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Project Overview 

Public relations staff with the Washington State University College of Engineering and 

Architecture is interested in understanding and improving relations with college alumni, and ultimately 

increasing the percentage of donating alumni from 20% to at least 35%. Currently, the communication 

and promotional tools and strategies used by public relations staff members are reported as typical for 

other similar colleges. Previous evaluation of the strategies and approach has been minimal, described 

as informal and mostly anecdotal. Dianna Martin and Shannon Blood have been hired to design a 

comprehensive research program that will help CEA public relations staff members communicate more 

effectively with college alumni. To this end, Martin and Blood will propose a multi-modal research 

approach that includes four focus groups, a mail-based survey, and a quasi-experiment.  

One component of the comprehensive research project includes conducting four focus groups 

with CEA alumni in four different urban regions throughout the state. These focus groups will allow in-

depth exploration and thematic analysis of alumni’s preferred method(s) of communicating with CEA 

public relations staff, and preferred donation strategies. Qualitative research is an important component 

of any comprehensive research project, and the results often provide valuable insight into the 

population’s perspective, which would not necessarily show up in a quantitative approach only. In 

addition, a random sample mail survey will also be distributed to CEA alumni. The population will be 

selected from a random list of alumni provided by CEA public relations staff. The mail-based survey will 

broaden the studied population pool, and the combination of the focus group and survey data will allow 

for logically inferred results that will help CEA achieve its objectives. The final component of the 

research project includes a quasi-experimental design element measuring donation appeal effectiveness 

in conjunction with the new donation software recently installed on the CEA website. 
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Focus Groups 

Participant Recruitment 

 It is important to provide as broad and diversified a sampling pool as possible, to better reflect 

alumni preferences and to help inform future shifts in communication and outreach tactics. Participant 

recruitment will occur through CEA public relations offices in four statewide regions: WSU Spokane, 

WSU Tri-Cities, WSU Vancouver and WSU West Office (Seattle). To access this sample population, CEA 

public relations staff will provide a minimum of one hundred alumni contacts for each regional focus 

group, pulling population samples from alumni information that allows for the greatest diversity in age, 

graduating class, current occupation, income, sex, race and level of current involvement in alumni 

communications and events. It is assumed that there may be as many as twenty positive responses to 

participating, with some attrition possible, leaving focus groups of 8-12 participants each. Most CEA 

alumni live in urban areas, so conducting focus groups in the different college extensions addresses 

regional diversity and participant proximity and convenience in attending the focus groups. Additionally, 

focus group participants will receive a small incentive of $50 for their time, as well as a selection of 

college “swag”. Focus groups will be conducted during evening or weekend hours, with transportation 

assistance or travel per diem provided as needed.  

The focus groups will allow for a broad exploration of alumni’s preferred method(s) of 

communicating with CEA public relations staff, and the opportunity to explore in greater depth alumni’s 

preferred donation strategies and tools. The moderator’s guide provides a template of questions 

designed to uncover alumni’s depth of connection to CEA and faculty, special student memories, 

perceived value of educational investments, interest in specific college programs or current issues, 

communication preferences, website usability (especially the new donation tool), current economic and 

political trends, and how these experiences may impact alumni choices around donating to CEA.  
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Moderator’s Guide 

 The following guide provides a template for conducting focus groups designed to help 

Washington State University College of Engineering and Architecture public relations staff better 

understand the interests and needs of alumni, and to improve communication strategies with alumni. 

Public relations staff believe that more effective communication strategies could increase alumni 

donations from 20% to as much as 35% annually. Alumni donations are an important source of 

scholarships and program funding, and help ensure the continuation of an educational experience for 

new students that alumni anecdotally report as a significant and valuable personal investment. 

Set-Up and Soft Landing 

Moderator and assistant should arrive at least two hours early to the venue to arrange the room 

for comfortable discussion, set-up and test the recording equipment, display CEA swag, prepare sign-in 

sheets and name tags (first name and graduating class year), waivers for participation, light snacks, 

coffee and water. As focus group participants arrive, they are greeted and instructed to sign-in, make a 

name tag, and sign the participation waiver. Participants are given their $50 incentive and invited to 

peruse and select some CEA swag, grab a snack and beverage and settle in. 

Introduction 

“Hello, my name is XXX, and I will lead this evening’s conversation. Thank you so much for taking 

part in this focus group.  My role is to ask questions and keep the conversation going, make sure 

everyone has a chance to participate. My assistant, XXX, will jot down some answers occasionally and 

make sure the digital recorder is functioning. So, why are here? What’s the topic this evening? In a 

nutshell, WSU’s College of Engineering and Architecture want to know from you what are the best ways 

to communicate about programs, current college issues or topics, alumni events and donation or 

volunteer opportunities. What works best to keep you informed and connected to CEA?  There are no 

right or wrong answers, and the answers you give will be confidential. The focus group will last two 
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hours. Now, each of you completed a practice run of the new CEA on-line donation tool in the comfort 

of your home before coming here tonight. We’ll also take some time to talk through your experiences 

with that tool.  

There are just a few guidelines for this conversation I’d like to mention, and then we’ll get 

started.  

 We are audiotaping the focus group so we don’t miss any of your comments. 

 Turn cell phones off or to vibrate. Please don’t text during the focus group. 

 No need to raise hands to speak – if folks talk over someone, I’ll just redirect.  
 

Any questions? (pause and make eye contact). Well, let’s get started with a quick introduction – 

how about your first name and then tell us what your favorite weekend activity is . . . Mine’s XXXX.” 

General Discussion (allow approximately 1 hour and 45 minutes) 

1) How did the education you received from CEA help in launching you in your career? 

2) How did your time as a student in CEA affect your personal development and life trajectory? 

3) Was there a particular faculty or staff person who made a difference in your educational 

experience at CEA? Who was it and what happened? 

4) What alumni events or activities do you currently participate in? What appeals to you about 

these events or activities? 

5) Are there specific CEA programs or current CEA issues you’re interested in or would like to know 

more about? 

6) How important is it to you to see the opportunities offered by CEA remain available for new 

incoming students? In what ways might you be willing to support those opportunities? 

7) What would you tell a young person interested in a career in engineering or architecture about 

CEA? 

8) Let’s talk about how the new on-line donation station worked for you: 
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a. Was it easy to use?  
b. Was it inviting?  
c. Did the instructions make sense?  
d. How long did it take you to go through a donation sequence?  
e. Would you use the donation station in real life? 

 
9) CEA uses many different ways to reach out to alumni to let them know what’s going on, to tell 

them about events, and to make donation appeals. I’m going to ask a series of questions about 

preferences, and I’d like you to answer with your gut-level response. In other words, don’t 

overthink it. So, for example, if I asked you if you preferred chocolate chip cookies or peanut 

butter cookies, tell me the first answer that pops up for you. Ready? Here we go: 

a. Electronic newsletters or printed newsletters 
b. Email or regular mail 
c. Facebook or LinkedIn 
d. Phone calls or texts 
e. Postcards or letters 
f. Listserv messages or personalized emails 
g. Text or Twitter 
h. YouTube or Podcasts 
i. Are there others I haven’t mentioned that appeal to you? What are they? 

 
10) Has the economic recession and sluggish recovery impacted how you prioritize your charitable 

giving? In what ways? 

11) What feedback and information do you prefer to receive from CEA administrators about how 

your donations are being put to work?  

Closing 

Thank you again for taking part in this focus group. Your experiences, ideas, and opinions will help 

CEA to better understand the interests and needs of alumni, and to improve communication strategies 

with alumni. Before we wrap up, I’d like to open the floor for any final questions or comments. 
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Validity, Reliability, and Accuracy 

As discussed earlier, a non-probability sampling frame will be used to determine focus group 

participation. Purposive sampling within the available alumni records through CEA public relations 

offices allows the research project to focus on the specially selected population (CEA alumni) with 

specific attributes as opposed to larger, more similar population (all WSU alumni). This method of 

selection also allows for some control and thoughtful selection across demographic characteristics such 

as age, sex, career, graduation class, etc., which can provide a wider cross-section of responses, 

opinions, interests and needs within the specialized population. This is an acceptable approach when 

setting the stage for further research that will probe more deeply into the question at hand. 

Expected Use of the Results 

While non-probability sampling limits the external validity of the focus groups, it provides 

valuable qualitative feedback that can be used as a check on internal validity in the development of the 

random sample survey and the quasi-experiment. The qualitative data gleaned from the focus groups 

will provide valuable insights into individual preferences, needs, and interests in alumni communications 

and donation habits and methods. The focus groups will occur during the development of the random 

sample survey and quasi-experiment, and be used to guide to survey question refinement and help 

focus the quasi-experimental design on both donation station usability and alumni message appeal.  
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Mail Survey 

Participant Sample 

A random sample survey will be conducted on alumni in order to understand ways in which the 

College of Engineering and Architecture is able to strengthen their communications as a whole, and their 

website donation station specifically.  This survey will lead to invaluable information on how to better 

the CEA’s online site.  

The CEA public relations office will provide the probability-based sample. The initial list of 

alumni will be chosen based on parameters that will help to ensure the widest cross-section of alumni 

possible: graduating class, sex, profession (i.e., architectural design, construction management, etc.) 

From that list, a computer-generated selection of 2000 alumni (approximately 10% of the alumni 

population pool) will be chosen.  The goal is to receive at least 600 completed surveys, which would 

provide a 95% confidence level (+/- 4% ci).  

Probability based samples are more trustworthy, which means higher external validity. The 

proposed sample size will also help ensure an appropriate distribution across the range of behaviors and 

attitudes of CEA alumni, and generate more reliable data for CEA public relations staff to use in planning 

new communication strategies and donation appeal tactics. 
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College of Engineering and Architecture 

Washington State University 

 

 

July 30, 2014 

 

WSU ALUMNI 

[Recipient Address] 

[City, ST ZIP Code] 

 

Dear Alumni: 

You have been randomly selected to participate in a special mail survey.  This survey is being 

conducted on a wide variety of Washington State Alumni as the College of Engineering and Architecture 

is seeking to understand ways they may be able to strengthen their website.   

In this study, you will be asked to complete a survey.  Your participation in this study is voluntary 

and you are free to withdraw your participation for this study at any time.  The survey should take less 

than 15 minutes to complete. 

There are no risks associated with participating in this study.  The survey collects no identifying 

information of any respondent.  All of the responses in the survey will be recorded anonymously. 

While you will not experience any direct benefits from participation, as an alumni of Washington 

State University, you will see adjustments and improvements in the WSU CEA website.   

If you have any questions regarding this survey, or case study in general, please contact 

Shannon Blood or Dianna Martin at 555-555-5555 or by email at casestudy@wsucea.edu. 

By completing and submitting this survey, you are indicating your consent to participate in this 

study.  Your participation is appreciated. Please return the completed survey with the self addressed 

stamped envelope we’ve included by August 15, 2014. 

Thank you for your time, 

Shannon Blood 

Dianna Martin 

Enclosure 

 

mailto:casestudy@wsucea.edu
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College of Engineering and Architecture 

Washington State University 

Please answer the survey to the best of your ability. 

Please be straightforward and honest. 

 

*** 1=Least Likely/Interested (lowest degree)  

5=Most Likely/Interested (highest degree) *** 

 

1. How many times have you visited the CEA website in the past 3 months? (choose one) 
 

0  1-3  4-6  More than 6 

 

2. I am likely to visit the CEA website in the next 30 days 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

            Strongly Disagree      Strongly Agree 

 
 

3. I am likely to give back to WSU by contributing money to alumni scholarships through the CEA 
website? 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

            Strongly Disagree      Strongly Agree 

 
4. I am likely to reference the CEA’s online newsletter through their website in the next 30 days. 

 

1  2  3  4  5 

           Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 
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5. I am likely to purchase alumni memorabilia off the CEA website if part of the purchase amount 
is applied to their fund raising effort. 

 

1  2  3  4  5 

             Strongly Disagree      Strongly Agree 

 

6. I am likely to participate in fund raising events held through the CEA WSU website? 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

7. I am likely to give to WSU by donating to alumni scholarships through the CEA website? 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

            Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 
 

8. I am likely to add the CEA of WSU on Facebook? 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

           Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

9. I am likely to start following the CEA of WSU on Twitter. 
 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

10. In the next six months, I am likely to read faculty and student research accomplishments on the 
CEA website? (choose one) 

 

0 times  1-3 times 4-6 times More than 6 times 
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11. I would browse the CEA website more frequently if the site was interactive?  
 

1  2  3  4  5 
         Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

12. I like the idea of the CEA adding more alumni information to their website.   
 

1  2  3  4  5 

         Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

13. I am likely to use a message board on the CEA website where I can leave messages for other 
alumni. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

14. I would like to see a job placement “map” of where new graduates are employed upon their 
graduation. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

         Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

15. I’m more likely to view the alumni website if there is a tutorial to help me navigate the site. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 

         Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

 

16. I would like to see what other CEA alumni are doing, project related, on the different campuses, 
added to the website. 

 

1  2  3  4  5 

         Strongly Disagree       Strongly Agree 

17. Do you prefer reading a paper copy of the alumni newsletter? (choose one) 
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Yes      No 

 
18. Do you prefer viewing the alumni newsletter online? (choose one) 

 

Yes      No 

 

19. Do you regularly donate to the College of Engineering and Architecture at Washington State 
University? (choose one)  

 

  Yes                           No 

 

*** Please mark the category that you most identify with. *** 

Gender: 

 Male 
 Female 
 Prefer not to answer 

 

Age: 

 12-17 
 18-24 
 25-34 
 35-44 
 45-54 
 55 or over 

 

Ethnicity: 

 White 
 Latino 
 African American 
 American Indian 
 Asian 
 Pacific Islander 
 Other 

 

 

 

 



MARTIN AND BLOOD 
7/30/14 

FINAL CASE STUDY: COM564 RESEARCH METHODS 

 

15 | P a g e  
 

Education: 

 Associate Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree 
 Ph. D. 

 

Number of Children: 

 0 
 1 
 2-3 
 More than 3 

 

Employment: 

 Employed for wages 
 Self-Employed 
 Out of work and looking for work 
 Out of work but no looking for work 
 Homemaker 
 Student 
 Military 
 Retired 
 Unable to work 

 

Household Income 

 0-16,000 
 17,000-30,000 
 31,000-50,000 
 51,000-70,000 
 Above 71,000 
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Pretest Results 

On the pretest it took most respondents less than 10 minutes to complete the survey.  This was 

a positive response, as we wanted the survey to be short and manageable for participants.  On the 

pretest the respondents expressed the questions ran together and were difficult to follow.  So, on the 

revised version the questions have more space between them and are in bold to make them stand out 

from the other text.  Several participants overlooked the instructions about the number disagree/agree 

ratings.  This was a confusion that resulted in many of them asking what number was highest and which 

number was lowest.  Because of this we added a description of the numerals to every question and 

made the questions very clear with one type of answer.   

Some respondents had an issue with the survey’s appearance.  They felt it didn’t look very 

official, therefore said they would have simply thrown it in the trash.  Upon this review, we added 

letterhead to give the respondent a better idea at first glance what the survey was for, in hopes that it 

would capture their attention.  We also revised a few questions throughout the survey making them 

sound a bit more professional.  The cover letter was fairly solid and for the most part remained the same 

with a few small changes to the content and wording. 

Validity, Reliability, and Accuracy 

The probability-based alumni population used in the sample survey conducted by Martin and 

Blood will increase the reliability and external validity of the survey results. The computer-generated list 

of 2000 possible survey participants (out of 20,000 possible) will help to ensure an adequate response 

rate, allowing for attrition.  Strong external validity was reached using a “chance method” from the CEA 

defined population, and has the research project headed in right direction.   

Factors of reliability are also prevalent in the CEA survey.  All the questions in the survey “fit 

together” well.  The survey measures the alumni’s preferences toward donating to their alma mater and 

the basics of the website itself.  Martin and Blood have made it part of their mission to make the CEA 
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survey very accurate and reliable. To do so, they worked closely with CEA public relations staff, and pre-

testers to strategically formulate the random sample surveys. 

There are a few limitations with the mail survey.  As stated in the population sample discussion 

earlier, 625 completed surveys are needed to ensure a 95% confidence level (+/-4%).  An initially low 

response rate would indicate a need for additional mailings and outreach until the desired response rate 

was reached. While mail surveys generally are cost effective, repeat mailings can increase the cost in 

achieving the required response rate. A lower response rate impacts external validity, and could 

potentially limit achieving expected results.  While researchers have no direct control over individual 

respondents, certain strategies can be used to encourage response rates, such as offering incentives, 

ensuring inviting and clear cover letter, and that survey questions are simple and easy to understand.  

Another limitation in mail surveys is that respondents are only able to answer questions that they 

understand, so it is imperative that the questions and level of measurements are properly worded and 

easily understandable.  There is no chance for follow-up or clarification.  Carefully worded questions 

with adequate pretesting can help to remedy this concern, and allow for the greatest possible 

participant understanding and accurate responses. 

Expected Use of the Results 

The mail-based survey is expected to broaden the studied population pool, and the combination 

of the focus group and survey data will allow for logically inferred results that will help CEA achieve its 

objectives. The survey results will help CEA public relations officials learn what alumni in general think 

about the CEA’s website, newsletter, online donations, and best ways to increase communications, 

including more online interaction with the website. 
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Proposed Experiment 

A final component of this research project will involve testing alumni response to the standard 

CEA on-line donation invitation and the newly designed on-line donation invitation approach currently 

undergoing convenience-based population pretesting. Visitors to the public relations office are 

encouraged to take a “test drive” when in the office using the public desktop computer. In order to 

generate a more externally valid sample and results, Martin and Blood will work with CEA public 

relations staff to design and generate a simple experiment testing if alumni response rates improve with 

the use of the proposed more colorful donation station approach. Essentially, CEA staff believe that 

bright colors will produce higher engagement and higher call-to-action than dull or monotone color 

schemes.  

Anecdotally, CEA public relations staff have heard from pretesters that they prefer the new 

approach, and would like to establish if that sentiment holds true across the CEA alumni population, and 

is borne out by increased giving. For the purposes of this research project, the simplest of experimental 

designs will be used: a two-group program versus comparison group design with deliberately chosen 

unobtrusive measurements of alumni usage (i.e., rates of clicking the donation box and percentage of 

increase in alumni donations, if any.) 

Hypothesis  

Alumni who see the “call to donate” button on the CEA alumni web page in the upper right hand 

corner in bright yellow and red are more likely to donate than if the button in the upper right hand 

corner was white with black lettering.  

Design 

The proposed deign for this experiment is based on a between groups post-test only with 

control design. All CEA alumni will receive an email donation appeal from CEA public relations staff with 
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a clear and prominent invitation to click the link in the email redirecting the alumni to the website. This 

email will also prominently mention that alumni who click the link will be automatically entered for a 

chance to win some CEA swag. Alumni that click on the link will be redirected to the CEA website. 

Through computer generated programming, each alumni will have a 50/50 chance of visiting the current 

or the test website. This is known as an A/B Split test.  Half of alumni will see the current and familiar 

donation page, outlay, and flat color scheme which includes a white donation box with black lettering. 

The other half will see the updated donation station page, with a bright color scheme and prominent 

yellow donation button with red lettering.  The button that stands out with a yellow and red color 

scheme will outperform the button in black and white. 

Sample Population and Assignment 

All 20,000 CEA alumni with an electronic mail (e-mail) address will be randomly assigned by 

computer generated assistance to one of two groups: treatment or control group. The public relations 

staff of CEA is able to provide this database of alumni email contact information.  

Variables and Measurement 

The independent variable is the variable manipulated to potentially produce changes in the 

dependent variable. In this case, the alumni donation station page is being modified, with the belief that 

the modification will cause a change in alumni donation behavior, the dependent variable.  Results will 

be indirectly measured, in order to be as unobtrusive as possible with the alumni population.   

For this study, the alumni sample population will be assigned as follows: 

 

T: R x 01 T= treatment 
C=control 
R=random assignment 
X-exposure to 
independent variable 

C: R   
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Validity, Reliability and Accuracy 

Because Martin and Blood proposed a true experiment of between-groups with a control 

condition and random assignment of participants, reliability and external validity is increased.  In 

layman’s terms, Martin and Blood used random assignment to ensure differences existing in treatment- 

and control-group participants occurred by chance. Random selection controls for selection bias, which 

helps eliminate all possible causes of an effect besides the randomly independent variable manipulated 

to determine causation. Random assignment helps eliminate the possible effects of alumni preexisting 

characteristics on study outcomes, providing for a more similar treatment-condition and control-

condition participants, allowing determination of scientific causation.  

Expected Use of Results 

Because Martin and Blood randomly assigned participants to treatment or control conditions, 

important characteristics or differences that could have influenced the experiment results were 

controlled for, thus increasing the external validity of the experiment. Martin and Blood will be able to 

reliably report to CEA public relations staff the effectiveness of the yellow and red color-themed 

donation button on the website in increasing alumni donations. Additionally, the accuracy of the 

experiment can be internally verified based on focus group and mail survey results. All aspects of the 

research project when taken together should bear out the consistency and comprehensive nature of the 

research project as a whole, and provide a valuable starting place for CEA to continue increasing 

effective alumni communications through improved approaches, tactics and strategies, as well as 

increasing the donation percentages of alumni. 

 

 

 


