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Abstract

:

Alumni giving is an emerging funding source for industry-research-oriented universities in China, which show unstable and limited growth compared to their elite counterparts despite providing their alumni a satisfactory campus experience. Identifying the mechanisms whereby campus experience satisfaction results in steady alumni donation is essential for providing guidance on effective alumni relations practice in the Chinese context. Using structural equation modeling, this quantitative study surveyed 238 alumni of an industry-research-oriented university in China to explore the relationships among campus experience satisfaction, faculty-alumni contacts, trust in foundation, and alumni-giving intention. The results indicate that campus experience satisfaction is a significant predictor of the other three, while also indirectly affecting alumni donation willingness, which includes faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation. It was also revealed that trust in foundation could be enhanced by strengthening contact between faculty and alumni. Theoretically, this study identifies and reveals the key determinants of increased alumni giving and their interactive mechanisms in the Chinese higher education ecosystem. For sustainability, suggestions for optimizing alumni relation practices are provided to university administrators and policymakers to advance higher education’s contribution to social and economic development.
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1. Introduction


Higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide have experienced severe cutbacks in funding over the past few years [1]. Financial pressure from the development of world-class universities and events exogenous to HEIs, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have had an impact on traditional income sources. Universities are busy examining options for alternative funding streams, such as alumni funding. In countries like Great Britain and the United States (U.S.), alumni donations are widespread within a more market-oriented system. For instance, HEIs in the U.S. received $40.3 billion, $41 billion, and $43.6 billion in 2015, 2016, and 2017, respectively, among which alumni giving accounted for 26.9%, 24.2%, and 26.1%, respectively [2]. The proportion is even higher for Harvard, Yale, and other top universities. As is demonstrated in this paper, encouraging alumni giving can make a positive impact on the stability and longevity of HEIs. Policymakers and university leadership in Asian countries have increased donation expectations for public research universities [3,4,5]. However, research on alumni donations outside the Western context is inadequate [4] and it is unknown whether adopting American fundraising models will be successful [3].



Donations to universities in China have been increasing. From January 1980 to June 2021, universities received a total of 128.8 billion RMB (approximately 19.98 billion USD) in donations from home and abroad, of which alumni donation accounted for 33.23%, or nearly 42.8 billion RMB [6]. Alumni donation in China has also shown great potential in recent years, with alumni donation more than doubling over the last seven years. Industry-research-oriented universities are referred to in this study as key universities or colleges established or reformed by the Chinese government in the 1950s, who focus their research and teaching on the fields of traditional engineering and industry. They are directly administrated by the Ministry of Education or local governments (military colleges and universities are not included in this study) These are traditional, key public universities in China targeting industry needs and have cultivated alumni in key industry fields, including geology, mineral resources, medicine, agriculture, and transportation. However, compared to their elite counterparts in China, alumni giving to these universities are below par.



Among the top 100 universities for alumni giving in mainland China in 2021, 51 were industry-research-oriented universities, receiving approximately 11.35 billion RMB, accounting for only 26.7% of the total amounts received by all 100 universities (the data were compiled by the authors based on the 2016–2021 top 100 alumni-giving universities in mainland China from the Airuishen alumni network; the top 100 universities in China received a combined 41.26 billion RMB in alumni donations). They have also shown unstable growth, as alumni donations over the past five years were approximately 2.91, 0.63, 1.45, 0.79, and 1.8 billion RMB, respectively, even when providing students with a satisfactory campus experience (the data were compiled by the authors based on the 2016–2021 top 100 Chinese universities alumni giving from the Airuishen alumni network). Independent alumni relations departments and university foundations have been especially established at these universities in recent years, but with limited feedback. Theoretical analysis and practical guidance are needed for future improvement.



First, it is necessary to understand alumni motivation for giving to help industry-research-oriented universities increase the stability and effectiveness of their fundraising. There has been considerable research on the antecedents to alumni financial support for their alma mater, such as alumni affective commitment [7], trust [8], loyalty [9], alumni identity [3], and a sense of belonging [10] to the university. These elements are related to alumni study experiences at their university [11,12,13,14]. In other words, graduates leave college with an assessment of their experience and sentiments toward their alma mater. Thus, we propose that campus experience satisfaction plays a critical role in motivating alumni to give to their alma mater in Chinese industry-research-oriented universities.



Apart from study experience, it is also believed that the relationship between alumni and their alma mater would be enhanced by effective interactions, providing practical guidance for alumni relation departments. Research has illustrated that more frequent faculty-alumni communication predicts higher levels of alumni donation [15,16,17,18], while alumni trust in the university’s foundation plays a key role in stimulating monetary donations [19,20,21]. Research has also revealed a connection among campus experience satisfaction, faculty-alumni contact, and trust in foundation [8,15,22,23]. Based on these findings, we set out to further test whether faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation are possible paths whereby campus experience satisfaction turns into alumni donation willingness. Such findings would provide suggestions for refining the underdeveloped alumni relations practices.



This research aims to reveal the possible underlying mechanism of alumni giving in Chinese industry-research-oriented universities. Specifically, the research objectives are twofold: first, to verify whether campus experience satisfaction is an effective predictor of alumni giving to Chinese industry-research-oriented universities; second, to reveal the mechanisms which turn campus experience satisfaction into alumni intention to donate, so as to provide guidance for effective alumni relation practice. Faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation are two possible mediating factors that could be considered. Therefore, we developed and examined seven hypotheses using structural equation modeling, with data collected from an industry-research-oriented university in China.



The contributions of this study are as follows: (i) Identify and reveal the key determinants of alumni giving intentions and their interactions, which contribute to an emerging strand of financial economics research devoted to analyzing university and college endowments. (ii) Investigate the possible paths (both direct and indirect) forming the dynamic mechanisms that finally attract alumni giving while maintaining a virtuous circle for the higher education ecosystem. (iii) For sustainability, propose targeted suggestions for optimizing alumni relations practices, provided to university administrators and policymakers to advance higher education’s contribution to social and economic development in China.



The remainder of the article is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the hypothesis development and discusses the relevant literature. Section 3 and Section 4 present the methods, data analysis, and results. Section 5 discusses the findings, theoretical and managerial implications, limitations, and potential directions for future research, and Section 6 concludes.




2. Hypothesis Development


2.1. Campus Experience Satisfaction and Donation Willingness


Alumni giving is determined by the willingness of alumni to donate, which is closely connected to their campus experience. Satisfaction with one’s campus experience expresses the alumni’s approval of their alma mater, which has the potential for triggering feelings of attachment and gratitude that facilitate donation intentions. Utter et al. [24] argued that students’ evaluation of their campus experience directly affects their attitude toward their alma mater after graduation, and their satisfaction with their education has implications for their giving decisions. Shank et al. [25] suggested that the process of students receiving higher education resembles the process of customers receiving service, and the quality of education is evaluated by students [26], a perspective based on service quality theory [27]. Thus, if the perceived quality is better, students are more satisfied with their campus experience and will be more generous donors after graduation. For example, Marr et al. [28] found that alumni with a higher quality experience have more positive feedback on fundraising activities. In addition to overall satisfaction with their student experience and the quality of education service [29], some studies have focused on the positive influence of academic and extracurricular experiences on the possibility and amounts of donation. Specifically, alumni who are highly satisfied with their academic experience have a huge potential to donate or participate in university-sponsored events [11]. Those who actively participated in extracurricular activities and engaged in non-academic groups (fraternities, sororities, and sports) are more satisfied with their institution, which is highly correlated with a higher financial contribution to their alma mater [12,13,28,30].



In summary, the higher the level of satisfaction with their campus experience, the more likely alumni are to give to the university. Thus, we hypothesize the following:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Campus experience satisfaction is positively related to donation willingness.






2.2. Faculty-Alumni Contact and Donation Willingness


The degree of contact and interaction between alumni and faculty members after graduation plays an important role in encouraging and motivating donation behavior [18]. There is no denying that interpersonal communication between teachers and students produces positive emotions [31]; even 30 years after graduation, what alumni remember most is still a professor’s care [15]. A harmonious student–faculty relationship enhances alumni’s organizational identity and social expectations, and memory of the student–faculty relationship further influences their behaviors, including donation [17]. Moreover, the frequency of contact with faculty directly affects alumni giving [13]. In other words, long-term interaction with their alma mater makes alumni donate more generously and this effect can persist for a long time [32]. Moreover, a close relationship between teachers and students is beneficial to enhancing alumni’s sense of commitment [33]. Similarly, extra attention from faculty to alumni can also significantly improve alumni’s evaluation of their satisfaction with their alma mater [16]. Keeping in touch with alumni through activities, such as university celebrations and alumni reunions can effectively deepen alumni affection for their alma mater and help universities raise money from them [29].



Based on these findings, we posit that maintaining stable, long-term relationships with their alma mater can lead alumni to more positive attitudes toward donations. It is assumed that the more faculty-alumni contact there is, the more likely alumni are to donate, leading to the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Faculty-alumni contact is positively related to donation willingness.






2.3. Trust in Foundation and Donation Willingness


Trust, defined by Morgan and Hunt [34] as “when one party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity,” has been widely used in education studies. Philanthropic foundations always seek to build a responsible and effective image in order to win donor trust, thereby attracting more donations [35,36]. Likewise, it is reasonable to believe that trust in a university’s foundation would increase alumni giving.



A previous study investigating trust in universities confirmed that trust “play[ed] a key role in shaping alumni attitudes toward donations” in U.S. and Italian universities [8]. In this study, trust in university foundation was chosen as a potential predictor not only because of its rarity and novelty, but because it fits better in the Chinese context. On one hand, a university’s good reputation does not always guarantee a positive image for its foundation, since the latter is usually newly built and lacks experience and resources. On the other hand, we adopted trust rather than transparency or effectiveness as the proxy variable due to the limited financial disclosures of most university foundations.



Thus, it is assumed that the greater the trust alumni have in their alma mater’s foundation, the more likely they are to donate. If alumni believe that the university foundation can arrange the use of donated funds according to the wishes of donors in a fair and transparent manner, and reasonably allocate the donated funds (e.g., for basic campus construction or to help poor students), then alumni can fully affirm the work of the foundation. This assumption would trigger a higher willingness to donate; therefore, we develop the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Trust in foundation is positively related to donation willingness.






2.4. The Mediating Role of Faculty-Alumni Contact


Alumni’s assessments of their college experiences may have significant implications for the faculty–alumni relationship after graduation. Some studies have shown that frequent academic and non-academic interaction can enhance the interpersonal relationship between students and teachers, which may impact their subsequent donation behavior [15]. Frisby et al. [17] explicitly pointed out that the theme alumni recalled most frequently about their relationship was non-academic support from teachers. Thus, extracurricular experience would enrich the topics discussed between faculty and students, facilitating more communication. Considering the key role of faculty-alumni contact in enhancing interactions and improving the relationship between alumni and their alma mater, Clotfelter [16] confirmed that faculty-alumni contact could enhance alumni satisfaction with their alma mater and thereby contribute to increased donations. Furthermore, McAlexander and Koenig [23] found that the university experience could affect student–university ties (past and present relationships), and that financially contributing to universities is also strongly influenced by this relationship. Based on these findings, it could be hypothesized that the higher the level of alumni satisfaction with their campus experience, the stronger faculty-alumni contact is after graduation, and the more likely they are to donate. Therefore, we offer the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Campus experience satisfaction is positively related to faculty-alumni contact.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Faculty-alumni contact mediates the effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness.






2.5. The Mediating Role of Trust in Foundation


Academic experience, extracurricular experience, and the perceived quality of other services [37] influence alumni evaluations of their alma mater, including their understanding and judgment of the alma mater’s foundation. Studies have shown that students’ satisfaction with their campus experience influences their perception of the university’s image [38], and being part of the university organization also affects the foundation’s image. If the university foundation establishes favorable governance and transparency and has a reliable public image, it will gain the alumni’s trust. As alumni trust in their alma mater’s foundation increases, their willingness to donate should also increase.



It is worth noting that the disclosure of the use of donated funds by university foundations to alumni donors may also affect current students’ (potential donors) willingness to support and trust of the foundation, thereby affecting their donation willingness. Hence, whether donors are willing to donate generously and continuously to universities depends on whether the information between donors and universities is symmetrical. If donor alumni fail to receive effective, timely feedback from the university and do not know how the donated funds are used afterwards, this not only affects their donor trust toward the foundation’s operations, but also impacts current students’ perception of the university’s foundation. This can influence their assessments of their campus experience, eventually leading to reduced trust in the foundation and a lower likelihood of donation.



Therefore, it could be assumed that the more alumni enjoy and are satisfied with the university, the more they trust in the university’s foundation, and the more likely they are to give back to their alma mater after graduation. Thus, we formulated the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Campus experience satisfaction is positively related to trust in foundation.





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

Trust in foundation mediates the effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness.






2.6. The Sequential Mediating Role of Faculty-Alumni Contact and Trust in Foundation


Previous research strongly supports that nurturing a positive relationship with alumni plays an important role in fostering the growth of trust in the foundation [35,39]. In fact, contact with alumni, whether in the name of the university, college, or faculty, provides a platform for alumni to be informed of the university’s latest developments, and also learn about the university foundation, including basic information and program and donation information, helping them perceive a trustworthy image of the foundation. Enhancing strong bonds with alumni can facilitate information transmission and communication with institutions. If alumni recognize the honesty of their alma mater, then trust arises [40].



Therefore, it is expected that faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation play sequential, mediating roles in the positive effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness. Specifically, campus experience satisfaction can improve the relationship between alumni and faculty [15,17,23]. Alumni generally maintain and reinforce an effective interaction with faculty to keep abreast of the university’s development and the foundation’s information, on which basis they easily develop trust toward their alma mater’s foundation [39,40]. Alumni trust in foundation thus promotes donation willingness [8,41]. Overall, if alumni have a positive evaluation of their academic and non-academic experience, they are inclined to have frequent communication and contact with faculty both before and after graduation. Such an effective interaction can enhance alumni trust in foundation, which can further promote donation willingness. As such, campus experience satisfaction can positively influence donation willingness through the sequential mediation of faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation.



Thus, we posit the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 8 (H8).

Faculty-alumni contact is positively related to trust in foundation.





Hypothesis 9 (H9).

Faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundationsequentially mediates the effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness.





The theoretical model guiding our research and related hypotheses are described in Figure 1.





3. Methods


3.1. Participants and Procedure


To test our hypotheses, we performed a questionnaire survey at M University in Beijing (China), which is a “double first-class” discipline-developing university and a 112-year-old industry-research-oriented institution with slightly more graduate than undergraduate students. The participants were primarily alumni of the sample university, who had earned bachelor’s, professional master’s, academic master’s, and doctoral degrees. Prior to data collection, a standardized and structured questionnaire was developed based on a review of the literature, and five academic experts were invited to improve the structure and questionnaire items to ensure content validity [42]. Based on the results of a pilot test with 78 participants conducted between May and July 2021, we adjusted any ambiguous items and removed repetitive ones. The formal survey was then initiated, using a modified questionnaire between October 2021 and January 2022.



The questionnaire was sent to participants recruited from alumni groups of the sample university in the form of an online link through WeChat (a social networking platform, widely used in China), from which we obtained our convenience sample. During the data collection period, respondents were asked whether they would like to voluntarily participate in a study on alumni giving and told that they would complete an online survey that would take approximately 5–10 min. They were also informed that participation was anonymous, all data would be used for statistical analysis, and that sensitive personal information would not be recorded. Finally, respondents were reminded that there was no right or wrong way to answer the questions.



A total of 335 questionnaires were collected, of which 97 were removed due to being incorrectly filled in and having missing values or invalid responses (e.g., excessively short answering time or the same answers for each item). Thus, a final 238 responses were used in our analysis, representing an effective response rate of 71.04%. According to the descriptive statistical results of the valid samples (see Table 1), 116 respondents were men (48.7%) and 122 were women (51.3%). Most alumni were young (84.9% under 35 years old), with median annual income (between 100,000 and 300,000 RMB, equivalent to approximately 15,000 to 45,000 USD; accounting for 52.5%), and most held master’s or doctoral degrees (79.4%). A majority chose to work in Beijing (68.9%) and nearly half were in management positions (42.8%).




3.2. Measurement


The measurement scale included four constructs: campus experience satisfaction, faculty-alumni contact, trust in foundation, and donation willingness. In total, there were 19 items, and all the measures were scored on a six-point Likert scale (1–strongly disagree, 6–strongly agree). The six-point scale is selected primarily to avoid the “neutrality” choice, which is common in Asian countries [43]. Thus, respondents must make a tendency choice [42], that is, they tend to agree or disagree, and there is no mid-point option [44,45,46,47,48,49]. Campus experience satisfaction and trust in foundation were measured using four items each, faculty-alumni contact was assessed using five items, and six items were used to measure donation willingness. All the participants were from China; thus, the original scale was in Mandarin. Table 2 presents each construct and the corresponding measurement items in detail. Finally, we emphasize that the final sample of 238 is more than 10 times the number of items (19) and can therefore be considered quite sufficient [50,51,52].





4. Data Analysis and Results


We chose covariance-based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) to analyze the data and test the hypotheses (see Figure 1). The main purpose of this study was to reveal the complex relationships among campus experience satisfaction, faculty-alumni contact, trust in foundation, and donation willingness in more than 200 respondents. Hence, the CB-SEM method was considered appropriate [57,58]. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 24.0 and AMOS version 24.0. SPSS was used to perform Harman’s one-factor test and reliability analysis and AMOS was applied to assess construct validity and hypothesis testing.



4.1. Common Method Bias


All items were answered by the same person, which might have resulted in common method bias (CMB). Following Podsakoff et al. [59], a procedural remedy was enforced to reduce the possibility of CMB by anonymizing responses and improving items. In addition, Harman’s one-factor test was used to evaluate the extent of CMB. If a single strong factor can explain the majority of variance, CMB is most likely present in the data. The amount of CMB can be determined by the first unrotated factor in an exploratory factor analysis [60]. In this study, four factors were identified, and the first unrotated factor explained 48.468% of the variance, which did not account for the majority (more than 50%) [61], indicating that CMB was not a serious concern.




4.2. Measurement Model


Reliability and construct validity (convergent and discriminant validity) were measured to test the measurement model. The study evaluated the reliability of all constructs using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Table 3 shows Cronbach’s alpha for each individual construct ranging from 0.870 to 0.925, all above the suggested standard of 0.7 [62], indicating that the reliability of the measurement model has been satisfied.



Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to determine construct validity [57]. The measurement model’s goodness of fit was examined using multiple fit indices before validity analysis: the χ2/df ratio, GFI, AGFI, NFI, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA [63]. The χ2/df ratio was less than 3 and GFI and AGFI were greater than the accepted cutoff values of 0.8, whereas the NFI, TLI, and CFI values were above 0.9, and RMSEA was below 0.08 (recommended standard), which were considered evidence of good fit [57,64,65]. The results demonstrated that the measurement model fitted the data well, as the values exceeded the thresholds (χ2/df = 2.107; GFI = 0.882; AGFI = 0.847; NFI = 0.910; TLI = 0.941; CFI = 0.950; and RMSEA = 0.068) (Figure 2).



Factor loadings, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) were used to assess convergence validity [66]. The factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.706 to 0.936, and the t-values indicated that they were significant at the 0.001 level [67]. CR values were between 0.871 and 0.928, which far exceed the suggested value of 0.6 [68]. Furthermore, the values of AVE were between 0.574 and 0.763, greater than the cutoff value of 0.5 [67]. Therefore, the measurement model showed good convergent validity, as shown in Table 3. Similarly, an assessment of the discriminant validity was conducted using the Fornell–Larcker criterion. The square root of the AVE from each construct was no less than the correlations between them [66]. Thus, the measurement model has adequate discriminant validity, as shown in Table 4.




4.3. Structural Model


After confirming the reliability and construct validity of the measurement model, the structural model was further assessed. The structural model analysis results show that the proposed model has a good fit, with all values meeting the recommended standards (Figure 3): χ2/df = 2.107 (<3), GFI = 0.882 (>0.8), AGFI = 0.847 (>0.8), NFI = 0.910 (>0.9), TLI = 0.941 (>0.8), CFI = 0.950 (>0.8), and RMSEA = 0.068 (<0.08). Campus experience satisfaction can explain about 41.1% and 43.1% of the variance of faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation, respectively. Altogether, the model accounted for 47.5% of the variance in donation willingness, as shown in Figure 3 and Table 5.



In addition, the size and significance of the path coefficients were tested. It was found that donation willingness is successfully predicted by campus experience satisfaction (β = 0.201, t = 2.456, p < 0.05), faculty-alumni contact (β = 0.168, t = 2.045, p < 0.05), and trust in foundation (β = 0.422, t = 5.266, p < 0.001), supporting H1, H2, and H3. These findings imply that greater campus experience satisfaction, closer faculty-alumni contact and high levels of trust in foundation are significant accelerators for alumni to donate to their alma mater. Moreover, campus experience satisfaction positively affects faculty-alumni contact (β = 0.641, t = 9.170, p < 0.001) and trust in foundation (β = 0.423, t = 5.302, p < 0.001), providing support for H4 and H6. These findings indicate that if alumni are more satisfied with their campus experience, they are inclined to maintain strong communication and contact with faculty and have a favorable impression of the operation of their alma mater foundation, thus increasing levels of trust in foundation. Likewise, faculty-alumni contact has a significant positive effect on trust in foundation (β = 0.300, t = 3.684, p < 0.001), and thus statistically supports H8, which implied that alumni with close contact to faculty tend to trust the university foundation.




4.4. Mediation Effect Analysis


Following Preacher and Hayes [69], a bootstrapping indirect effect method was applied to investigate the mediating effect of faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation. The bootstrap estimates presented in this study were based on 5000 bootstrap samples [70]. As illustrated in Table 6, the indirect effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness via faculty-alumni contact was 0.108, and the 95% CI [0.001, 0.238] does not include zero, indicating that faculty-alumni contact mediates the effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness; thus, H5 is accepted. Similarly, the indirect effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness via trust in foundation was 0.178, and the 95% CI [0.087, 0.306] does not include zero, indicating that trust in foundation has a mediating role in the relationship between campus experience satisfaction and donation willingness, which supports H7. Furthermore, the indirect effect of campus experience satisfaction on donation willingness via faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation was 0.081 with a 95% CI [0.038, 0.152]. These results indicate that faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation sequentially mediate the effect of campus experience satisfaction on alumni donation willingness, supporting H9.



We estimated the overall mediation sequences linking campus experience satisfaction to donation willingness. All paths were significant and in the predicted direction; thus, the overall mediation model was supported. Furthermore, campus experience satisfaction had a total indirect effect of 0.367 (95% CI [0.236, 0.513]) and direct effect of 0.201 (95% CI [0.027, 0.394]) on donation willingness, accounting for 64.61% and 35.39% of the total effect, respectively. More specifically, three indirect mediating effects accounted for 19.01%, 31.34%, and 14.26% of the total effect, respectively. Accordingly, our mediation model was validated and well supported.





5. General Discussion


5.1. Summary and Explanation of Findings


Our results identify three key predictors of alumni donation and their interactive relationship in the industry-research-oriented universities of mainland China. The results indicate that campus experience satisfaction is a significant predictor of faculty-alumni contact, trust in foundation, and donation willingness. We also confirmed the significant impact of faculty-alumni contact on alumni donation willingness in this study, corroborating prior studies [13,18,23]. Alumni trust in these universities’ foundations could be nourished by faculty-alumni contact, strongly increasing alumni donors’ behavioral intention.



The mediating role further opens the “black boxes” of how campus experience satisfaction affects alumni donor behavioral intention through three possible indirect paths, which could be explained as follows:



First, the “campus experience satisfaction → faculty-alumni contact → donation willingness” path stimulates those satisfactory memories through frequent contact with relevant people so as to induce the feeling of gratitude and intention to repay.



Second, the “campus experience satisfaction → trust in foundation → donation willingness” path is shown to be the most influential, reflecting a halo effect. Alumni usually have relatively limited interactions with Chinese university foundations as students because the foundations are fairly new and lack the information, experience, and resources for intensive contact. Thus, a satisfactory campus experience would fill the memory gap of the foundation by projecting a responsible image with great effectiveness, thereby attracting more donations.



Third, the “campus experience satisfaction → faculty-alumni contact → trust in the foundation → donation willingness” path reflects a unique trust-building mechanism in the Chinese context. Trust is a decisive factor in triggering financial giving and would be better incited by interactions with acquaintances with whom grateful and impressive memories were made.



Such findings improve our understanding of the mechanism underlying the key antecedents of alumni giving.




5.2. Theoretical Implications


Theoretically, our work identifies and reveals the key determinants of increased alumni giving and their interactive mechanisms in the Chinese higher education ecosystem. Our findings not only enrich the literature by analyzing the antecedents of alumni donation, but also deepen the understanding of the roles played by trust and contact in nurturing a sustainable cycle of satisfactory experience and steady alumni financial support.



Specifically, it was revealed that trust in the foundation is a vital determinant and decisive link to donation in the higher education sphere. The existing literature on alumni giving rarely discusses the role of trust and, even less so, trust in the foundation, warranting in-depth analysis [8]. This study found that alumni trust in the foundation had an even greater predictive power than campus experience, which may explain why some Chinese millionaires donate to foreign elite universities rather than their Chinese alma mater because the foundation does not provide transparency [41]. In addition, as an indispensable segment of the mechanism, either contacts or satisfaction could be transferred to trust, leading to financial contribution.



Faculty-alumni contact is also identified not only as an important predictor of financial giving, but also as a key catalyst in stimulating the dynamic of trust in the foundation and campus experience, which is novel to the current research. Contacts not only help deepen interpersonal relationships but also help the university maintain a healthy and harmonious ecosystem. Alumni play a key role in this relationship, strengthening the interconnection and interdependencies between education, society, and the economy, targeting and meeting university and industry needs, and reminding the university to be socially accountable in the knowledge-based economy and innovative world [71,72].




5.3. Managerial Implications


On one hand, refining the campus experience for students (as future alumni and potential donors) is continuous but critical work in order to build a sustainable ecosystem for Chinese industry-research-oriented universities. Providing more opportunities for students to study and exchange, enriching students’ extracurricular activities, and building high-level teaching teams and improving other services would ensure better education quality and environment, guaranteeing broader career choices for alumni and social accountability for the university in cultivating industry elites. Industry elites could then propel economic prosperity and technological transformation, reflecting on the university through a sustainable development environment and ample resources.



On the other hand, primary efforts should be invested in cultivating contact between faculty and students instead of on training or enrolling professional fundraisers in Chinese universities. As the results show, faculty-alumni contact does not only trigger more donation directly, it also promotes alumni trust in the university foundation, which in turn would bring in more donations. Registered as nonpublic foundations, public university foundations in China are similar to other government-organized nongovernmental organizations (GONGOs), which are highly accountable to the government and university, with abundant concerns and hidden restrictions on lobbying or investing. Hence, solicitors or marketers would not function well under the institution. Thus, it is better to use the available resources to facilitate more chances and a better platform for faculty and alumni contact and to foster a culture that supports regular, long-term mechanisms for faculty-alumni contact.



In addition, it is crucial for the university foundation to maintain a trusted image. Among all the factors, openness and transparency are central factors that not only affect the initiative of alumni who have donated, but also affect the donation decisions of potential donors. In order to generate a sustainable donation, universities should disclose the public donation information and the use of funds through a variety of channels (e.g., official websites, electronic mail, and social media accounts) to gain the respect and trust of alumni and make them feel that their donations are needed and valued. This will nourish the favorable reputation and trustworthiness of the university, eventually contributing to alumni-giving enthusiasm and encouraging donation behavior.



Finally, alumni donations are given on the condition that they help the development of their alma mater in the long run, either by building an elite, professional image or by creating an equal and harmonious atmosphere. Alternative projects designed for alumni donation should thus pay greater attention to advantageous disciplines and the long-term development of the university.




5.4. Limitations and Future Research


Some factors that may affect the study outcomes were discovered after revealing the mediation effect. However, there are still several limitations. First, our data relied on alumni self-reporting and were collected at a single time point, increasing the risk of CMB despite procedural controls, such as a pilot study and questionnaire modifications according to expert suggestions. However, Harman’s single factor statistical test indicated that CMB was not serious in this study. In the future, data should be collected at multiple time points. Second, the results cannot support general causal claims because the data collection period may have been too brief. Future research should adopt a longitudinal design to better capture alumni intention and behavior regarding donation. Third, we employed a convenience sample drawn mainly from an industry-research-oriented university in mainland China, which may reduce the generalizability of the results to other HEIs. Future studies would benefit from data collected from other industry-research-oriented universities as well as comprehensive universities, even from different cultural contexts. Finally, our study is limited in its predictions by only considering campus experience satisfaction, faculty-alumni contact, and trust in foundation as antecedents of donation willingness. In the future, it would be interesting to analyze demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, religious beliefs, household income, marital status, education, and career) and other contextual factors [73,74]. Similarly, we also encourage future studies to consider the actual behavior of alumni giving as an outcome variable, which could have greater social implications.





6. Conclusions


It is vital for HEIs to understand why alumni are willing to give to their alma mater, especially under recent server financial pressure. In this study, we explored the effect of alumni campus satisfaction on donation willingness in a Chinese industry-research-oriented university context through different paths. The results reaffirm the positive effect of campus satisfaction on alumni giving, and the direct and sequential mediating roles of faculty-alumni contact and trust in foundation were particularly examined. In addition, the study also shows that alumni trust in the foundation has an even greater predictive power than campus experience satisfaction and faculty-alumni contact. This study contributes to theoretically enriching the research on the antecedents of alumni donation, while deepening the understanding of key interactive mechanisms of increasing alumni giving in the Chinese higher education ecosystem. The managerial implications of this study provide targeted guidance with the context of Chinese HEIs. We hope that this study can help researchers further examine the predictors and their interactive mechanisms of alumni-giving behavior in the future.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. 
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Figure 2. Measurement model. 






Figure 2. Measurement model.



[image: Sustainability 14 07570 g002]







[image: Sustainability 14 07570 g003 550] 





Figure 3. Structural model results. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (N = 238).
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Demographics

	
Category

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	
Men

	
116

	
48.7%




	
Women

	
122

	
51.3%




	
Age

	
<23

	
28

	
11.8%




	
25–35

	
174

	
73.1%




	
>35

	
36

	
15.1%




	
Annual income

	
<100,000 RMB

	
75

	
31.5%




	
100,000–300,000 RMB

	
125

	
52.5%




	
>300,000 RMB

	
38

	
16.0%




	
Qualification

	
Bachelor’s

	
49

	
20.6%




	
Professional master’s

	
72

	
30.3%




	
Academic master’s

	
79

	
33.2%




	
Doctoral

	
38

	
15.9%




	
Occupation

	
Middle/senior manager

	
46

	
19.3%




	
Line manager

	
56

	
23.5%




	
Junior

	
126

	
52.9%




	
Entrepreneur

	
10

	
4.2%




	
Industry type

	
Mining

	
9

	
3.8%




	
Finance/banking

	
39

	
16.4%




	
Manufacturing

	
26

	
10.9%




	
Scientific research institution

	
23

	
9.7%




	
Others

	
141

	
59.2%




	
Work location

	
Beijing

	
164

	
68.9%




	
Shanghai/Guangdong/Shenzhen

	
11

	
4.6%




	
others

	
63

	
26.5%




	
Graduate period

	
<5 years

	
164

	
68.9%




	
5–10 years

	
44

	
18.5%




	
>10 years

	
30

	
12.6%








Notes: RMB is the legal tender of the People’s Republic of China and its exchange rate with the U.S. dollar is about 6.68 to 1.
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Table 2. Measurement items.
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Constructs

	
Measurement Items

	
Related Studies






	
Campus

experience satisfaction

	
I was satisfied with the teaching service of my alma mater.

	
Helgesen and Nesset [38]

Elliott and Shin [53]

Rodrigues [54]




	
I was satisfied with the campus academic activities of my alma mater.




	
I was satisfied with the extracurricular recreational activities of my alma mater.




	
I was satisfied with the support service of my alma mater.




	
Faculty-alumni contact

	
I kept in frequent contact with my counselor or head teacher after graduation.

	
Hartman and Schmidt [55]

McAlexander and Koenig [23]




	
I kept in frequent contact with my tutor after graduation.




	
I kept in frequent contact with one or more subject teachers after graduation.




	
I kept in frequent contact with other seniors after graduation.




	
I returned to my alma mater frequently after graduation.




	
Trust in foundation

	
The primary goal of the alma mater foundation is to help the university grow rapidly.

	
Waters [39]

Xue and Niu [41]




	
The primary goal of the alma mater foundation is to help poor students.




	
The alma mater foundation can distribute donations to the final recipient on time and in full.




	
The financial information of the alma mater foundation is open and transparent.




	
Donation willingness

	
I would be more willing to donate if the funds can be used for the development of my subject.

	
Drezner and Pizmony-Levy [10]

Naeimah Saraeh et al. [14]

Weerts [56]




	
I would be more willing to donate if it could save poor students from embarrassment.




	
I would be more willing to donate if it could help someone close to me.




	
I would be more willing to donate if it could fund the research and development of major projects.




	
Donating to my alma mater makes me feel a greater sense of belonging.




	
I would be more willing to donate when financial conditions permit.
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Table 3. Reliability and convergent validity.
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Construct

	
Code

	
Estimate

	
S.E.

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
Loading

	
CA

	
CR

	
AVE






	
Campus experience satisfaction

	
CES1

	
1.000

	

	

	

	
0.856

	
0.925

	
0.928

	
0.763




	
CES2

	
1.275

	
0.063

	
20.315

	
***

	
0.936




	
CES3

	
1.247

	
0.064

	
19.538

	
***

	
0.923




	
CES4

	
0.963

	
0.066

	
14.497

	
***

	
0.769




	
Faculty-alumni contact

	
FAC1

	
1.000

	

	

	

	
0.797

	
0.870

	
0.871

	
0.574




	
FAC2

	
0.953

	
0.081

	
11.713

	
***

	
0.733




	
FAC3

	
0.958

	
0.081

	
11.852

	
***

	
0.747




	
FAC4

	
0.915

	
0.075

	
12.254

	
***

	
0.770




	
FAC5

	
0.942

	
0.079

	
11.899

	
***

	
0.738




	
Trust in foundation

	
TIF1

	
1.000

	

	

	

	
0.838

	
0.902

	
0.908

	
0.711




	
TIF2

	
0.926

	
0.065

	
14.298

	
***

	
0.789




	
TIF3

	
1.076

	
0.058

	
18.672

	
***

	
0.929




	
TIF4

	
1.039

	
0.070

	
14.830

	
***

	
0.809




	
Donation willingness

	
DW1

	
1.000

	

	

	

	
0.782

	
0.905

	
0.906

	
0.617




	
DW2

	
0.959

	
0.077

	
12.519

	
***

	
0.768




	
DW3

	
0.960

	
0.084

	
11.406

	
***

	
0.706




	
DW4

	
1.092

	
0.077

	
14.271

	
***

	
0.853




	
DW5

	
1.077

	
0.079

	
13.579

	
***

	
0.820




	
DW6

	
0.948

	
0.074

	
12.788

	
***

	
0.777








Notes. *** p < 0.001; CA = Cronbach’s alpha, CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity.
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	Construct
	1
	2
	3
	4





	1. Campus experience satisfaction
	0.873
	
	
	



	2. Faculty-alumni contact
	0.641 ***
	0.758
	
	



	3. Trust in foundation
	0.615 ***
	0.571 ***
	0.843
	



	4. Donation willingness
	0.568 ***
	0.537 ***
	0.641 ***
	0.785







Notes. *** p < 0.001; bolded elements along the diagonal are the square roots of the AVE; elements below the diagonal are the correlations between construct’s values.
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Table 5. Hypothesis testing (direct effect).






Table 5. Hypothesis testing (direct effect).





	
Hypothesis

	
Path

	
Std. Estimate

	
Estimate

	
S.E.

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
Result

	
R2






	
H1

	
CES→DW

	
0.201

	
0.174

	
0.071

	
2.456

	
0.014

	
Support

	
0.475




	
H2

	
FAC→DW

	
0.168

	
0.124

	
0.060

	
2.045

	
0.041

	
Support




	
H3

	
TIF→DW

	
0.422

	
0.350

	
0.066

	
5.266

	
***

	
Support




	
H4

	
CES→FAC

	
0.641

	
0.755

	
0.082

	
9.170

	
***

	
Support

	
0.411




	
H6

	
CES→TIF

	
0.423

	
0.443

	
0.083

	
5.302

	
***

	
Support

	
0.431




	
H8

	
FAC→TIF

	
0.300

	
0.266

	
0.072

	
3.684

	
***

	
Support








Notes. *** p < 0.001; CES = campus experience satisfaction, FAC = faculty-alumni contact, TIF = trust in foundation, DW = donation willingness.
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Table 6. The indirect effect, direct effect, and total effect of multiple mediations.
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Path

	
Bootstrapping

	
BC 95% CI

	
Effect of




	
Point Estimate

	
S.E.

	
Lower

	
Upper






	
Indirect effect

	
CES-FAC-DW

	
0.108

	
0.059

	
0.001

	
0.238

	
19.01%




	
CES-TIF-DW

	
0.178

	
0.055

	
0.087

	
0.306

	
31.34%




	
CES-FAC-TIF-DW

	
0.081

	
0.028

	
0.038

	
0.152

	
14.26%




	
Total indirect effect

	
CES on DW

	
0.367

	
0.070

	
0.236

	
0.513

	
64.61%




	
Direct effect

	
CES on DW

	
0.201

	
0.093

	
0.027

	
0.394

	
35.39%




	
Total effect

	
CES on DW

	
0.568

	
0.061

	
0.445

	
0.683

	








Notes. CES = campus experience satisfaction, FAC = faculty-alumni contact, TIF = trust in foundation, DW = donation willingness; 5000 bootstrap samples.
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