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Abstract

We examined the association between socio-structural intergroup characteristics (i.e., permeability of group
boundaries, legitimacy of status difference between ingroup and outgroups, stability of status difference) and
students’ intention to join the university alumni association. Prior theory and research suggests that group members
assess the intergroup context to direct identity management strategies (e.g., leave group, collective action). College
students in their last semester at a university were asked to rate the perceived socio-structural characteristics of the
ingroup (compared to other universities) and their intention to join the alumni association. The results showed that
perceiving one’s ingroup as legitimately high status and in a stable intergroup context predicted greater intention to
join the alumni association. Consistent with prior theory, the results suggest that viewing one’s ingroup as
legitimately high status predicts endorsement of actions to maintain a positive and distinct identity.
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1. Introduction

Institutions of higher learning are operating in conditions of a bad economy and dwindling financial assistance from
governments (Archibald & Feldman, 2006; McLendon, Hearn, & Mokher, 2009; Weerts & Ronca, 2006) and are
increasingly relying on private charitable giving to meet their financial needs (Drezner, 2011). In 2012, alumni
giving constituted 24.8% of total voluntary giving and rose to 26.6% in 2013 (Voluntary Support for Education,
2013). An alumni association, a group of former students, assists the institution with raising funds and fosters
connection between alumni and the university (Arnold, 2003; Gill, 1998). Alumni associations typically organize
social events with the dual purpose of fostering relationships for its members and to provide cultivation that
encourages future giving. For recent graduates, the alumni association allows professional networking that can
provide career opportunities as well as a group of people who share similar experiences. Joining the alumni
association thus provides a way for alumni to contribute towards the success of their alma matter and to connect with
other former students. In the present study we examine predictors of students’ intention to join the alumni
association.

1.1 Predictors of Alumni Association Membership

The characteristics of the university and the quality of experiences for students influence alumni giving (Baade &
Sundberg, 1996; Clotfelter, 2001; Gaier, 2005; Holmes, 2009). University characteristics such as age (Duronio &
Loessin, 1990), quality of career services provided (McDearmon, 2010; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz, Santos, & Korn,
2007), graduation rate (Gunsalus, 2004), perceived academic quality and prestige (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Belfield
& Beney, 2000; Hanson, 2000; Leslie & Ramey, 1988; Mael & Ashforth, 1992), and success in athletics (Coughlin
& Erekson, 1984; Holmes, 2009) are predictors of giving back to the university. Unlike young universities,
established universities tend to have the advantage of having name recognition, an established culture, and older
alumni who are more likely to have the financial resources to give back to the university (Baade & Sundberg, 1996).

Whereas most students go to college with the goal of achieving financial success after graduation (Pryor et al., 2007),
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the extent to which students perceive the university’s contribution to their careers through adequate provision of
career services influences future giving (McDearmon, 2010). Students who are satisfied with their undergraduate
experiences (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Monks, 2003), engage in campus activities (Hanson, 2000; Holmes, 2009;
Wunnava & Lauze, 2001), or get involved in university related events after graduation (Hanson, 2000) are more
likely to donate to the university because the experiences increase identification with the university (Baade &
Sundberg, 1996). Success in athletics provides name recognition and has an impact on academic success because the
visibility attracts more applicants (McCormick & Tinsley, 1987; Mixon, 1995; Mixon, Trevino, & Minto, 2004).
Together, the prior research shows that the perceived status of the university, whether emanating from the age of the
institution, student experiences, perceived academic status and prestige, or success in sports, predicts the intention or
actual joining of the alumni association.

1.2 Socio-Structural Intergroup Characteristics

According to the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), individuals utilize features of the intergroup context
in their search to gain or maintain a positive and distinct social identity. Ingroup members compare the status of their
group to similar outgroups and when they differ in status, they use a combination of three socio-structural variables
(stability, legitimacy, and permeability) to influence individual and group actions that facilitate gaining or
maintenance of a positive social identity (Bettencourt, Dorr, Charlton, & Hume, 2001; Ellemers, 1993; Mummendey,
Klink, Meilke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999). Stability describes whether the ingroup and outgroup status differences are
perceived to be permanent or temporary. Legitimacy describes the perceptions of status differences as fair or
legitimate. Permeability describes the perception of whether members of one group can leave and join another group
(Plante, Roberts, Reysen, & Gerbasi, 2014).

Socio-structural variables have been used to predict collective and individual ingroup members’ actions
(Mummendey et al., 1999; Plante et al., 2014; Wright, 1997), ingroup bias (Bettencourt et al., 2001), prejudice
(Johnson, Terry, & Louis, 2005), and ingroup identification (Ellemers, 1993; Ellemers, Wilke, & van Knippenberg,
1993; Verkuyten & Reijerse, 2008). A wealth of research (e.g., Bettencourt et al, 2001) shows a general tendency for
low status group members to leave one’s group when the boundaries are permeable. If low status members view the
boundary as impermeable, however, and the intergroup status difference as unstable, then collective action is more
likely, especially if the status difference is viewed as illegitimate (Ellemers, 1993; Mummendey et al., 1999).
Applied to the university context, students’ perceptions of the socio-structural intergroup characteristics may predict
students’ behaviors toward the university. For example, if students perceive the group as low status and the
boundaries are permeable, then students will likely switch schools. However, parents, friends, financial concerns, or
grades may prevent the student from switching universities (i.e., low permeability). If the student is attending a high
status school, the student may exert effort to maintain that positive and distinct social identity. When students are
loyal and emotionally connected to the university, they are more likely to give back to the university (Beeler, 1982).
While theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and prior research (e.g., Bettencourt et al., 2001; Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2002;
Mummendey et al., 1999; Verkuyten & Reijerse, 2008) show the association between socio-structural characteristics
and identification with one’s group, no research has examined whether these same variables predict alumni
association membership.

1.3 Socio-Structural Characteristics and Alumni Association

We suggest that membership in an alumni association is a sign of group members’ desire to remain connected to the
group. For example, wearing university apparel to connect the self with the group (Cialdini et al., 1976). Although no
research has examined whether students’ perception of the socio-structural intergroup characteristics predict
intention to join the alumni association, prior research and theory suggests that these variables should influence the
desire to remain an active member of one’s group. When group status differences are perceived to be unstable and
boundaries impermeable, members of low status groups show high ingroup identification and utilize collective
strategies to improve group status, especially when the status differences are seen as illegitimate (Ellemers, 1993;
Mummendey et al., 1999). On the other hand, when members of a low status group perceive that they can join a
higher status group (i.e., high permeability), collective action is undermined (Wright, 1997). Thus, stability may
predict intention or actual joining of the alumni association in that the alumni association is a vehicle that can be
used to improve or maintain group status.

The permeability of the group’s boundaries may predict the intention or actual joining of the alumni association.
Factors such as acceptance rates, cost, and parental pressure have an influence on the perceived permeability of the
groups. According to Monks and Ehrenberg (1999), an improvement in the ranking of a university results in more
applications, a low acceptance rate, a reduction in financial assistance to students, and higher average SAT scores for
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admitted students. The decision on which college to attend is influenced by peer and parental pressure and whether
the institution is perceived to be in line with their self-image, such as whether the university is populated with
intelligent and hardworking people (Hemsley-Brown, 1999; MacAllum, Glover, Queen, & Riggs, 2007). In addition,
institutions with restrictive admissions policies tend to have more alumni willing to donate and at a higher rate
(Clotfelter, 2001). When admission to a university is difficult or perceived to be difficult, students are more likely to
identify with the university because restrictive admissions have the effect of projecting an exclusive group (Baade &
Sundberg, 1996). In other words, members of higher status groups may feel the boundaries are less permeable.
Furthermore, students attending higher status universities may feel subjective pressure from friends and family to
remain at a prestigious institution rather than exiting the group for another university. Previous studies have shown
that alumni who have family members that are alumni are more likely to give back to the university (Holmes, 2009;
Okunade & Berl, 1997; Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).

The extent to which alumni feel the status is legitimate may predict joining the alumni association. A university’s
legitimacy can be influenced by negative stories in the media. Although a university’s total donations from all
sources may not be impacted by scandals, giving by alumni is lower when an athletics team is sanctioned (Grimes &
Chressanthis, 1994; Rhoads & Gerking, 2000). However, not all scandals lead to a drop in giving. Goff (2000) found
no decrease in giving in the aftermath of the ‘death penalty’ (banning the school from competing in a sport for at
least a year) imposed by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) to the Southern Methodist University
football program in 1986. In addition, Rhoads and Gerking (2000) found that the decrease in giving occurred for
basketball related scandals but not to football related scandals. Overall, charitable giving declines in the aftermath of
a scandal, although alumni giving to athletics increases (Hughes & Shank, 2008) suggesting that highly identified
alumni react to bolster the ingroup when the ingroup is perceived to be under threat (e.g., Wohl, Branscombe, &
Reysen, 2010). Scandals and bad press may impact the perceived status of the university by decreasing legitimacy.

2. Present Study

The purpose of the present study was to examine the association between perceptions of the socio-structural
intergroup characteristics of a university and intention to join the alumni association. We suggest that joining the
university alumni association is a signal of ingroup support. Following social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
we predict that viewing one’s group as legitimately high status and in a stable position will predict greater intention
to join the alumni association. In this context ingroup members are suggested to seek to maintain one’s positive and
dominant group position by strengthening the ingroup (i.e., joining alumni association).

3. Method
3.1 Participants and Design

Participants (N = 3749, 63.1% women; My = 31.96, SD = 9.81) included students from Texas A&M
University-Commerce. Students indicated their racial/ethnic category as Caucasian (60.2%), African American
(17.1%), Hispanic (8.6%), Asian/South Pacific Islander (5.3%), Central Asian/Indian/Pakistani (2.8%), Arab/Middle
Eastern (2.5%), Multiracial (1.3%), other (1.1%), and Indigenous Peoples (1.1%). Students were about to earn an
undergraduate (50%), masters (46.7%), or doctoral (3.3%) degree. Participants were asked to rate their perception of
the socio-structural characteristics of intergroup relations between A&M-Commerce and other universities (i.e.,
status, permeability of group boundaries, legitimacy of status difference, stability of status difference), intention to
join the alumni association, and demographic information.

3.2 Materials

Two items (“When A&M-Commerce is compared to other universities, other universities have more status/power,”
“Other universities have more status/power than A&M-Commerce”) were reversed and combined to assess ingroup
status (o = .91). Two items (“I think the current status/power difference between A&M-Commerce and other
universities is legitimate,” “I think the current status/power difference between A&M-Commerce and other
universities is justified”) were combined to assess perceived legitimacy of status differences (o = .93). Two items
(“If I wanted to, I could have moved from A&M-Commerce to another university,” “If I wanted to, I could have left
A&M-Commerce to attend another university”) were combined to assess permeability of group boundaries (o = .96).
Two items (“The current status/power difference between A&M-Commerce and other universities will not change
easily,” “I think the status/power difference between A&M-Commerce and other universities will remain stable for
many years”) were combined to assess perceived stability of status differences (o = .79). Lastly, one item (“After
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graduation I plan to join the A&M-Commerce Alumni Association”) assessed students’ intention to join the alumni
association. All measures used a 7-point Likert-type response scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

4. Results

As shown in Table 1, intention to join the alumni association was related to greater perceived intergroup status,
permeability of group boundaries, and intergroup status stability. To examine whether intergroup socio-structural
characteristics interact to predict intention to join the university alumni association upon graduation we conducted a
hierarchical regression analysis. First, predictor variables (i.e., status, permeability, legitimacy, stability) were
centered. Next, we constructed all possible interactions. The main effects were entered in Step 1, two-way
interactions in Step 2, three-way interactions in Step 3, and the four-way interaction in Step 4. As shown in Table 2,
main effects emerged showing that greater status, permeability, and stability predicted greater intention to join the
alumni association. However, these were qualified by higher order interactions. Although the four-way interaction
was not significant, two-way interactions were found for status and permeability, permeability and legitimacy, and a
three-way interaction was observed between status, legitimacy, and stability.

Table 1. Correlations between Assessed Variables, Means (Standard Deviations)

Variable Alumni Status Permeable  Legit Stability = Mean (SD)
Intention to join Alumni 1.0 -- -- -- -- 4.36 (2.14)
Intergroup Status J2%* 1.0 -- -- -- 3.45(1.58)
Permeability of Boundaries = .08%%* -.16%* 1.0 -- -- 5.19 (1.74)
Legitimacy -.01 -43%* 2% 1.0 -- 4.32(1.33)
Stability .04* -33%* 26%* 52%* 1.0 4.53(1.22)

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01. 7-point Likert-type scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Table 2. Regressions of Sociostructural Intergroup Characteristics Predicting Intention to Join Alumni Association

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4
Variable b SE t b SE t b SE t b SE t
Status 34 .04 8.80** .33 .04 8.52%% 37 .04 879%* 37 .04 8.80**
Perm A8 .04 S5.11%% 19 04 5.11%** d6 .04 4.14** 16 .04 4.06%*
Legit .03 .04 0.71 .03 .04 0.69 -00 .04 -0.04 -00 .05 -0.03
Stable A3 .04 3.09* .13 .04 3.00% 10 .04 2.25% 10 .04 2.24%
Status X Perm -08 .03 -247% -09 .03 -2.61* -08 .04 -2.32%
Status X Legit .03 .03 1.01 .04 .03 1.14 04 .03 1.21
Status X Stable .08 .04 2.15% 08 .04 2.11% .08 .04 2.05%
Perm X Legit -16 .04  -4l16** -15 .04 -3.76%% -15 .04 -3.79%*
Perm X Stable .06 .04 1.61 06 .04 151 .05 .04 1.36
Legit X Stable A2 .08  4.00%* A3 .03 4.19%* 13 .03 4.02%%*
Status X Perm X Legit .01 .03 0.19 .00 .03 0.14
Status X Perm X Stable -01 .03 -0.34 -01 .03 -0.30
Status X Legit X Stable -04 .02 211 -04 .02 -2.08%
Perm X Legit X Stable 04 .02 157 .04 03 1.62
Status X Perm X Legit X Stable -01 .01 -045
R? Change .028 .008 .003 .000
F-Change 26.76%* 5.44%%* 2.84* 0.20
df (4,3744) (10, 3738) (14, 3734) (15,3733)

Note. * p <.05, ** p < 01.
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As shown in Figure 1, simple slopes analysis of the two-way interaction between status and permeability showed that
greater status was related to greater intention to join the alumni association when the boundaries were permeable (b
= .28, SE = .05, #(3733) = 5.22, p <.001) and impermeable (b = .45, SE = .06, #(3733) = 8.02, p <.001). When the
ingroup was perceived to be low status, greater permeability was related to greater intent to join (b = .24, SE = .06,
#(3733) = 4.37, p < .001), however, when the ingroup was high status, permeability was not significantly related to
intent (b = .07, SE = .05, #(3733) = 1.45, p = .147).
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Figure 1. Interaction between Status and Permeability Predicting Intention to Join the Alumni Association

As shown in Figure 2, simple slopes analysis of the interaction between permeability and legitimacy shows that
legitimacy is related to lower intent to join the alumni association when permeability is high (b = -.15, SE = .05,
#(3733) = -2.76, p = .006), and greater intention when permeability is low (b = .15, SE = .06, #3733) = 2.33, p
=.020). The slope of permeability is significant when legitimacy is low (b = .31, SE = .06, #(3733) = 5.43, p < .001),
but not high (b= .01, SE = .05, 1(3733) = 0.15, p = .882).
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Figure 2. Interaction between Permeability and Legitimacy Predicting Intention to Join the Alumni Association
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As show in Figure 3, simple slopes analysis of the interaction between status, legitimacy, and stability showed that
when participants viewed the ingroup as low status and unstable, greater legitimacy was related to less intent to join
the alumni association (b = -.17, SE = .08, #3733) = -2.26, p = .024). When the ingroup was perceived as high status
and the context was viewed as stable, greater legitimacy was related to greater intent to join the alumni association (b
=.17, SE = .06, #(3733) = 2.78, p = .006).
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Figure 3. Interaction between Status, Legitimacy, and Stability Predicting Intention to Join the Alumni Association

5. Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine the association between perceptions of the socio-structural
intergroup characteristics of a university and intention to join the alumni association. The results supported our
hypothesis that viewing one’s group as legitimately high status and in a stable position predicts greater intention to
join the alumni association. When students viewed the university as high status and the context as stable, greater
legitimacy was related to greater intent to join the alumni association. For students viewing the university as low
status and unstable, greater legitimacy was related to less intent to join the alumni association. The present study
showed that the desire to maintain high group status influenced group members to join the alumni association, which
is a way to strengthen the ingroup.

According to social identity theory, individuals strive to gain or maintain positive and distinct social identities by
comparing the ingroup to related outgroups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In situations where groups differ in status, the
strategies people use to maintain the positive social identity is determined by the interaction of three socio-cultural
variables (stability, legitimacy, and permeability) (Bettencourt et al., 2001; Ellemers et al., 1993; Mummendey et al.,
1999; Plante et al., 2014; Verkuyten & Reijerse, 2008). In general, the present study showed that viewing the group
as high status predicted greater intention to join the alumni association. This result suggests that students wish to
continue to associate with a group that provides them with a positive social identity. However, when the university
was perceived to be low status, greater permeability predicted greater intention to join the alumni association.
Students who may have felt stuck in a low status university did not wish to continue associating with the university,
while students who freely chose to attend the university did. Permeability was also found to predict greater intention
to join the alumni association when the ingroup’s status was illegitimate. This was an unexpected finding that is
difficult to interpret. Perhaps low legitimacy was perceived as a threat which elicited a desire to protect the ingroup
(e.g., Wohl et al., 2010), especially among those students who freely chose to attend the university (high
permeability). However, those stuck in the illegitimate status group may desire distancing the self from the negative
social identity (Snyder, Higgins, & Stucky, 1983). Lastly, supporting the general suggestions regarding
socio-structural characteristics in social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), students who viewed themselves as
members of a legitimately high status group that was stable in the high status position predicted the most
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endorsement to join the alumni association. In other words, legitimate and stable high status predicts members’
desire to remain connected to the positive social identity.

5.1 Implications

The findings of this study have implications for universities, especially individuals in alumni relations and
development officers. As alumni donations increasingly become a major source of funds for universities, identifying
the factors that influence students to join the alumni association is a key endeavor. Alumni who are current members
of the alumni association were more likely to donate than alumni who were not members and compared to other
donors, alumni association members contributed higher values than non-members (Newman, 2011). Thus, investing
in the student experiences that contribute to the psychological factors that influence students’ desire to remain
connected to the university is a worthwhile effort as it bolsters perceptions of prestige and status, which influences
joining of the alumni association and giving back to the university.

Studies in alumni giving have shown that alumni who have knowledge of other donors (Okunade & Berl, 1997), seek
out information about other alumni (Beeler, 1982), are involved in university related activities (Grant & Lindauer,
1986; Holmes, 2009; Wunnava & Lauze, 2001), and are willing to recommend the university to others (Okunade &
Berl, 1997) are more likely to donate to the university. Based on the present results, alumni relations officers and the
alumni association can help with these factors by organizing events and communicating and highlighting the
university’s goals and legitimate achievements. Spending on alumni activities, such as events and communication,
has been shown to be the leading factor to increasing donations to the university (Harrison, 1995). Alumni are more
likely to donate to the university when they perceive academic quality and prestige (Baade & Sundberg, 1996;
Belfied & Beney, 2000; Hanson, 2000; Leslie & Ramey, 1988; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Thus, the results of the
present research suggest communicating to students and alumni the legitimate and stable high status of the university
may encourage greater connections with the university.

5.2 Limitations

As with any research study there are limitations to consider when interpreting the results. First, the present research
was conducted at a single university. The results may vary in other cultural contexts or different schools (e.g., small
liberal arts college). Second, as noted in the present paper, there are numerous factors that predict joining an alumni
association and giving to the university. In the present paper we focused on factors derived from social identity
theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), however, other factors may be better predictors than students’ perception of the
socio-structural intergroup context. Future research may include additional factors beyond socio-structural
characteristics to examine the unique strength of the predictors of joining the alumni association. Lastly, the present
research is correlational. Future research may manipulate the intergroup context (e.g., Ellemers, 1993) to examine
whether changes predict intention to join (or actual joining) of the alumni association.

6. Conclusion

The current study investigated the association between socio-cultural intergroup characteristics and students’
intention to join the alumni association. The results showed that socio-structural intergroup characteristics interact to
predict intended behavior to remain connected to the university. Supporting social identity theory, students who
perceived the university as legitimately high status in a stable intergroup context predicted the highest intention to
join the alumni association. Based on the growing importance of alumni donations to colleges and universities
greater attention to those factors that encourage engagement with students after graduation is warranted.
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