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Abstract

This paper intends to capture alumni’s assessments and perceptions about decisive
dimensions of their commitment towards their alma mater. Their academic experience
and current situation are highlighted. Moreover, their perception about the role of
Higher Education Institution (HEI) in this commitment-relationship is likewise valu-
able to get their involvement. The study took place at a Portuguese university. Three
focus groups, with 21 participants, were conducted to get consistent information
permitting further developments. Data were analysed through NVivo software.The
study gives insights revealing dimensions such as the relationships with teachers,
extracurricular activities and initiation as decisive in their academic experience.
Recommending and sharing their experience, underline evidence of what they are
willing to give back. Moreover, their consciousness of bearing a mission to contribute
to HEI’s development was expressed through strong positive feelings, such as the sense
of belonging, and pride at being part of the university, defined in their statements. But
they all demand an effective ability of the university to communicate with them.
Overall conclusions offer a scenario of alumni’s commitment, giving HEI’s manage-
ment valuable clues to improvement, but its responsibility in this commitment-
relationship was also stressed. Moreover, results also provide contributions to literature
enabling other HEIs to replicate the study or simply use the results for their own
development. Since the study occurred in a relatively weak alumni culture context,
revealing the importance in promoting debate as a means to engage alumni in HEI’s
efforts for success, it presents insights for further developments in similar higher
education environments.
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1 Introduction

The global knowledge economy defines new and complex challenges to the education
market, with particular emphasis in the third sector, as it must rapidly respond to
profound changes in its environment. European Higher Education Institution (HEIs)
face a context of increasing competition, financial difficulties and demographic chang-
es, which require innovative responses to achieve competitiveness, and marketization
has been definitively one of them.

HEIs’ role goes beyond teaching and research, as they are central pillars in economic
and social development as service providers (Schlesinger et al. 2015). Relationships
with their stakeholders have become a core issue among the strategies to keep HEIs in a
competitive position, which is supported by a more professional management structure,
based in a customer-driven culture (Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown 2007).

Relationship marketing (RM) frames approaches to students as main stakeholders, in
order to strengthen their loyalty. A loyal student will become a loyal alumnus in the
future, and the long term-relationships with alumni will provide significant benefits to
HEIs (e.g. Alwi and Kitchen 2014; Helgesen and Nesset 2007; Hennig-Thurau et al.
2001; Pedro and Andraz 2019; Snijders et al. 2019). To sustain such relationships, both
alumni and HEI must be strongly committed to it. The higher the commitment, the
more the intention to remain in the relationship (Morgan and Hunt 1994). Commitment
consists of affective and cognitive features, explaining individual attitudes and behav-
iour in a relationship (Nora and Cabrera 1993; Sargeant and Woodliffe 2005). HEIs’
administrators must clearly understand determinants and consequences of alumni’s
commitment and in different countries, they have been studying their alumni (Pedro
et al. 2020; Skari 2014).

This premise sets the starting point of this study, catching their opinions and feelings
about a set of questions that may define their commitment. Therefore, three main
objectives were set for this study. First, to promote a debate through focus groups in
order to understand alumni’s opinions and perceptions about a set of topics related with
commitment towards their alma mater. Second, to understand if this strategy represents
an efficient means to involve alumni and get their collaboration. Third, to collect
valuable information about drivers and consequences of commitment in such a way
that a theoretical framework can arise to guide future studies.

This research took place at a Portuguese university. A qualitative study was con-
ducted through alumni focus groups. Data analysis took place through NVivo software.
According to related literature and bearing in mind the purposes of this study, analysis
took into consideration the following dimensions: (1) academic experience (AE) —
identifying the decisive factors that influence commitment (e.g. Helgesen and Nesset
2007; Newman and Petrosko 2011; Pedro et al. 2018; Koenig-Lewis et al. 2016); (2)
after graduation (current situation) — aspects that may influence the willingness to
commit (e.g. Belfield and Beney 2000; Clotfelter 2001; Newman and Petrosko 2011);
(3) kinds of giving back — identification of the different ways alumni can give their
collaboration to university (e.g. Alwi and Kitchen 2014; Iskhakova et al. 2016; Snijders
et al. 2019; Pedro et al. 2020); (4) university’s commitment towards them — what they
expect from the university (e.g. Bernal and Mille 2013; Pedro et al. 2020; Skari 2014).

The alumni-alma mater commitment-relationship represents a profitable field for
research, and these results provide HEIs with data to take into account when making
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accurate decisions. We believe that this study will bring interesting theoretical contri-
butions, namely at the strategies definition level in order to intensify and maintain
relationships with alumni, particularly important in higher education contexts where
those relationships are not a tradition. As far as we know this is a pioneering study in
the context where it was applied. It reveals the value in promoting debate as a means to
engage alumni in HEI’s efforts for success, and presents valuable insights for further
developments in similar contexts especially on what concerns Portuguese HEIs, which
till recently, were characterized through reactive attitudes towards their stakeholders
(Mainardes et al. 2014).

This paper is organized as follows: the next section presents the literature review,
followed by an in-depth presentation of the methodology; the third section presents the
results and a discussion of the findings; the conclusions and implications are presented
in the fourth and fifth sections, followed by section six comprising the limitations and
the suggestions for further research.

2 Literature review

Marketing concepts have been implemented in the daily strategies of higher education
(HE) sector, underlying a brand new language among management routines. A wide-
spread marketization of HE responds to internationalization and globalization
(Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2006). Furthermore, assertive responses to growing
demands on their mission, together with financial and management efficiency concerns,
must be found (e.g. Alves and Raposo 2007; Helgesen and Nesset 2007). The role of
HEIs upon society development is framed by the production and transference of
knowledge and innovation. The efficiency and skills they put into this process, along
with the constant improvement shown, embody the challenge to achieve competitive-
ness (e.g. Bleiklie et al. 2012; Donina and Hasanefendic 2018).

Literature on education marketing first appeared in the USA and UK. Initial studies
were conducted back in the seventies and eighties, when terms like marketing and
marketing research entered the academic world, borrowed from the business context
(Litten 1980). Works developed at the time were theoretical-normative in nature and
based on models for business purposes (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2006). More-
over, marketing approaches in HEIs were far from being in accord, due to the duality in
the interpretation of students as customers and as products in the educational process
(Litten 1980; Conway et al. 1994). The connotation of marketing with a pure business
context threatening the values of education as commercial values of competition, were
incompatible with the goal to provide equal opportunities for learning development
(Harvey 1996). Furthermore, marketing was often assumed as merely advertisements
and public relations (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2006).

On the nineties, HE was seen as a pure element of the services sector. Education
is primarily “people based”, rather than “equipment based” (Mazzarol and Soutar
1999). Canterbury (2000) recognizes that educational services have the same
characteristics as those in the service industry. However, the inherent complexity
of the service delivered demands serious prudence in the transfer of methods used in
the business sector to the HE field. The choice of the institution that Canterbury
(2000) calls the “unique decision”, the lack of information in what to look for, and
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the influence and the effect of family matters on that choice are pieces in a complex
puzzle that frame marketers’ decisions.

Students, must be attracted and retained in a very competitive market (Kotler and
Fox 1994). The capability of retaining students can be defined as the securing of
students’ loyalty and the certainty of their satisfaction. The focus lies now on fostering
relationships (defensive marketing) instead of acquisition (offensive marketing)
(Helgesen 2008). A different approach, through a customer-driven culture (Martin
et al. 2015; Oplatka and Hemsley-Brown 2007), relies on relationship marketing.
Institutions realize the importance of economic customer values that arise in this
process (Gronroos 1994), and this important concept drives marketing strategies in
the HE market as it stresses a strong competitive advantage. When students understand
the values embedded in an educational service, they commit to the relationship (Alves
and Raposo 2007; Helgesen and Nesset 2007; Rojas-Méndez et al. 2009). Having
committed students gives HEIs’ advantages, as they can positively influence the quality
of teaching and research development and, later, they become committed alumni
(Hennig-Thurau et al. 2001).

Sociological and psychological perspectives explain commitment in human relations
(Sargeant and Woodliffe 2005). Whereas for sociologists, commitment is framed by
social factors that compel individuals to perform a consistent action, psychologists
explain commitment by decisions that tend to maintain a behaviour (Sargeant and
Woodliffe 2005).

Commitment has been widely studied some examples are given in studies of Amani
2015; Fullerton 2003; Huselid and Day 1991; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Nora and
Cabrera 1993; Pedro et al. 2020, 2018), and strong contributions appear in an RM
context, through research applied in industrial and commercial organizations. A few
examples are the studies of Huselid and Day (1991), where the interactions between
organizational commitment and involvement were considered to predict turnover.
Mowday et al. (1979) put the focus on measuring attitudinal commitment in organiza-
tions to ascertain how it is related to employee behaviour. Organizational commitment
encompasses items such as: affinity; values; the certainty of having done a good choice;
loyalty and sense of belonging to the organization (Nora and Cabrera 1993). Grossman
(1999) stated that commitment is the feeling of being voluntarily tied to a firm.

The commitment-relationship in a relational exchange tended to be valorised if the
partners recognize benefits coming from the extent of it. Geyskens et al. (1996)
describe commitment as a nuclear element for successful RM, and therefore the
research targets are the factors that contribute to the maintenance, development and
enhancement of commitment. Because commitment is the intention to guarantee the
relationship, different motivations can underlie this intention, which implies different
types of commitment. These authors stress affective (emotional) and calculative
(cognitive) commitment as psychological states. Affective commitment is related to
the appreciation of a relationship, whereas calculative commitment refers the percep-
tion of the inherent switching costs of leaving it.

When applied to HEIs, and concerning relationships with alumni, both affective and
cognitive commitment are clearly identified. The nature of alumni commitment is
rooted in a sense of belonging, shared values and identification with their alma mater;
in other words, affective commitment. Furthermore, the alumni-alma mater relationship
is also assessed in terms of switching costs and benefits, stressing the calculative
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dimension through different services they expect from HEIs, in terms of career advice,
consulting support and free library access, among many others (Alnawas and Phillips
2015; Hennig-Thurau 2001; Iskhakova et al. 2016). The skill to offer benefits and value
to their students and alumni gives HEIs advantages in building strong relationships
(Ravald and Gronroos 1996).

Commitment is mostly influenced by AE. A set of experiences at this period of a
student’s lifetime defines feelings about and relationships with their alma mater (Gaier
2005; McAlexander and Koenig 2001). These feelings enhance the sense of belonging
and oneness through the identification with the university in general (Wilkins and
Huisman 2013; Mael and Ashforth 1992). Mentioned experiences are multi-dimen-
sional, considering all the educational resources offered, such as the course itself,
support services, campus facilities and campus life, among many others (Browne
et al. 1998; Elliott and Shin 2002).

Alumni assess their AE, evaluating the resources at their disposal, the quality of
service received and the establishment of interpersonal relationships (Gaier 2005;
McAlexander and Koenig 2001; Pedro et al. 2020). Outcomes of this assessment forge
different dimensions like satisfaction, image, trust, values and quality (e.g. Newman
and Petrosko 2011; Brown and Mazzarol 2008; McAlexander et al. 2003).

Commitment is a determinant of the cooperative behaviour (e.g. Iskhakova et al.
2016; Pedro et al. 2020). In terms of the alumni-alma mater relationship, it encom-
passes different facets, such as: willingness to recommend; selection of the institution
for further study; joining the alumni association; voluntary support; mentoring; keeping
in touch; receiving the newsletter; and influencing through their professional and
personal connections (e.g. Iskhakova et al. 2016; Gallo 2012; Alwi and Kitchen
2014; Helgesen and Nesset 2007; Weerts and Ronca 2007). Pedro et al. (2018)
highlighted the following elements in alumni commitment: (1) willingness to continue
training; (2) recommendation of institution and the course; (3) participation; and (4)
sense of belonging.

In a calculative perspective, alumni expect to receive all sorts of benefits and
services from the institution (Alnawas and Phillips 2015). A long-term commitment-
relationship depends on successful programmes to attain and retain gradual alumni
involvement in the institution (McAlexander and Koenig 2001). To assure the effec-
tiveness of initiatives, HEIs are challenged to know their alumni, namely, identifying
the variables that most influence giving and clearly understanding who is willing to
give back (Henning 2012; Pedro et al. 2018; Tom and Elmer 1994).

The present study is conducted bearing this in mind. Empirical research in southern
European countries is important, as it will contribute to developments in alumni affairs
and may capture different features. The following sections present the empirical
developments of this study.

3 Methodology
3.1 Research context

The research took place at the University of Algarve, a Portuguese HEI that began its
activity in 1979 and encompasses both systems: polytechnic and university. Through to

@ Springer



474 .M. Pedro et al.

present day, it has had around 30,000 alumni. The alumni office began its activities in
2009. Some important initiatives have already been undertaken towards the alumni
engagement, such as: a mentorship programme; alumni career award; alumni council;
and alumni meetings. Approaches concerning the development and reinforcement of
those relationships make up part of the institution’s strategic plan. The lack of consis-
tent information about alumni relationships is still a limitation when it comes to
defining effective marketing strategies.

3.2 Research strategy and instrument development

A qualitative study took place to collect the alumni point of view and to get a closer
understanding of the sense of their actions related to commitment-relationship deter-
minants and consequences. It was also aimed at catching their expectations about the
university’s role in this commitment-relationship. This is an intrinsic case study, as the
researcher aims for a deeper comprehension of a particular case that possessives
investigative interest (Stake 1995).

The qualitative approach enables a clarification of the phenomenon through the
following perspectives: in epistemological terms, it leads to an understanding of the
interpretation participants have of those dimensions; in the ontological point of view, it
stresses the role alumni play on the outcomes of this reality and provides an inductive
view of the relationship between theory and research (Bryman 2012).

The focus group technique was used to collect data. This technique provides
inductive reasoning, allowing the researcher to gain a thorough and comprehensive
understanding of the research topic. It took place in December 2017 and January 2018
in the university facilities. A first contact inviting participants was made two weeks in
advance, giving general explanation about the study and their role in it. A few days
before each meeting, participants were given deeper information to avoid misunder-
standings. The researcher received informed consent from all participants and also
clearly stated that they could withdraw from the study at any point. A moderately
structured interview guide was produced according to the literature, as shown in
Table 1. Moderation was conducted by a team of two: a researcher that guided the
interviews and a second assistant that helped with some direct transcription of main
topics and relevant annotations which emerged during the conversation.

Each focus group discussion was scheduled for 90 min, but went beyond this
schedule by about 15 min for each group. Participants’ responses were audio recorded,
and a verbatim transcription was made afterwards. First, every perceptible sentence was
transcribed in the record, leaving blank spaces when the sound was not clear; then a
review was done in order to fill blank spaces and, finally, a clear text was written, with
proper grammar in place and useless elements suppressed (Guerra 2006).

3.3 Sampling features

The sample comprised 21 individuals covering a time range from 1995 to 2012.
A purposive sample was used to cover as much as possible of the different
features of the graduates (e.g. graduation years; both systems university and
polytechnic; alumni of night and normal schedules; representation of all forma-
tion areas; volunteers).
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Table 1 Interview guide

Introductory question What do you remember the most about your
Introduces the main theme and leads time as a student?
participants to reflect on a past experience
and its connection with the topic

Key issues Question 1. In your opinion, what are the main
These are the questions that lead to the study aspects, resulting from that time as a student,
that may influence your collaborative
relationships with the university?

Question 2. What kind of collaboration are you
willing to give?

Question 3. Taking into account your current
situation, what are the most important aspects
that may influence on your connection
to the university?

Question 4. What do you expect from the
university, in this collaborative relationship?

Regarding the participants in the focus groups, 12 were women, and their age ranged
from 28 to 53 years old (Mean =39, SD =7.4), and 13 usually participate in the alma
mater activities. Of the participants, 10 were from the polytechnic, and 11 from the
university system.

3.4 Data analysis

Data were treated through content analysis. Thematic analysis allowed a better under-
standing of the central meanings, including reading and rereading of the transcripts to
the themes identified. Codification was conducted taking into consideration the four
dimensions of the study, and categories and subcategories emerged (Guerra 2006),
regarding exclusiveness — each element belongs exclusively to a category, and exhaus-
tiveness — language data represents all recording units without exception (Stemler
2001). Bardin (1977) adds some more requirements to assure quality in codification:
homogeneity — each category demands its own analysis dimension; relevance — a
category is relevant when it fits to the analysis method and it belongs to the previous
theoretical frame; and objectivity and fidelity — the researcher must clearly define
variables as well as the criterion to include them in specific categories. A semantic
criterion was used to classify every recording unit (Bardin 1977).

Categories were established through a rigorous examination of statements and
framed by literature and respecting the aforementioned principles. As an instance the
category “Teachers” as the most mention word (88 quantitative references in NVivo
counts), appeared regarding answers to all questions. However, for categorization
purposes, researchers were helped by semantic and homogeneity criterions, and due
to its relevancy concerning AE it was thought to characterize this dimension. At the
same time, objectivity and fidelity principles were respected, because the word was
strongly associated with aspects related to their memories as students. As Clark and
Vealé (2018) state, researchers must avoid personal assumptions and biases regarding
the topic. Three phases of coding and categorization took place. Firstly, analysis was
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conducted based on the theoretical frame of each dimension in the study, but the goal
was also to eventually discover specific categories from which to draw a conceptual
framework, and therefore inductive and deductive analysis and constant comparison
were used; afterwards, there was a second, more accurate, analysis aiming for a deeper
understanding and a rearrangement of categories to establish a clear link between data
and the ideas (Saldafia 2009), which led to reducing the number of categories. Finally, a
more refined reflection about the categories identified justifies reclassification of some
coded data into different categories and subcategories. Results of this development are
shown in Table 2.
The NVivo Pro Version 11 software was used to analyse the data.

4 Results and discussion

The results underline a set of categories that we can easily identify in the literature
(e.g. Helgesen and Nesset 2007; Iskhakova et al. 2016, McAlexander and Koenig
(2001); Newman and Petrosko 2011; Skari (2014); Pedro et al. 2020) drawing out
parallelisms with other studies, revealing an overview of some determinant themes
that emerged in participants’ statements. Table 2 shows these categories and
subcategories, as well as some main references to the theoretical frame.
Quantitative references refer to NVivo counts.

Academic experience was explored in Q.1, and it was by far the most discussed item.
All the participants expressed significant nostalgia when sharing their memories.
Martin et al. (2015) refer to the need to consider nostalgia in future research as an
important construct concerning the impacts on alumni-brand-community relationships.
This dimension revealed five main categories presenting the hierarchy displayed in
Fig. 1. This section contains the analysis of categories and includes a few participants’
sentences. Codification at the beginning of each sentence identifies the group (G) and
the individuals (I).

References to teachers transmit either satisfaction or no satisfaction at all and are
related to some important aspects, such as quality of teaching, which is described in
terms of pedagogic and scientific competence. The capacity of teachers to welcome
them and their empathy towards specific situations were also mentioned. They feel that
there was a deep understanding about their situation and feel satisfied as a result. There
is also recognition that some teachers motivated them. There were a few statements
underlining the influence teachers had on them, and they remember it as a good thing

G3. I3 “I appreciated the understanding revealed by my teachers relating to my
status as a student worker... It was easy to reached them when it was
necessary...When I look back I have a pleasant memory of an institution that
somehow facilitated my life.”

GI1. I11 "T remember teachers who motivated us especially through activities
developed during classes [...]"

G1. 112 "There were many teachers who had a great influence on me [...]"

Acknowledging teachers as a significant item in alumni memories is in accordance
with the literature, and it seems to be related to the fact that students spend much of
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Table 2 Codification and categorization

Dimension Category Subcategory Refe. References
Academic Teachers Quality 88 e.g. Elliott and Healy (2001);
experience Empathy Helgesen and Nesset (2007);
Motivation Elsharnouby (2015)
Extracurricular Life in campus 31 e.g. Skari (2014); Newman and
activities Extra activities Petrosko (2011); Clotfelter (2001)
related to
course program
Relationships Teachers 27 e.g.Hartman and Schmidt (1995);
Fellow colleagues McAlexander and Koenig (2001);
Nonacademic staff Pedro et al. 2018
Initiation 21 e.g. Martin et al. (2015);
McAlexander and Koenig (2012)
Facilities and 15 e.g.Helgesen and Nesset (2007);
environment Elliott and Healy (2001)
Commitment To give back 42 e.g.Weerts and Ronca (2007);
indicators Weerts et al. (2010);
Iskhakova et al. (2016)
Recommendation 7 e.g. Bernal and Mille (2013); Pedro
et al. (2020); Pedro et al. (2018);
Wilkins and Huisman (2014)
To share 5 e.g. Iskhakova et al. (2016);
experience McAlexander and Koenig (2001)
Further Training 21 e.g. Helgesen and Nesset (2007);
McAlexander and Koenig (2001);
Schlesinger et al. (2016)
Pride 16 e.g. Hennig- Thurau et al. (2001);
(Associated with McAlexander and Koenig (2001);
the sense of Nora and Cabrera (1993);
belonging) Mael and Ashforth (1992)
Current situation Constraints 21 e.g. Newman and Petrosko (2011);
Belfield and Beney (2000)
HEI’s commitment Training 18 e.g. Schlesinger et al. (2016)
development
Solicitations 7 e.g Skari (2014);
Belfield and Beney (2000)
Communication Obligation 7 Bernal and Mille (2013)
to listen

their time in classes and in permanent contact with their teachers, who play a key role in
their instruction. Teachers are the “visible face” of the instruction system, and the
literature underscores issues like quality of teaching; teaching methods; pedagogical
quality; instructional effectiveness; teachers’ ability, which may influence satisfaction
and image determinants of student/alumni loyalty (Helgesen and Nesset 2007; Pedro
et al. 2018). Our findings bring interesting issues to the general discussion concerning
an RM framework. They underline the teachers’ key role in the process, which goes
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Teachers:

Teaching quality; empathy; motivation

Extracurricular activities:
Activities inherent to life in
campus; activities closer to

curricular issues

Relationships:
— Teachers; fellow colleagues;
non-academic staff

Academic Experience

—] Innitiation

Facilities and
environment

Fig. 1 Academic experience. Categories’ hierarchy

beyond the academic instruction to high quality human interactions (Elsharnouby
2015), and simultancously allows a deeper clarification of the variable itself, revealing
that teachers play an important role in their evolution as human beings. Even the hard
work and tough challenges they were faced with are seen now as something decisive
for their personal growth and, therefore, as very valuable. McAlexander and Koenig
(2001) also refer this issue as a determinant for alumni loyalty.

Extracurricular activities seem to have a deep influence on their memories, and
positive feelings arise. It is worthwhile to mention the achievements resulting from
those activities that seem to influence the positive feelings.

For analysis, were considered the activities inherent to students’ organizations
and volunteer work as well as those under the curricular scope. Examples of the
former activities reveal a great involvement in the life on campus as an instance in
academic association and in the academic musical group (Tuna) as well as in other
specific campus groups. On the other hand, experiences in the second type of
activities are now recognized as determinant to their development as human beings
and future professionals.

G1. I5 "[...]JAs a member of the academic association I was allowed to partici-
pated in many activities in other institutions... and I must confess that almost 90%
of my life as a student university was spend in the "Tuna", it offered me the
chance to develop decisive soft skills."

G3. 19 "[...]It was important for me to be a member of AIESEC. That experience
allowed me to open my mind]J...]"

G1. 112 "[...]the most exciting moments I remember, were when I had the chance
to participate in an international conference of tourism students in Madrid... those
moments were very important for us][...]”
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Extracurricular activities are frequently mentioned in literature as strong antecedents of
alumni giving (e.g. Clotfelter 2001; Gaier 2005; Newman and Petrosko 2011). Those
activities allow students to develop their sense of responsibility, to benefit from extra
learning that is not achieved at the classroom level and provide them with several
interactions that help their development as citizens (Skari 2014) and they also involve a
considerable amount of fun (McAlexander and Koenig 2001). Martin et al. (2015)
mentioned that those students who are active in university activities tend to become
more active and engaged alumni in the future. Astin (1984, p. 518) refers to student
involvement as “[...] the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student
devotes to the academic experience. Thus, a highly involved student is one who, for
example, devotes considerable energy to studying, spends much time on campus,
participates actively in student organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty
members and other students”.

Our findings underline these issues, but we also can discern a sense of pride to be a
co-producer of the service. The student, as a co-producer of the educational service, has
long been a focus of attention. Litten (1980) has already spoken about students as a part
of the process of education, adding that benefits and satisfaction in this process depend
on the skills, abilities and resources students bring to the process. Throughout the years,
studies (Elsharnouby 2015; Harvey 1996; Schlesinger et al. 2015) are conducted
providing insights that may help to find performance indicators, such as student
satisfaction and the fulfilment of their expectations, as well as programmes, corporate
image and learning outcomes. However, the core question related to student co-creation
still lacks development (Elsharnouby 2015).

Relationships also play an important role in academic experience, as a decisive
influence during their lives as students and afterwards. Some of them mentioned that
they still maintain deep relationships with some teachers, either by the collaboration
they give in seminars, workshops, other activities or simply by keeping in touch with
them. Likewise, they appreciate the fact that teachers trusted and respected them; they
felt important, which leads now to the maintenance of strong relationships. Relation-
ships with fellow colleagues and with non-academic staff are also stressed as strong
issues in the definition of pleasant memories.

G1. I5 "I try to maintain a relationship with some teachers to understand what is
going on here, I try to keep in touch to keep updated”

G1. 14 "For me, living together is what comes to my mind and my heart was the
relationship with people, with colleagues]...]"

Students’ lives are strongly marked by all the interactions they develop in the
learning process and connected activities. All kinds of relationships that they
develop determine their feelings towards the alma mater. In an RM point of view,
this is a core issue, and it has been emphasized in literature. Long-term relation-
ships, such as the ones students develop during their academic life, may frame the
way they assess and perceive the institution (Gaier 2005; McAlexander and Koenig
2001). Moreover, Skari (2014) also underlines relationships with staff and with
faculty as predictors of alumni giving, and other studies point out the importance of
quality student-professor interaction as an antecedent of satisfaction and image (e.g.
Hartman and Schmidt 1995; Schlesinger et al. 2015).
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Initiation was a dimension identified in academic experience as decisive in their
memories. It underlines an experience itself, which comprises different features: fear;
integration; and relationships.

Gl. 14 "I remember the first freshman reception. I was very scared I was never
scolded, but I was very scared anyway. It was certainly a moment to
remember]...]"

G1. I5 "[...]without initiation activities it would not be the same thing... I was
hearing about the reception to the freshman and I only remember people's
shoes|...]"

As determinants of student and alumni loyalty, tradition and rituals such as freshmen
initiation activities deserve some reflection, as they may influence student integration
and further engagement in campus life. Martin et al. (2015) stressed that universities
should consider tradition and rituals, where those activities are included, as a means to
foster student and, later on, alumni commitment. McAlexander and Koenig (2012)
enhancing the role of brand community in HEIs, describing the shared tradition and
rituals as a part of it and how the sense of belonging to the community will influence
the support behaviour and the interactions between members. Mael and Ashforth
(1992) mentioned how rituals and traditions can be important to enhancing identity
and stressed that individuals who identify with the organization very likely will support
the organization.

Facilities and environment were also remembered as underlying positive references.

Gl1. 14 "The library was definitely my second house]...]"

G1. I5 "I have two places that I fully remember all my student time: the library
and the RFA (a student PUB)...even the surrounding environment of the
city[...]”

G1. 111 "I remember a lot the several dinners in the canteen]...]"

References to facilities appear currently in literature as drivers for dimensions like
satisfaction, quality, image, etc. simultaneously, references to available resources (e.g.
library, computer services, study rooms, laboratories) are likely named as evaluation
indicators in AE (e.g. Astin 1984; Duarte et al. 2010; Elliott and Healy 2001)

Likely, environment features seem to play a key role in student satisfaction. Partic-
ipants mentioned the nearby city and the general region itself, stressing cultural and
entertainment aspects, available services and the climate as some examples of the good
conditions offered. Pedro et al. (2016) describe a tight connection between a student’s
relationship with the external and internal campus environment and the quality of AE.
However, references to the university physical environment do not appear much in
literature as a crucial aspect of student/alumni assessment. Further research on this
matter may give interesting clues.

Commitment Indicators. Commitment Indicators were explored through Q.2, al-
though in several comments related to other questions, commitment indicators were
identified. Three main categories are shown in Fig. 2.

The willingness to give back appeared in expressions stressing variables like:
support; advocacy; mentoring; and all sorts of participation. However, the variables
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To give back:
T Recommnendation; to share
experience

Further training

— Pride

Commitment indicators

Fig. 2 Commitment indicators. Categories’ hierarchy

of recommending and sharing experience were the ones most mentioned. The sense of
duty for giving back is perceived and mentioned during the conversation, explained by
the fact that they feel grateful for what they received. It is noteworthy to mention that
this concept is also likely associated with “come back”, which is stressed by the
majority of participants, and a significant amount of nostalgia was identified. Although
sometimes they couldn’t find a clear reason to return they stressed, however, the desire
to be involved. The come back can assume different facets, either to give a slight
collaboration, to a mere visit, to do training or to give their support wherever the
institution needs.

G1. I5 "[...] I feel the need to repay a little of what I was given ... That's
why I always accept university invitations because it's the way a have to
give back."

G2. I7 "I recommend the university [...]"

G3. 12 "[...] I really do not mind giving my contribution according to

my experience...to help in promoting visits to my company as a start [...]"

Widely treated in literature, being the following studies some examples Belfield and
Beney (2000); Clotfelter (2003); Daly (2013); Diamond and Kashyap (1997); Tom and
Elmer (1994); Weerts and Ronca (2007) the concept alumni giving back holds diverse
meanings. Charitable giving is a common example of alumni support that has been
deeply studied. Alumni financial support is an important help in an environment of
public budgeting constraints' (Belfield and Beney 2000; Clotfelter 2003). However,
alumni influence and support goes beyond charitable giving. Volunteer behaviours play
a key role in what alumni support is concerned with, producing enrichment to all
activities with which they might be involved and underline an altruistic behaviour that

! American Colleges and Universities received $11.37 Billion in alumni gifts, 14.5% of the total amount
of fundraising (CAE 2018). The European reality is, nevertheless, different. Fundraising with alumni
still lacks development as well as the sense of a donor culture. However, there is the exception, the UK,
where some universities generate close to 10% of philanthropic fundraising (Estermann and Pruvot
2011).
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may evolve to other stages of giving. Alumni can be excellent recruiters, lend their
experience and expertise to improve academic programmes” and may serve as mentors
(Weerts et al. 2010). Their professional and personal networking is a useful means to
alma mater advocacy and support (Iskhakova et al. 2016).

Recommendation and the will fo share their experience usually appear in
literature as drivers for alumni commitment and constitute two references of the
value alumni can provide to their alma mater (e.g. Helgesen and Nesset 2007;
Hennig-Thurau et al. 2001; Pedro et al. 2020; Pérez-Esparrells and Torre 2012).
Recommendation is an excellent aid to build enrolments and a cheap way of
advertising. Transferring their experience and expertise may express a way of
contributing to enhancing corporate quality and consequent prestige and repu-
tation. Alumni are aware that they also benefit from this process.

Further training is mentioned by some participants, as a way to come back.

Gl. 14 "... T do think doing a postgraduate or master's degree in the near
future...”

G2. 115 "...I consider that is important from time to time to come back and review
theoretical concepts... I would like to review a set of subjects, make a refresh,
because there are important aspects at academic level that might help us at
work..."

The investment in additional academic and professional education is a common way to
come back and a proof of loyalty (Helgesen and Nesset 2007; McAlexander and
Koenig 2001; Schlesinger et al. 2016). Seen under the scope of repeat purchasing
behaviour (Dick and Basu 1994), it gives insights into loyalty and all its inherent
premises. But if we take into consideration the implied concern of training quality
improvement and the expressed availability to help through their experience and
expertise, there is a stream of commitment relationship that gathers different concepts,
such as co-producer (Elsharnouby 2015; Wikstrom 1995); partnership (Sperlich and
Spraul 2007); involvement (Newman and Petrosko 2011); and effort on behalf of the
group (Mael and Ashforth 1992).

The words pride and proud were mentioned mostly by those who were involved in
several activities during their academic experience, and particularly in a very enthusi-
astic way. The feeling of belonging to a group was referred to.

G2. I5 "I always felt a huge pride reading the name of the university at the
main entrance ... it was a privilege of being of this institution and I still
feel it[...]"

G3. 19 "[...] I'm proud of studying here...I'm proud of the institution....
Whenever there is news about accomplishments make me very

proud about it [...]"

2 The possibility of giving their help to improve some of aspects in terms of courses’ curricula through their
skills and experience was described. The quality of training is a concern shown by most of the participants
when it comes to the match between the needs of the labour market and what the institution offers.
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Pride is an emphatic element in commitment-relationship, it reflects positive and
consistent outcomes of a relationship, and it is associated with: an emotional attachment
in the relationship and to the sense of belonging and share of values, leading to
organizational identification and the perception of oneness with or belongingness to
an organization (Mael and Ashforth 1992; Tom and Elmer 1994; Wilkins and Huisman
2013). Some studies refer to loyalty to the institution, and the sense of belonging or
maintaining membership in the institution (Nora and Cabrera 1993) or affiliation with
the institution (Mael and Ashforth 1992). Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) refer to emo-
tional commitment as a central construct to explain student loyalty. This construct
encompasses, among other items, two expressing pride related to the university and to
the course. However, research towards a deeper understanding of the concept and the
respective consequences is needed.

Current situation. Answers to Q.3 present the constraints to collaboration shown in
Fig. 3.

However, all the participants described their will to participate and collabo-
rate whenever they are asked, and stressed their availability to cooperate,
despite some constraints.

G1. I1 "Whenever I am invited, I'm very pleased to collaborate [...]"

G3. 19 "[...] as long as there are requests for collaboration [...]"

G2. 115 "It's up to the university to ask for my collaboration...Usually
when the university asks for my collaboration for whatever it is necessary,
I accept the invitation."

Research commonly describes the current situation to explain alumni donations,
because it includes a considerable number of determinants (social, personal,
cultural, professional, demographic, etc.). Several studies refer to it (e.g.
Belfield and Beney 2000; Clotfelter 2001; Newman and Petrosko 2011),
stressing a perspective of charitable giving which compels one to consider the
income factor as a common determinant. This study’s approach is not charitable
giving hence, answers are given bearing in mind non-monetary support. Work,

] Work demands:
g Lack of time
=
S
= Family
= Children
]
£
= )
&) Distance

Costs of transportation

Fig. 3 Current situation. Categories’ hierarchy
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family and place of residence are some constraints pointed out, but are not
stressed as limits to their support, and participants underline their will to
cooperate instead. This perspective raises further questions. For a start, HEIs
must deeply explore the availability to cooperation. This thought takes us to a
key point, much mentioned by participants: solicitation, which is described in
the next section.

HET's commitment. Finally, Q.4 aimed to capture participants’ opinions about what
is expected from the university in the commitment-relationship. HEIs have a huge
responsibility in conducting this process. Opinions focused on three main aspects,
shown in Fig. 4.

Regarding training development, many demand quality improvements of the courses
and post-graduation. The crucial role the university must play in its environment was
stressed. Although this remark had a strong professional basis (all the participants are
working in the region, some are entrepreneurs, and others are workers in important and
big companies), the feeling of obligation to contribute to the quality was common.

G3. 12 "I think there is a lot that can be done to bring former students to
university in terms of training. Training alternatives responding to current
needs of the labor market must be provided [...]"

G3. 13 "[...] university must be more involved with the community, it shall
promote the practical component of the courses... I hope there is a closer
connection to the job market [...]"

Describing solicitations, alumni expect that the HEI will ask for their contribution. The
message they transmit (even though sometimes subtle) is that they are important,
available to collaborate and the alma mater just has to ask.

G1. I1 "Whenever I am invited, I'm very pleased to collaborate [...]"
G3. 19 "[...] as long as there are requests for collaboration [...]"

— Training development

Solicitation

HEI's commitment

Communication:
Obligation to listen

Fig. 4 HEI’'s Commitment. Categories’ hierarchy

@ Springer



Alumni’s perceptions about commitment towards their university:... 485

G2. 115 "It's up to the university to ask for my collaboration...Usually
when the university asks for my collaboration for whatever it is necessary,
I accept the invitation."

Communication was described as crucial to involvement, as well as the need to improve
communication strategies. Furthermore, this dimension is quite connected to the obli-
gation to listen, which was often mentioned as they feel that alma mater forgets its
former students. The fact that they have very important information to deliver, experi-
ences to share and contributions to give towards the development of the institution were
used as arguments for the need to build and reinforce channels to active listening.

G2. 117 “There should be a better communication with the community [...]"
G2.119 " Communication with students has to be improved, namely the one sent by
email...the university's website should also be revised...to strength image [...]”

G1. I5 "T hope university has the ability to listen to us, I expected at the very least
to be heard [...]"

Literature underlines the role HEIs play in fostering the relationship with their alumni
(e.g. McAlexander and Koenig 2001; Pedro et al. 2020; Skari 2014). Skari (2014)
refers to strategies to keep alumni connected and engaged; community-building efforts
to connect alumni and to build relationships; and promotion of events and publications
and solicitation strategies. Bernal and Mille (2013) suggest initiatives towards alumni
engagement regarding the following dimensions: communication, loyalty and social,
professional interactions. McAlexander and Koenig (2001) advise marketers to bet on
trusting relationships with alumni, showing them that the institution values their
opinions. Moreover, authors also stressed the need to assess alumni communications
and activities, bearing in mind the reinforcement of alumni connections and relation-
ship reciprocity through customer relationship marketing applications.

When it comes to solicitations issues, it is a fertile field. Skari (201, p. 24) describes
“people give because they are asked”, and thus institutions need to improve their ability
to ask. Alumni must understand the purposes of solicitations, otherwise these have no
effectiveness (Belfield and Beney 2000). These concepts were developed regarding
charitable giving however, they apply perfectly to non-monetary giving.

5 Conclusions

The alumni-alma mater commitment-relationship is a dynamic process and fed by
many sources. Four main dimensions define the theoretical basis: academic experience,
current situation; commitment indicators; and HEI's commitment.

Prior to any objective conclusion, it is important to mention the enthusiastic
involvement of the focus group participants, simply because the call was about their
alma mater. A significant amount of nostalgia was also common, and generally,
positive feelings emerged along conversation. Bearing in mind that objectives one
and two aimed to promote dialogue to capture alumni’s opinions about topics related to
commitment and at the same time demonstrating this technic as useful to get them
involved we believe that results achieved accomplished these objectives. This is
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particularly significant in the HEI studied, in which the first steps to develop an alumni
culture are been taken.

Participant’s responses at each dimension revealed useful information for further
developments. Memories about their time as students revealed that their interactions
with teachers and the empathy and motivation towards students are strong reasons to
keep in touch with some of the teachers. Extracurricular activities and inherent accom-
plishments were mentioned as important at that time, along with all the fun those
moments provided, which ultimately contribute to fostering relationships that are
strongly embedded in their memories. Initiation of freshman remains in their memories
but does not gather consensus. Some remember it as funny moments and a good aid for
integration, while a few talk about it in a negative way. Places, facilities and environ-
ments came into the discussion as well, and also underlie positive references.

When the question about their current situation was posed, constraints about lack of
time and work demands appear to be the main reasons for limiting their participation,
although they all stressed their will to collaborate and underlined the HEIs solicitations
as crucial to leveraging their engagement. Indeed, solicitations appear among drivers in
HED’s commitment, revealing a challenging task that HEIs must include in their
strategies. Moreover, structured and consistent communication with alumni seems to
be a crucial starting point to achieve positive outcomes in this relationship. The
institution’s responsibilities were pointed out, and they increase when the HEI assumes
the role of listener, transmitting a clear sign of recognition of its alumni’s importance.
Maintaining training quality was also mentioned as a determinant on this commitment
relationship. Alumni are aware that training quality has a key role in HEI’s prestige,
meaning potential personal and professional benefits for them, too. This may explain
their concern about it and highlight their availability to help in this process.

Finally, concerning indicators of alumni commitment, a common sense of duty to
give back what they received seems to mark their commitment. The concept to come
back often appeared during the conversation associated with that duty, underlining a
significant amount of nostalgia and denoting will to participate, collaborate and give
support whenever it is needed.

Regarding giving back, recommendation and the share of their experience stood out,
and both encompass a deep sense of value that alumni can provide to their alma mater.

The willingness to get further training emerged not only as a means for academic
valorisation, but also as a way to be involved again and a reinforcement of their sense
of belonging, as was very much pronounced through several references to pride.
Indeed, this feeling arises as one attribute for alumni commitment, emphasizing a
consistent starting point for a relationship, but giving the university strong reasons to
conduct this process with caution. Regarding third objective of this study, to achieve
information about drivers and consequences of commitment permitting to draw a
theoretical framework, we believe that above mentioned conclusions allow us to
consider that this objective was met.

The next section presents some implications resulting from these findings.

5.1 Implications

HEIs are given a set of challenges and opportunities for improvement through
findings in this study, namely, the ones related to academic experience and HEI's
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commitment. Implementing measures aiming the enhancement of student engage-
ment will guarantee engaged alumni in the future; enhancement of student/alumni
satisfaction; and prestige and a positive image. The involvement of all direct
intervenient of the educational process in these activities should be a concern when
designing strategies. Follow some suggestions:

(1) Academic reputation of professors plays an important role in student’s perceived
image, but that reputation is a complex construct that justifies a deeper study by
itself. Yet, continuous efforts to teaching quality improvement must be done,
because training is the main service students require. Empathy and motivation in a
relational marketing perspective demand coherent messages towards professors,
enhancing the importance students give to those attributes, and shall emphasize
the key role professors have in the educational process.

(2) Regarding extracurricular activities, university officials must implement practices
to encourage enrolment in non-academic activities. Even academic activities
developed outside the classroom have a strong impact on student development,
and consequently, strategies must be devoted to the reinforcement of these
activities in every training programme.

(3) The relationships students foster influence their future involvement with
the alma mater, and therefore they must be cultivated (McAlexander and
Koenig 2001). Every event, activity, and communication campaign must be
prepared under this scope.

(4) Effective communication channels should be a priority, to give HEIs the neces-
sary abilities to relate with their students/alumni, especially to treat their feedback
in an efficient way.

(5) Initiation activities should be considered within integration strategies.

(6) A permanent assessment of #raining quality must underline strategic planning.

(7) Every effort to enhance organizational culture should raise pride and sense
of belonging.

5.2 Limitations and suggestions for further studies
This study has some limitations, which pave the way for further studies, as follows:

(1) This study was applied to only one institution. To assure generalization of
findings, this study should be applied to other similar HEIs.

(2) The sample comprised a diversity of alumni features, which do not allow a
comparison between different groups. A further study, selecting homogeneous
groups, could provide interesting data leading to identification of clusters.

(3) The scope of the study comprised four dimensions, each of which allowed
generic findings. Regarding the key role of each, an in-depth study for
every dimension is worthy.

(4) The study took place in a certain period of time, and thus it gives a static
perception of reality. A longitudinal study over time could map alumni
perceptions and behaviours, permitting researchers to observe how these
topics evolve.
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(5) The findings remain at the understanding level of the perceptions and judgments
participants make about the topics and they help to develop ideas and hypotheses.
Further quantitative studies would provide deeper insights through the examina-
tion of the relationships between and among variables, and generalize results from
a larger sample of alumni.
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