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Abstract

The current longitudinal study of the most successful Catholic universities in 
the United States identifi es the prevalence of four advancement models of com-
munication that have contributed to make those institutions successful in their 
philanthropic efforts. While research by Grunig1 and Kelly2 maintained that the 
two-way symmetrical model of advancement causes an institution to be effec-
tive, successful Catholic universities rely mostly on the two-way asymmetrical 
model of fundraising. However, Catholic universities using the symmetrical 
model to some degree have shown an increase of their gift contributions. The 
dominant coalition (or the power control theory) helps to explain why leaders 
of Catholic universities determine the advancement model(s) their institutions 
practice. This study calls for further investigation to determine the extent to 
which leaders of Catholic universities can increase the size of their philan-
thropic gifts by investing more effort in a two-way communication model, con-
sisting of a balanced interest between the seeker and the donor.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the current longitudinal study was to reinvestigate 
the extent to which four successful Catholic institutions of higher 
education in the United States use the four models of advancement com-
munication (press-agentry, public information, two-way asymmetric, 
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two-way symmetrical).3 The study also aimed to identify the model that 
allows the institutions studied to be most effective in their development 
endeavors and to determine what the use of one model says about the 
leadership of the Catholic university. Grunig uses the term model to 
describe a set of values and patterns that characterize the approach 
taken by leaders involved in such areas as institutional advancement 
activities.4 

Institutional advancement encompasses “the area of college and 
university administration that usually includes development, public re-
lations, and alumni activities (and sometimes also mistakenly includes 
athletics, admissions, and even placement).”5 This study considered only 
the broad areas of development or advancement, alumni activities, and 
public relations/communications. In turn, public relations is taken in-
terchangeably with “institutional relations,” or communications to en-
compass areas of broadcast and print media relations, special events, 
speech writing, electronic media, internal communications, community 
relations, and marketing. In a previous study of the institutional advance-
ment at private universities in the United States in 2001, Jean-Pierre 
Bongila examined, among other questions, the impact of public commu-
nications on the development activities of those institutions.6 

The purpose of that study was to analyze the funding strategies 
that have furthered the advancement of private universities in the 
United States and to determine the communication models those insti-
tutions used to attract donors. Of the seven institutions that participated 
in the study, fi ve were Catholic universities.7 The questionnaire was 
divided into two main parts. Part I was composed of forty-seven self-
reporting questions seeking quantitative data, including the communi-
cation approaches the institutions used to attract donors. Part II, which 
was completed in a thirty-minute interview format, encompassed nine 
questions that addressed the role of the president and trustees.

3 James Grunig and Todd Hunt, Managing Public Relations (Orlando, FL: Harcourt 
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The fi ndings of the 2001 research related to the four models of com-
munication in fundraising revealed the following.8 Fifteen percent (15%) 
of the schools indicated that it was important to market the institu-
tion’s cause through emotional expressions or one-way asymmetric com-
munication. Seventy-one percent (71%) of the institutions emphasized 
the institution’s interest rather than that of the donor, as in a two-way 
asymmetric communication. Forty-three percent (43%) of the institutions 
indicated that they mainly used the two-way symmetric model of com-
munication because they sought to reach understanding between the 
institution and the donor and to respond to the interest of the donor. 
A brief historical evolution of the four models of advancement com-
munication might shed more light on their current use at Catholic 
universities.

Four Models of Institutional Advancement

Kelly9 used Grunig’s10 theory of public relation models to identify 
four historical models of advancement communication: press-agentry, pub-
lic information, two-way asymmetric, and two-way symmetric. Kelly11 
tested the four models in a national survey of 296 fundraisers, all mem-
bers of the National Society of Fund Raising Executives (NSFRE). The 
fi ndings provided strong evidence that the press-agentry model of fund-
raising is most predominantly used today (Mean scores, 9.67), followed 
by public information (Mean scores, 8.47), two-way symmetric (Mean 
scores, 7.15) and two-way asymmetric (Mean scores, 6.16). Grunig hy-
pothesized that the two-way symmetrical model of communication highly 
contributed to make an institution excellent and effective.12 Bongila, 
however, examined the funding strategies of fi ve most successful Catholic 
universities and two major private universities in the United States 
and their applications for African universities.13 The fi ndings revealed 
that the four models of fundraising communication only moderately ac-
counted for the success of those institutions. Historically, public rela-
tions models have passed through stages that resemble the four models 
of advancement communication. According to Grunig and Hunt, these 

8 Bongila, Funding Strategies, 129. 
9 Kathleen S. Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations: A Critical Analysis (Hillsdale, 
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models have developed from the lower stage (press-agentry) to the most 
advanced model (two-way symmetric).14 

Press-agentry Model of Advancement

The press-agentry model of advancement is a one-way directional 
process that involves little listening to the donors. The purpose of the 
press-agentry/publicity model was to spread the faith of the organiza-
tion involved by means of propaganda, through incomplete, distorted, or 
half-true information.15 Although still based on manipulation of emotions, 
press-agentry has evolved from being a complete distortion of truth to 
becoming a set of personal or emotional attachments to an institution’s 
cause.16 

In the press-agentry model of advancement, charitable organizations 
publicized and staged events such as charity balls, fairs, auctions, de-
bating contests, and theatrical productions. Kelly wrote that the begin-
nings of the press-agentry model of advancement came in the 1800s.17 
Charitable organizations seeking private gifts added the use of enter-
tainment and lotteries to their techniques for attracting funds. Such tech-
niques, announced through the media of that period, paralleled the 
press-agentry techniques of public relations as practiced by historical 
fi gures such as P.T. Barnum.

Kelly asserted that since its beginnings, the purpose of the press-
agentry model of advancement was to propagandize a cause through 

14 Grunig and Hunt, Managing Public Relations, 22. 
15 James E. Grunig, et al., Excellent Public Relations and Effective Organizations: 

A Study of Communication Management in Three Countries (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
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thropy[,] after all, is the product of persuasion, not of logical demonstration. The abuses 
of rhetorical techniques in a good cause are so familiar as to be commonplace” (p.41). 
There is, however, an evolution in the understanding of press-agentry as shown in this 
1990s quote by Kelly of Cutlip: “Use of the emotional rather than the education ap-
proach to getting money for popular philanthropy continues, though perhaps not to the 
same extent as was practiced in the early 1920s… Nonetheless, tearful appeals, such as 
stories and photographs of pathetically crippled children, continue to be used in much 
of twentieth century fund raising”(p. 21).
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messages that were dependent on emotion.18 The nature of communica-
tion for the press-agentry model was estimated to be one-way, from the 
organization (source) to the public (receiver). Truth was not an essential 
factor, and communication was based on feelings.

Joel P. Smith, former vice president for development at Stanford 
University, saw in the current capital campaign strategy a perfect ex-
ample of the press-agentry model of advancement.19 Smith challenged the 
assumption that capital campaigns were virtually essential to a suc-
cessful advancement program, while Kelly claimed that many institu-
tions of higher education supported Smith’s argument.20 

Public Information Model of Advancement

Grunig stated that the public information model developed as a 
reaction against the propaganda of press agents.21 The emergence of the 
public information model came as early as 1853 in New York City.22 In 
contrast to the previous model, the public information model held to the 
belief that private gifts could be raised effi ciently and with greater mo-
rality by disseminating accurate information.

The public information model relied heavily on the “Domino Theory,” 
which, according to Grunig and Hunt (1984), maintained that increased 
communication would lead to increased awareness.23 In turn, the aware-
ness would lead to positive attitudes and, fi nally, to positive behavior. 
The purpose of the public information model was to disseminate infor-
mation on needs to prospective donors. Donors were prepared to make 
gifts once they decided to whom they might give.

Like the press-agentry model, the nature of the public information 
model was always one-way: from the organization (source) to the public 
(receiver). Practitioners of those two models saw advancement commu-
nication as telling, not listening. In contrast to the press-agentry model, 
however, truth was important in public information. Aside from research 
on prospective donors and mailing lists, practitioners of both models 

18 Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations, 388. 
19 Joel P. Smith, “Rethinking the traditional capital campaign,” in Handbook for 
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conducted little research.24 They evaluated advancement results by the 
number of donors who contributed and by the total dollars raised.

Cutlip described how Ivy Lee and Bishop William Lawrence, who 
became president of the Harvard Alumni Association in 1904, refi ned 
the public information model in the early 1900s.25 The renovated public 
information model was a campaign of publicity and enlightenment of the 
public, which was based on facts more than on emotion, and depended 
on a rational, intelligent, and compassionate public. Under Bishop Law-
rence who used the public information model, the Harvard campaign of 
1904-1905 netted the huge amount of $2.4 million, and the Wellesley 
College campaign raised a signifi cant $2 million ten years later.26 Cut-
lip explained the real keynote of Bishop Lawrence’s success as a money 
raiser: he spent untold hours securing the right publicity, arranging 
lists, and writing letters in his own hand. Kelly hypothesized that 15% 
of all charitable organizations, including two- and four-year colleges, 
continue to employ this model.

Two-Way Asymmetric Model of Advancement

The nature of the public information model utilized by Harvard was 
one-way, from the organization to the public. For the practitioners of 
this model, fundraising/communication amounted to telling, not listen-
ing. The unbalanced relation between the seeker and the donor gave way 
to a new communication model, which Grunig and Hunt identifi ed as 
two-way asymmetric.27 This model is essentially a two-way unbalanced 
communication between the institution and the potential donor. Only 
the interests of the institution, as opposed to those of the donor, are mo-
tivating factors. The purpose of the two-way asymmetric model was to 
scientifi cally persuade giving. To shape messages that were attractive, 
practitioners of the two-way asymmetric model of public communica-
tion/advancement used research. John Price Jones, a 1902 graduate of 
Harvard, became well-known for his formulation of the two-way asym-
metric model of advancement.28 That strategy held that the publicity 
must refl ect the nature of the institution and that the institution must 

24 Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations, 393. 
25 Scott Cutlip, Advancement in the United States: Its Role in America’s Philanthropy 
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show donors the reason for giving. According to Kelly, Jones recommended 
that careful research into the interests and attitudes of larger givers be 
done so that the most effective appeal could be made with little resis-
tance.29 Jones applied the psychologic technique of placing prestigious 
volunteer leaders in critical positions to raise funds, rather than using 
volunteer workers as practiced in the press-agentry. Kelly put forth the 
hypothesis that 30% of all charitable organizations practiced the two-
way asymmetric model. Furthermore, she hypothesized that most col-
leges and universities, either private or public, and most advancement 
consultants practiced the two-way asymmetric model of raising funds.30 

Historically, as Cutlip noted, the so-called scientifi c method of rais-
ing funds, the two-way asymmetric model, has raised a deepening re-
sentment because of the perception that practitioners of this method 
exploited the psychology of potential donors. Such resentment began to 
appear in the mid-1920s31 and has grown into a crescendo of criticism 
of the never-ending list of money appeals.

Two-Way Symmetric Model of Advancement

The goal of the two-way symmetric model of public relations is mu-
tual understanding between the organization and its publics rather 
than persuasion.32 Unlike the two-way asymmetric model, dialogue, 
or two-sided communication and mutual understanding, characterize 
the two-way symmetric model of public relations. Grunig asserted that 
symmetrical communication is balanced, and it aligns the relationship 
between the organization and the public.33 Kelly affi rmed that the two-
way symmetric model of advancement was a new phenomenon, emerg-
ing only in the 1980s.34 Although no leading fi gure could be associated 
with this most recent advancement model, the advancement philosophy 
that Harvard University practiced in the second half of the 1800s under 
the presidency of Charles Eliot appeared to be the earliest use of the two-
way symmetric model.

Eliot believed that the institution should highlight mutual benefi ts 
between the institution and potential donors and should emphasize the 

29 Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations, 405. 
30 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 178. 
31 Cutlip, Advancement in the United States, 173. 
32 Grunig and Hunt, Managing Public Relations, 38. 
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34 Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations, 411. 
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concept of mutual understanding. For example, President Eliot pointed 
out to industrialists that a needed laboratory might well yield new knowl-
edge highly useful to their businesses. He also emphasized Harvard’s 
contribution to public service and made clear what was wanted and why 
it was needed.35 

These practices proved fruitful. Indeed, Harvard president Eliot 
was an extremely successful fundraiser because of his operating prin-
ciple: donors should express interest before being asked for a gift. Curti 
and Nash pointed out that gifts of three dormitories and a building for 
Harvard’s law school came without solicitation by Eliot or any of his of-
fi cers.36 Under his leadership, Harvard’s endowment tripled between 1869 
and 1878 and tripled again in the next twenty years.37 

Communication Approaches of Four Catholic Universities

Methodology

To study the extent to which the four models of advancement com-
munication are used at Catholic universities, quantitative and qualitative 
data were collected from September 2007 to April 2008 at four Catholic 
universities previously identifi ed as successful38 by The Chronicle of 
Higher Education.39 The four institutions had also previously partici-
pated in the study on the funding strategies for institutional advance-
ment of private universities in the United States.40 The 2007 study 
reused the questionnaire from the 2001 research. This article analyzes 
the level of prevalence of the four models of fundraising communica-
tions at Catholic institutions. In addition to the quantitative survey, 
which was exclusively used in the previous research, the current inves-
tigation asked two open-ended questions that specifi cally addressed the 
prevalence of the “four models of communications”.41 Of the seven par-
ticipants in the initial investigation in 2001, one major non-Catholic 
institution and one Catholic university decided not to participate. Thus, 

35 Roderick Curti and Merle R. Nash, Philanthropy in the Shaping of American Higher 
Education (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1965). 138. 

36 Curti and Nash, Philanthropy. 
37 Kelly, Fund Raising and Public Relations. 
38 Bongila, Funding Strategies, 23. 
39 The Chronicle of Higher Education: Voluntary Support of Higher Education (UMI 
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40 Bongila, Funding Strategies, 24. 
41 Jean-Pierre Bongila, Interview Transcription, 2008, 10. 
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participants in this longitudinal study included a total of nineteen 
advancement offi cers representing four Catholic institutions: Univer-
sity of Dayton (OH), Santa Clara University (CA), University of San 
Francisco (CA), and University of St. Thomas (MN).

Prior to a face-to-face interview meeting, advancement offi cers of 
the four Catholic universities were asked to respond to three survey 
items in the area of communication models. In this quantitative portion 
of the research, participants were to respond to the following: What is 
the main purpose of the fundraising/development approach utilized by 
your institution in regard to attracting donors? Check the assertion(s) 
that best characterize how your institution communicates its needs to the 
public; and What are the main characteristics of the advancement research 
used by your institution? Please rate from 1-4.

The interview session consisted of open-ended questions to deepen 
our understanding of the three quantitative questions. The qualitative 
portion of the research focused on the following interview questions: 
“Explain the extent to which the four models of communication affect 
the advancement success of your institution;” and “Describe which of the 
four identifi ed models of communication does the most to make your in-
stitutional advancement effective.”42 Advancement incumbents were also 
asked a more explanatory question such as “Which language do you 
preferably use to appeal to donors: an emotional language [press-agentry], 
a language loaded with information or facts [public information], a content 
that benefi ts the most to the university [two-way asymmetric] or a lan-
guage that lays out the donor’s benefi ts [two-way symmetric]? Which one 
comes fi rst to your mind?”43 For the sake of confi dentiality, the four Catho-
lic institutions are identifi ed as Institution 1 through 4. Descriptive sta-
tistics of frequencies and of percentages were employed for quantitative 
data. Analysis of qualitative data related to public relations/communica-
tions explored consistencies among individuals at the same institution.

Findings

Analysis of quantitative data reveals that the four Catholic univer-
sities studied use most of the four models of advancement communica-
tion as indicated in Table 1 below. The prevalence of the four models of 
communication show the following mean percentages: press-agentry 
(41%), public information (18%), two-way asymmetric (45%), and two-way 

42 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 11. 
43 Ibid. 
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symmetric (6%). The highest user of the press-agentry model is institu-
tion 1 (42%), and the highest user of the two-way asymmetric model is 
institution 3 (62%). All four institutions practice moderately the two-
way asymmetric model (45%).

Press-agentry is the second moderately-predominant model of ad-
vancement communication at all four Catholic universities. The above 
fi ndings differ signifi cantly from those of the study conducted in 2001.44 
In terms of the presence and use of the four models of communication in 
advancement activities, institutions reported a mean score of 15% for 
one-way asymmetric communication (press-agentry and public infor-
mation) in 2001 and 30% in 2007, 71% for two-way asymmetric commu-
nication in 2001 and 45% in 2007, and 43% for two-way communication 
in 2001 and only 6% in 2007.

The discrepancies in these two sets of results may be attributed to 
the following factors. Seven universities (including Harvard, Stanford and 
fi ve Catholic institutions) participated in the study conducted in 2001,45 
whereas only fi ve universities (Stanford and four Catholic universities) 
took part in the longitudinal study of 2007. Additionally, the fi ndings pre-
sented in the current article are those gathered exclusively from the four 
Catholic universities. More importantly, only survey data pertaining to 
the four models of communications were collected in 2001. In 2007, how-
ever, both survey and interview methods, including open-ended questions, 
were used to address the four advancement models of communication.46 
Participants in the most recent study might have also had a better 
understanding of the communication because of the qualitative nature 
of data collection.

44 Bongila, Funding Strategies, 129. 
45 Bongila, Funding Strategies, 90. 
46 Bongila, Interview Transcription. 

Table 1. Prevalence of four Models of Advancement Communications 
at four Catholic Universities

Institution Press-Agentry Public Information
2-Way- 

Asymmetric
2-Way 

Symmetric

Institution 1 42% 8% 42% 8%
Institution 2 40% 20% 40% —
Institution 3 18% 18% 62% 2%
Institution 4 25% 25% 37% 13%
Mean % of all 
 Institutions

41% 18% 45% 6%
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 Analysis of qualitative data highlights the consistencies in the in-
terview vocabulary associated with the communication models within 
and across the institutions. In press-agentry, advancement offi cers re-
ported that Catholic university presidents see their dining table as a 
tool to appeal to hearts of the donors or prospective donors. “If the main 
tool of the carpenter is his hammer, the main tool of a college president 
is his/her dining room table… the main tool of the writer is his/her pen, 
the main tool of the university president is his/her home and his/her 
dining table.”47 

When asked which modes of expression—emotional, informational, 
university’s interest, and donor’s interest—made the university reach 
its dollar goal, one advancement incumbent declared: “I’d say the emo-
tional… I think probably for most people, I would say the emotional 
piece is one of the fi rst; because you really do want to make a difference. 
I mean, I think there is a helping others component to that. I think for 
most people, the facts are probably last in terms of giving… yes, it goes 
to emotion.”48 

According to the study’s results, the four Catholic universities use 
the public information model for 18% of their advancement success. In 
addition, this study identifi ed the public information model as an im-
portant component of fundraising endeavors at Institution 4, representing 
about 25% of its dollar solicitation strategies. Yet, the public informa-
tion model remains a one-way directional process of solicitation from 
the university to the donor. Although it provides an accurate portrayal 
of the university, the method of enlightening prospective donors loads 
the institution’s public with magazines, bulletins, mailings, and infor-
mation in other formats. Below is an example of such public informa-
tion language: “I think he [the university president] has gotten people 
in place and really wanted us to get the university’s name in the media 
nationwide, not just in our local area. So, I think one of the major mech-
anisms he set up was really just spreading the word so that we’re not a 
best-kept secret. And, kind of saying look at the great things we’re doing 
here and making it more open to the media…And, from a public rela-
tions stand-point also, you know, you see as various issues come up at 
Institution 4, the president is usually the spokesperson on behalf of the 
institution. And then has a real public presence in our publications, in 
our magazine—he writes a letter each time. So, whether it is print or 

47 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 32. 
48 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 34. 
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the—you know if the electronic media is doing stories about us or even in 
the community—he often is the University’s representative.”49 

Institution 3 predominantly utilizes the two-way asymmetric model 
of advancement (62%) whereas 45% of the advancement incumbents in-
terviewed acknowledge the use of this model. The language used in the 
two-way asymmetric model of communication has been found loaded 
with expressions emphasizing exclusively the potential impact of a dol-
lar gift to the university as opposed to serving the interest of both the 
university and the donor: “The interest for the university is overarching—I 
mean that’s what annual giving is here for, to try and build that sup-
port. But in approaching them [the donors] through solicitations, annu-
al giving encompasses calling, direct mail, email solicitation and then 
also the student giving program. We look for their interest in order to 
further the interest of the university.”50 

No more than six percent (6%) of development offi cers interviewed 
engage in the two-way symmetric model of advancement communica-
tion characterized by frank dialogue of interdependency between the 
institution and the donor. In ideal circumstances, the need to donate 
ought to be voiced by the donors themselves. The following example 
encapsulates the essence of the two-way symmetric model of communi-
cation: 

“The gentleman is not a graduate of our university. He is the president of a 
North American headquarters for a national Asian company. And they are go-
ing to spend that money to build a lab for our students to look at advanced 
robotics. It is a robotics company. So, his contribution is in-kind for $350,000. 
Six robots….His interest is in helping the university with that national image 
that I talked about. He would like us to become a center for robotics knowledge 
here—where his business is. And he is willing to help us do that because that 
advances his business, gives him value.”51 

Another mutually benefi cial dialogue that fi ts the classifi cation of 
the two-way symmetric model of communication is expressed in the 
following excerpt: “The generous donor says ‘…because after I die, my 
name will be on this chair or this building and will go on.’ So, they gain 
some respect and prestige in the community for their generous philan-
thropy and they gain a little bit of immortality. They also gain some 

49 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 45-46. 
50 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 47. 
51 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 57. 
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inner satisfaction since the gift is successful if it matches up nicely with 
their [the donors’] interest.”52 

Leadership Implications for Catholic Universities

The advancement leadership of the four Catholic universities might 
be understood as members of the dominant coalition whose behaviors 
determine the model(s) of advancement communication their institu-
tions pursue. Thompson fi rst conceptualized the dominant coalition, which 
advocated that no one person can control an organization.53 As explained 
by Hage, “the team approach, the variety of specialists, the complexity 
of the environment, [and] the need for joint decision making make the 
stamp of one man or woman less and less likely. This is the era of the 
dominant coalition.”54 55 

Following Thomson and Hage’s framework, Grunig proposed a 
power-control theory, which holds that the behaviors of an organization 
are dependent upon the dominant coalition, the people who have power 
in an organization.56 In his extensive research of what constitutes excel-
lent public relations, Grunig advances that the dominant coalition mem-
bers determine the philosophy of the function and of the model practiced.57 
Therefore, the two-way symmetric model of communication does the 
most to make the organization excellent if the dominant coalition of an 
organization chooses to adopt it. Adoption of this model, according to 
Grunig, “is the key choice made by effective organizations,” and the 
group controlling the organization decides on the model.

Based on the power-control theory, the way in which the leadership 
of Catholic universities, members of the dominant coalition, think about 
institutional advancement (fundraising, development, annual giving, 
alumni affairs) determines the advancement model the university predom-
inantly uses. Since the Catholic universities in this study use predomi-
nantly the two-way asymmetric model, the presidents, board members, 
and chief advancement offi cers of those institutions favor the interests 

52 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 59. 
53 James Thompson, Organizations in Action: Social Science Bases of Administrative 

Theory (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), 140. 
54 Jerald Hage, Theories of Organizations: Form, Process and Transformation (New 

York: Wiley), 1980, 157-158.
55 Deleted in proof.
56 Grunig, Excellence in Public Relations, 24. 
57 Grunig, Excellent Public Relations, 366. 
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of their institution over those of the donors. The effects remain unbal-
anced in favor of the seeker.58 As recommended by Panas, an advocate 
of the asymmetric model, leaders of Catholic universities “research their 
prospect with fi nite care and painstaking attention.”59 They use a mar-
keting style that helps the major donors want to share in the institu-
tion’s dream. Like Williams, the dominant coalition of each Catholic 
university conducts opinion polls to assess the strengths and weak-
nesses of its university’s reputation: “With that information they can 
then devise communication strategies to market the institution as they 
wish the public to see it and infl uence the public’s behavior toward it.”60 
As Lord commented, Catholic university leaders fi nd it is essential to 
listen to the donor. If they can fi nd out what is on the donor’s mind and 
where the donor is going, they will be in a strong position to share their 
offering accordingly.61 They engage in research of donors’ giving habits 
and fi nancing means, and often evaluate the success of their advance-
ment activities through assessing the dollar amount collected in rela-
tion to the cost of fundraising.62 

Research conducted by Kelly63 helps explain why Catholic univer-
sities practice advancement the way they do. She investigated 295 orga-
nizations whose dominant coalition was composed of the CEO (94%), 
board of trustees/directors (80%), and head of fundraising (63%). Find-
ings revealed a strong correlation between the amount of infl uence of 
the dominant coalition and the way fundraising is practiced. However, 
although the dominant coalition signifi cantly infl uences the practice of 
the three asymmetric models (press-agentry, public information, and 
two-way asymmetric), it exerts little or no signifi cant infl uence on the 
symmetric model. Kelly explains these results as follows: “Clearly, the 
powerful elites who control NSFRE organizations prefer fundraising that 
is based on principles of persuasion, manipulation, and control of donors, 
rather than an approach that strives for mutual understanding.”64 

58 Grunig, Excellent Public Relations, 367. 
59 Jerold Panas, Megagifts: Who Gives Them, Who Gets Them (Chicago: Pluribus Press, 

1984), 194. 
60 Gregory Williams, “Regulators’ New Strategy: Comparing Charities’ Claims to 

their Accomplishments,” The Chronicle of Philanthropy, October 5, (1993): 292. 
61 James G. Lord, The Raising of Money: Thirty-fi ve Essentials Every Trustee Should 

Know (Cleveland: Third Social Work Education), 1993, 11. 
62 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 179. 
63 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 184-188. 
64 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 188. 
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The majority of Catholic universities that participated in this 2007 
study acknowledged that the university president set the tone in which 
fundraising was taking place, followed by the board of trustees and the 
chief advancement offi cer or vice-president for development. “The presi-
dent is the one who articulates the vision and drives the mission and 
the strategic plan of the university[,] and it’s in that context that we do 
good fundraising,” said Institution 3.65 “However, at the more general 
level, for example the annual fund or even periodic capital campaign 
fundraising efforts, much of that climate is created by the board and by 
our staff members and by alumni leaders.”66 

This research suggests that the leadership of Catholic universities 
moderately practices the two-way asymmetric model of communication 
because “the point is not what communication language we think would 
make the university more successful, but the point is what strategy 
works.”67 Yet, the two-way asymmetric model works at successful Catholic 
universities, as does the press-agentry model, which embeds emotional 
language. These fi ndings, however, confi rmed Kelly’s affi rmation that 
the asymmetric models of advancement communication work better for 
smaller annual giving contributions than for major gifts.68 Likewise, 
her research shows a signifi cant correlation between the two-way sym-
metric model—emphasizing a mutual interest between the seeker and 
the donor—and major gifts.

Although Kelly’s fi ndings reveal that the leading coalition of an 
institution holds no signifi cant infl uence on the symmetrical model 
dealing with major donors,69 the top leading advancement offi cers at the 
four Catholic universities in the current 2007 study, particularly the 
president, are specifi cally at the front line of major gifts. The following 
example makes explicit the role of a Catholic university president and 
the symmetrical approach s/he utilizes to attract a major dollar gift.

So… our president’s primary responsibility from a fundraising standpoint is to 
work with our trustees and major donors…it may be between 40-45 people….
And the majority of that group has provided the majority of the initial $300 
million or so for the capital campaign. And the $60 million donor is one of the 
trustees as well.70 

65 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 67. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 68. 
68 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 190. 
69 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 205. 
70 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 57. 
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Institution 4 received the $60 million pledge from a donor couple 
who had no previous relationship with that university “other than his 
having been invited to serve on our board.”71 Moreover, the donor ac-
cepted the invitation to serve on the board only because the university 
president had built a friendship with him over the previous seven years; 
they had taken a number of trips together. Most Catholic universities 
studied incorporate a measure of symmetrical communication in their 
advancement activities. Coincidently, institutions practicing the two-way 
symmetric model have shown a positive trend in their fundraising 
revenues. Results of the 2007 study show that the totals of dollar gifts 
to those institutions have slightly increased from fi scal year 2004-2006.72 
For example, Institution 1 utilizing 8% of symmetric communication in 
its advancement activities has more than doubled its charitable contri-
bution from $22 million in 2004 to $72 million in 2006.73 The two-way 
symmetric communication represents about 13% of the fundraising 
language Institution 4 uses. Yet its charitable contribution has increased 
from $36 million in 2004 to $52 million in 2006.74 Institution 3 with its 
2% of two-way communication has also improved its dollar gifts from 
$19 million in 2004 to $34 million in 2006. However, Institution 2, which 
does not rely on the two-way symmetrical communication (0%), made a 
modest gain of $2 million from 2004-2006.75 Asked which of the four 
models of communications might have furthered their current fundrais-
ing success, one institution explained that it relied on a combination of 
all four models: “So, that information you give—it’s almost a combina-
tion of all four [advancement models] because you are trying to make a 
compelling factual argument that will persuade the donors to invest in 
your mission or your purpose. And, the information is also to say we can 
address this problem.”76 

Although all the institutions studied acknowledged combining the 
four languages of fundraising, Institution 1 maintained that they have 
shifted from relying heavily on the institution’s needs (two-way asym-
metric) to listening more carefully to and addressing the donors’ wants 
(two-way symmetric).

71 Bongila, Idem.
72 Charity Navigator, (2009). http://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm (accessed 

January 31, 2009). 
73 Charity Navigator, (2009). http://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm (accessed 

March 28, 2010). 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Bongila, Interview Transcription. 
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Well, to be frank, I think that in the past years we thought more about what 
we need. But, we’re really trying to adjust that thinking because frankly I 
think in the end, unless you are tuned into what the donor’s needs are, you 
are never really going to maximize the size of the gift. And, I think on the 
fl ip side of that coin is—you really have to be careful about taking care of 
your donors after they’ve made the gift.”77 Institution 4 contends that they 
do better when keeping the donor’s interest in mind: “I think we do encourage 
people to establish scholarships because it’s going to help generations to come. 
I think we do that better—but only if they [potential donors] have an interest 
in students and in helping students and most everyone does. So I think we 
have to fi nd where their passion is and, you know, if they were in the school of 
engineering what they can do to further the school of engineering—what they 
would be interested in doing to help. So, I think we fi nd out—we communicate 
what the benefi ts to them are and, in turn, what the benefi ts to the university 
will be.78 

Advancement mechanisms are complex, and many factors might 
have infl uenced the fundraising results of institutions studied. How-
ever, one can cautiously consider the fi ndings by Grunig79 and Kelly,80 
which indicate that a symmetrical communication is likely to make an 
institution effective and “that symmetrical fundraising is responsible 
for a signifi cant portion of private support raised each year.”81 Be-
cause the four Catholic universities rely on major gifts for about 80% 
of their gift income, this implies that the leadership of those institu-
tions tends to prefer the two-way symmetric model more when raising 
major gifts. An advancement offi cer stated: “I do think the most effec-
tive way particularly for major gifts is face to face. And, I think the key 
to motivating them [major donors] to give is listening to them. And, 
listening to where their passion, their concerns, and where their inter-
ests are.”82 

Therefore, according to power-control theory, advancement lead-
ers of Catholic universities can move their institutions toward sym-
metrical fundraising only if they are members of the dominant coalition 
and have been trained in the practice of a two-way symmetrical model 
of communication.

77 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 66. 
78 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 67. 
79 Grunig, Excellence in Public Relations and Communication Management. 
80 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management. 
81 Ibid., 190. 
82 Bongila, Interview Transcription, 68. 
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Conclusion

This longitudinal investigation has confi rmed the persistence of 
the four models of advancement communications (press-agentry, public 
information, two-way asymmetric, and two-way symmetric) at four leading 
Catholic universities in the United States. A convenient sample of four 
Catholic universities was appropriate because a study that looks deeply 
into the characteristics of a very small sample often results in more 
knowledge than a study that tackles the same problem by collecting 
only shallow information from a large sample.83 While all these institu-
tions combined more than one model of advancement communications 
each, some universities emphasize the use of one single model over the 
others. Although no clear-cut line delineates one advancement model 
from another, the statistical and linguistic (qualitative) methods used for 
the purpose of the study allow for a classifi cation of data (factual data 
and interview expressions) under the four models of communications. 
In general, the two-way asymmetric model of advancement communica-
tions appears to be predominant at all the institutions.

Although several other factors might have contributed to the ad-
vancement success of the institutions investigated, this study has shown 
that the use of the four models of advancement communications might 
have to do with such success, given particularly the fair reliance on the 
two-way asymmetric advancement model (mean = 45%). While the emo-
tional language (press-agentry) appears to be the second most frequent-
ly used (41%), this study shows some minor relationship between the 
size of the philanthropic gift raised by an institution and the two-way 
symmetric model of communication.

The theory of power control helps to explain that the leaders of the 
four Catholic universities have led their institutions to conduct fundrais-
ing efforts mainly through the unbalanced communication model—the 
two-way asymmetric—because this model has worked so far. However, 
the leaders of Catholic institutions with most total gift supports (FYE 
2004-2006)84 have incorporated, to some degree, the two-way communi-
cation model in their advancement strategies. In their numerous studies 
on “excellent public relations and effective organizations” and “effective 

83 Walter Borg and Meredith Gall, Educational Research: An Introduction, 4th ed. 
(New York: Longman, 1983), 36-40. 

84 Charity Navigator, (2009). 
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fund-raising management,” Grunig, Grunig and Dozier,85 and Kelly86 
demonstrate that the two-way symmetric model of communication is 
likely to make an institution more effective. Further study is needed to 
safely imply that advancement communication that is based on the 
balanced interest of both the university and the donor, as described 
above, may constitute a more successful advancement tool for Catholic 
universities.

85 Grunig, et al., Excellent Public Relations and Effective Organizations1-35. 
86 Kelly, Effective Fund-Raising Management, 182. 
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