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Executive Summary 

University ABC (UABC) is a major private research university in New England with over 

30,000 students, more than 10,000 faculty members, and over 300 academic programs across 

17 schools and colleges. University Advancement is UABC’s fundraising and engagement 

division employing nearly 400 professionals. During the ‘Great Resignation,’ an almost 

unprecedented number of employees voluntarily resigned from their positions and the 

fundraising profession was not immune to this economic phenomenon. To reduce this increased 

turnover, improve the employee experience, and maximize fundraising productivity in this new 

employment environment, UABC’s leadership is interested in learning more about the 

relationship between engagement and performance among their frontline fundraisers.  

Using a mixed-methods approach, I conducted a statistical correlation analysis and a 

focus group interview to investigate the relationship between employee engagement as 

measured by the annual Gallup engagement surveys and performance as measured by dollars 

raised, as well as a focus group interview to identify the factors that moderate engagement 

within this context. I found an overall weak positive correlation between engagement and 

performance while the focus group interview revealed significant evidence of Kahn’s three 

psychological conditions for engagement: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Based on 

these outcomes and drawing on findings in the literature, I recommend that UABC: 

(1) Continue talent and culture practices and annual engagement assessment: Data 

suggest the team is highly engaged; hence, I encourage the Talent Management team 

to continue building engaged environments. 

(2) Seek individual-level data: Individual-level data provide further detail with which to offer a 

more thorough analysis and to create engaged environments based on individual 

employee needs. 

(3) Use Kahn’s characteristics of engagement in decision-making: Kahn showed that 

engaged environments require meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Therefore, I 
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encourage UABC leadership to make decisions on behalf of the organization towards 

those goals. 

(4) Educate managers on the employee-engagement performance model: Training all 

managers on the employee-engagement performance model provides them with another 

tool to infuse into their routine management practices to improve performance.  
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Improving Employee Performance through Engagement in Higher Education 

Advancement: An Evidence-Informed Approach 

Organizational Context 

UABC is a major private research university in New England with over 30,000 students, 

more than 10,000 faculty, and over 300 academic programs across 17 schools and colleges. In 

2021, the university had an endowment of $3.35 billion and raised $225 million in philanthropic 

support. University Advancement (UA) is the fundraising and engagement arm of the university 

and employs nearly 400 fundraising, engagement, data, and support professionals who 

collectively engage with private donors, alumni, parents, and friends of the university to support 

UABC’s mission and vision. UA’s activities support students, faculty, and leadership initiatives 

that have implications across the university and the broader community.  

UABC is part of a consortium of 17 universities that have worked with analytics firm 

Gallup to collect data on division- and unit-level UA employee engagement within a two-week 

time window since 2016. UABC has traditionally had high division-wide participation. Survey 

data are then used by division leaders to better understand organizational climate and culture, 

assess diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives, and make decisions about resource allocation. 

After receiving the results, the division’s talent management team analyzes and summarizes the 

data for division leadership. Next, the talent management team meets with team leads within the 

division to discuss the data and provide feedback on various parameters of employee 

engagement. Finally, the talent management team schedules team meetings during which each 

team is tasked with identifying an area of improvement and developing a change plan with their 

team leads and managers. The goal of this process is to improve the overall engagement of 

each team across the division by democratizing the process and allowing each team to embrace 

its goals and process while also holding managers accountable. 
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Problem of Practice 

The economic phenomenon of the ‘Great Resignation’ saw a nearly unprecedented 

number of employees voluntarily resign from their positions and the fundraising profession was 

not immune to this reality (Haynes, 2021). Responding efforts aimed to reduce turnover, 

improve the employee experience, and maximize fundraising productivity in this new 

employment environment. In this study, UABC seeks to better understand the relationship 

between employee engagement among frontline fundraisers and their performance. To this end, 

I aim to elucidate the management actions and activities or circumstances that may further 

moderate engagement on the individual teams within this context. 

According to Cannon (2011), “an organization’s data are the fuel for fundraising” (p. 18). 

UABC specifically and universities in general, like other fundraising organizations, are always 

looking to improve operations, especially as economic realities force university leaders to rely 

on diverse revenue streams. Often, fundraising operations struggle with data accuracy and 

availability in their donor databases and, when data are available, leaders need to be 

comfortable interpreting the information and translating that information into decisions that 

improve organizational performance (Canon, 2011). 

In the 2022 CCS Philanthropy Pulse Report, survey respondents noted that the third 

leading fundraising challenge faced by organizations today is ‘leveraging data to make better 

decisions,’ only after ‘donor acquisition’ and ‘donor retention’ which were first and second, 

respectively. However, understanding and leveraging data is essential to running modern 

comprehensive campaigns, to making decisions around resourcing and staffing, and can be a 

critical tool in solving the increasingly difficult recruitment and retention challenges in the field. 

Understanding the relationship between engagement and frontline fundraiser 

performance is important due to ever-increasing pressure for universities – both public and 

private – to raise more philanthropic dollars to supplement tuition and fee revenue to remain 

competitive in an increasingly complex and competitive higher education landscape. Brittingham 
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and Pezzullo (1990) suggested that fundraising is “thinly informed by research” (p. 1). Drezner 

(2011) further advocated for a greater understanding of philanthropy claiming: “A greater 

understanding of philanthropy in the higher education setting is critical because of the increased 

reliance on voluntary giving at all colleges and universities […]” (p. 3). 

Moreover, the fundraising profession has attempted to address short tenure for some 

time. According to Shaker et al. (2022), “[prominent] industry studies report rates of 

organizational turnover as high as 50% among fundraisers” (p. 3). The authors further 

discovered that 45% of fundraisers have been in their jobs for less than two years. Such rapid 

employee turnover is expensive for organizations and disrupts their ability to raise money 

consistently, effectively, and efficiently. If fully understood, managers will be able to use 

feedback along with other metrics to raise more money faster, empowered by both a clear 

process for decision-making and crafting a highly engaged organizational culture. 

Literature Review 

Higher education increasingly relies on private philanthropy to function. Drezner (2011) 

explained: 

Institutions of higher education, private and public alike, are turning to private giving to 

meet budgetary demands. As external support of higher education decreases and the 

cost to educate a student rises, the need for alumni support to maintain higher 

education’s eminence and to increase access heightens. (p. 2) 

As universities seek to increase their fundraising results to meet demands, leaders seek to 

better understand how to optimize the performance of their fundraising operations. Similarly, 

Buchner (2007) explained that organizational leaders seek to respond to economic realities by 

improving performance management.  

Many organizational psychology studies have consistently observed a relationship 

between employee engagement and performance – improved engagement leads to improved 

performance. These findings are important to managers as organizations seek to continually 
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enhance employee performance. By fully understanding the factors that contribute to employee 

engagement, managers can curate workplaces that are both engaging and high performing. 

There are many best practices available from both literature and business publications on 

fundraising organization, practice, and management. For this study, I sought literature that (1) 

established the relationship between employee engagement and performance, (2) presented 

specific frameworks for creating engaging work environments, and (3) provided context for 

performance in a fundraising organization. Much of the literature on the relationship between 

employee engagement and performance is grounded in William Kahn’s paper ‘Psychological 

Conditions of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at Work’ (1990). 

Defining Employee Engagement 

The current body of literature illustrates a wide variety of definitions of employee 

engagement. Gallup, one of the primary data sources for this study, defined employee 

engagement as “the involvement and enthusiasm of employees in both their work and 

workplace” (2018). Most cited in the literature, Kahn (1990) described employee engagement as 

“the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people 

employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role 

performances” (p. 694). The author suggested that employee engagement is both a physical 

and psychological investment in one’s work as an employee is performing the functions of their 

job duties. Conversely, Schaufeli and Salanova (2007) contrasted this definition of engagement 

with burnout, which they described as low energy and lack of identification with the work. 

Employee Engagement and Performance 

As organizations increasingly focus on performance management systems to measure 

and promote improved performance, extensive research has sought to clarify the relationship 

between employee engagement and performance. Nazir and Islam (2017) examined this 

relationship and determined that employee engagement was a significant moderator of 

employee performance. Further research by Cesário and Chambel (2017) developed a work 
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engagement scale that outlines the relationship between employee commitment to the work and 

performance which illustrated a strong positive relationship between employee performance and 

work engagement. Similarly, Carter et al. (2018) suggested a strong correlation between 

employee engagement and job performance. Additionally, Knight et al. (2017) concluded that 

interventions to increase engagement at work may be an effective approach when done through 

groups. Earlier literature from Gruman and Saks (2011) suggested that the effective introduction 

of performance management helps organizations develop sustainable levels of employee 

engagement that lead to improved performance. 

Determinants of Employee Engagement 

Beyond establishing a positive relationship between employee engagement and 

performance, Gruman and Saks (2011) developed an effective performance management 

model to enhance and sustain high levels of engagement and therefore improve performance. 

Kahn (1990) outlined the three specific psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and 

availability that consistently influenced how employees were engaged in their roles: 

Together, the three conditions shaped how people inhabited their roles. Organization 

members seemed to unconsciously ask themselves three questions in each situation 

and to personally engage or disengage depending on the answers. The questions were: 

(1) How meaningful is it for me to bring myself into this performance? (2) How safe is it 

to do so? and (3) How available am I to do so? (p. 703) 

Kahn (1990) defined meaningfulness as a “sense of return on investments of self in role 

performances,” safety as a “sense of being able to show and employ self without fear of 

negative consequences or self-image, status, or career,” and availability as a “sense of 

possessing the physical, emotional, and psychological resources necessary for investing self in 

role performances” (p. 705). Gruman and Saks (2011) suggested incorporating Kahn’s 

psychological conditions into a modern model of performance management, termed the 
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Engagement Management Model of performance management, which drives performance 

enhancement through increased employee engagement.  

J (2014) observed that desirable work environments, including quality physical spaces 

as well as healthy and collegial co-worker relationships, were the most significant factors that 

influence employee engagement, even more so than compensation or training. Similarly, 

Andrew et al. (2012) found that coworker support significantly influences employee 

engagement. These findings align with Kahn’s ideas on meaningfulness, safety, and availability.  

Fundraising Management in Higher Education 

American higher education fundraising has significantly advanced and professionalized 

over the past century. The Council for Advancement and Support of Education (2017) estimated 

over 81,000 education advancement professionals worldwide. In the United States, philanthropy 

plays a significant portion of higher education funding. In 2017, American colleges and 

universities raised $43.6B from private fundraising sources. This represents the highest 

reported amount since the Council of Aid to Education (2018) began tracking philanthropic 

giving to universities in 1957. 

From talent management to tracking key organizational initiatives, data have become 

increasingly useful in managing fundraising organizations. David Lively, author of Managing 

Major Gift Fundraisers emphasizes the crucial importance of data-informed decision making for 

organizational leaders. Lively (2017) explained that data-informed decision making is necessary 

in determining the best use of scarce resources, advocating, and negotiating for additional 

resources from academic leadership, projecting revenue, organizing portfolios, as well as 

understanding and improving performance. Talent management in higher education 

advancement relies on various performance data sources often including metrics and surveys. 

While typical performance metrics can explain how an individual or a team performs on various 

activities and outcomes, they do not reflect quality or inputs such as employee engagement. 

Therefore, surveys can provide profound insight into organizational climate and culture as 
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factors that moderate performance. As leaders seek to enhance performance to meet 

increasing demands on fundraisers, it is important to identify all factors that contribute to 

individual fundraiser performance. Lively considered three primary incentives for fundraiser 

performance: salary increases and bonuses, promotions, and public recognition. On metrics 

specifically, Lively further contended there are four primary metrics higher education fundraising 

managers should focus on: the number of major gifts secured, the number of solicitations made, 

total dollars raised, and the number of donor visits made. Each of these metrics are data 

offering insight into fundraiser activities. However, they do not allow organizational leaders to 

fully understand the factors that either enhance or hinder individual or team performance. 

(Lively, 2017) 

Worth and Lambert (2019) recommended using metrics to guide organizational culture 

of which engagement is a component of a high-performance fundraising organization. For 

example, fundraising managers should take a proactive approach to engage fundraisers in 

conversations about organizational culture and expectations. Ronald Schiller (2021), the author 

of The Chief Development Officer, contended that successful organizational fundraising leaders 

must “shape and reinforce” organizational culture (p. 25). 

Conceptual Framework and Study Questions 

As organizations focus more on enhancing employee performance through increased 

employee engagement, organizational leaders and managers have turned to developing and 

implementing performance management systems that drive engagement and therefore 

performance. Mone and London (2010) suggested that “performance management, effectively 

applied, will help you to create and sustain high levels of employee engagement, which leads to 

higher levels of performance” (p. 227). Research from Gruman and Saks outlined a model of 

engagement that is designed to drive engagement and performance. 

Gruman and Saks’ (2011) Engagement Management Model is an extension of many 

models that only outline the performance management process which primarily focuses on the 
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variety of inputs in establishing performance goals, assessing performance, and providing 

effective feedback. This model clearly departs from other traditional models in that the focus of 

the model is on employee engagement; it begins with clear expectations for employees and 

integrates Kahn’s three specific psychological conditions that create higher engaged 

employees: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Next, their model integrates goal setting, 

facilitating engagement, job design, coaching, leadership, training, feedback, as well as trust 

and justice (Kahn, 1990), as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Engaged Performance Process adapted from Gruman and Saks’ Engagement 

Management Model (2011) 

 

Gruman and Saks (2011) suggested their comprehensive model of performance 

management as an improved and more effective model to drive organizational performance 

than traditional models that focus entirely on activities of performance management. Figure 1 

visualizes how the model begins with a performance agreement or setting goals between 

employees and the organization. Next, it outlines activities that facilitate engagement by 
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providing resources for employees to engage within the environment. Optimized job design 

should also be considered. Here, managers also provide ongoing coaching, social support, and 

training. At the end of the cycle, returning to the performance agreement, managers and 

employees engage in feedback exchange and evaluate the degree of engagement within the 

organization. Value considerations at this stage include trust and justice. 

Central to Gruman and Saks’ (2011) model are Kahn’s (1990) characteristics of 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability. With these conditions in mind, the engagement 

management process leads managers to manage the work context rather than the activity 

performance. This model departs from other traditional models of performance management in 

that it relies on engagement rather than activities. Gruman and Saks (2011) explained: 

Concentrating on engagement produces a different managerial orientation than those 

produced at each stage of a more traditional approach to performance. […] Engagement 

facilitation recasts the role of supervisors as coaches whose goal is to design tasks and 

provide support and resources that energize employees and absorb them in their jobs. 

(p. 133) 

In this way, the engagement management model of performance helps managers facilitate 

engagement within an environment and therefore improved performance. Therefore, this study 

seeks to answer two questions: 

SQ1: Is there a statistical relationship between team employee engagement and performance 

at UABC? 

SQ2: What factors moderate individual employee engagement at UABC? 

 

Design and Methods 

Study Design 

This study used a mixed-methods approach inspired by Babbie (2017) who highlighted 

the value of a mixed-method approach in social research. Further, Ravitch and Carl (2021) 
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stated that a mixed-methods research design increases both validity and rigor: “Mixed-methods 

research designs, which strategically combine aspects of qualitative and quantitative methods, 

can be an additional way to seek qualitative rigor and validity depending on the research 

questions, goals, and arguments you are trying to make” (p. 188). 

Gallup engagement data were used to examine the degree of team engagement and 

were then compared to productivity data. This allowed for correlation analysis between 

engagement and performance. A focus group interview then provided qualitative data to 

enhance the understanding of the relationship between engagement and productivity. The goal 

of the focus group was to illustrate the factors that moderate engagement within the context and 

identify evidence of Kahn’s three psychological conditions. 

Data Collection 

Quantitative 

The study site provided Gallup engagement survey data for frontline fundraising teams 

for the years 2018-2022 and the fundraising productivity data for the represented fundraising 

teams for the years 2018-2022. Gallup data are derived from an electronic Likert scale survey of 

12 questions designed to gauge employee engagement sentiments. The aggregated responses 

can be specific to teams and functional units, and data can provide insight into each specific 

question (see Appendix). Gallup data were compared to overall team productivity in dollars 

raised annually, which is available through end-of-fiscal year productivity reports. 

Qualitative 

The study site identified five to ten frontline fundraisers and managers who have been 

employed with the site during the years 2018-2022 and are represented in the Gallup data to 

participate in the focus group interview. The focus group responded to the following questions: 

(1) During your tenure at UABC, can you share an example of when you felt most engaged 

with your work? 

(2) Can you share an example of when you felt least engaged with your work? 
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(3) Do you think your level of engagement affected your work performance? If so, how? 

(4) What other factors might have contributed to or detracted from your performance? 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative 

A correlation analysis identified the degree of relationship between the dependent 

variable (DV) fundraising productivity, and the independent variable (IV) employee engagement. 

To conduct this, I used the team engagement and fiscal year-end productivity data provided by 

the university. Data were analyzed using RStudio (Version 2023.06.1) to create a table of the 

Gallup engagement scores by team along with the average funds raised for each year by team. 

Once the tables were created, I ran a correlation test in R and plotted the data to generate 

visualizations to illustrate the positive, negative, or neutral relationship. 

Qualitative 

To gain insight into the factors that moderate engagement in this context, I conducted a 

focus group of seven frontline fundraisers selected from the induvial teams represented in the 

data. The interview was timed at sixty minutes and conducted virtually by Zoom and recorded. 

After the focus group interview, coding the conversation sought to identify key themes: 

(1) Activities that moderate employee engagement – positively 

(2) Activities that moderate employee engagement – negatively 

(3) Environmental influences on engagement 

(4) Evidence of Kahn’s psychological conditions for engagement: meaningfulness, safety, 

and availability  

Findings 

In April 2023, UA provided a dataset that included the engagement scores and 

productivity data for the years 2018-2022 for five segments of frontline fundraising staff and 

managers. These segments included data for the school development, planned giving, major 

gifts, global leadership, and foundation relations teams. These team data allowed me to run a 
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correlation analysis. In June 2023, I conducted a virtual focus group interview of frontline 

fundraisers and managers who have been employed with the university during the years 2018-

2022 and are represented in Gallup data. 

Quantitative Correlation Analysis 

The correlation analysis demonstrated an overall weak positive relationship between 

Gallup engagement scores and mean dollars raised – the value of mean dollars raised 

increased as the Gallup engagement score increased. The scatterplot in Figure 2 illustrates the 

overall weak positive relationship between mean dollars raised and engagement scores by 

team. 

 

Figure 2. Team Data for 2018-2022 Demonstrating an Overall Weak Positive Relationship 
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Figure 3. Engagement Data Broken Out by Year and Segmented by Team 

 

 

Table 1. Mean Dollars Raised, Engagement Scores, and Participation by Team per Year 

Year Correlation 
Coefficient 

r= 

Overall 
Engagement 

Score 

Total Dollars 
Raised 

(Participant 
Group) 

Participation 

2018 .220 4.10 $90,005,140 
 

84% 

2019 -.617 4.08 $78,776,690 
 

88% 

2020 .516 4.05 $106,232,608 
 

93% 

2021 .631 3.96 $66,343,818 
 

92% 

2022 .934 4.24 $98,170,570 
 

94% 

Average .337    
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What follows is an interpretation of each year’s data but, given the limited data set, any 

conclusions are made with caution. 

FY 2018: There is a weak positive relationship (r = .220) between mean dollars raised 

and the Gallup engagement scores for year 2018. Planned Giving team generated highest 

dollars in 2018 followed by Global Leadership. School Development generated lowest dollars in 

2018. 

FY 2019: There is a moderate negative relationship (r = -.617) between Gallup 

engagement score and mean dollars raised as the value of mean dollars raised decreased with 

an increase in the Gallup engagement score. The Foundation Relations team raised highest 

dollars in 2019 followed by School Development team. The Major Gifts team has generated 

lowest dollars in 2019. 

FY 2020: There is a moderate positive relationship (r = .516) between mean dollars 

raised and the Gallup engagement score as the value of mean dollars raised increased with 

increase in Gallup engagement score. The Foundation Relations team has generated highest 

average dollars in 2020 followed by the School Development Team. The Planned Giving Team 

has generated lowest dollars in 2020. 

FY 2021: There is also a moderate positive relationship (r = .631) between mean dollars 

raised and the Gallup engagement score as the value of mean dollars raised increased with 

increase in the Gallup engagement score. The Foundation Relations team has raised much 

higher average dollars in 2021 as compared to other teams. The Major Gifts team has raised 

lowest average dollars in 2021. 

FY 2022: There is a strong positive relationship (r = .934) between mean dollars raised 

and the Gallup engagement score. The Foundation Relations team has raised highest average 

dollars in 2022, followed by the Planned Giving team. The Major Gifts team has raised lowest 

average dollars in 2022 followed by School Development. 
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Correlation Analysis 

The correlation analysis indicated an overall weak relationship (average r = .337) 

between employee engagement and overall performance. However, it is worth noting the 

outliers in this data: fiscal years 2019 and 2022 demonstrated the most extreme correlations 

with 2019 being the only moderate negative correlation and 2022 being a very strong positive 

correlation. 

The specific outlier for 2019 is the Foundation Relations team with the highest 

productivity but the lowest engagement score. Similarly in 2022, the Foundation Relations team 

skewed the data along with the Planned Giving team with the highest productivity and 

engagement. In 2019, UABC concluded its $1.5 billion comprehensive campaign; employee 

fatigue due to the campaign end might be a contributing factor to the high productivity and low 

engagement. Further qualitative inquiry will provide additional insight into the factors that 

moderated engagement in this context over this period and provide additional information about 

moderate negative outlier FY 2019 and strong positive outlier FY 2022. It’s also worth noting 

that, if the negative correlation results from 2019 were removed, there would be a consistently 

increasing correlational trend between engagement and productivity for the entire organization. 

Focus Group Interview Analysis 

An analysis of the focus group interview to determine the factors that moderate 

engagement within this context identified factors that both positively and negatively contribute to 

feelings of engagement, and that demonstrate the evidence of Kahn’s psychological conditions 

of engagement.  

Positive Moderators: 

Activities that are most aligned with core job responsibilities and outcomes for frontline 

fundraisers were considered most engaging. These included working directly with internal 

partners and advancing mission-oriented goals, interfacing with passionate donors and having 

productive gift conversations, feeling safe to fully interact and share their opinions without fear, 
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realizing the results of philanthropic investment to advance institutional priorities, mutual trust 

between employees and leadership, transparency, and working as a team or engaging in 

community with peers. Participant 4 shared, “I feel most engaged when I feel close to the 

management of our team” (Focus Group Interview, 2023). 

Others noted the importance of alignment between central and College-based teams as 

well as with leadership. Participant 3 explained, “One of the first things I thought about 

engagement is when there’s alignment between what the central administration is hoping for 

and what the school is hoping for” (Focus Group Interview, 2023). 

Negative Moderators: 

On multiple occasions, activities that were not directly aligned with core job 

responsibilities and outcomes were cited as least engaging for participants. These included the 

frequency and content meetings where the purpose, outcome, or value was unclear, lacking 

trust between employees and divisional leadership which sometimes leads to feeling 

micromanaging, navigating an increasingly complex bureaucracy, and perceptions of catering to 

ego or disingenuous attitudes of divisional leadership towards frontline fundraisers. Further, 

Participant 3 felt their agency in their role was significantly suppressed leading to a lack of trust 

because of leadership expectations noting: 

When you're expected to do it one way, and that's in conflict with your personality and in 

your approach. That's where it feels like that trust is eroding; and that you're asked to do 

it in another way, to Participant 1’s point, the administrative ego, in the ideal for the 1, 2 

or 3 people. (Focus Group Interview, 2023) 

Similarly, Participant 7 used the example of meetings to illustrate examples of disengaging. 

They offered, “I think we have some meetings that seem like they are designed because certain 

people are charged with bringing people together, but they are not a good use of our time at all” 

(Focus Group Interview, 2023). 
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Given the purpose of this study, it’s also worth noting that two participants brought up 

fatigue brought on by ever-increasing goals and expectations on frontline fundraisers. 

Participant 7 also explained: 

We always have to increase our goals. We don't stop to really, truly appreciate 

everybody's hard work. I think lip service is given to that… it makes me tired. It makes 

me weary about coming in and just being on the treadmill all the time, and I wish there 

were a way that… can we just take a break and just celebrate what we’re doing? I feel 

like the atmosphere is one [where I feel] I've got to do more. I got to do more. (Focus 

Group Interview, 2023) 

Summary 

In summary, the focus group participants can be characterized as conscious fundraising 

professionals who want to create a positive impact on the institution through philanthropic 

relationships with donors. Participant 5 explained: 

I find a lot just intrinsically like motivating. I focus more on okay; I'm not going to worry 

about what leadership is saying to me. I just know that if I hit these goals, if I reach out to 

these new people, if I find this new prospect, I'm going to be happy with myself. (Focus 

Group Interview, 2023) 

Participant 4 noted that they did not feel it was necessary to be engaged at work; they 

simply viewed work as being a place where you accomplish a particular role, are compensated, 

and then leave: 

No offense at all; this is a really good conversation. But we get into all of these 

engagement situations, and we have wonderful leaders who are up there talking about 

how to be engaged. And I'm like, you know, people. And this might just be me, and 

maybe I'm cranky. But the point is, it's like this is work. It's work for a reason. And yes, I 

appreciate the personal connections that I make with every single one of these people 

on the screen, and that carries me through, and my own sense of motivation carries me 
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through. But honestly, the – you know – [being asked] Are you feeling engaged? I'm like, 

give me a break. This is my job. I get paid for this. I gotta do my work, and I will find my 

own engagement. (Focus Group Interview, 2023) 

It’s also worth noting that, on ten separate occasions during the interview, trust or 

honesty were mentioned as significant factors that moderated engagement either negatively or 

positively. This was the most frequently discussed topic during the conversation with Participant 

2 sharing, “I'm less engaged than in prior roles because I find our environment isn't very honest, 

and there's a lot of sort of bureaucracy” (Focus Group Interview, 2023). Some felt that the 

organization used fear tactics through metrics as a means of motivating the division. Similarly, 

some felt the metrics were irrelevant to their success while others found them helpful to 

understanding their roles. 

There were also seven instances focused on frontline fundraisers’ relationship with 

central leadership and leadership’s role in moderating engagement paired with the perception 

that leadership is more concerned about ego and self-preservation. Participant 3 shared, “I'm 

interested in creating great opportunities for students to go to a great university and have a 

great experience. And that's the rewarding part of the job, and as soon as that's not meaningful, 

I love the work” (Focus Group Interview, 2023). 

Discussion 

Findings indicate that UABC’s frontline fundraisers are decently engaged in their work 

and are invested in doing quality work on behalf of the institution and its mission. As might be 

expected of frontline fundraisers, those interviewed identified being most engaged when they 

felt their activities aligned closely with Kahn’s three characteristics of employee engagement: 

when the activities were meaningful and mission-oriented; when the environment was safe for 

them to participate; and when the circumstances encouraged their availability fully participate. 

This aligns with Gruman and Saks’ (2011) findings which detailed: 



IMPROVING PERFORMANCE THROUGH ENGAGEMENT 

 

24 

In particular, work that is challenging, clearly delineated, varied, creative, and 

autonomous is most likely to be associated with the experience of psychological 

meaningfulness. In addition, people feel safer when they have some control over their 

work. Jobs that are high on the core job characteristics provide individuals with the room 

and incentive to bring more of themselves into their work or to be more engaged. (p. 

130) 

Conversely, those activities that left ambiguity or that significantly deviated from 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability made them feel less engaged and less motivated to 

perform their roles. 

Understanding the specific areas where frontline fundraisers feel the most and least 

engaged provides organizational leaders with the information needed to assess organizational 

practices and culture and make revisions that cultivate an environment that maximizes 

employee engagement and minimizes the activities that inhibit meaning, safety, and availability 

in the work setting. This is a worthwhile exercise to unleash the potential of fundraising teams to 

remain highly productive and add more value to the organization, especially as fundraising 

becomes increasingly essential for competitiveness in higher education. 

Limitations 

This study does have limitations. There are no individual-level data available for the 

engagement scores, as data are grouped by teams. Therefore, only limited conclusions can be 

drawn from the correlation analysis. There was also only one focus group of a limited number of 

seven employees who could participate. The views expressed may not entirely represent those 

of the entire organization but merely a small sample. Lastly, historic data were supplied by the 

university and the survey was developed and conducted by an outside organization, Gallup. 

Given the lack of data control, I rely on both the university and Gallup to provide the best data 

available to conduct an analysis. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

 This study of site data from the years 2018-2022 suggests an overall weak positive 

relationship between employee engagement and performance with two notable outliers, as well 

as focus group data which offered significant evidence of Kahn’s three characteristics of 

employee engagement: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. These findings align with the 

literature and offer organizational leaders useful information to make decisions to continually 

improve performance through engagement. To that end, I offer the following recommendations: 

1. Continue talent and culture practices and annual engagement assessment. Data 

suggest that the frontline fundraisers demonstrate a relatively high and mostly increasing 

degree of engagement. Maintaining this high level of engagement requires intentional 

effort. Therefore, I recommend that the talent management team continue their practices 

and activities that continually shape the organizational culture. I would further encourage 

leadership to focus on the team’s culture and environment as much as the metrics 

around specific development-related activities. The Gallup engagement findings are 

highly valuable; without them, divisional leaders will be merely guessing about how the 

division’s employees feel about the workplace environment and will not be properly 

equipped to adjust in response to that feedback. In addition to the annual survey results, 

leaders should consider adding interim mid-year check-ins to see where teams are 

excelling or languishing in their engagement. 

2. Seek individual-level data. Having only team-level data limits the degree of analysis 

possible. Having access to individual- vs. team-level data for engagement empowers 

leaders to understand the feedback more deeply and curate personalized engagement 

opportunities for employees. Individual-level data might provide more insight into details 

that might be masked by team average data only and will clarify why outliers occur in 

data. 
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3. Use Kahn’s characteristics of engagement in decision-making. The focus group 

interview data suggests there is significant evidence of Kahn’s three characteristics – 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability – and this is currently happening unintentionally. 

Developing strategies to intentionally infuse Kahn’s three characteristics of engagement 

into the organizational culture is a more defined action plan to lead the organization to 

greater fundraising performance. This also extends to assessing meeting structure and 

choosing transparency around decision-making, so fundraisers are more connected with 

their goals and have a fuller understanding of purpose. Additional transparency will also 

provide more context and clarity so fundraisers don’t perceive that decisions are purely 

made for selfish reasons. 

4. Educate managers on the employee-engagement performance model. Educating team 

managers on the employee-engagement performance model enables them to better 

reinforce the model in their interactions with their teams and to provide more structure 

that aligns the teams to be more engaged in their work. Managers that understand this 

model of performance will be equipped to manage for both activity and culture, creating 

an environment in which the culture places value on meaningful work, provides a safe 

environment to interact, and invites available employees to fully engage. These 

characteristics could also be incorporated into individual metrics, team plans, and annual 

reviews so managers can understand how the characteristics manifest for each 

individual employee and be tracked throughout the year.  
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Appendix 

Survey Questions and Reasoning 
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Interview Coding (the numbers in parenthesis represents the participant number) 
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