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Project	Overview	
 

This analysis looks at the College of Engineering and Architecture at Western State 

University.  To increase donations from the approximately 20,000 CEA alumni, public relations 

representatives from the college are seeking input on how to reach a broader audience and 

increase their current donor base from approximately 20% of alumni to at least 35%.  This paper 

proposes three coordinated projects to collect information and leverage the considerable support 

of the CEA’s alumni and to help move the college’s communications, website, fundraising, and 

outreach efforts into a digital era.   

The first task is to create a focus group that will discuss, with four different groups of 

alumni from two different locations around the Puget Sound area, their thoughts and opinions 

regarding the college’s current outreach efforts, the current website, and to determine the best 

methods of moving forward.  The second task is to send out a survey via mail to get a general 

sense from the alumni community regarding their usage of the current college website, and their 

opinion on how to increase fundraising efforts.  The third task is to create an experiment that will 

measure the response of two new and different fundraising appeals, one directed at older alumni 

and the other directed at alumni under 35 years old.  This experiment will test the effectiveness 

of different these fundraising appeals in an effort to increase donations to the college. 

The information sought by this project will inform the CEA public relations staff as to 

what they should do to improve their website and digital outreach efforts, to improve their 

fundraising outreach and effectiveness, and give statistical information on whether traditional 

publications or electronic publications are acceptable to alumni, potentially saving money on 

high printing costs.  This project addresses a majority of the topics that have been identified by 

public relations staff creates a good foundation for the success of future projects. 



1. Focus	Group	
 
 The focus group will be designed to reach two different groups of engineers, one from 

Boeing, a major employer of the CEA’s graduates, the other from a broader engineering 

audience. It will be divided further into two groups, one of more recent graduates aged 35 and 

under, the other consisting of older graduates between the ages of 45 and 65.   The focus groups 

will be held in two different locations, the Boeing group will meet up in the Everett area where 

some of the Boeing’s largest manufacturing facilities are located.   The other group will be held 

in the greater Seattle area to try and make it convenient for those who work for other engineering 

firms in the area to attend.  The focus groups will consist of 10 to 12 individuals per session with 

the goal of getting between 40 and 50 people’s opinions regarding a variety of different subjects.   

To improve the applicability and to allow for logical inference of the focus group findings, 

subjects for this focus group will be chosen from a list of alumni with the goal of creating a 

representative population that is similar to the general demographic characteristics of current 

CEA graduates.  The focus groups will be designed to have an appropriate balance of individuals 

from varying backgrounds to get a diversity of opinion.   There may be a need to include 

representatives from some of the minority populations including women and those of various 

racial backgrounds to give a complete picture of the diversity of opinions and characteristics of 

CEA graduates.   The focus group should be held later in the evening to allow busy professionals 

an opportunity to attend this focus group, and focus group participants will be compensated for 

their time and travel.   

The focus group discussion will be focused mainly on the College of Engineering and 

Architecture’s website, potentially transitioning from printed to digital media and fundraising 

outreach.   This design should allow for a diversity of opinions that could demonstrate a potential 



generational gap between younger and older graduates that may or may not exist among alumni 

of the CEA. The information from this focus group would allow the college to target their 

communication efforts to the audience that is most likely to consume it. It would also allow 

participants to give feedback and ideas about improvements to the college’s website, and to 

inform the college about the perceptions of their alumni and what motivates them to donate to 

the college.  The use of a focus group for this particular aspect of this project will give invaluable 

feedback that would not be otherwise gotten from a paper survey or other common information 

gathering techniques.   The intimate setting and the group dynamic will allow for ideas and 

concepts to be built upon and for innovative thoughts and ideas to be given. 

Moderator’s	Guide	
 

The College of Engineering and Architecture (CEA) at Western State University is 

seeking information through a series of four focus groups to determine the effectiveness of their 

current communications, website, and alumni outreach campaigns.  The goal of this effort is to 

solicit candid and directed feedback from current CEA alumni in two different age groups, 

young professionals under 35 years old who are relatively new in their careers, and older alumni 

45-65 years old who are more established in their lives and who have been working for a 

substantial time in their careers. The groups of 10-12 professionals will be created from alumni 

contacts that work in a specific area, and for a specific employer.  The two locations that these 

focus groups will be held are (1) Everett, Washington, with an exclusive focus on employees of 

Boeing and (2) in the greater Seattle area, with a focus on alumni that work for a variety of 

different employers, besides Boeing.  Each age group in each location will have a one-hour 

session for a total of four sessions. 



You will be conducting these interviews with these two different engineering audiences 

to determine their thoughts on the college’s website, and whether they have (1) recently visited it 

and what they think of the current website, (2) their thoughts on new website content categories 

that are being considered, and (3) whether they would like to see the CEA transition away from 

printed publications to digital media, and (4) whether they would utilize a new website, or even 

social media for making donations, or as a resource to look back at their college days, keeping 

track of professors and other alumni, as well as current events and innovations at the college.  

It is important when starting this focus group to make these participants feel at ease to 

share their thoughts and feelings.  The CEA desires to hear from each of the participants in each 

group, so you will need to use persuasive techniques to get all participants involved, to make 

them comfortable, and make sure that the conversation is not dominated by one or two vocal 

participants.  You may have to specifically ask participants for their thoughts if they remain quiet 

or are not contributing, and you should follow up on important points that participants bring up.  

It is important for participants to give their own thoughts and opinions, so be sure to not lead the 

discussion by introducing new suggestions, or unnecessarily correcting their thoughts and 

opinions, while allowing open and respectful dialogue between participants. 

The questions that this focus group will be asking are in the traditional format for focus 

groups, with engagement questions, exploration questions, and some general exit questions.  This 

focus group will also have an interactive element where participants will view potential 

communication concepts and/or website designs and give their feedback, positive or negative, to 

what they see.  You will then follow up with questions to try to find out why participants thought 

elements were good or bad, along with general questions about their tenure while at the college 

and how they think the college has affected their lives. 



You will start with an introduction of yourself, why you are here, and then have each 

participant introduce themselves, and briefly explain to them why they are here, and why this 

focus group is important.  You should encourage all participants to be engaged, and to speak up 

– that’s why they are here, to be heard.  You should also mention that the session is being 

recorded, and that other people are watching this focus group.  These observers want to know 

what the participants think, and that what each participant says is very important.  After 

introductions and all the appropriate release forms have been filled out you can begin the focus 

group. 

Engagement Questions: 

1. First of all, I would like to have each of you tell me about your experience with the 

College of Engineering and Architecture since you graduated. 

a. Have you kept in touch with the college or with the alumni association? 

b. What types of communication have you gotten over the years?  

2. We are going to take a look at the current College of Engineering and Architecture 

website, and I want you to tell me if this is at all familiar to you. 

a. Tell me your thoughts as we look over this webpage.  (Guide participants 

through a series of webpages, highlighting the subject of each page.) 

Exploration Questions: 

3. What do you think about the College of Engineering and Architecture’s current 

website? 

a. What did you like or dislike about this website? 

b. Had you previously visited this website?  Why or why not? 

4. What type of materials or media would you like to see on the college’s website? 



a. Would that compel you to go to the website more than you currently do? 

5. We spoke earlier about the communications you received from the college.  The 

college is thinking about transitioning from print based materials to digitally 

published material.  Here is an example: (show printed magazine) 

a. What are your thoughts on this magazine? 

b. Have you read it before? 

6. Do you prefer these publications to be printed, or would you rather read them online? 

a. If it was online, would you be more or less likely to read it? 

7. Shifting back to the website, if there was an easy way for you to donate to the college 

directly from its website, would you take advantage of that opportunity? 

a. Would you be more or less inclined to donate? 

b. Or have you donated at all? 

General Questions: 

8. As you have gotten older and more experienced, do you value your education more or 

less? 

9. When you were just a few years out from graduating from the College of Engineering 

and Architecture, did you have the desire to donate to your alma matter?  At what 

point do you think you had the means to donate? 

10. If there was a way to do small, convenient donations to the college would you have 

taken advantage of that when you were younger?  What about now? 

It is important to note that there is a strict time limit of one hour for each focus group, and you 

should wrap up the questions as the time limit approaches, without cutting off the conversation.  



After the session has finished, thank all participants for coming and instruct them on how to get 

their compensation for their time. 

Focus	Group	Discussion	

The results of this focus group would not be able to predict trends in the alumni 

population, but they could be used to potentially show a general trend, especially if the results 

show a strong consensus between participants.  The predictive power of this focus groups is in 

the design.  The design of this particular focus group would collect a good diversity of opinion 

from a group that is similar to the overall alumni population. Internally, the questions are written 

to get a wide overview of each of the topics, and therefore it has good face validity.  With the 

selection of a competent moderator, the discussion should be valuable and the follow-up 

questions would be very informative, detailed, intimate, spontaneous, and informing. 

 The questions are designed to show what the participants think about the website, and to 

answer some of the concerns of the communications staff regarding online donation collection, 

potential website redesign content, whether a transition from print media to an electronic 

magazine format would be accepted and/or read.  It would also show communications staff how 

effective their current communication, fundraising, and outreach campaigns have been, and what 

changes could be beneficial in helping them reach their increased fundraising goal.  It will be 

complementary with the survey information, as well as the experimental research aspects of the 

overall communications project. 

 	



2. Survey	

 The survey portion of this project will assess the some more generalized topics to try and 

get an overview of website use and design aspects, donation preferences and behavior, preferred 

methods of communication with the college (email, social media, websites, etc.), and preferences 

regarding digital or printed communications.  The survey will be sent out to a random sample of 

alumni selected by the CEA public relations staff.  The survey will be conducted via mail, and is 

anticipated to take less than 5 minutes to fill out and return.  Since the alumni already have a 

connection with the college, survey response rates should be higher than a random sample of the 

general population.  The survey questions have been designed based on the stated needs and 

desires of the CEA communications department.  Standard demographic questions have been 

added, along with brief instructions on how to complete and return the survey.  Survey recipients 

will also get a cover letter explaining the importance of the survey, with details as to how this 

information will assist the college. 

Pretest	

The survey was tested on 6 individuals, with the surveys taking between 2:45 and 5 minutes, 

with an average time to complete the survey being just under four minutes.  When asked what 

could be improved, those tested mentioned a few minor wording and grammatical issues, and the 

scales for questions 9-10 were modified to leave out a mid-point in the scale, to force a 

directional response from survey participants.  There were no comments or concerns regarding 

the cover letter. 

 

 	



Survey		

Survey Instructions:   
 

1. Read each question and each answer completely before selecting a response.   
2. Most questions will ask for a single choice, unless stated otherwise. 
3. Some questions have an opportunity to write in additional information.  Please fill these 

out as they apply.   
4. Please fill out the survey legibly by filling in, checking, or circling the appropriate 

response. 
5. If you make a mistake, simply cross out your choice and fill in, check, or circle the 

correct response. 
6. Please answer all questions before returning the survey. 
7. When you have completed the survey, place it in the self-addressed, stamped envelope 

provided, and place it in the mail. 
 
 
1. Have you ever visited Western State University’s College of Engineering and 

Architecture website (cea.wsu.edu)? 

o Yes o No o Don’t recall 

2. How many times in the last year have you visited the College of Engineering and 

Architecture website? 

o Never 

o 1-2 times 

o 3-6 times 

o 7-11 times 

o Monthly 

o Weekly 

o Daily 

3. What is your perception of the current website, compared to other websites you 

frequently use? 

o Very Attractive 

o Attractive 

o Average 

o Unattractive 

o Very Unattractive 

o Not applicable / haven’t visited the website. 



4. The College of Engineering and Architecture is considering a redesign of their website.  

Which of the following types of media and information would you find useful? [Check 

all that apply] 

o Blog from the College Dean 

o Faculty profiles 

o Research accomplishments of faculty 

o Profiles of successful graduates 

o Current student accomplishments 

o Former faculty profiles 

o Social media links 

o Other _______________________ 

5. If the College of Engineering and Architecture website contained more of the above 

items, would you be more likely to visit the website? 

o Yes o No o Maybe 

6. The College of Engineering and Architecture is considering a transition from 

traditionally published media to digital publications for alumni, such as an electronic 

magazine (e-zine) or newsletter.  Which would you prefer to use? 

o Printed Publications 

o Electronic Publications 

o Neither 

o No preference

7. Have you made any financial donations to the College of Engineering and Architecture 

since graduating? 

o Yes o No o Don’t recall 

8. If you have not made any financial donations since graduating, what reasons are 

preventing you from making a donation? 

o Financial reasons 

o Don’t know how to donate 

o Not interested in donating 

o Other (please specify) _________________ 

o Not applicable 

9. If an online donation link was added to the current website College of Engineering and 

Architecture, how likely would you be to make an online donation? 

o Very Unlikely 

o Unlikely 



o Likely 

o Very Likely 

10. If the College of Engineering and Architecture started a micro-donation program to 

allow small automatic donations ($5-20 monthly) how likely would you be to participate 

in that program?

o Very Unlikely 

o Unlikely 

o Likely 

o Very Likely 

11. Do you envision giving greater financial support to the college in the future than your 

current donation level? 

o Yes 

o No 

o Maybe 

12. What is your preferred method to receive information from the College of Engineering 

and Architecture, and/or the alumni association? 

o Mail 

o Email 

o Social Media (Facebook, Twitter) 

o College website 

o College blog 

o Text message 

o Phone calls 

o I prefer not to be contacted 

13. What is your gender? 

o Male 

o Female 

14. What is your age? 

o 24-29 

o 30-34 

o 35-39 

o 40-44 

o 45-49 

o 50-54 

o 55-59 

o 60 or older 

15. What is your marital status? 

o Single 

o Cohabiting 

o Married 

o Separated 

o Divorced 

o Widowed / Widower 



16. What is the highest level of schooling you have completed? 

o Some College 

o Bachelor’s Degree 

o Master’s Degree 

o Professional Degree, Doctorate, or 

PhD 

17. What year did you graduate from the College of Engineering and Architecture? 

o [                  ]  Enter the year you graduated (YYYY) 

18. What is your annual household income? 

o Under $25,000 

o $25,000-49,999 

o $50,000-74,999 

o $75,000-99,999 

o $100,000-124,999 

o $125,000-149,999 

o $150,000-$174,999 

o $175,000-199,999 

o $200,000 or highe 

 

 
 
Please place this completed survey in the return envelope provided and place in the mail, or 
give to your local mail carrier.  Thank you! 
 
Survey	Discussion	

 This survey would be a very reliable instrument, assuming that it is sent to a large enough 

sample of the population.  Since that population size is unknown, I cannot estimate how many 

people the survey should be sent to.  If the population is large – over 20,000 – it can be assumed 

that a survey completed by approximately 600 persons would return a 95% confidence level with 

a margin of error of +/-4%.  If the alumni population is smaller, there would need to be a greater 

number of people interviewed to avoid large margins of error.  With a large enough mailer the 

results would be projectable on the overall population due to the random-sampling design of the 

survey.  The results would give many different ways to parse, combine, or model the data based 

on the robust demographics collected.  The results would answer many of the questions that the 

public relations staff have posed for this study.  



Sample	Cover	Letter	
 
Dear Western State University Alumni, 
 

You have been randomly selected by the College of Engineering and Architecture to 
participate in a brief survey to gather important information to help the college update its 
website, and to improve fundraising, and update the college’s communications plan.    
 

Your opinion will help shape the college’s new website, and improve the fundraising 
capacity for important college events and scholarship opportunities, and help determine how to 
increase digital communications with students, faculty and alumni. Please take a moment after 
reading the instructions to fill out the attached survey. It is estimated that the survey will take 
about five minutes to complete and mail back.  Your answers will provide important insights and 
help the college determine what priorities it should focus its efforts on. 
 

The information you provide will be kept private and will not be shared or sold and is 
intended to be used only for research related to the college’s communications planning and 
operations. 
 
Thank you for your participation! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
The College of Engineering and Architecture’s Communications Team 
 
  



3. Experiment	

 The last portion of this project is an experiment to try to determine the effectiveness of 

different messaging strategies to increase fundraising effectiveness.  The experiment will use a 

random assigned post-test design.  The two observations being tested by this experiment are as 

follows: 

1. Public relations representatives with the CEA have observed that older alumni 

recognize their college education as having been critical to their personal 

development, viewing their college experience as one of the most significant 

investments they personally made as young adults.  It is hypothesized that a 

fundraising appeal to older alumni that emphasizes the importance their college 

education at Western State University had in their lives may lead to greater numbers 

of donors, and increased donations. 

2. Public relations representatives with the CEA have observed that younger graduates, 

under 35, will give greater lifetime amounts if they start early building relationships 

and donations with the college.  These donations grow proportionally, so starting a 

routine of giving early in an alumni’s career will result in greater contributions over 

time to the college.  Research indicates that younger donors have a higher motivation 

to give, but also have the least capacity. 

The experiment will consist of a series of three targeted mailers sent out to alumni.  The 

names of the recipients will be recorded, and a database setup to monitor donations received by 

each individual contacted.  It is proposed that there be a total of three test groups created, along 

with a control group: 

• The first group will receive a mailer that contains a fundraising request that appeals to 

the personal development and personal investment aspect of older alumni (Group A) 



• The second group will receive a mailer that contains a fundraising request that appeals to 

younger alumni by proposing a micro-donation program offering $5-20 automatic 

monthly donations (Group B) 

• The third group will receive both mailers simultaneously (Group AB) 

• A fourth control group will receive a standard annual fundraising mailer (Group C) 

The working hypothesis is that based on anecdotal accounts, (1) older alumni in Group A would 

be more likely to donate, and potentially would increase their donations to the college. (2) 

Younger alumni in the Group B would be more likely to start giving if it was more affordable, 

and by starting them giving early they will likely give more over time. (3) By combining the two 

appeals, Group AB will give data that should indicate if the two appeals are age-dependent, and 

test whether there is crossover appeal between the two programs for certain individuals. 

 The dependent variable in this experiment is donor behavior.  The two main independent 

variables are the Group A mailer and the Group B mailer.  Other demographic information could 

be analyzed as though they are independent variables (age, sex, even year of graduation) since 

this is a random-designed survey.  By analyzing the results of Group AB, it can be seen if the 

messages are universal in their appeal or if one group has responded differently when given a 

choice.  The group AB would then be easily separated, since it can be tracked whether donors 

sign up for the micro-donation program, thereby choosing one program over another.  All 

programs can be verified against the control group which has received a standard fundraising 

appeal similar to past fundraising campaigns.  By comparing the control to previous years, the 

data can be adjusted and or further controlled to eliminate economic variations, etc. 

 Prior to instituting the experiment, the mailers should be professionally designed by a 

marketing team, and then tested on a small random-sampled alumni population.  The results of 



this pretest should be analyzed and if there seems to be any issues, they can be refined prior to a 

mass mailing.   

 Assuming there is an annual fundraising drive for the CEA, the fundraising mailers 

should be divided into four groups.  These groups do not need to be of equal size, but it would be 

ideal if the population was randomly assigned into four groups.  Assuming the college already 

has basic demographic data on alumni from their school records, a database should be created to 

track the incoming donations.  This database should indicate which group the donor was 

assigned to, their age, gender and how much they donated. 

Experiment	discussion	

This experimental design will give the opportunity to test whether the messages are 

effective in increasing participation, donations, or both among the different groups.  A simple 

analysis of each group would quickly reveal if any group had an increase, decrease, or no effect 

on donations.  Since the mailers would be sent to the entire population, but the groups would be 

randomly assigned, there would be strong external validity to the results.   Any positive, 

statistically significant result could be assumed that the messaging had a causal effect on the 

donation behavior of the population.  Gerber, Green, and Larimer1 (2008) have shown that 

properly designed social message appeals in traditional mailed brochures can be very effective in 

motivating people to action, and this experiment would provide an opportunity to see if the 

differing messages had an effect on donor behavior.  If the results show only slight differences, 

or statistically insignificant findings, then it could mean either the mailer was ineffectively 

designed or simply ineffective, though proper pretesting could isolate ineffective designs. 

                                                        
1 Gerber, Alan S., Donald P. Green, and Christopher W. Larimer. "Social pressure and voter turnout: Evidence from a large-scale field 
experiment." American Political Science Review 102.01 (2008): 33-48. Web:isps.yale.edu/sites/default/files/publication/2012/12/ISPS08-001.pdf 


