they intimated that the health sciences 

focus improved the overall reputation of the university.   
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Lyceum 

 During the interviews, many students mentioned Wingate’s lyceum program as a central 

or distinctive experience.  The lyceum program began at Wingate many years ago as a part of a 

weekly chapel program and has been modified repeatedly.  Currently, each student is required to 

attend 40 lyceum events as a degree requirement.  The students must attend at least eight 

lyceums in each of the following categories:  Faith and Character Development, Fine Arts 

Presentations and Performances, Academic Events, and Personal and Professional Growth.  They 

are then allowed eight “elective” lyceums in the categories of their choosing.  The emphasis on 

the lyceum program is significant for Jared because of “who the speakers are and what are the 

events.  When there are big-named speakers invited, I think it says a lot about the type of people 

that Wingate respects and values.  By seeing who comes, you can see what they want us to 

emulate and where they want us to go.’  Maria offered her opinion about why the lyceum 

program is important: 

We have well-rounded students, like from the get-go.  They tell you here – be involved.  

Do things on campus.  The lyceums are a part of that.  We sometimes complain, but I’m 

always like, I am really glad I came to this.  I would have never come if I didn't have to, 

but I'm glad I did.  Having things like lyceum might even help us attract more well-

rounded students – a certain type of person, a more open-minded one.  

 

Regardless of the purpose, students uniformly appreciated the events (although sometimes after 

the fact as mentioned by Maria).  Haley is a big fan of the program and believes the university 

should do a better job of communicating its value to prospective students.  “Tell people about 

lyceum.  Talk about some of the people we have had like, Margaret Thatcher.  How do you beat 

that?  Share how lyceum is unique.”  She goes on to say “I love the lyceum program because 

what other program could I have met Fidel Castro’s daughter or Fredricka Whitfield.  These 

people are international names.”  Haley greatly appreciated the “chance to see them and speak to 
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them and hear what they had to say.”  For her, she understands that “some could see it as a chore 

getting 40, but then there are some of us on number 60 and still going.”  While not everyone 

shared Haley’s enthusiasm, there was a general goodwill felt for the requirement.   

Two other students who seemed to love the program as much as Haley were Jaden and 

Connie.  For them, the program’s success is in its breadth, but they also obviously have favorite 

memories.  Jaden recounted how “there are lot to choose from, but they are on all sorts of things 

– from a wind ensemble concert where before, during, and after the performance they explain 

who wrote it and the feelings behind it.”  She noted how “you can go to a growth lyceum where 

a speaker comes in and they're talking about how to better yourself as a person.  They want you 

to be prepared for after college too.”  Jaden was most fond of those that supplemented her studies 

in class. “I went to one where they brought in somebody who was in World War II, and he stood 

up there and told his story.  He gave a completely different perspective than you'd get out of any 

textbook.  You can get the perspective of the world through lyceum.”  Connie may have been the 

most enthusiastic supporter of lyceum as she also mentioned meeting Fidel Castro’s illegitimate 

daughter. 

I loved her.  I thought that was one of the most interesting moments in my life.  I was like 

here we have a woman who is connected to a man that has such negative connotations 

attached to him, and she’s presenting him in a light that is not positive, but maybe she 

shined it a little bit better on him.  I was just so intrigued by her story.  She’s one of the 

lyceums I still talk about to this day.   

 

Connie also “absolutely loves arts lyceums.  I’m a theater junkie.  I think some people view the 

arts as something easy to do, like it’s not important.   Wingate is like, no, it’s important.”  She 

recounted a time when “we had a lovely reader come, and she read poetry.  I loved that one, too.  

Yeah, she was a little bit nutty and wacky, but that just added to her character.”  She believes that 

the lyceum programs expand perspectives by “forcing people to step outside of their box, and 
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that’s why I love them.”  Connie laughingly said that she even enjoys the “growth” (air quotes) 

lyceum events.  She said they can “be as simple as going to one on fire safety put on by 

firefighters, or I went to one on taking medicines properly that was led by the pharmacy school.  

I thought it was terrific.”  She was grateful for the presentation because “it put into perspective 

things that actually are going on in our life.”  For her, she has no problem if “some students get 

mad when they have to go and get dressed up, but it’s good for them.  The topics are relevant.  

They are probably just mad that it takes them away from Twitter.”  Like the motto, the students 

seem to value in the lyceum program the idea that what they are doing at Wingate is somehow 

bigger than an academic experience.  Several mentioned that the lyceum program was 

instrumental in their majoring in a great life.     

International Programs 

 In addition to the lyceum program, the co-curricular experiences mentioned most often 

by the students were international study programs.  Wingate began a program over 30 years ago 

that allows each junior to travel abroad for ten days at little to no extra cost.  The students study 

about a particular topic related to a geographic region and then travel with their professor to that 

location at the end of the semester.  The program is called W’International – short for Wingate 

International.  In addition to W’International, there are international “field trips” associated with 

certain classes, semester and year-long study abroad options, international language immersion 

opportunities to satisfy the foreign language requirement, international internships, and 

international research opportunities.   

 Haley, a first-generation college student, took advantage of the three of the options – 

W’International, an international field trip, and a research partnership with a history professor.  

She feels the research experience has really helped her application to graduate school:  “to be 
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able to do original, archival research as an undergrad in another country has really set me apart 

from other people applying to the grad school programs I am.”  She also takes upper level 

language classes, and she likes the cultural exchange that takes place with the native speakers 

and international students in her Spanish courses.  She says that “it’s just a completely different 

atmosphere from other courses when you have people who are from the area.  It’s great because 

new ideas are exchanged in a class like that with people from different perspectives from North 

America.”  For Jaden, W’International is unique and should be communicated early and often to 

prospective students.  She described her feelings this way: 

When talking to prospective students, they need to know about W’International and our 

other opportunities.  Certain classes even have international field trips at the end of the 

semester.   There was an English or Irish history class that went to those countries.  It’s 

really inexpensive to do those things here because Wingate really wants us to go.  At 

some schools, I know that it can be like $2,000, $3,000, or $4,000.  At Wingate, I can go 

on a trip for ten days to Italy and France and not even pay $1,000.   

 

 For Jaden and Haley, the real benefit from such programs was the opportunity to expand 

their perspectives beyond what they ever imagined.  The co-curricular opportunities at Wingate 

deepened their educational experiences and cultivated the idea first planted via the motto and the 

tagline.  They sincerely felt that Wingate was adding significant value beyond the classroom.  In 

addition to the out-of-class programs and opportunities, the students all touched on something 

else they believed unique to Wingate – the individual aspect of the education.  Many of them 

attended lyceum events or participated in W’International because of the personal investment 

someone at the university made in them.  Personal surfaced as theme throughout the interviews 

and requires further consideration. 

Personal 

 

 When students were asked what characteristic was most central to the Wingate 

experience, the overwhelming response was some variation on the word “personal.”  Again and 
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again, the students described an individualized experience that they felt was unique to Wingate.  

The personal aspect of Wingate emerged early in the admissions process and remained a notable 

part of the student experience.  For Jamie, when asked about Wingate’s identity, she simply 

responded … the people.  Hers was a common response.  Jamie does not have a great deal of 

support from her family, so she felt the care and concern deeply.  She described Wingate as 

relational, and she felt the university had not let her down from those initial impressions.  Jamie 

said, “between the time that I applied and the time that I visited, and even the time I started 

coming, once I sent in the application I was contacted by people that cared and wanted to reach 

out to me.”  She said multiple people along the way did that.  She noticed how people “just made 

an effort.  For me, being on my own, it helps to know that I have some sort of connection 

somewhere.  Building those relationships I think is really important to people at Wingate.  I've 

noticed it with the staff throughout my three years.  It's important to people here.”  

Other students also took note of an early personal interest.  Tucker, a senior from Lenoir, 

NC, who studies organizational communication and management, commented, “I thought that 

my admissions counselor was very interested in me as a person.  He was interested in me coming 

here and able to answer almost any of the questions that I could come up with.”  A number of 

students mentioned personal aspects of the recruitment process – from the designated parking 

space, to the small tour, and to an individual visit with the counselor.  Connie remarked, “my 

counselor emailed me, he called me, he sent us a postcard.  I was really impressed with how 

much my admissions counselor knew about me when I came.  He knew what my little quirks 

were that I put in my application.  She noted that the personal communication carried over to her 

visit, and she “really, really loved seeing the consistency throughout the day.  That really 



88 

 

impressed our family – everyone knew our name, and it was never I’m so sorry, I forgot, you are 

… ?  It was pretty awesome.” 

Bonnie is a senior, soccer player from Matthews, NC who is majoring in finance.  For 

Bonnie, the personal nature of the experience is best expressed by faculty and staff who are 

genuinely interested in her.  She said that “whenever you’re having a conversation with someone 

about your classes or your athletics or anything at Wingate.  You can tell that they genuinely 

want to know how you feel, how it’s affecting you, if you’re growing, or if it’s helping you.”  is 

one of the tutors for statistics, and she makes particular mention of the faculty member she 

assists.  “He’s just so good at it.  He always appreciates what we do for his students, and he’s 

invited us to his house with his wife just for lasagna or an Italian dinner to show his thanks.  

That’s sincere.”  Jamie, too, mentions sincerity:  “it won’t work if you just tell me that I am 

committed to your success.  You have to invest in me – know what my grades are and what 

classes I take and what my interests are.  If you’re interested in what I’m passionate about and 

what makes me, me, then I’ll believe you.  That’s what Wingate does.”  She wishes that was 

easily communicated to prospective students, but she realizes “it's hard with thousands upon 

thousands of students applying and coming to Wingate for visits, but that’s what they need to 

know.”  Brad, a senior from Statesville, NC, studying biology, says that incoming students 

“should expect a great academic success story.  You're going to have one because your 

professors are going to ask you if you miss class.  I remember I played basketball one weekend 

and came back with a huge black eye, and my professor pulled me aside after class and asked is 

everything alright?  I told him I just took an elbow to the face, but I appreciated his personal 

concern.  He didn’t have to do that.”    
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Meredith appreciates the fact that “everyone seem to know everyone. The faculty are all 

nice, and they’re going to do their best to help you.”  For her, it’s representative of the personal 

nature of the university that “our president randomly drives around in a golf cart speaking.  It’s 

very close-knit. It's all geared toward your personal success basically.”  For Maria, she says that: 

Wingate actually cares about the student as an individual, definitely.  There are so many 

programs we have that focus on helping you find your major, transition from high school 

to college, get free tutors, make sure you do well in classes.  The professors, they want 

you to go to their office and ask them for help if you need it.  Wingate focuses on you as 

an individual.  It’s definitely one of those core things.   

 

Bonnie was especially impressed that professors remember personal information years later.  Her 

junior year, she tore her ACL, had surgery, and was on crutches for several weeks.  While she 

certainly appreciated the well-wishes while she was injured, she was most impressed that 

professors remembered semesters later.  She said “even in the spring whenever I came back, and 

I was walking fine, and it was not obvious that I had been hurt, professors I had the semester I 

was injured were like, how’s your knee?  Are you running yet?  Can you do this yet?”  For 

Bonnie, the extra effort makes a difference for her in terms of confidence and support.  She 

believes that students feel the personal care and concern beyond the classroom.    

 For Haley, she wonders if it would have been the same if she had attended a different 

university.  She does not feel that professors at other universities “would have taken the time to 

know me and see the potential I had to work with them in a foreign country.”  Her history 

professor “gave me an opportunity with the summer research grant that is going to help me 

tremendously and the other students I’m competing against probably won’t have that experience.  

He took the time to invest in me as a person.”  Like Bonnie’s injury story and her experience 

with professors’ prolonged concern, Haley also commented that years after her radiation 

treatments, professors check on her and ask about her well-being.  She also greatly appreciates 
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the efforts of another professor because “every time he writes a letter of recommendation, I feel 

like he has invested personally in me.  He is well known in the history field, and he took a lot of 

time to help me with my Fulbright application. He has written five recommendations for me.  I 

don’t think you can just find that anywhere.”  Haley used the phrase “personal investment” 

multiple times during her interview.     

In Grant’s case, he feels “like the professors I've mentioned have been more than just 

professors. They've always been my counselors too.  Prospective students really need to hear 

personal accounts.”  He believes: 

The personal invitation extends to a personal visit, which translates to a personal experience.  

It was the case for me.  That stayed consistent.  Whether it’s people I've worked with on 

campus, the professors I've had, anytime I've needed anything, I’ve had help.  I mean, I've 

been able to speak personally to the president on multiple occasions, and that is irreplaceable.  

You can't ever substitute that for anything.  That's, like I said, it all sets the tone a little bit, so 

I think it all goes together.  I've always felt a personal experience here – not just hey kid we 

really want you to come here and visit and then, oh, good luck in your 500 student chemistry 

100 class. 

 

For Grant and the others, the personal aspect of the Wingate environment is foundational to a 

student’s experience.  The students interviewed have a range of abilities and grades, yet their 

appreciation of the personal attention was consistent.  Each felt that her or his teachers had given 

that little extra in hopes of getting out of them a little more – personal investment with a return.    

Faculty Relationships 

 Linked closely to the personal nature of the Wingate experience are the relationships that 

exist between faculty and students.  The intimacy of their relationships with faculty came as 

something of a surprise to the students.  Unlike the personal aspect, which the students 

anticipated because of the enrollment process, their relationships with faculty were unexpected, 

and because of that, maybe valued even more.  Maria enthusiastically made it a point to share her 

impressions of the faculty:  “I have to talk about this.  I forgot to tell you this.  We have so many 
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over-qualified professors.  I don't know how we get them.  I don't know why they stay. Actually, 

I do know why they stay … we are awesome.  But I still don't know how we get them.”  When 

asked for examples, Maria mentioned a mathematics professor who had worked for the FBI as a 

spy.  She admitted being weak at math, so she had to “go to his office once a week, and he would 

pretty much just reteach me that entire week.  He had so much patience.  I love that man.”  She 

also referenced a biology teacher who worked on the human genome project but was also able to 

“push my buttons and made me more intelligent than I thought I could be in a science class.”      

For Jared, he believes Wingate’s size enhanced his opportunities for relationships with 

the faculty.  He reasoned that “all colleges have a lot in common, but big schools can’t have the 

faculty-student relationships we do.”  While it may not be distinct from other small institutions, 

Jared recognizes that size is an inherent advantage for Wingate:  “Here I think any student who 

has a desire can form a relationship with the professor, whether that's a relationship seeking help 

in the class, trying to pursue other ideas, anyone has that available, where other places it's not 

available simply because of scale.”  Jared also had multiple examples of professors who had 

made a huge difference for him.  He described working on his honors thesis on Calvinism in 

American literature, its brand of Christian thought, and its effect on the American Revolution.   

His faculty mentor was “very helpful in guiding me through the planning stages, but the moment 

that stands out, was when he reached over to his personal bookshelf and pulled off a couple of 

books and handed them to me and said, just use these and get them back to me whenever." 

Grant also identified a smaller community as helpful in creating an environment 

conducive to faculty/student relationships.  He acknowledged that those relationships have 

impacted him in a profound way.  Grant was home-schooled until high school, so he jokingly 

described the personal relationships he had with his teachers before high school.  Finding a 
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different kind of close relationship with his college professors was very valuable to him.  When 

talking about specific professors, Grant mentioned a mathematics professor who “is a very good 

professor because she takes time to care about her students, and what they know, and what 

they're learning, and what they need, and not just here's the information, hopefully you'll learn it, 

and here's the test.”  He describes her as always having “her office door open and she's always 

encouraging us to ask her about anything, academic or not.”  She was never “I’m busy, or can't 

meet today, or sorry, there are too many students.”  Grant said he really appreciated her support 

and encouragement.   

 Jaden admitted she was not “a chemistry person at all, but I would go see my professor in 

his office and tell him I don't understand, and he would spend at least an hour trying to explain 

probably the simplest thing for him.”  She said that “he helped me so much and made sure I was 

going to do well in his class, by meeting with me for extra help at least once a week.  I still go by 

just to visit even though I don’t have him for class any longer.”  She believes that her professors 

care about all of their students:  “There’s no way you can get through four years and stay in the 

class where a professor will not have a personal conversation with you or not know your name.  

This is never going to be a school where you're just a number in a class; that's never going to 

happen.”  Jaden adamantly credits the personal relationships for her success:  “They want you to 

succeed so badly that it kills them.  They will give pep talk, after pep talk.  They want to help 

you in their class, sure, but they also want to help you after you get out of college, too.  It’s 

amazing.”   

For Connie, she did not initially realize how much her professors were willing to invest 

personally.  She thought she was just a name on the roll, and then one day early in her first 
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semester, her chemistry professor was riding his bike with his family on campus, and she was out 

for a run.  Connie described the encounter: 

He stopped and asked how the homework was coming along.  I was outside of class, 

didn’t have my glasses on, hair was pulled back, so I looked very different.  He still 

remembered me from his giant lecture room (75 students).  I’m not just a face when he 

calls the roll. He remembers me.  That happened early in my freshman year.  I realized 

I’m not just a number.  They’re not just preaching that; they actually do remember you.  

It made me want to work harder for them. 

 

The idea of being “known” also made an impression on Bonnie.  She believes students at 

Wingate know that “people value you and your opinion, especially professors.”  She mentioned 

professors she had her first two years who still know her even though she did not speak 

frequently in class or was too shy to approach them outside of class then.  With genuine surprise, 

Bonnie mentioned, “they still remember things about me.”  She noted that she had struggled 

personally the previous year, and she realized that “my professors and my friends are the people 

who actually, genuinely, care about me.”  She adds that “there’s something cool that they know 

who I am and care about me.  I don’t think it’s just part of the small school feel.  I think it’s a 

Wingate thing.” 

Gary is a first-year student, so he has not had the time to develop personal relationships 

with faculty in the way that the upperclassmen have.  Yet, he feels the way faculty teach at 

Wingate – linking personal experience with their academic interests – is distinct.  He says “it’s 

just different, the way they present things in the classroom.”  When asked how it was different 

from high school, Gary said, “I don't think I've ever had a conversation like I did with my GPS 

teacher with any of my high school teachers.  And I was with them all the time.”  When asked 

why, he said “in high school, you're still like a high schooler, still kind of immature. The teachers 

there view you as kind of childish.  Here in college, unless you show them otherwise, they view 

you as an adult, so they treat you differently.”  From first-year student to senior, the students 
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interviewed talked at great length and with passion about the relationships with their professors.  

From English to chemistry to economics and everything in between, all of the students could 

point to substantive relationships with faculty members that enriched their educational 

experience.     

Support 

 

 When questioned about identity, students were also in agreement about the supportive 

environment at Wingate.  They discussed at length how faculty and staff had supported them in 

small and significant ways – from additional financial aid, to recommendation letters, and a 

simple kick in the pants.  When Caleb, a senior biology major from Mint Hill, NC, was 

interviewed, he responded:  “Oh, man, Wingate's identity?  It’s helping you in any way they can 

to be successful.”  His was a sentiment heard throughout the interviews.  For Jamie, she felt that 

the university was particularly “committed and dedicated to its students.”  Since she first applied 

for admission four years ago, “that is the biggest thing I’ve seen here.  Like from day one, before 

I was even a student here, they were committed to helping me make it.  Since then, the whole 

university has really just come together to help me succeed.”  Meredith echoed Caleb’s 

statement:  “Everything is geared toward your success, be it academic learning, leadership, being 

involved on campus. They want to make it as easy for you as they can for you to succeed; not 

just at school but like in life.”  Zane is a first-year student from Oakboro, NC who plans to study 

communication, and he feels “like here your professors and the people around you are always 

cheering you on.  They believe in you and want you to succeed in whatever you want to do.” 

For Jamie, the support began prior to her enrollment.  When she was hospitalized her 

senior year in high school, she stated that she “was really worried that my admission would be 

revoked or something if my grades went down a little.”  Jamie worked closely with the 
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admissions staff and felt supported throughout the process:  “they were like, just take the time 

you need.  Don't worry about it.  You'll be fine, and we’ll help you when you get here.”  Haley 

noted that “the people, the resources, I have never needed help and not been able to get it.  It is 

safe in that way.  I don’t mean safe like the opposite of danger, but I feel secure in this place.”  

Students felt that Wingate was operating on their behalf, not working against them.  Jared said 

that he knows that employees at the university genuinely care.  He further observed that “the 

people who work here are not just in it for the salary, or if they are, they've done a great job of 

hiding it.” Haley also had health problems when she required radiation during the semester she 

was taking an Irish and English Literature course that had a travel component to those countries 

at the end of the semester.  She described “being out of school for at least three weeks because I 

couldn’t be around people.”  Haley said her “professors never made me feel uncomfortable or 

made me feel like they didn’t care.  They were invested, and they worked with me.  Their 

attitude was we will do whatever it takes.” 

When students struggle academically at Wingate, there are a number of support programs 

intended to get them back on track.  For Tucker, he struggled his first year, but he also lived in 

Alumni Hall which has the primary academic support programs on the bottom floor.  He said “as 

soon as I started going downhill, they started coming upstairs, and saying, okay, how can we 

change things?  How can we help you succeed?”  Allen also got off to a difficult start: 

High school was very easy.  Here, it wasn’t.  I struggled those first few semesters and got 

myself on academic probation.  So I went to the tutoring center, and they enrolled me in 

Applied Learning Strategies, and that’s when I really found out about all of the services 

that can help you.  

 

When Connie ran into trouble in her calculus class late one evening, she decided to take the 

professor up on an offer of assistance.  Her professor had told them to e-mail anytime, and he 

would do his best to respond right away, no matter how late the hour.  Connie thought it was an 
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empty promise but was desperate one evening before a test, and she sent him an e-mail around 

12:30 a.m.  A few minutes later, she had a response and the help she needed.  She described her 

reaction:  “I was just so taken aback.  As silly as it sounds, that’s what Wingate stands for – 

moments when you’re like, wow, this person went above and beyond for me.”  For Jamie, she 

ran into financial difficulty at Wingate “because of the whole family situation.”  She stated that 

“I get great support.  I can't afford books because I can barely afford to pay for gas to get to 

work, so the book loan program is a big help for me and probably something other people don't 

have at their schools.”  Jamie feels strongly that without the book loan program, she would not 

be doing as well academically, and she certainly would not be as involved as she is with 

volunteer service both on and off campus.  She believes that she “probably wouldn't be doing as 

well in all aspects really.  From being involved, from finances and then academics, advisors and 

professors, they're always there when you need them.”   

 Both Jamie and Jared noted how faculty have also supported them by encouraging them 

to do more, by having high expectations for them.  While Jamie feels that she is a good writer, 

she said, “my English professor challenges me, and she still grades my papers to help make me 

better.  She doesn't just give you a grade and not tell you why or show you how you can improve 

it.”  She believes that most Wingate professors are similar:  “all the professors not only grade 

your stuff, but they show you how to improve it, help you improve, and give you opportunities to 

improve.”  The personal investment in her improvement, rather than just getting a grade in class, 

is meaningful for Jamie.  When Jared had a paper accepted at a student research conference in 

Wisconsin, the director of the honors program “was phenomenally helpful.”  She was the one 

who arranged for him to travel to the conference.  He was grateful that “she went out on her own 

to ask for money to pay for me, and I don't think you would find that anywhere else.” 
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 The supportive spirit is also found among the students, not just from faculty and staff.  

Jaden believes that the strong support is a direct result of their familiarity.  She says that “we 

support each other because we know each other – like I do with a basketball player who is one of 

my sorority sisters.”  She also supports the “baseball team because they're just interesting to go 

watch, and after the game, they'll come up and say, thank you for coming to my game.”  Jaden 

feels that because their relationships cross club, organization, and team boundaries, the students 

branch out into other groups.  On a larger campus, she feels that members of a team or 

organization would primarily just stay with their own groups.  From Daniel’s perspective, “there 

is strong support among the teams.”  He is a junior transfer from Detroit, MI on the football 

team, and he says that “a lot of teams supported us during football season – softball, volleyball, 

etc.”  He says football supports the “lacrosse team because they support us.  Volleyball, 

basketball … we go.  Everybody supports each other.  Like I said before, we use the expression 

‘one dog.’”  Regardless of the form the support takes – academic assistance, financial aid, or a 

word of encouragement, Wingate students feel it from each other, from the faculty, and from the 

staff.   

Friendly / Nice / Welcoming 

 Friendly, nice, welcoming – all words used by students in the interviews to describe 

Wingate’s identity.  In fact, when Zane was asked to describe Wingate’s identity, he said 

“friendly, welcoming, and comfortable.  I’m sure there’s a better word for it, I just haven’t quite 

found it yet.”  From students’ first encounters with the university – usually on the campus visit – 

they repeatedly commented on how welcome they were made to feel and how nice and friendly 

the people were.  Jamie noticed it right away:  “Staff in admissions and financial aid were really 

helpful and instrumental in getting me here.  People just cared about me being here.  I didn't feel 
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like a number.”  She used the phrase, “I felt like a person,” and added, “I felt like Jamie Carter, 

which I really liked.”  Jamie said the small things mattered – “things as simple as when you pull 

up for your visit and your name is on a sign and a parking space.  That's nice because you feel 

like you're actually welcomed.” 

 Jamie was not the only one who detected the friendly nature on her visit.  When Zander 

was asked for his primary reason for applying, he mentioned the friendliness of everyone when 

he came for his tour.  Junior was ask what mattered most of all in his decision to attend, and he 

said “the people were friendly, you know, they were cool.”  Brad visited on a day the college 

was officially closed, but he noticed it, too.  He said “even though I'd only seen maybe five 

students on Martin Luther King Day, when the place was shutdown, everyone was very friendly, 

and said hello, how are you.”  Zander noted the warm welcome his family received really 

impressed his wife.  He remarked that “everyone was nice to us – lady in the campus store, the 

tour guide, a couple of professors we met, and even the cafeteria workers.  It was impressive.”  

The first time they came on campus, they did so informally, and Zander said everyone was 

helpful with directions and suggestions.  He that it was different for him and his family because 

“being from the north, we weren't used to Southern hospitality, I guess.  I think it helped a lot.”  

For Sadie, it was also the tour’s first impression that sold her.  She remembered that “just when I 

did a tour everyone was so friendly.  I had my own little room for an interview and parking spot 

with my name on it.”  She really liked the reserved parking and thought it was representative of 

the entire experience.  She also noted that when she finally enrolled as a student, it did not 

change.  Everyone was still as nice as they had been on her visit.     

Maria believes its friendly aspect is self-perpetuating.  She feels that “when students 

come in open-minded, it makes it so much easier to be friendly to other people and so much 
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easier to be involved.  We all come in kind of wanting the same thing I guess.  We just attract 

friendly people to Wingate.” Maria’s first experience with Wingate’s welcoming culture 

occurred when she was a junior in high school and helped a friend from home move in.  She 

remembered: 

I got to see how Wingate interacted with people.  I think that was a big thing because I 

remember coming in, and it was like 8 am in the morning.  People, were like, well, good 

morning.  And, I was like, what are you doing?  It's 8 am in the morning.  You remember 

things like that.  It’s 80 degrees already at 8 am, and you are moving us in, and you are 

still excited.  I don't think you are going to see that too many other places. 

 

When Maria returned a year later for her official visit and campus tour, everyone they passed 

was very friendly.  She thinks it was because of their tour guide.  She remarked how “on my 

tour, people were walking by saying like, hope you are having a great tour, or like my tour guide 

was waving at everybody.”  Maria believes that they did not see anyone that day who did not 

know her tour guide, at least which is the way she remembers it.  She said it “made me feel like 

it was a nice community, and at every other school, I didn't really see that.”  In retrospect, she 

thinks they were on tour when classes were transitioning because “people were everywhere, and 

they were all waving and saying hi to everybody.  That helped a lot.”  Now that Maria is a tour 

guide, she offers advice to prospective students about adopting a friendly attitude as a student.  

She says she tells them, “nobody knows anybody.  Just be friendly.  I met my best friend by 

telling her that I liked her shirt.  Just be nice.  It works.”   

 Bonnie mentioned two instances that represented how nice and welcoming she 

considered her professors.  One teacher made dinner one night and invited several of her friends 

and her over.  She said “it’s like Harry Potter at Hogwarts, and that’s a fantasy movie.  You don’t 

see this happening in real life, but to have a professor invite you to dinner in their home was 

really great.”  Bonnie also talks about another professor who also invites students to his house 
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for dinner.  She mentioned that she has a couple of friends – international students – who the 

professor really looks after.  He also takes them out for dinner over breaks.  She noted “that they 

leave their stuff at his house over the summer.  It’s just really genuine, and you can tell that it’s 

not fake.  He cares.  That’s nice.”   

Home / Family 

 Related to the friendly nature of the campus, is the idea that Wingate also feels like home 

to students.  When they were asked about the identity, a number of them used words like family, 

home, and homey.  “Home” has even entered the vocabulary of the students organically – “we 

say that to each other” was the quote associated by more than one, with the concept of home.  

Unlike most of the words that they use to describe the university when asked about identity, 

home was not a description they were using for the first time.  Connie in particular, used the 

word home a great deal in her description of characteristics that were central, enduring, and 

distinctive about Wingate.  Connie would “describe Wingate, as cliché as it sounds, as a family.  

I think that’s its identity, is the fact that we are a family.”  She does not believe that would be the 

case at other colleges or universities, regardless of size.   She says that “we interact with each 

other as a family.  Just come be yourself.  Everybody is invited.”   

 For Tyrell, he sensed the family atmosphere on his visit:  “I wasn't sure if I was going to 

like the campus or not, and if it was going to feel like home.  That's what I wanted.  When I came 

for the visit, everybody that I interacted with was extremely nice, welcoming, and the campus 

just felt real homey.”  Connie’s visit also changed her perspective.  Initially, she viewed Wingate 

as her mother’s alma mater.  She had heard about all of the larger schools in the state and had 

heard little, except for her mother’s stories, about Wingate.  After the visit, which she did for her 

mother, she “thought Wingate was a place she could call home.  It was comfort factor.”  Before 
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the visit, it had been a “distant idea.”  On her visit, she was “drawn in by meeting with a faculty 

member and the director of the academic resource center, by having lunch in the dining hall, and 

my tour guide was a fantastic.  She said, “all of these things drew me in.  This is comfortable.  

This is home.  This is nice.  It was a great experience.” 

 At most universities, Bonnie believes that you would simply associate only with those in 

your most closely affiliated group.  At Wingate, she says it has a “homey feel, because you know 

people across campus.  At a lot of other schools, as an athlete, you might not even know people 

who aren’t athletes, but here you do.  I live with sorority girls.  I don’t think that would happen at 

another school, from members of either organization.”  Jamie mentioned, “students are excited to 

be at Wingate, so they get involved and support other students.  That's what makes me feel like 

home.  It's just that enthusiasm of other students.”  She believes it requires “a collective effort to 

make a place feel like home, but a lot of different things contribute to it for me and a lot of other 

people.”  The home analogy was also personal for Jamie:   

I've lived in a different house every year since I was in third grade.  I never really had a 

home, home.  But then when I came here, it was having that space that was my own, but 

also having people here that were invested in me.  And I was invested, and it made them 

feel more like family.  I felt like a part of something when I first started coming here.  

Just through the culture on campus, through student involvement, through even my 

academics and my professors caring about me as a student and as a person, all foster that 

sense of being at home. 

 

Connie believes that when tour guides in admissions “mail those old-fashioned postcards 

home, it just kind of reinforces our concept of you weren’t just a number for us.  When you came 

on tour, we weren’t trying to get your deposit, get you out the door, and all of us high five.”  She 

believes that the postcards set the tone:  “we include something personal, and we include our 

email address.  When you’re here, you’re part of the family, that whole concept.”  She thinks the 

postcards make a difference because people forget how personal a handwritten note can be.  To 
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make her point about the feeling of family, Connie compares the postcards to her writing weekly 

letters to her grandmother.  “It’s what families do.”   

In addition to the visit experience, Connie expressed that “there’s something to be said 

about a university where the faculty members, when they see a student, they address them by 

name.  It makes me feel included.”  She said it makes her feel like she has done something to 

make an impression, “enough for you to remember my name.  Hopefully it’s good.  I pray it’s 

good, but more importantly, I feel included in this process of … when you’re here at Wingate, 

you’re part of the family, whether you want to be or not.  You’re invited.  You’re adopted for a 

little bit and whether you choose to stay in the family is up to you.” 

Loyalty 

 When students were asked what stands out to them about Wingate’s identity, they often 

talked about the people and their commitment to the university.  When asked to explain why they 

thought that commitment was so firm, many of the students referenced the loyalty that faculty, 

staff, and alumni have for the institution.  Kyle is a senior communications major from Gastonia, 

NC, and he noted the number of professors who have taught here for years.  He said, “they live 

locally, and they love the area.  Some of them graduated from here, born down the road.”  He 

notices how involved they are, and he even remarked that you see “faculty sitting on the end of 

the bench at girls’ basketball games.  They love this place.  I find it hard to believe that any other 

school could match the loyalty professors have to Wingate.”  Tyrell believes that “it says a whole 

lot about Wingate that so many alumni come back to work at the institution.  You must have had 

a great experience to want to come back and help out with the university.” 

Maria also recognizes that the “people who work for Wingate just absolutely love it.  

They just want the absolute best for us at all times.  If that means we have to put in a sidewalk 
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and take out this road, well then, that means we have to put in a sidewalk and take out the road.”  

Maria notes that the head librarian attended college at Wingate, “and she loves Wingate, and she 

can tell you stories from before we were even a university.”  She knows its history and can tell 

stories about “when we were Wingate College, and when we were a junior college.”  Meredith 

also personally observed the institution’s history “as soon as I started telling people that I was 

interested in Wingate, I heard all these random stories that no one had ever thought to tell me.”  

She had no idea that her grandparents knew so much about the school.  She said her “dad got a t-

shirt or a hat or something, and as soon as he started wearing it, people were like, oh Wingate, 

that's a great school, my wife went there, and she loved it.”  The fact that so many people spoke 

highly of the institution after they discovered Meredith’s interest, only confirmed her decision to 

attend.  For Maria, it is also important that “some of our professors went to school here, and they 

bleed blue and gold from the inside out.”  She talks about the pull that the place has on those 

who attend school here:  “I always say Wingate is like a little vortex.  We like to stay in it 

because we don't want to leave it because we love it so much.  It's just really awesome.”   

For Allen, his loyalty stems from when he experienced a difficult period at the university:  

“The school has always had my back.  When I was on academic probation, people reached out to 

me and were there to help when I needed it.  That creates loyalty to the university.”  When asked 

if this kind of loyalty would be better expressed as indebtedness for the experience, Tyrell did 

not like the change in terms:  “I would say it's more loyalty than indebtedness because loyalty is 

more like you want to help out.  You're willing.  If you're indebted to something, you feel like 

you have to.  Their experiences [alumni] lead to a loyalty of support and commitment well 

beyond their time here.”  Allen also references alumni because he frequently speaks at athletic 

events, and he “gets from them how much they love Wingate.  I feel like there’s something about 
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it that just keeps you coming back.  I think that’s something that will never go away – the love 

that people feel for this community.”   

Respecting difference and crossing boundaries 

 A surprising theme that emerged from the interviews was an idea that Wingate students 

transcended traditional group boundaries when forming friendships and alliances.  Students 

repeatedly spoke of their differences, and the respect that exists for those differences at Wingate.  

Whether a function of size, isolation, or four-year residential requirement (or a combination of 

them all), something led these students to remark on the unusual camaraderie that exists at 

Wingate.  They embraced the diversity of the campus.  For some, it was evident during the tour.  

Haley is a very bright and highly motivated student, who was impressed with her tour guide:  

“My tour guide was awesome.  I forget his name, but he used to be a quarterback here.”  She did 

not say it directly, but she was impressed that an All-American quarterback for the football team 

was giving tours to prospective students and making it so interesting.  She hinted that something 

was unique about that.  Allen compared the experience to his familiarity with other schools in 

North Carolina:  “I live close to Lenoir-Rhyne, and I’m on the campus pretty frequently when 

I’m at home.”  He also regularly goes “to Appalachian State, and you see a lot of people who 

look the same, speak the same, or are into the same kinds of things.  Here at Wingate, there’s a 

good melting pot of people.  I don’t think Wingate necessarily requires you to be one type of 

person.”   

 Gary is a first-year student, but he notes, “when you meet new people, you see things 

from a different point of view and develop some sort of empathy, or sympathize better, with 

different people in different situations.”  Meredith appreciated the lack of religious conformity 

that she senses at other North Carolina small colleges:  “I’m not religious, but I don't feel cast out 
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because of it.  I have a friend here that's Buddhist.  Everyone is included.”  Maria also 

commented on how “open-minded students are here.”  Before she came to visit she assumed that 

“there would be one type of person at Wingate.  Like a Christian, southern, Caucasian person, is 

what I was automatically expecting.  I saw there was more diversity than I was expecting.  Not 

everybody had parents that went to school.  Not everybody was the same,” and it encouraged her 

to consider the university as an option.   

Quinn, a resident assistant, shared the following story:   

One girl, she lives on my hall, and she's from New York.  Before she got here, she was 

like, are there a lot of different people?   I was like, yeah, there are tons of people from 

different places – up the road, across the sea – they’re all here, and you can meet them all 

and learn different things from them, from different words they may say or different 

foods they may eat, just different things in general.  That's what you get when you live in 

a residential hall your first year.  You meet all these different people from different 

places, and they could potentially be your roommate next year.   

 

Maria was particularly proud of how “our MAC (Multicultural Affairs Council) has grown over 

the years and so have our academic fraternities.  I’m a part of the Spanish fraternity, and I also 

love seeing how so many different people are part of it.”  She remarked that “our athletes are 

also just like us.  They have classes with us, and they are put to the same expectations as us.  

They are not treated any differently than us.”  For Maria, this was important and spoke to her 

about Wingate’s identity.  Jaden also made a connection to athletics:  “At big schools, it's like, 

oh my God, it’s Jabari Parker, but I'm like, you wouldn't know him unless you're on the 

basketball team.”  For her Wingate is different:  “here we have Jamie, who's one of the best 

soccer players in D2, and she's like friends to almost everybody on this campus.  She's one of the 

nicest people you'll ever meet.  On top of that, she gives back to her community.  You just know 

these people on a deeper level.”   
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 Paula believes “you feel much more inclined to go support your friends if you live with 

them, or if they’re in your organization, or if they’re in your class because, I mean, you know 

them personally.”  The idea of personal connection was a common comment among the 

participants in the interviews.  For Bonnie, she “couldn’t imagine being at a big university.  You 

don’t know that many people.  I know my friend at NC State has a group of ten friends, and they 

do everything together.  I would go insane if I only had ten friends.”  She described a very 

different experience at Wingate:   

You have so many options, and so many different groups of people you can hang out 

with.  You hang out with Greeks, you hang out with non-athletes – we call them NARPs 

(non-athletic regular people).  It’s not a derogatory term.  We mean it in a good way.  

Living on campus is engaging.  Engaging, welcoming, and happy would be the ways that 

I describe it.   

 

A football transfer from Detroit, Daniel said it best: 

When we say “one dog,” everybody – staff, faculty, people in the Wingate community – 

we’re all “one dog.”  Whoever comes to support us, whoever comes to watch us, whoever 

takes the time to be involved with us, you're going to be a part of “one dog,” regardless of 

what background, creed, whatever.  You're still one of us. 

 

Daniel’s belief in “one dog” was the perfect summation of the student responses.   

Four-Year Residency Requirement 

One of the key elements related to respecting difference and crossing boundaries is 

Wingate’s four-year residency requirement.  Several students remarked on its benefits to them, 

and they noted that the residential nature of Wingate was one of the characteristics fundamental 

to the organization’s identity.  Brad noted, “something very distinctive about Wingate is that 

most everyone lives on campus.  Not everyone, but the statistics … like 80-90% of 

undergraduates live on campus.”  Living in such close proximity, enriched the experience for 

many, and for some, it even helped attendance.  Allen stated, “I know if it was me, and I was 

living off-campus, five, ten, 15 minutes, and I had to drive every day, there may be days I just 
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wouldn’t want to do it.”  But the value of a campus committed to maintaining a residential 

environment went deeper than class attendance.  Grant described his experience: 

More people are here for sports games, for class, for each other, for the community.  

People don’t retreat to their apartments a mile off campus.  People are more likely to 

interact and to attend events and to eat together and to study together and go to the library 

when those things can potentially be a hundred yards from your front door.  I was 

attracted to Wingate for that very opportunity to live on campus for four years.  I would 

never want to change that.  

 

A highly residential campus nurtures close relationships.  Relationships among peers that the 

students interviewed truly valued.  Allen noted that the residential experience had a great impact 

on his time as a student: 

Living in an apartment with my friends has been the greatest experience of being here.  

I’ve been to a ton of athletic events, a ton of student activities, … but none of my 

memories have been greater than living with eight guys over at Beam Apartments or the 

three guys I live with in South Village.  That’s definitely one of the things that sticks out 

to me; it’s just the way that it allows you to connect with people.   

 

For Bonnie, “I love the fact that we live on campus all four years.”  She enthusiastically added: 

 

We tell prospective soccer recruits about pancake nights and fried rice nights and nacho 

nights.  Fried Oreos are the best.  They deliver them to your door for like a dollar.  

Whenever I tell my friends that go to other schools that our fraternities and sororities and 

organizations do this kind of stuff … they’re like what?  I’m like, yeah, they make you 

pancakes at 11:00 at night, and they bring it to you, syrup and juice and everything.  It’s 

awesome because it’s a dollar or two.  It’s the little things that I love that I’m going to 

miss.  Whenever I go in the real world and graduate, no one’s going to make me fried 

Oreos and bring them to my door if I text a number. 

 

All of the students spoke passionately about the relationships developed because of their 

participation in a four-year residential community.  They felt their experiences at Wingate were 

different from their peers who had attended others schools.  Because their living circumstances 

were different, Brad believes the relationships will endure: 

You build relationships that will last for a lifetime.  I would tell high school students – 

look around at your six best friends; you get to live with them for four years.  That’s what 

Wingate University is.  You don’t pick three of them to live with five miles from campus, 

like at NC State or App State. 
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Bonnie knows members of the soccer team at a conference rival, and she compared their 

experiences on their campus with hers: 

Whenever I talk to people at L-R, they say it’s just boring.  It’s just there.  No one wants 

to be on campus.  Everyone leaves.  I feel like when you’re here, you want to be.  What’s 

the word?  I can’t even say it.  You want to be here, and you love being here.  It’s like 

you’re drawn to it – a moth to a light bulb basically. 

 

Allen referred to “your doors always being open” to describe the sense of camaraderie and 

community that exists on campus.  He went on to state: “you’re always having a good time with 

the people around you, and that makes your experience that much better.”  Brad described it as 

“a unique experience.”  He said his friends who come to visit “and are blown away by how many 

people talk to them.  I don’t want to say it’s like a residential high school, but so many people are 

right here.  On the weekends, you go from room to room to room, and you know practically 

everyone.”  Each of the students who remarked on the residential environment believed that the 

communal aspect of Wingate enriched their overall educational experience.  Grant indicated that 

the residential experience heightened his sense of community.  He described an environment that 

was personal and intimate for him:   

In the residence halls, in the clubs and organizations, and in the involvement on campus, 

the longer you're here, the closer you feel to this community.  I never feel like I’m lost in 

the numbers.   I'm intimately involved in these different areas or with these different 

groups, and so you know a higher percentage of the people.  Walking from class to class 

or walking to the cafeteria, there's never not someone to pass and say, hey, how are you?  

And mean it.  Not just, I recognize that person.   

 

A number of the students talked about intimacy without directly naming it as Grant did, but they 

were trying to express a similar sentiment.  The residential requirement certainly plays a key part 

in the development of community, but Wingate’s size, as he noted when he mentioned the 

“numbers,” also fundamentally contributes to the campus climate. 

Size / Location 
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 In addition to the residency requirement, the size of the institution and its isolated 

location in a very small, rural community affected students’ responses regarding organizational 

identity.  For Maria, the small size was a positive attribute:  “You can do so much.  I just love 

how small it is, and how much people care about people here.  Because we are a smaller 

community, we support and push each other.”  Grant felt that being in a remote community was 

ideal for focusing on academic pursuits.  He liked the “the quiet weekends and quiet 

community.”  He said, “you don't want to just constantly hear taxi horns, but then if you want to 

go and visit a big city you can.”  He suggested that Wingate had “a good balance – you’ve got 

both – the best experience allows you to utilize what Monroe, Matthews, and Charlotte have to 

offer in terms of entertainment and food and shopping and all those things that people need over 

the course of their eight months here.”  Quinn also referenced a “balance” when she remarked, 

“Wingate's quiet when you need it to be quiet, and it's loud when you need it to be loud.  But if 

you want something more, you're not far away from it.”  Based on his friends’ experiences at 

larger schools, Jared reflected on the size in a positive way:   

Without question, I think I've really been able to flourish and excel here, and it would 

have been a lot harder to do the opportunities I’ve had at State.  I always heard you'll just 

be a number at a big school, and obviously not everyone is, but if you're not careful I 

think it's easy to slip through the cracks there.  I've seen that from my friends who do go 

there now.  Coming here, and just the amount of things I've been able to do, vastly 

trumped what I would have experienced at a bigger school. 

 

For most of the students, size suited their needs.  They were looking for a personal 

environment, and they were worried about being overwhelmed at a larger school.  Haley noted 

that she is “an introvert and not really comfortable with public speaking or big atmospheres, I 

needed something small.”  Gary reflected on the size when he linked it to the personal attention, 

but he did not think that it had limited his opportunities.  He said, “we're a small school, so your 

teachers know you, but we're big enough to where you meet a whole different type of person 
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each day.”  Maria thinks that the small school environment attracts a more serious student:  

“Students seem more serious here.  It relates to the class sizes because when you come to a 

school that is this small, maybe intimate is not the word, but when you are this close to people, 

you’re not going to get lost in the crowd.  They’re going to expect you to show up and do well.  

You know that coming in.”  Haley also sensed that “before you get here, you feel like an 

important part of the institution.  You already feel like you are more than just a number, which 

you are at a big public school.  You are a person the university is excited to have.”  

For many, the small school provided an advantage for becoming involved on campus.  

Sadie feels that being at this size institution gave her more opportunities because “at a smaller 

school more people get involved because everyone's doing it.  Whereas, at a bigger school, I 

don't think they have those connections like a small university.”  Paula felt that the size allows a 

student to diversify the experience:   

At a big school, I could probably be an athlete and go to class, but that would be really 

my sole responsibilities.  I could be in a sorority, and that would be my identity on 

campus. But, at Wingate, you have such a cool opportunity to branch out and not just be a 

Greek person, or not just be an athlete, or not just be a biology major.  The size allows 

you to do more than just one thing.   

 

For Brenda, the size is an advantage for those who do want to get involved because it reduces the 

competition:  “I would say the great part about having a small campus is that there are so many 

great opportunities.  You don't have thousands and thousands of students trying to do the same 

thing that you're doing or everybody wanting the same job on campus or position in an 

organization.”  The involvement theme was heard repeatedly throughout the interviews.  The 

students not only felt it was related to the size of the institution, but it was also somehow part of 

the larger culture.    

Involvement 



111 

 

 Involvement on campus was important to these students and fundamental to the Wingate 

experience.  The environment was not only conducive for getting involved, but it also seemed to 

be expected.  Even though only a first-year student, Junior noticed that “everybody cares about 

actually being involved in the school, and actually liking the school, and knowing facts about the 

school.  The other schools I looked at, I don't think they really made a point of making you feel 

like you were a part of the school.  They just wanted you to come there.”  Bonnie thinks that it is 

important to discuss with prospective students, not only how easy it is to get involved, but also 

how beneficial it is.  She believes that “if I didn’t have my internship this year then I don’t think 

I would be enjoying myself as much.”  Jared also feels the importance of communicating 

Wingate’s involvement culture to prospective students: 

Showing prospective students what we have is important.  Give them a schedule of 

semester events.  We have service opportunities on MLK Day.  We have guest lecturers 

coming.  We have these events from people of different backgrounds and beliefs.  They 

can see, oh, here's a perfect mix. 

 

 For many of the students, getting involved early was important.  In Jamie’s first week of 

school, she saw Becca and Kelly (sexual assault presentation), and two days later, “I said, hey, I 

want to start an RSO (registered student organization).  How do I do it?  Can you please help 

me?”  A couple of staff members saw Jamie’s passion for being involved specifically with 

violence on campuses and in the community, and they supported her efforts.  Since then, in 

addition to her work on campus, she has gone on to be involved in a significant way with two 

local organizations – Safe Alliance and the Union County Sexual Assault Prevention Task Force.  

She believes “that anyone can do that at Wingate.  It’s that kind of place.”  Tucker also feels that 

getting involved is important to the success of the individual.  He states:  “What contributed to 

my success is getting involved.  I think being involved in a fraternity, especially getting into that 
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group freshman year gives you a core of friends who can help you, who can be there and support 

you.” 

 In her earliest days on campus, Connie “saw all these organizations,” and she found it 

unbelievable that Wingate “had all these diverse involvement opportunities.”  She said, “it’s 

almost overwhelming how many clubs there are.  You don’t have to really search hard to become 

involved.  I really think my favorite enduring characteristic is that aspect of getting involved.” 

Sadie stated that her sorority requires each of its members to be involved in two other activities 

on campus.  She said “that forces you to go out and get into other organizations as well.  Then 

you're constantly branching out and going somewhere else.  I've done orientation leader, SGA, 

and the HOPE program.  I've done UCAN.  I've just gone all over the place.”  Connie said, 

“Wingate pretty much begs you to get involved.”  She believes that the university wants “you to 

step outside of your dorm room, maybe step outside of your comfort zone.  If you’re shy, if 

you’re nervous, just get out, and go and do.”  When her younger brother enrolled, Connie “was 

worried.  He’s tad bit strange, and he’s a little bit introverted, unlike me.”  She was concerned 

that he would not have the same experience she was having:  “I was very nervous for him.  When 

he got to school here, he blossomed.  He is just doing fantastic.  It’s that enduring characteristic 

of get out, and do, and we will help you.  We can make your life happier.  We promise.”   

Sports 

 Wingate competes in intercollegiate athletics in the NCAA’s second division.  Several of 

the students interviewed were athletes (soccer, golf, football, and cross country).  Approximately 

one quarter of Wingate’s undergraduate population participates in intercollegiate athletics on one 

of 20 teams.  Athletics figures significantly in the life of the university and was reflected in the 

comments by athletes and non-athletes.  The university has won the conference’s overall athletic 
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excellence award for seven consecutive years, and students reference that achievement in their 

comments.  Wingate also ranks third nationally in NCAA II in the number of Academic All-

Americans produced since the year 2000.   

For Zander, a sport management major, but not an intercollegiate athlete, “the successful 

athletic program was a big draw.  I'm very competitive.  I want to be associated with a school 

that’s also very competitive, a place that takes their athletics as seriously as I do.”  Brad stated, 

“athletics and academics go hand-in-hand here.”  He noted that “a large percentage of the 

students on campus are athletes, and not just athletes, but Academic All-Americans.”  He stated 

that some are biology and chemistry majors and still making 3.9s and 4.0s, and a lot of them are 

interested in graduate programs.”  For Brad (a non-athlete now, but he came as a football player), 

“at its essence, who Wingate is, the academics and athletics.” Grant echoes Brad’s comments 

when he states, “Another enduring characteristic of Wingate is the identity and the success of the 

athletics here.  People are starting to realize that, man, our teams are good and they're fun to 

watch.  And a high percentage of the student population are athletes.” 

Bonnie believes that the university should tell prospective students about the success of 

athletics because it not only builds school pride, but it also demonstrates how important 

academics are on campus.  She states:   

Okay, volleyball, six-time champions, or whatever they are, eight, a gazillion- times 

champions.  NCAA playoffs, championships, this many All-Americans.  With athletics, 

they mostly just talk about achievements, but I think we should also put team GPAs out 

there, because they’re good. 

 

Grant has enjoyed being both an athlete and a fan.  He likes how athletics has complemented his 

experience at Wingate.  He has “personal experiences with storming the field and winning a golf 

tournament, and so athletics for me has really enhanced my experience here.  It being a smaller 
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community, I know the players, and I cheer for the seniors on senior night because they're my 

friends.  That’s been a very big thing for me.”   

 As the university looks positioned well for another good year in the athletic conference, 

Bonnie has started thinking about the future:  “We’ve won the conference athletic excellence 

award for seven years in a row, and that’s hard to do.  What if we win again?  I think the t-shirts 

should say Building a Legacy One Championship at a Time.”  Grant, who is an athlete, notes, 

“we've started to brand ourselves as champions in life.  On and off the court, and that's 

something that's fun to be a part of, as a fan and as a player.”  He believes that Wingate has had 

such strong successes athletically, especially over the last seven years, that “the Champions in 

Life thing is fitting because the word champion incorporates the kind of dominance we've had 

across the board.”   

Spirit / Pride 

 Athletics was one expression of school spirit or school pride that was evident in some of 

the interviews, but there were other aspects of the experience at Wingate that students felt 

compelled to share.  For Allen, “naturally, some people just have school spirit.  It’s like once 

they come to somewhere, they immediately become committed to it,” but for him, “who didn’t 

necessarily intend to fall in love with the school, you just really become passionate about it.”  As 

much as Bonnie looks forward to graduation, she knows “that as soon as May and June come 

around, I’ll be like, I want to go back to school.  Why can’t I just stay here?  You don’t want to 

leave, and when you go home, you want to come back.  You wouldn’t rather be anywhere else.” 

Jaden is a real proponent of the university and believes that at Wingate, “we have a ton of 

school pride.”  She says the students love supporting the athletic teams, but “it’s definitely 

different than other schools.  They’re supportive because it's a big name school, but we're 
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supportive because we support each other because we're all Wingate students.”  Jaden feels the 

support is reciprocated to her sorority and among all of the groups on campus:   

Everyone comes out and supports our philanthropy and our events like flag football on a 

Friday night.  They were tailgating our flag football game.  We support each other so 

much.  Our sorority has so much pride partly because our school backs us up.  Our sports 

teams have pride because the school backs them up.  It's just something you don't get at 

other schools really. 

 

For her, she believes that fellow students “will go and support the women's basketball team to no 

end because we know them, we see what they’ve accomplished, and we're friends.  You just 

want to go and support them because you're so proud of what they're doing.”  Jaden believes the 

relationships result in an unusual amount of school pride.  When the women’s soccer team, made 

to the NCAA regional finals, she said, “we were all so excited for them as people, not as a 

school.  It's a pride for our school because of the people that are here with us.” 

When reading the alumni magazine recently, Bonnie thought, “it’s really cool to see and 

read what past students have done and are doing.  To people who’ve never heard of Wingate, I 

say it’s a small private school you never heard of, but we’re really good.”  When she hears 

someone say they have heard of Wingate, Bonnie replies the same way:  You should have 

because we’re really good.”  She believes that students at Wingate “want to be good.  This is the 

culture.  They strive for excellence.”  Grant notes that Wingate has been progressing at a faster 

rate in recent years.  He states that he has “seen a huge transition over the last four years, and I 

don't think that the current students, or next year’s group, will really appreciate it.”  He thinks 

that Wingate was a very good school when he arrived, “but a lot has changed.  So what does that 

make Wingate now?”  He acknowledges that at the time, his incoming class was the largest in 

school history, so “it wasn't like the school had problems getting people to come here, and the 

university continues to make it even better and raise the bar.”  Grant feels strongly that as the 



116 

 

reputation grows, more students will want to come.  “Wingate is much, much, much better than it 

was five years ago, and I’m proud of that.”   

Conclusion 

From the motto to the academic environment, and from the personal interaction to 

respecting difference and crossing boundaries, the individualized nature of the students’ 

experiences was evident in all of their comments.  When asked about communication methods 

and their search for an appropriate college, the students were dutiful and thoughtful as they 

recreated that process and offered their opinions on communicating with prospective students in 

the future.  But the questions regarding Wingate’s identity were the ones that animated the 

conversations. 

The students seemed genuinely pleased to connect the motto of faith, knowledge, and 

service to examples of individual interactions that reflected the words on the university’s seal.  

They articulated what major in a great life meant to them and inferred both meaning and 

intention that they linked to the mission and motto.  While many came to the university because 

of a specific program of study, faculty relationships and the opportunities provided by lyceum, 

international study, and like programs and events, both broadened and deepened their education.  

The personal nature of their experiences and the nature of support they both provide, and are 

provided, seemed to be a product of the environment.  An environment that functions not 

because it is small, or rural, or residential, or … , but because the characteristics may all work 

together to create an organization where its central and enduring qualities provide some element 

of distinction in the marketplace of higher education.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 American higher education institutions face an increasingly competitive environment.  

Waning public support and shrinking pools of traditional applicants, heighten uncertainty and 

instability.  Enrollment-dependent colleges and universities find it difficult to support every 

president’s admissions agenda:  more students, better students, and students who pay more.  

Economic and demographic realities make achieving all three goals unlikely.  As pressures 

mount, enrollment managers repeatedly search for quick fixes to their admissions, retention, and 

aid challenges.  Most colleges and universities are indistinguishable, and without differentiation 

or distinction, price and geography will determine enrollment.   

Effective communication of organizational identity to prospective students offers an 

alternative.  If each college and university can discern what is central, enduring, and distinctive 

about its culture, they have a value proposition to offer applicants – who we are, what we do 

well, and what the experience will be here.  Clearly communicating identity enables prospective 

students to effectively evaluate the institution.  Organizational identity provides a framework for 

a shared set of values and activities that can be used to communicate a discernable culture to 

attract students well-matched to a university (Bastedo, 2006).   

If organizational identity can be clearly defined and effectively communicated, small 

private colleges and their students will benefit from such a model.  Colleges and universities will 

position themselves as being good at their core strengths,  which in turn will lead to good 

matches with the students they can best serve (Grubb and Lazerson, 2005).  To be effective, 
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colleges and universities should strive to uncover those cultural characteristics that are central, 

enduring, and distinctive.  To understand organizational identity, this study focused on 

examining characteristics and traits students felt were integral to their experiences at one, small, 

independent college in North Carolina.  An enhanced understanding of organizational identity 

offers enrollment managers and university leaders an opportunity to better position their 

institutions more effectively in the higher education marketplace.   

Central, enduring, and distinctive 

 Organizational identity “refers broadly to what members perceive, feel, and think about 

their organizations” (Hatch & Schultz, 2007).  The shared beliefs form a common story about an 

organization from which members assume a collective identity and draw direction.  Albert and 

Whetten (1985) defined organizational identity as comprised of those elements that are “central, 

enduring, and distinctive” and lead to organizational beliefs and values “that distinguish the 

organization from the others with which it might be compared” (p. 265).  Whetten (2006) 

updated his and Albert’s (1985) original work and expanded the concept of organizational 

identity by defining it as the “central and enduring attributes of an organization that distinguish it 

from other organizations” (p. 220).  Characteristics or traits of an organization that are only 

central and enduring do not communicate distinction, but the elements combined determine 

organizational identity.     

The value of the central, enduring and distinctive framework for colleges and universities 

resides in the opportunity to use defined characteristics as the foundation for institutional 

messaging.  DesJardins, Dundar, and Hendel (1999) referred to employees when they noted that 

as individual goals and institutional factors are misaligned, recruitment and retention will be 

adversely affected.  The same argument could be made with regard to admissions practices in 
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higher education.  If misalignment exists between university identity and student expectation, 

recruitment and retention will likely be affected.  Colleges and universities must understand how 

they are perceived by students and other constituencies because the information can be used to 

determine if the organizational identity is reflected in the institutional image (Kotler & Fox, 

1995).   

Gioia and Thomas (1996) ask if identity can be enduring when a college or university 

wishes to modify its institutional image as the result of strategic change.  If the leaders of a 

university are serious about initiating change to achieve strategic objectives, existing identity 

will be affected.  The authors call into question the “enduring” nature of identity as organizations 

naturally evolve.  In the interviews conducted for this research, enduring characteristics were the 

most difficult for the students to identify.  Two reasons may explain the challenge of describing 

enduring traits:  students had not been members of the organization for a sufficient length of time 

to assess enduring characteristics and the evolving nature of Wingate made the task more 

difficult.   

One of the themes to emerge from the interviews was the deep sense of loyalty that 

students ascribed to faculty, staff, and alumni.  A common understanding of a university by its 

constituents lays the groundwork for “trust and extreme loyalty.  Such bonds give the 

organization a competitive edge ….  Enduring loyalty follows from a collective belief of 

participants that their organization is distinctive” (Clark, 1972, p. 183).  The students described 

an uncommon loyalty that yields a “collective belief” in Wingate.  The identification of the 

source of that collective belief points in the direction of organizational identity and institutional 

culture.      
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Theme implications 

Motto 

 Fides, Scientia, Pietas – these Latin words are inscribed on Wingate University’s seal.  

Translated to English, they are faith, knowledge, and service.  Elaboration of these three words 

makes up the major tenets of the university’s mission statement.  The words on the seal and the 

mission are most often contemporarily expressed via the university’s tagline – Major in a Great 

Life.  Because the tagline has been operational for several years (and the mission statement 

minimized), many of the students interviewed touched on the motto and its three components as 

central, enduring, and distinctive characteristics of the university.   

 The detail of Wingate’s mission statement was rarely mentioned which would be in line 

with the authors who found that mission statements rarely affect organizational direction and 

operations (Morphew & Hartley, 2006) and are sometimes nothing more than a “boring stream 

of words” (Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 31).  Collins and Porras (1991) find organizational vision 

far more useful.  Vision for them, is “an overarching concept under which a variety of other 

concepts are subsumed” (Collins & Porras, 1991, p. 32).  For Wingate, the vision would be the 

university’s motto:  Faith, Knowledge, Service.  “Major in a Great Life” would fall under the 

category of guiding philosophy in Collins and Porras’s terms.  The guiding philosophy is a 

natural outgrowth of the vision but provides a tangible image for university members to rally 

around.     

 Compelling, organic, vision and image provide an opportunity for the institutional 

identity.  The student experience (in and out of the classroom), the campus visit, and external 

communication should promote and encourage the vision.  The resulting momentum is self-

perpetuating – as members have a more favorable image of themselves as a part of the 
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organization, the organization becomes more attractive to potential members.  The vision and 

messaging should not be manufactured, but rather grounded in the organizational culture.    

 For students at Wingate, the motto and its contemporary vision were reflective of their 

experience (especially the seniors; first-year students seemed to see it as aspirational – worked 

both ways for both groups).  Neither the motto nor its contemporary expression was mentioned 

as a consideration for why a student selected or even considered Wingate during the admissions 

process, but it quickly became a part of their understanding of the institution.  It represented the 

full experience – academic and social.  Of the three words on the seal, there was general 

agreement about knowledge and service, but students differed on a common interpretation of 

faith.  While somewhat inherent in the concept, the dissonance was also reflective of Wingate’s 

evolution.  The university dropped the denominational affiliation a number of years ago, a 

position in religious studies was moved to another department after a faculty retirement, and the 

common hour on Tuesday and Thursday at 11:00 a.m. (when no classes were offered) has been 

eliminated for the fall 2014.  The voluntary chapel, which had been held during the common 

hour for decades, is being moved to Sunday nights at 6:00 p.m. 

Academics 

 Wingate’s academic programs were a draw for many of the students when they were 

searching for an institution.  While not all remained in these disciplines and fields, the sciences 

and the pre-health programs were major attractions for the students when they were considering 

which colleges to attend.  Several of the students interviewed examined the curriculum more 

deeply in the search process and considered the types of classes they would be taking in both the 

core, in their major, and their electives, but those students were a minority compared to those 

who were attracted to specific majors. 
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 The core curriculum, and its global perspectives focus, was discussed in great detail when 

students talked about aspects of Wingate that were central, enduring, and distinctive (particularly 

global perspectives).  Unfortunately, the linkages between the core, global perspectives, 

W’International, and the major did not converge until late in the student experience (i.e., juniors 

and seniors articulated the relationship, but first-year students and sophomores did not).   

Students were generally favorable regarding their classroom experiences and uniformly 

enthusiastic in their appreciation of the faculty – personal, supportive, and challenging.  Several 

very bright students spoke positively regarding the extra challenge faculty encouraged them to 

engage in (e.g., honors program, research partnerships, or international experiences).   

 Wingate’s lyceum program was a surprise point of distinction.  The students talked at 

length about the lyceum program (40 lectures, programs, and arts events that each student must 

attend to graduate).  The students named specific events and described how lyceum had 

enhanced and supplemented their academic experience.  International studies was also one of the 

major themes related to students’ academic experiences. They made note of W’International in 

particular but also commented on international academic field trips and an international student-

faculty research partnership.  Many of the students linked international studies directly to the 

core curriculum and indirectly to the university’s desire for them to be global citizens (found in 

the university’s mission statement).  Language classes and the chance to interact with students 

from other countries and cultures were also mentioned as a valuable part of the international 

nature of the experience. 

Personal 

 Repeatedly, the interviewed students used the word personal to describe Wingate’s 

identity.  Personal (or individual) emerged as a trait for central, enduring, and distinctive when 
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the students were asked to name characteristics for each.  While being identified most often as 

the central characteristic, personal was more evenly distributed across all three categories than 

any other trait.  The personal aspect of the experience began as soon as the students began the 

admissions process, and it was the highlight of the visit and tour.  The students identified 

admissions counselors and tour guides as having a very personal approach, but it was the 

structure of the visit the received the most attention in the enrollment process.  From the 

individual and customized overall experience, to the reserved parking space, and to the 

handwritten follow-up postcard, students very much appreciated the efforts made.  Several of 

them made reference to not being treated like a number which had been their impressions at 

other colleges and universities. 

 According to the students, the personal aspect of the admissions experience was just an 

introduction to the individualized nature of their future at Wingate.  At least three students 

mentioned a significant injury or illness that occurred while at Wingate, and what they remarked 

on was not the concern by the faculty at the time, but the genuine interest when they were asked 

how they were doing semesters later (when they no longer even had those professors for class).  

When asked to describe what the relationships were like with faculty, a number of the students 

used the term “invested.”  The students are also invested in each other.  Many of the students 

described a mutually supportive culture at the university.  They called it cheering for each other. 

 For some of the students interviewed, their primary need was academic support – 

tutoring, study skills, and writing assistance.  All of the students in this category mentioned both 

the proactive and responsive help offered by faculty and the staff.  The high-achieving students 

mentioned the same personal attention, but they characterized it as challenge.  Whether it was in 

an honors assignment, a research partnership, or an international study program, they made note 
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of how the professors’ assistance was individualized for them.  Many of the students used “they 

know me” to describe what was special about the relationships.  It was intended to communicate 

a depth they both appreciated and found surprising.               

Respecting Difference and Crossing Boundaries  

Many of the students discussed an organizational characteristic that I had not heard 

before.  The students not only acknowledged the diversity on campus (which was not surprising), 

but they also spoke genuinely about their pride in the diversity of the student body (which did 

surprise me).  Not only were they proud, but they spoke at length about crossing natural 

boundaries to support each other.  They exhibited a healthy outlook for difference, whether 

social, ethnic, academic, religious, or financial.  Basing their opinions on personal experience, 

several of the students mentioned that it was not the case on other campuses.  To them, 

respecting differences and crossing boundaries was distinctive to Wingate.  The minority 

students participating in this study were equally as enthusiastic about the support for each other 

as the non-minority students.  Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora (2002) believe that the obligation for 

navigating through, and moving across, cultural divisions should not be the student’s alone.  

Colleges and universities are encouraged to take active steps to create an affirming culture that 

integrates all students into the life of the institution (and it seems as if Wingate is being 

successful in creating an affirming culture … it’s just not exactly clear how and why).    

Support for, and by, athletic teams came up repeatedly in the interviews.  The students 

(athlete and non-athlete) acknowledged that supporting the team was more about supporting the 

individuals on each team.  Because of the size of the institution, its location, and the residency 

requirement, the students felt they had many more opportunities to connect with a wide variety 

of people and for those relationships to develop deeply.  They noted the frequency with which 
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they see and interact with each other.  They believe this intimacy leads to loyal support for each 

other – like family.  Athletes spoke of supporting sororities and fraternities and vice versa.  The 

students said that on most campuses, if you are in a sorority or on the basketball team, you only 

live with other people in those groups.  Not only did they say that women on the basketball team 

live with sorority members, they were particularly proud that women in different sororities lived 

with each other.  They became friends their first semester and joining different organizations did 

not affect their initial bonds.   

Recommendations for Wingate University 

 Presented in this section are recommendations for communicating organizational identity 

at Wingate University.  The findings represent the four broad themes from chapter four (motto, 

academics, personal, and respecting difference and crossing boundaries), and each finding is 

accompanied by three recommendations for the university.    

Table 3 

Recommendations for Wingate University 

 

 

Finding 

 

Recommendation 

Motto 

 

Integrate into Admissions 

Apply across All Media 

Utilize as Orientation Theme 

 

Academics 

 

Introduce GPS Early 

Enhance Program Information 

Improve Enrichment Opportunities 

 

Personal 

 

Support Faculty Relationships 

Develop Individual Plans 

Expand Collaborative Space 
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Respecting Difference and  

Crossing Boundaries 

 

Ensure Diverse Enrollment 

Encourage Broad Involvement 

Cultivate Esprit de Corps 

 

 

 Motto. The university should look for creative ways to not only include the ideas of faith, 

knowledge, and service into the admissions process, but also illustrate tangible examples of how 

the motto is a part of the lived experience of students.  The interviewed students repeatedly 

referenced pictures and “being shown” academic life at Wingate via social media and the 

website.  The motto should be visually integrated across all media.  Orientation should adopt the 

motto as its primary theme each year and program events around the three aspects of faith, 

knowledge, and service. 

 Academics. Wingate should introduce the concept of the core curriculum and its global 

perspectives emphasis as early in the admissions process as possible.  Explaining its value and its 

integration with major-specific classes and enrichment opportunities should be a priority.  

Program of study information should be improved across all media (website, catalog, printed 

materials) with faculty, students, and alumni featuring prominently.  Enrichment programs like 

research partnerships, international study, lyceum events, and internship opportunities should be 

enhanced to take advantage of their profound effect on the student experience. 

 Personal. The university should formalize and reward faculty expectations regarding involvement 

with, and support of, students.  Encouraging and promoting all activities that nurture close student-faculty 

relationships should be a priority for Wingate.  Based on interest and need, each incoming student should 

have an individualized educational plan that outlines the university’s support.  The university should 

create and renovate facilities to develop space that promotes collaboration between and among faculty, 

staff, and students.   
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 Respecting Differences and Crossing Boundaries. Wingate should ensure that it not only 

maintains its current level of diversity among the students but should also seek to expand across all 

categories.  The university should support a culture of involvement that encourages students to become 

involved in activities, pursuits, and organizations that cross the traditional boundaries that exist on 

campuses.  Wingate should nurture and cultivate an esprit de corps among all stakeholders by celebrating 

achievement at all levels.   

Recommendations for small, independent colleges and universities 

 Presented in this section are recommendations for communicating organizational identity 

at other small, independent colleges and universities.  The findings are modified for broader 

application (motto/mission, academics, culture expectation, campus climate).  Each finding is 

accompanied by three recommendations for other small, independent colleges and universities.      

Table 4 

 

Recommendations for small, independent colleges and universities 

 

 

Finding 

 

Recommendation 

Motto/Mission 

 

Understand Student Interpretation 

Develop Contemporary Vision 

Offer Tangible Expressions 

 

Academics 

 

Market Core Curriculum 

Highlight Programs of Study 

Define Enrichment Experiences 

 

 

Culture Expectation 

 

Align Faculty Expectations 

Determine Support Programs 

Cultivate Beneficial Partnerships 

 

Campus Climate 

 

Establish Enrollment Goals 

Nurture Campus Culture 

Celebrate Success 
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 Motto/Mission. To use the lessons from this study, peer institutions could utilize the 

process to examine students’ interpretations of their mission and motto by exploring 

undergraduates and graduates lived experiences.  A deep understanding of mission, motto, and 

student experiences could then lead to the formulation of a contemporary expression.  Once the 

process has been used to discover students’ interpretations of the institution’s mission and motto, 

the college or university should then integrate tangible expressions into programs, activities, 

publications, and events.   

 Academics. In the academic area, colleges and universities should define their core 

curriculum in simple terms, explain its integration with departmental majors, and communicate 

its value to prospective students and their families.  Because prospective students are often 

motivated by program of study, information should be readily available and comprehensive.  To 

complement the in-class experience, institutions should clearly define and promote enrichment 

opportunities.   

 Cultural Expectation. Based on mutually agreed upon objectives for teaching and 

learning, colleges and universities should align faculty expectations with academic goals for 

students.  After examination of student needs on campus, programs that support academic 

success should be carefully designed and financially supported.  Alliances and partnerships 

between faculty, student services, and athletics that enhance the educational environment, should 

be formed across campus. 

 Campus Climate. Enrollment goals regarding recruitment, retention, and aid should be 

carefully considered, and realistic objectives should be communicated to all campus 

constituencies.  Once the campus culture is better understood, resources should be devoted to 
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nurturing the most beneficial aspects of the organization’s identity.  The university should 

celebrate the success of all its stakeholders to promote a positive campus climate.     

Areas for future research 

 Organizational identity presents higher education institutions with an opportunity to 

communicate elements of its culture that are central, enduring, and distinctive to prospective 

students and their families.  The challenges are to better understand how current students, 

faculty, staff, and alumni understand the culture of the institution and to more effectively 

communicate organizational identity in the enrollment process.  There are a number of areas of 

this study to build upon which will further our understanding of organizational identity, 

institutional culture, and market influence.   

Extend the Research to Additional Constituencies 

While this study focused on the experiences of current, full-time undergraduate students 

on the main campus at Wingate University, a more complete picture of organizational identity 

would be revealed by interviewing additional institutional stakeholders.  As a distinct 

organizational subculture (Toma, 1997), asking faculty to discuss central, enduring, and 

distinctive characteristics will add layers to the interpretation of identity at Wingate.  While 

overlap would be expected, investigation of multiple subcultures will add to the understanding of 

organizational identity at any institution.  Faculty who teach on the main campus may have a 

very different perspective from those who work and teach on one of the two branch campuses.  

Full-time faculty, graduate/professional-only faculty, adjunct faculty, years of employment, rank, 

discipline, and department perspectives would all add to the understanding of Wingate’s 

organizational identity. 
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Staff on all campuses would be another obvious subculture to investigate.  How do their 

experiences at Wingate influence their understanding of the central, enduring, and distinctive 

characteristics of the university?  Alumni, who have had distance placed between them and their 

undergraduate experiences, would be good candidates for further research.  Overlap or 

differences among the central, enduring, and distinctive traits across generations of alumni would 

be an interesting comparison.  Graduate and professional student enrollment processes are 

handled through each program at Wingate.  Examination of their experiences during the 

admissions process, and comparison to their sense making of Wingate’s identity after enrollment 

would add to the understanding of organizational culture at the university.     

Other populations to consider, and whose perspectives would lead to a more 

comprehensive analysis of identity, include:  non-traditional undergraduates, transfer students, 

part-time students, and current parents.  Students who transfer from Wingate before graduating 

and students who sent the university an enrollment deposit but later changed their minds and 

attended another college or university would add additional layers of understanding of the 

university’s culture.  Students who separate from the university, whether before enrolling or 

after, would be a valuable source of information, and organizations have much to learn regarding 

“defections” from within their ranks (Reichheld, 1996).      

Apply Research Questions to Different Types of Institutions 

Because this study included just one institution, further research at additional, small, 

independent, colleges and universities would enhance the understanding of identity at peer 

institutions.  Comparison schools could be determined based on any number of demographic 

factors, chosen from within geographic regions or from athletic conferences, and could include 

both peer and aspirant institutions.  For examining colleges and universities outside of the small, 
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independent sector, campuses could be grouped via Carnegie Classifications and comparisons 

made within, and across, institutional boundaries.    

In the interviews at Wingate, the students divulged the other colleges and universities 

they were considering during the admissions process.  The schools most often mentioned were:  

Appalachian State University, Campbell University, East Carolina University, North Carolina 

State University, University of North Carolina, and the University of North Carolina at Charlotte.  

Conducting interviews on organizational identity at those institutions would offer insight into 

differences in culture, both real and perceived, that affected enrollment decisions.  Additional 

research would uncover if there are significant differences, and if so, whether they are related to 

size, location, institutional control, or some other collection of factors.     

Quantitative Research on Central, Enduring, and Distinctive Characteristics 

 Quantitative research to test the characteristics identified as central, enduring, and 

distinctive would also prove useful in discovering organizational identity.  The most common 

themes that surfaced during the qualitative inquiry could be further analyzed with the entire 

student population in a comprehensive and quick survey.  Because students volunteered to be 

interviewed for an hour, availability and willingness naturally limited the potential interview 

candidates.  Students who accepted the invitation to interview were disproportionately seniors on 

campus.  Follow-up quantitative research would hopefully generate a response rate more 

reflective of the entire student body.  The interviewed students were also uniformly positive 

regarding their experiences at Wingate.  While they offered small criticisms of the university at 

times, their positive opinions far outweighed any negative opinions.  The quantitative research 

would open the door for additional perspectives and could lead to follow-up qualitative research 

with respondents who were less positive and may not have self-identified for the interviews.   
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Explore Organizational Identity through the Lens of Campus Climate 

 Researchers make a distinction between organizational culture and organizational 

climate.  Culture can be defined “as the philosophy, ideology, values, beliefs, expectations, 

attitudes, and assumptions shared by members of a social system” (Bess & Dee, 2008).  More 

likely to change and less entrenched, climate evolves and shifts more than culture.  Because 

climate is socially constructed, organizational members’ perceptions are all that matter – no 

permanent “artifacts” are considered (Bess & Dee, 2008).  

 The researchers Halpin and Croft (1963) developed the Organizational Climate 

Description Questionnaire (OCDQ), for their work in the Chicago public schools.  They 

identified eight characteristics of climate that were equally divided between traits of worker 

behavior and formal leader behavior.  For workers, the characteristics were:  hindrance, 

intimacy, disengagement, and esprit.  For formal leaders, the characteristics were:  production, 

aloofness, consideration, and thrust.   Once the characteristics were revealed, the schools were 

differentiated from each other based on the climate at each. 

 Two other researchers, Hoy and Miskel (1991), developed a scale on which six kinds of 

school climates can be identified:  open, autonomous, controlled, familiar, paternal, and closed.  

Open and closed are at each end of the scale, and comparison of the two reveal exactly opposite 

school climate conditions:  high esprit vs. low esprit, high consideration vs. low consideration, 

low aloofness vs. high aloofness, low production emphasis vs. high production emphasis.  

Utilization of either instrument to compare climate at Wingate to organizational identity would 

certainly add another layer to understanding the institutional culture.        
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Conclusion 

 As colleges and universities communicate with prospective students, a deep 

understanding of organizational identity will benefit student and school alike.  The students 

interviewed in this study were pleased (for the most part) with their undergraduate choice, but 

when listening to their stories on how they chose a college, they seemed somewhat lucky to have 

found a good match.  For most of the students, something just felt right about Wingate.  They 

named the positive factors as:  location, size, affordability, personal experience, academic match, 

and diverse environment.  They said it just seemed to “fit.”   

There is much about the Wingate experience that is both negative and positive … 

depending on the student.  If the academic program and price work for a student, all that is left to 

determine is the “fit” with Wingate’s institutional culture.  Will it support their needs?  Will they 

thrive?  Determining academic match and affordability are relatively simple compared to 

discerning culture and the lived experience.  When interviewed, seniors had much more to say 

about Wingate’s organizational identity than did first-year students.  Many of the seniors talked 

about their four years on campus in great detail, but the first-year students did not have the 

language for describing their experience.  But what if they were in possession of the language 

that described Wingate’s culture before making a decision regarding which college or university 

to attend?  How valuable would that be for them?  If we could communicate the characteristics 

and traits of Wingate University’s identity that are central, enduring, and distinctive, prospective 

students would be well-served in the admissions process. 
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Appendix A 

Interview protocol 

Interview participants were asked both opened-ended questions such as “prior to your 

participation in the enrollment process, please describe your impressions of Wingate,” and more 

specific questions like “what other schools did you consider prior to applying/enrolling at 

Wingate.”  Utilization of both types of questions fostered a guided conversation regarding 

Wingate University’s perceived image and lived organizational identity.  The interviews were 

semi-structured, with initial questions regarding the pre-enrollment process that led to more in-

depth questions regarding the central, enduring, and distinctive qualities of Wingate.   

Introductory Remarks 

 “I am grateful for your willingness to speak with me about Wingate.  I am enrolled in a 

doctoral program at the University of Alabama, and for my dissertation, I am researching 

students’ perceptions of Wingate prior to enrollment compared to your experience as an actual 

student.  At some point in the process of determining my dissertation topic, I was asked to sum it 

up as if it were a bumper sticker.  I said impulsively:  Know thyself, and sell the heck out of it!  

Today, I am attempting to better understand students’ experiences at Wingate University so that 

we can better communicate the institution’s strengths to prospective students.  Make sense?  Any 

questions?  Let’s get started.”   

Icebreakers 
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 Where do consider home?  From what high school did you graduate?  Did you transfer 

from another college or university?  Were you an Early College student?  What year in school 

are you?  What’s your program of study?  What do you hope to do when you graduate – short-

term and long-term?  What are your main activities on campus – your major involvements 

outside of class? 

Pre-Enrollment Perceptions 

1. Did most of your friends go to a four-year college or university?   

a. What were the most common choices? 

2. Did either your mother or father attend college?   

a. If so, where?   

3. Do you have siblings?   

a. Older or younger?   

b. Have any of them attended college? 

c. If so, where? 

4. Prior to your participation in the enrollment process, please describe your impressions of 

Wingate?   

a. How did you first hear about Wingate? 

b. How did you come by this knowledge (or these impressions)? 

5. What made you decide to consider (or apply to) Wingate? 

a. Did you receive anything in the mail or via e-mail prior to expressing interest? 

b. Did you visit prior to applying?    

i. What prompted the visit?   

c. Did you consult any rankings (e.g., US News or Kiplinger)? 
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d. Did you review any printed materials from Wingate (view-books, brochures, or 

fact sheets)? 

e. Did you visit Wingate’s website?   

i. What were your impressions – positive and negative? 

f. Did you consult any other college selection websites, like CFNC, College Board, 

or Cappex?   

i. Which one was the most helpful? 

g. Of all the things we just discussed, what mattered most (or what was most 

helpful)?  How and why? 

6. After going through the enrollment process, did your impressions of Wingate change? 

a. If so, how? 

7. What other colleges and universities did you seriously consider attending? 

a. What was attractive about them? 

b. What did you find least attractive? 

c. What reasons went into your deciding not to attend (insert college names)? 

d. What mattered most in your decision not to attend (insert college name)? 

8. Why did you decide to attend Wingate? 

a. What mattered most of all? 

Post-Enrollment Perspective 

9. Did your impressions of Wingate change after you enrolled? 

a. If so, when? 

b. What caused your changed views? 

c. Were you disillusioned in any way by what you experienced? 
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d. What was most disappointing? 

10. If you had to describe Wingate’s organizational identity, how would you do that? 

Quickly explain Albert & Whetten’s concept of an organizational identity being 

central, enduring, and distinctive (after student answers #10). 

11. What aspects of Wingate are most “central” to its character (or essence)? 

a. Of these central characteristics, which ones have affected you most profoundly 

and why?   

i. What are some specific examples? 

b. How do these characteristics differ from your perceptions of other colleges and 

universities you considered?   

i. Do you have any specific examples? 

12. If I asked you to describe Wingate’s most “enduring” features, what would you say? 

a. Of these enduring features, which ones have affected you most profoundly and 

why?   

i. What are some specific examples? 

b. How do these features differ from your perceptions of other colleges and 

universities you considered?   

i. Do you have any specific examples? 

13. What would you say are Wingate’s most “distinctive” traits? 

a. Of these distinctive traits, which ones have affected you most profoundly and 

why?   

i. What are some specific examples? 
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b. How do these traits differ from your perceptions of other colleges and 

universities’ distinctiveness?   

i. Do you have any specific examples? 

Marketing and Communications 

14. What methods are best (or most effective) for colleges to use when communicating with 

prospective students (open ended)?  Why?   

a. Old-fashioned mail?  What type (postcards, magazines, view books, what)? 

b. College fairs?  Tell me about yours.   

c. Campus visit or tour? 

d. Home phone?  Mobile phone?  Text?   

e. E-mail?   

f. Social media?  If social media, what type?   

g. Are some things communicated better via certain methods (e.g., deadline 

reminders, invitations to ask questions, or getting to know your future 

classmates)?  

15. How would you communicate those things you mentioned that are central (insert specific 

comments) to Wingate’s identity to prospective students and their families? 

16. How would you communicate the things you mentioned that are enduring (insert specific 

comments) about Wingate’s identity to prospective students and their families? 

17. How would you communicate the things you mentioned that are distinctive (insert 

specific comments) about Wingate’s identity to prospective students and their families? 

18. Are the most effective methods of communication different for prospective students and 

your parents?   
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a. If so, how? 

General 

19. Is there anything else about your admissions experience or your student experience that 

you’d like to share with me? 

20. Is there anything else you’d like to add (or stress) regarding communicating Wingate’s 

organizational identity to prospective students? 
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Appendix B 

Interview list 

 

Name Hometown Year Program Notes 

Allen Morganton, NC Fifth-Year Marketing Mktg Intern, Tour Guide 

Brad Statesville, NC Senior Finance Intramural Sports 

Bonnie Matthews, NC Senior Finance Soccer, Athletics Intern 

Brenda Greensboro, NC Senior  Psychology Sorority, Work-Study 

Connie Wake Forest, NC Senior Biology Sorority, Tour Guide 

Colby F.  Bessemer City, NC Senior Biology SGA 

Caleb S.  Mint Hill, NC Senior Biology Fraternity, Tour Guide 

Daniel Detroit, MI Junior Psychology Football, Transfer 

Grant Bahama, NC Senior  Mathematics Golf 

Gary High Point, NC First-Year Nursing Intramural Sports 

Haley New Salem, NC Senior History Honors Program 

Jamie Asheville, NC Junior Psychology Women’s Health 

Jared Wake Forest, NC Senior English XC, Campus Outreach 

Jaden Concord, NC Senior Nursing Sorority, Work-Study 

Junior Clemmons, NC First-Year Biology Intramural Sports 

Karl Mt. Airy, NC First-Year Music Church Work, Opera 

Kyle Gastonia, NC Senior Communication Intramural Sports 

Maria Valdese, NC Senior Communication Sorority, Tour Guide 

Meredith Charlotte, NC Senior Finance Sorority, Middle College 

Paula Raleigh, NC Junior Human Services Sorority, SGA 

Quinn Greensboro, NC Senior Art Basketball Manager 

Sadie Spartanburg, SC Senior Human Services Sorority 

Tucker Lenoir, NC  Senior Org Comm / Mgmt Fraternity 

Tyrell Reidsville, NC Sophomore Criminal Justice ROTC, Res Asst 

Zane Oakboro, NC First-Year Communication Fraternity, SGA 

Zander Elkhart, IN Junior Sports Mgmt Married, Transfer 
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APPENDIX C 

IRB APPROVAL 

March 13, 2015 

Glenda Davis 

Office for Sponsored Programs 

University of Alabama 

 

Re: Rhett Brown 

ELPTS – College of Education 

Permission to Conduct Research  

 

Dear Ms. Davis, 

Please accept this letter as confirmation that Rhett Brown, a doctoral student at the 

University of Alabama and an employee of Wingate University, had permission to conduct 

research on our campus for his dissertation. 

Rhett requested permission to interview 20 to 30 undergraduate students for 

approximately one hour regarding their experiences at Wingate and during the admissions 

process. 

Should you have questions or need more information, please do not hesitate to contact 

me. 

Kindest regards, 

 

Martha S. Asti 

 

Dr. Martha S. Asti 

Senior Vice President 

Academic Affairs 


