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by foundations to higher education institutions in the state of North Carolina utilizing
social network analysis. Consistent with social network theory, the paper argues that
institutions’ position in a network affords advantages with respect to competing for and
securing foundation donations. Findings from the analysis suggest that highly selective
and research-oriented institutions, such as Duke, Wake Forest, and the University of
North Carolina-Chapel Hill, are centrally positioned in the network and, therefore, advantageously positioned to compete for and receive foundation donations. By
contrast, baccalaureate institutions that serve larger numbers of students from marginalized racial and financial backgrounds are less advantageously positioned in the
network.
Keywords: philanthropic, giving, foundation, network, donation, college

P

hilanthropic foundations have played a prominent role in U.S. higher education, especially since the latter half of the 20th century (Arnove, 1980;
Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007). In recognition of this important role, Hall (1992)
famously contended, “No single force is more responsible for the emergence of the
modern university in America than giving by individuals and foundations” (p. 403).
Colleges and universities have routinely turned to philanthropic giving by foundations to meet institutional needs and achieve a range of goals, from constructing
new facilities to sponsoring basic research (Clotfelter, 2007). Foundations have also
pursued broader goals in higher education, such as launching area studies programs
or professionalizing medical education (Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007). Because of the
longstanding presence of philanthropic foundations in funding and shaping higher
education, Bacchetti (2007) concluded, “one does not have to read far in the small
but illuminating literature . . . to appreciate that many consequential shifts in higher
education had their origins in foundation initiatives” (p. 255).
Despite this enduring legacy, the relationship between higher education institutions and philanthropic foundations is not static. Based on data collected by the
Foundation Center, Bacchetti and Ehrlich (2007) calculated that foundation giving to higher education increased by 328% between 1990 and 2004. According to
the Council for Aid to Education’s (2015) Voluntary Support of Education survey,
the amount of money foundations donated to higher education grew from $8.2
billion in 2010 to $11.6 billion in 2015. As a share of total philanthropic giving,
foundations accounted for 28.8% of donations to higher education in 2015, second
only to alumni giving. Recent scholarship on philanthropy and higher education
suggests that foundations are doing far more than providing one-off grants to
institutions. They are increasingly involved in advocacy, policymaking, and systemic reform efforts (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Reckhow, 2013; Reckhow & Snyder,
2014). This is especially true among large foundations operating at the national
level, such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Eli and Edythe
Broad Foundation (Tompkins-Stange, 2016). Most of the empirical scholarship
on philanthropic giving by foundations concentrates on these large foundations
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and their work in K-12 education (e.g., Reckhow, 2013; Reckhow & Snyder, 2014;
Rogers, 2015; Thompkins-Stange, 2016). There is a scarcity of empirical research
on the relationship between philanthropic foundations and higher education
institutions (Drezner, 2011).
Given this gap in the literature, the purpose of this study was to examine
philanthropic giving by foundations to higher education institutions. More specifically, this study focused on four-year institutions receiving donations from the
top twenty-five philanthropic foundations in the state of North Carolina. In a
departure from the many studies of large foundations operating at the national
level (e.g., Cody, 2014; Mcgoey, 2015; Saltman, 2009; Thompkins-Stange, 2016),
we opted to take a state-level approach in order to include a greater diversity of
foundations, both in terms of size and scope, and the many institutions to which
they give. For reasons we describe below, North Carolina provides an appropriate
context in which to explore foundation giving to higher education. Importantly,
this study posits that foundation donations comprise a relationship between higher
education institutions and foundations, calling for a research design that attends
to the social ties between organizations (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2013; Scott,
2007). Therefore, this study utilized social network analysis (SNA), which is commonly used to examine the determinants, consequences, structures, and patterns of
relationships between actors. The study was guided by a two-part research question:
Which institutions in North Carolina are advantageously positioned to compete
for foundation donations? Furthermore, are there particular institutional attributes
that help to explain this advantage?
The remainder of the paper is divided into six sections, beginning with background information on higher education in North Carolina. We then expand our
review of the literature to demonstrate the gaps in research we attempt to address.
The fourth section of the paper frames the analysis through social network theory
in education (Daly, 2010), after which we detail the methods of data collection,
network analysis, and network visualization. We then report findings from the
analysis and connect findings to literature and theory to draw implications for
policy, practice, and future research.

The State Context
North Carolina has a long history of higher education and claims to be
home to the first public university in the United States—the University of North
Carolina-Chapel Hill. In fact, the state constitution of 1789 chartered a public
university to serve citizens of the state in perpetuity (University of North Carolina
System, 2015). Today, North Carolina contains a total 58 public community colleges and 66 public and private colleges and universities. The University of North
Carolina (UNC) System coordinates the 17 public colleges and universities in
the state, including elite public research universities, comprehensive colleges and
universities, and baccalaureate institutions. In addition to its well-known public
higher education institutions, there is a wide array of private institutions in the
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state, including numerous liberal arts colleges, religiously-affiliated institutions,
historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs), and women’s colleges.
Recent shifts in higher education policy and finance make North Carolina a
compelling context in which to study philanthropic giving to higher education institutions for two reasons. The first reason is that drastic cuts in state appropriations to
higher education have precipitated greater institutional reliance on private sources
of money (McClure & Teitelbaum, 2016). Between the beginning of the Great
Recession in 2008–9 and 2015–16, public colleges and universities in North Carolina
weathered $658 million in management cuts (Ovaska-Few, 2015). Faculty salaries
stagnated during this period, and average faculty salaries at 11 out of 16 institutions
in the UNC system fell below the 50th percentile when compared to peer institutions (Higher Education Works Foundation, 2016). The most recent state budget,
passed in spring of 2016, calls for an additional $42 million in cuts over the next two
years. Additionally, public institutions’ investment in their fundraising capacity was
restricted to $1 million per year, and separate legislation required that three public
universities fix in-state tuition at $500 per student per semester (Ovaska-Few, 2015).
This study of philanthropic giving to higher education arrives at a moment when
many public institutions in the state are keenly seeking donor money to help offset
recent waves of budget cuts and restrictions on revenue generation.
The second reason that North Carolina is an appropriate context for this study
is that popular media outlets have reported extensively on the activities of several
philanthropic foundations and their donations to higher education institutions
in the state (e.g., Carpenter, 2015; Levinthal, 2015; Purdy, 2015). In particular,
journalists have highlighted the donations of foundations that are aligned with
“conservative, libertarian, pro-business and anti-regulation candidates and causes”
(Stancill, 2016, para. 2), notably the Charles Koch Foundation, BB&T Foundation,
and John William Pope Foundation ( Jones, 2010; Levinthal, 2015). Controversy
has accompanied several of these high-profile donations, and newspaper articles
have suggested that conditions attached to the donations represent an effort to
reform higher education consistent with the foundations’ ideological agendas
( Jones, 2010; Levinthal, 2015; Stancill, 2016). Accordingly, this study engages
debates within and beyond the state of North Carolina about the role of money
from philanthropic foundations in influencing higher education.

Literature Review
Most research to date on philanthropic giving to higher education has focused
on the trends, traits, and motivations of individual—as opposed to organizational—donors (Drezner, 2011; Drezner & Huehls, 2015). What little research
exists on the relationship between philanthropic foundations and education falls
into one or more of the following categories:
• historical analyses that link foundations to the interests of America’s capitalist ruling
class (e.g., Arnove, 1980; Arnove & Pinede, 2007),
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• case studies of the aims and operations of large foundations (e.g., Cody, 2014; Mcgoey,
2015; Saltman, 2009; Thompkins-Stange, 2016), and/or
• examinations of how foundation money shapes K-12 education policy reform (e.g.,
Reckhow, 2013; Reckhow & Snyder, 2014; Rogers, 2015; Thompkins-Stange, 2016).

There are well-worn paths in the literature, with greater attention assigned to large
foundations, education at the K-12 level, and national education policy reform.
Based upon our review of the literature, we argue that philanthropic giving by foundations to higher education institutions remains a relatively unmapped research
frontier that merits further investigation (Drezner, 2011).
The History of Foundations’ Support for Higher Education

Foundations largely emerged in the early twentieth century as the primary
means of organizing the philanthropic efforts of industrial magnates within
America’s capitalist ruling class, namely Henry Ford, Andrew Carnegie, and John
D. Rockefeller (Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007). The Ford, Carnegie, and Rockefeller
Foundations, colloquially referred to as the “big three” foundations, provided “necessary seed money for professional advancement and institutional growth, and for
innovation and research in uncharted and perhaps risky areas where others sources
of funding [were] unavailable” (Arnove & Pinede, 2007, p. 392). Arnove and
colleagues (1980) vociferously critiqued the ongoing ties between philanthropic
foundations and educational institutions, viewing the influence of foundation
money as intricately connected to the maintenance of capitalism and its inherent
inequities. They argued that, far from benevolent patrons, foundations are largely
unregulated and unaccountable to the public. Moreover, they accused foundations
of shaping education policy and practice in ways that, rather than promoting social
mobility, reproduced social class inequalities. This critique, now over thirty years
old, has not substantially altered the nature of the foundation-institution relationship in higher education.
Traditionally, foundation support for higher education has gone to single
institutions to fund scholarships, advancement, curricular development, research
programs and centers, and capital projects (Bachetti & Ehrlich, 2007; Kelly &
James, 2015). In this way, “foundations have been seen as providing higher education’s ‘venture capital,’ making possible needed reforms” (Clotfelter, 2007, p. 214).
For single institutions receiving foundation support, the money has been substantial and, in some cases, vital to their survival. For example, northern philanthropists
were instrumental in supporting the development of numerous HBCUs throughout the south, often for the purposes of training the labor force to promote the philanthropists’ financial interests (Anderson, 1980). Several prominent foundations
continue to provide sustained grants to particular institutions, such as the Duke
Endowment’s regular gifts to Duke University and the Woodruff Foundation’s
donations to Emory University (Clotfelter, 2007). Some foundations have favored
prestigious institutions in their giving, partly because many foundation personnel
attended these institutions and partly because prestigious institutions are better
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equipped to attract foundation donors with their superior resources and facilities
(Bachetti & Ehrlich, 2007).
Recently, the nature of giving by certain foundations has deviated from this
tradition of giving to single institutions. Some foundations have become disillusioned with the perceived lethargic pace of change in higher education resulting from their institution-level donations (Bachetti & Ehrlich, 2007). Highly
visible philanthropic foundations active in higher education, notably the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, have experimented with new approaches to giving
whereby grants to institutions are replaced by “high-leverage, policy-oriented”
grants for purposes of advocacy (Kelly & James, 2015, p. 92). Some of these
grants have gone to private entities, such as think tanks and consultancies, while
other grants have involved large-scale collaborations involving multiple foundations and institutions. The approaches pioneered by these and other large foundations, which are sometimes referred to as “venture philanthropy,” “advocacy
philanthropy,” and “philanthrocapitalism,” are geared towards “accomplishing
concrete outcomes that yield significant return on investment, often organized
around initiatives that reflect market-based values, such as choice and competition” (Thompkins-Stange, 2016, p. 18). Consequently, research suggests that the
role played by philanthropic foundations in supporting higher education remains
strong yet is evolving.
Philanthropic Foundations and Education Policy Reform

There is a growing body of literature on the influence of philanthropic foundations in education policy reform. Much of this research focuses on education at the
K-12 level and indicates that foundations are increasingly involved in education
policy reform, especially with regards to charter schools/school choice (Reckhow &
Tompkins-Stange, 2015; Rogers, 2015), teacher evaluations (Reckhow & TompkinsStange, 2015; Rogers, 2015), and Common Core State Standards (Rogers, 2015).
Foundations’ decisions whether to engage, when to engage, and where to engage
in education policy reform are informed by multiple factors, including founder
or executive leadership, mission/philosophy, legislation, public interest or media
attention, outside research, and the philanthropic environment (Ferris, Hentschke,
& Harmssen, 2008). Of these six factors, Ferris et al. (2008) found that all but
public interest or media attention were driving factors in foundations’ decisions
to engage in education policy reform, with influence of people in leadership positions and mission/philosophy as the top two reasons. Moreover, foundations were
more likely to intervene early in the policy reform process, typically during the
first two stages: problem definition and agenda setting at the state and/or district
level (Ferris et al., 2008). In recent years, there has been a shift in foundations’
support away from local organizations and towards national advocacy (Reckhow
& Tompkins-Stange, 2015).
In the shift towards education policy reform, foundations have started to play
multiple roles in the process, beyond that of financier. Philanthropists and foundations financially support think tanks, interest groups, and nonprofit organizations
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that align with their education reform agenda (Reckhow & Tompkins-Stange,
2015; Rogers, 2015). These think tanks often produce fact sheets and opinion
articles that are communicated through various media (Rogers, 2015). Foundations have some control over who presents what information as well as what
information is presented, especially before Congress. For example, research by
Reckhow and Tompkins-Stange (2015) found that 60% of the experts testifying
in front of Congress about education policy reform in 2011 received funding from
two foundations, the Gates Foundation and/or Broad Foundation. Thus, Rogers
(2015) concluded that foundations are now involved in a multitude of ways in
education policy reform: identifying problems, funding research, creating solutions, selecting and training the individuals implementing policy, influencing
government appointments, funding start-up programs, and financing selective
media coverage.
Scholars have provided several explanations for both the growing influence
of foundations in education policy reform and mounting public interest in their
activities. Ball (2009) explained the expanded presence of philanthropic foundations in education reform through his conceptualization of “governance by
network” (p. 96), whereby more traditional, bureaucratic forms of public sector
governance have been replaced by networks involving a wider variety of public
and private actors. In a second explanation, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) argued
in their theory of academic capitalism that higher education institutions have
actively interfaced with new networks involving philanthropists, corporations, and
other private entities in order to secure non-state sources of revenue in the face of
austerity-driven budget cuts. Eikenberry (2006) noted that foundations are not just
more present in education policy reform, but also more publicly visible. She attributed heightened public interest in the activities of foundations to the “spectacle
of the large and growing fortunes of people like Bill and Melinda Gates,” (p. 586)
juxtaposed with the growing mass of people who depend upon private charity
to meet basic needs. Compared to scholarship at the K-12 level, empirical and
theoretically-based research on the relationship between philanthropic foundations
and higher education institutions is underdeveloped (Drezner, 2011). Large foundations engaged at the national level have received the greatest attention, despite
the multitude of smaller foundations that continue to make institution-level donations. Our study sought to illuminate the network forged by these relationships in
the state of North Carolina.

Theoretical Framework
Both the research design and interpretation of findings draw upon social
network theory, which argues that positions within a social structure have consequences for the people or organizations occupying them (Borgatti & Ofem,
2010). Traditional social science research has often explained performance on the
basis of an individual or organization’s self-interested, rational choices and unique
combination of strengths and attributes (Coleman, 1988). Accordingly, the best
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organizations have ascended to the top of the hierarchy because they have the most
resources, best talent, or clearest mission. Similarly, individuals’ performance can
be explained in large measure by their attributes, chiefly their level of education or
skills, parents’ income, race, and so forth (Becker, 1964). This latter explanation of
individual performance draws upon theories of human capital, which have been
predominant in education research for decades (Klees, 2015).
By contrast, social network theory posits that “the web of relationships in
which actors are embedded...both constrain and provide opportunities” (Borgatti
& Ofem, 2010, p. 18). These opportunities and constraints, in turn, help to explain
particular outcomes. This means that, in order to fully explain individual or organizational performance, we must not simply analyze attributes of the organizations,
but also the relationships they have established (or not established) with other
individuals and organizations. Social capital is the primary construct on which
social network theory is based. According to Lin (2001), social capital constitutes
“the resources embedded in social relations and social structures which can be
mobilized when an actor wishes to increase the likelihood of success in purposive
action” (p. 24). Like other forms of capital (e.g., human, economic, or cultural),
social capital is a resource from which organizations and individuals can draw in
order to realize certain outcomes (Perna & Titus, 2005). Additionally, as in other
forms of capital, there are disparities in the distribution of social capital across a
population of individuals and organizations.
Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) are frequently credited as the main
social capital theorists in the context of education research (Dika & Singh, 2002).
Bourdieu (1986) was chiefly interested in social reproduction and how dominant
social classes retain their privileged position in society. He defined social capital as
“the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by
virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships
of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). For
Bourdieu, understanding social inequality means looking beyond economic wealth
to the cultural and social capital that elites utilize for purposes of social control.
Coleman (1988) built upon Bourdieu’s work yet emphasized social capital as a
constellation of resources consisting of information, norms, and obligations that
guide action within a social environment. Importantly, both perspectives of social
capital underscore that while material resources (i.e., wealth) are important, to truly
understand organizational performance, researchers must pay close attention to
networks of relationships. The underlying assumption is that organizations that are
well-connected, well-informed, popular, or centrally positioned in a social network
can leverage institutionalized relationships and knowledge of social norms to their
strategic advantage (Daly, 2010). Moreover, the accumulation of social capital can
help to explain persistent inequalities in material resources among organizations.
Social network theory is relevant to our study because we argue that donations
and other forms of philanthropic giving to higher education institutions constitute
a network of relationships between foundations and institutions. As follows, donations represent relational as opposed to attribute data. Relational data specifies the
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“contacts, ties and connections, the group attachments and meetings, which relate
one agent to another and so cannot be reduced to the properties of the individual
agents themselves” (Scott, 2007, p. 3). Conversely, attribute data reflects the attitudes, opinions, or other qualities that belong to individual agents or groups. Variable analysis consistent with traditional statistical techniques is most appropriate to
study attribute data, but it can be of limited value for relational data. This is the case
because relational data explicitly violates the assumption common in traditional
statistics that units of analysis are independent of one another (Gonzalez Canche,
2016). Social network analysis (SNA) has emerged to provide quantitative and
qualitative measures of relational data.
By definition, SNA aims to study the determinants, consequences, structure,
and patterns of relationships between actors. Social networks consist of a set of
actors or members of a network population (often referred to as “nodes”) and the
ties that bind those actors (Gonzalez Canche & Rios-Aguilar, 2015). A prominent type of inquiry within SNA seeks to explain “positional achievement,” or
“why some organizations become central in a particular network...as a function
of characteristics of the organizations” (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010, p. 23). In other
words, studies of positional achievement explore whether organizational attributes
can help to explain an organization’s position in the network and, by extension,
their social capital. The research question in this study asks which institutions are
advantageously positioned in a network involving other institutions and philanthropic foundations and whether certain attributes help to explain their “positional
achievement.” Consistent with theorization of social capital, we propose:
(a) Colleges and universities’ positional achievement is a form of social capital that
provides opportunities and constraints related to foundation donations.
(b) Certain organizational attributes help to explain institutions’ positional achievement in the network.

With respect to the first proposition, we contend that more central institutions
within the network have more social capital that they can utilize in an effort to
secure foundation money. Centrality can confer advantages through access to
strategic relationships and proximity to sources of information. Secondly, we maintain that institutional attributes such as having infrastructure for seeking external
money, being selective in admissions, serving wealthy students and their families,
and encouraging research productivity contribute to centrality within the network
and the ability of institutions to compete for and receive foundation donations.
All of these attributes are associated with institutional prestige (O’Meara, 2007),
which the aforementioned literature suggests may help to attract foundation donors
(Bachetti & Ehrlich, 2007).

Methods
SNA has been a used in higher education research for over six decades
(Friedkin, 1978; Newcomb, 1943); however, the research has been disjointed and
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limited for much of this time (Biancani & McFarland, 2013). Recently, there has
been an uptick in the use of SNA in higher education research (Kezar, 2014). The
bulk of the literature involving SNA in higher education has focused on access and
success among college students, with an emphasis on the development of social
and cultural capital through peer, school, and family networks (Heck, Price, &
Thomas, 2004; Mayer & Puller, 2008; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2006). These studies
have specifically examined how social networks influence retention by connecting
students with the information and support needed to be successful. Additionally,
SNA has been used to examine the academic success of community college students (Gonzalez Canche & Rios-Aguilar, 2015). To our knowledge, this study is
the first to analyze donations from philanthropic foundations to higher education
institutions using SNA. To aid in replication, we describe in detail the processes
by which we collected data, constructed the network matrix, obtained measures of
network position, and visualized the network.
Data Collection and Matrix Construction

We collected data for this study by closely reading 990-PF tax forms of the top
twenty-five foundations by total giving in North Carolina for tax year 2013 (see
Table 1). We limited our analysis to the top twenty-five foundations by total giving
because smaller foundations in the state (in terms of total giving) tended to donate
little or no money to higher education institutions. The 990-PF is the publicly available information return that private nonprofit foundations file annually with the
Internal Revenue Service and provides a complete list of donations within a given
tax year. We accessed the 990-PF forms through the Foundation Center website,
which typically provides 990-PF forms for three recent tax years. We recorded in
our dataset all donations made by our sample of foundations to two- and four-year
public and private institutions in the state of North Carolina. Many foundations
donated multiple times to the same institution for different purposes in 2013. Our
total dataset included 747 separate grants or donations to 103 two- and four-year
institutions totaling $136,735,805. This study only analyzed donations to fouryear institutions (n = 50) due to the significantly different missions and resources
between two- and four-year institutions. Of the 50 institutions in the dataset, 15
(30%) were public institutions compared to 35 (70%) private institutions. Eight
(16%) of the institutions were research universities, 12 (24%) were comprehensive
colleges and universities, and 27 (60%) were baccalaureate institutions, according to
the basic Carnegie Classification. The dataset included 10 HBCUs and 3 women’s
colleges. Twenty-seven of the institutions were located in urban areas. It is worth
noting that the U.S. Department of Education lists 66 four-year public and private
institutions in North Carolina. The 16 institutions excluded from our dataset did
not receive money from one of the top twenty-five foundations by total giving in
the state. These institutions, almost without exception, were theological, divinity, or
biblical colleges. The exclusion of these institutions from the dataset does not necessarily mean they received zero foundation money—a limitation we acknowledge
below—but does suggest these institutions are not well-connected in the network.
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Table 1. Foundations Included in Analysis by Total Giving (2013)

Foundation Name

Total Giving

Giving to NC Institutions

$160,479,886

$1,089,741

Foundation for the Carolinas

$180,272,727

The Duke Endowment

$127,729,045

The Bank of America
Charitable Foundation

Duke Energy Foundation

Burroughs Wellcome Fund

William R. Kenan, Jr. Charitable Trust
Kate B. Reynolds Charitable Trust
The Winston-Salem Foundation

$29,644,844

$28,542,172

$26,103,273
$22,753,821
$20,965,432

$19,892,682

$81,100,055
$1,656,750

$487,596

$5,080,664

$2,335,548

$1,986,901

The Leon Levine Foundation

$15,558,004

$3,213,350

Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation

$14,903,958

$2,469,398

North Carolina Community
Foundation
Community Foundation of
Greater Greensboro

Triangle Community Foundation

John M. Belk Educational Endowment

The Community Foundation
of W. North Carolina
The Cannon Foundation

The Sunshine Lady Foundation

The Morehead-Cain Foundation

$15,071,152

$14,098,757

$13,365,449

$1,129,034

$1,463,390

$879,371

$11,686,933

$2,345,000

$8,150,508

$2,220,000

$7,438,745

$1,543,214

$6,143,943

$1,600,00

$9,196,375

$7,762,413

$326,271

$172,750

John William Pope Foundation

$7,255,877

Merancas Foundation, Inc.

$5,420,000

$5,120,296

$1,682,963

Porter B. Byrum Charitable Trust

$4,121,400

$4,100,000

W. Duke Kimbrell Family Foundation

$3,348,928

$523,805

Reynolds American Foundation
Blue Cross and Blue Shield
of North Carolina
Community Foundation
of Gaston County

Total

$4,088,165

$749,222,103

$385,200
$535,000

$117,122

$136,735,805

Source: The Foundation Center

After collecting the data, the first step in social network analysis is to construct a matrix. We began by summing the donations each foundation gave to
each higher education institution. For example, if the Duke Endowment made
three separate donations of $1,000 to East Carolina University, we summed these
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to a single donation of $3,000. Then, we created a matrix in Microsoft Excel with
foundations as columns, institutions as rows, and donations in appropriate cells
linking foundations and institutions. In this matrix, donations represented the
ties between foundations and institutions. Because there are two different types
of nodes in the network (institutions and foundations), the resulting matrix was
treated as two-mode—otherwise known as an “affiliation matrix” (Borgatti,
Everett, & Johnson, 2013). This is important because two-mode matrices are
analyzed differently than one-mode matrices. It is possible to recognize the
directionality, or directional flow, of the relationships in a network. In directed
networks, the relationship between a given foundation and institution may exist
even if the institution did not want the relationship. For example, foundations
might give money to institutions even if the institution was not seeking funding.
In these cases, the relationship may or may not be reciprocated (Gonzalez Canche,
2016). By contrast, we treated the matrix as an undirected network, as institutions
typically seek out foundation donations and even reciprocate by delivering an
agreed upon product, such as a program or report. We subsequently uploaded the
two-mode matrix to the social network analysis program UCINET 6.0 (Borgatti
et al., 2013).
Measures of Positional Achievement

There are two common research designs in social network analysis: whole
network and ego-centric. We utilized a whole network design, which includes
all nodes in the network, rather than focus on a single node’s ties (i.e., an egocentric design) (Borgatti, 2016). The first part of our research question asked
which institutions were advantageously positioned to compete for foundation
donations. This question seeks to understand the positional achievement of institutions in the network. As follows, we ran node-level analyses, which examine
network position, typically through measures of centrality. Centrality refers to
the contribution a given node makes to a network, or the advantage that a node
accrues by virtue of its position in a network (Borgatti et al., 2013). Multiple
measures of centrality have been developed over the years, including degree,
closeness, betweenness, and eigenvector. As Gonzalez Canche (2016) explained,
“Although all these measures are obtained from the same numeric matrix, the
algorithms employed convey different information by highlighting different
aspects of the network” (p. 13).
The simplest centrality measure is degree centrality. Degree centrality is a
count of the nodes adjacent, or connected, to a given node (Scott, 2007). We
can interpret high-degree institutions as important or highly visible within the
network. Closeness centrality measures the distance between a node and all
other possible nodes. Betweenness centrality measures how often a given node
falls along the shortest path between other nodes, thus serving as a “bridge” or
“gatekeeper” in the flow of information or resources. Finally, eigenvector centrality
is a variation on degree centrality (Borgatti et al., 2013). Eigenvector centrality
counts each node connected to a given node, with adjacent nodes weighted by
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their centrality. This measure of centrality is intended to capture popularity, influence, or the extent to which actors in the network are well-connected (Borgatti
et al., 2013). In our study, eigenvector centrality not only takes into account how
many foundations donated to an institution, but also how well-connected those
foundations were. Given our research question, degree centrality and eigenvector
centrality best demonstrate those institutions in the network that are important,
highly visible, and popular. Accordingly, we focused on these two centrality
measures in the analysis and presentation of findings.
In order to obtain centrality measures, we transformed the valued two-mode
matrix into a binary two-mode matrix. This type of transformation is common
in SNA because of limitations in the analytical routines available for valued twomode data (Borgatti et al., 2013). By using a binary two-mode matrix, we were
able to run the two-mode centrality routine in UCINET 6.0, which provided
measures of degree, closeness, betweenness, and eigenvector centrality. Not using
this routine would have required representing the network as a bipartite graph;
however, the centrality measures resulting from this graph would not be normalized. The two-mode centrality routine provides appropriately scaled measures and,
therefore, presented the best option for analyzing the network.
Network Visualization

In the final step of the process, we uploaded the matrix and centrality measures to Gephi 9.1, a network visualization program. This allowed us to visualize the position and influence of nodes in the network. We also constructed a
dataset of institutional attributes to enhance the visualization and its analytical
potential. This data primarily came from the U.S. Department of Education’s
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). Title IV of the
Higher Education Act of 1965 requires all U.S. postsecondary education institutions that participate in any federal student financial aid program (such as Pell
grants and federal student loans) to complete IPEDS surveys. To our knowledge,
there is no existing theory related to institutional attributes that predict success
in receiving foundation money. Therefore, we utilized existing literature and
theory to inform the inclusion of variables. We included as attribute variables
institutions’ basic Carnegie Classification, a proxy variable for institutional
mission and size, and the percentage of undergraduate students receiving Pell
grants. Pell grants are a common proxy variable for the extent to which institutions serve low-income students ( Jaquette, Curs, & Posselt, 2016). Because the
literature and our theoretical framework argue that foundations tend to donate
to prestigious institutions, we also included as an attribute variable Barron’s
selectivity rating. This rating, which is part of Barron’s Profiles of American
Colleges, is a composite of institutions’ admissions rate, incoming students’
standardized test scores, and incoming students’ class rank. Table 2 describes key
variables included in the attribute dataset. All of the visualizations utilize the
Fruchterman-Reingold (1991) algorithm in Gephi 9.1. This is a force-directed
algorithm, which positions nodes in the visualization such that the ties are equal
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length and cross one another as few times as possible. A primary reason for
using this algorithm is that it produces highly readable, aesthetically pleasing
visualizations (Kobourov, 2013).
Table 2. Attribute Variables Included in Visualizations

Attribute Variables

Description

Carnegie classification

• Indicator of institutional mission
• Categorical variable (Research, Master’s, Baccalaureate)

Percentage of
students receiving
Pell grant funding

Barron’s selectivity
rating

• Indicator of the extent to which institution
serves low income students
• Ordinal variable (0–24%, 25–49%, 50–74%, 75–100%)

• Indicator of institutional selectivity/prestige
• Ordinal variable (Most Competitive, Highly Competitive,
Competitive, Less Competitive, Non-Competitive)

Limitations

We acknowledge several limitations to this study that should be noted prior to
applying the findings. First, in many ways this study represents a first step in revealing patterns in philanthropic giving to higher education institutions. Many studies
utilizing social network analysis go one step further by incorporating centrality
measures into traditional statistical models (e.g., regression) to either explain positional achievement or to use network position as an explanatory variable for some
other variable of interest. For example, a natural next step in this research would
be to analyze the extent to which social capital, as measured by network centrality,
predicts a measure of institutions’ success in advancement. Although this type of
analysis would allow us to more effectively evaluate our first theoretical proposition, the lack of theory to guide model specification made prediction along these
lines highly unreliable. Subsequent research should incorporate centrality measures
into a regression model to confirm which characteristics explain institutions’ ability
to compete for and receive foundation donations. Second, we limited this study
to twenty-five foundations in North Carolina. However, it is possible that other
foundations in the state donated to higher education institutions in 2013. Thus, this
study should not be treated as an exhaustive review of foundation giving to higher
education institutions in North Carolina. Third, there are likely other attribute
variables that shed light on which institutions are successful in competing for and
securing foundation donations, such as the size of the institution’s advancement
staff. As noted above, we elected to only incorporate attribute variables whose
influence has some basis in the existing literature, but we recognize there is need
for theoretical scholarship to better establish which variables affect foundation giving to higher education institutions. Lastly, although we believe insights from this
research can be applied to aid researchers exploring other contexts, our state-level
analysis means that application of our findings is most appropriately restricted to
North Carolina.
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Key Findings
In this section, we share findings from the social network analysis in two
ways. First, we provide normalized degree and eigenvector centrality measures for
all 50 institutions in the dataset. These measures show positional achievement, or
social capital, of institutions in the network. Second, we provide a series of network visualizations, each of which highlights a different attribute of the institutions in question. Collectively, the findings demonstrate that centrally positioned
institutions tend to be highly selective and research-oriented, and they educate
fewer numbers of low-income students as a share of their total undergraduate
enrollments.
Table 3 presents normalized centrality measures for all institutions included
in the analysis. Institutions in the table are ranked according to eigenvector
centrality. Moreover, Table 3 provides data on the total amount of money
donated by the top twenty-five foundations to each institution, as well as the
median donation amount. This data on total and median donations is presented
for descriptive purposes—the analysis does not test the relationship between
centrality measures and total donation money. The top four institutions in
terms of total donation money are Duke University (Duke), Davidson College
(Davidson), Johnson C. Smith University, and the University of North CarolinaChapel Hill (UNCCH). While it is not surprising to see Duke, Davidson,
and UNCCH top the list in terms of total donation money, Johnson C. Smith
University, which is a historically black baccalaureate institution, is perhaps
less expected. More closely examining the data, Johnson C. Smith University
received nearly $11 million from a single donor—the Duke Endowment. This
helps to illustrate the value of centrality measures, which assess network position
through the extent to which an institution is well-connected and less reliant on
a single donor. When taking into account degree centrality, Johnson C. Smith
University drops significantly in the list, indicating that their money came from
only a few connections.
Once again, Duke and UNCCH are among the top institutions in terms of
degree centrality, followed by Wake Forest University (Wake Forest) and North
Carolina State University (NCSU). Attribute data shows that all four of these
institutions are research universities, according to the basic Carnegie Classification.
In fact, six of the top ten institutions are research universities. Moreover, all four of
these institutions are either categorized as most competitive or highly competitive
in Barron’s selectivity rating. Lastly, 24% or less of students at these institutions
received Pell grants. The same pattern of top institutions holds true for eigenvector centrality. Duke, UNCCH, Wake Forest, and NCSU not only enjoy many
connections, but also the foundations to which they are connected are themselves
well-connected in the network. These findings suggest that the institutions that are
advantageously positioned in the network are highly selective, research-oriented
institutions that admit few students requiring federal financial aid. In short, these
are the most prestigious institutions in the state.
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Table 3. Institutional Donation Data and Normalized Centrality Scores

Donation Data

UNC Chapel Hill

Total
Total
Median
Number Donation Donation
Amount
of
Amount
Donations
($)
($)

Eigenvector
Degree
Centrality Centrality

17

11457795
6683073

160000

Duke University

12

60511656

3374743

58629

106600

Davidson College

11

15451430

37250

14415

0.2082

0.3333

East Carolina
University

8

774483

63180

0.2014

0.3333

UNC Charlotte

Wingate University

8

0.1974

0.3333

9

2040082

46700

Queens University

8

2672087

7

1303874

0.1895

0.3750

Wake Forest
University

North Carolina
State University

Appalachian
State University

13

12

8

410677

225303

Normalized
Centrality Scores

0.2998

0.7083

0.2540

0.5000

0.2542

0.2477

0.2250

12500

0.1971

26700

0.1880

0.5417

0.5000
0.4583

0.3333

3518048

150000

6

254634

1051001

20000
55258

0.1660

0.2500

Campbell
University

6

366905

17500

0.1605

0.2500

High Point
University

4

286584

40117

0.1495

0.1667

Lenoir-Rhyne
University

5

209355

9255

0.1429

0.2083

North Carolina
Central University

5

37450

2500

0.1402

0.2083

Greensboro
College

4

773250

13325

0.1345

0.1667

Salem Academy & College

5

300495

214895

11200

0.1342

0.2083

5

230638

35500

0.1336

0.2083

Meredith College
Elon University

Winston-Salem
State University

Pfeiffer University

UNC Wilmington

North Carolina
A & T University

7

5

5

275158

16500

31883

0.1710

0.1337

0.1305

0.2917

0.2917

0.2083

0.2083
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Donation Data

Western Carolina
University

UNC Greensboro

Total
Total
Median
Number Donation Donation
Amount
of
Amount
Donations
($)
($)
4

4

98558

24490

354345

14250

Eigenvector
Degree
Centrality Centrality
0.1301

0.1241

0.1667

3

7130925

124720

11375

Montreat College

3

69850

11850
2400

0.1177

0.1250

Johnson C. Smith
University

5

12141655

103000

0.1094

0.2083

5

292747

17250
4300

0.1051

0.1050

0.2083

Gardner-Webb
University

St. Andrews Presbyterian College

Brevard College

4

3

7925

0.1201
0.1177

0.1250
0.1667

0.1250

Elizabeth City
State University

3

3

7397

250

0.0939

0.1250

North Carolina
Wesleyan College

4

168106

32803

0.0938

0.1667

UNC Pembroke

Bennett College

4

84500

13750

Shaw University

2

3

164420

50000

William Peace
University

3

Lees-McRae
College

2

47000

Mars Hill
University

2

273560

Warren Wilson
College

3

UNC Asheville

2

Belmont Abbey
College

Guilford College

3

2

58210

0.1220

0.1667

Catawba College
Methodist
University

1000

Normalized
Centrality Scores

3876

0.0935

0.1250

0.1667

1938

0.0901

0.0833

671320

147400

0.0768

0.1250

270000

50000

0.0664

0.1250

11189.5

0.0612

0.0833

136780

0.0586

0.0833

145975

44975

0.0545

0.1250

63571

31785.5

0.0525

0.0833

22379

23500

0.0901

0.0594

0.1250

0.0833

(Continued)
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Table 3 (Cont.)

Donation Data

Barton College

Chowan University
University of
Mount Olive

Total
Total
Median
Number Donation Donation
Amount
of
Amount
Donations
($)
($)
1

1

9420

23640

9420

23640

19690

Normalized
Centrality Scores
Eigenvector
Degree
Centrality Centrality
0.0458

0.0417

0.0458

0.0417

0.0458

0.0417

1

19690

Fayetteville State
University

1

2500

2500

0.0444

0.0417

Livingstone
College

1

25000

25000

0.0318

0.0417

Saint Augustine’s
University

1

50000

50000

0.0125

0.0417

Johnson & Wales
University

1

50000

50000

0.0109

0.0417

The patterns in institutional attributes become less clear in the middle of
the list (i.e., positions 20–30). Institutions in this middle group include Salem
College, a women’s liberal arts college, as well as three institutions in the UNC
System: UNC Wilmington, North Carolina A&T State University (NCAT), and
UNC Greensboro. Both NCAT and another middle institution, Johnson C. Smith
University, are HBCUs. Three of the 10 institutions in this middling group are
comprehensive colleges and universities, according to the basic Carnegie Classification. In general, comprehensive colleges and universities fell below the 20th position on the list, including all but one public comprehensive university. Institutions
with the lowest degree and eigenvector centrality are, almost without exception,
baccalaureate-oriented institutions. These institutions include Johnson & Wales
University, St. Augustine’s University, Livingstone College, and Fayetteville State
University. Three out of ten institutions with the lowest eigenvector centrality are
HBCUs. With the exception of Winston-Salem State University, which occupies
the 13th position, most of the HBCUs in the analysis were clustered near the bottom of the list. Whereas 10–20% of undergraduate students receive Pell grants at
the institutions with the highest eigenvector centrality, the same is true of 50–80%
of students at the institutions with the lowest eigenvector centrality. This suggests
that institutions that are less advantageously positioned in the network educate
more low-income students. Most of these institutions are also less competitive or
non-competitive according to Barron’s selectivity rating, meaning they tend to be
more accessible. The exception to this is UNC Asheville, which is highly selective
yet peripheral in the network.
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Figures 1–3 graphically depict the results of the social network analysis and
provide for visualization of the patterns in institutional attributes described above.
In Figure 1, nodes are sized according to eigenvector centrality and color-coded
based upon their Barron’s selectivity rating. The gray lines represent donations from
foundations to higher education institutions. Foundation nodes are intentionally
rendered small in these visualizations to enhance readability and better highlight
institution nodes, which were our primary unit of analysis in this study of positional
achievement. Figure 1 makes clear that the most influential institutions in the network are most competitive (blue) or highly competitive (yellow), according to Barron’s selectivity rating. Purple nodes represent less competitive institutions, which
are clearly found around the periphery of the network. In the same vein, Figure 2
shows nodes sized by eigenvector centrality and color-coded based on the percentage of undergraduate students at the institution receiving Pell grants. Orange nodes
represent the institutions that enroll the fewest low-income students and they also
clearly occupy central positions in the network. At these institutions, less than 25%
of undergraduate students receive Pell grants. By contrast, blue and purple nodes, or
those institutions with 50% or more of their undergraduates receiving Pell grants,
are largely positioned on the periphery of the network. Lastly, Figure 3 shows nodes
sized by eigenvector centrality and color-coded by basic Carnegie Classification.
The top four institutions by eigenvector centrality are all research institutions, and
the visualization depicts the dominance of this institution type. Although they are
numerically small, blue nodes, or research institutions, are the largest and most central in the network. These figures provide powerful visualizations of the centrality of

Figure 1. Social Network Visualization, Nodes Color-Coded by Barron’s Selectivity
Rating: Note: Blue Nodes = Most Competitive, Yellow Nodes = Highly Competitive, Green
Nodes = Very Competitive, Red Nodes = Competitive, Purple Nodes = Less Competitive,
White = Noncompetitive
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Figure 2. Social Network Visualization, Nodes Color-Coded by Percentage Pell Grant Recipients:
Note: Orange Nodes = 0–24%, Green Nodes = 25–49%, Blue Nodes = 50–74%, Purple Nodes = 75+%

Figure 3. Social Network Visualization, Nodes Color-Coded by Basic Carnegie Classification:
Note: Blue Nodes = Research University, Green = Comprehensive College or University,
Purple = Baccalaureate Institution

This content downloaded from 128.172.10.194 on Wed, 08 Nov 2017 00:48:36 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

Philanthropic Giving by Foundations · McClure, Frierson, Hall & Ostlund21

selective, research-oriented institutions that educate fewer numbers of low-income
students as a share of their total undergraduate enrollments.

Discussion
This study revealed which institutions in North Carolina are advantageously
positioned to compete for donations from philanthropic foundations, as revealed
by their network centrality measures. The results of the social network analysis
also indicated which institutional attributes help to explain the positional achievement of highly central colleges and universities. In particular, highly selective and
research-oriented institutions, such as Duke, Wake Forest, and UNC Chapel
Hill, are centrally positioned in the network. These institutions also tend to
educate a small share of low-income students. By contrast, baccalaureate institutions that serve larger numbers of students from marginalized racial and financial
backgrounds are less advantageously positioned in the network. We return to
social network theory and the scholarly literature on philanthropic foundations
to offer a few tentative explanations for these results.
Informed by social network theory, we proposed in the theoretical framework
that organizations’ position within a social structure is a form of social capital that
provides opportunities and constraints (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). Additionally, we
proposed that positional achievement, or an institution’s position in the network, can
be explained, in part, by particular organizational characteristics or attributes. One
explanation for the results of our analysis is that institutions’ positional achievement is
a function of their selectivity, research-orientation, and share of students coming from
wealthy backgrounds. Selectivity in admissions and research orientation are both
indicators of prestige in higher education (O’Meara, 2007). Prestigious institutions
tend to have relationships with other well-connected institutions and foundations,
as indicated by their high eigenvector centrality scores. This means that prestigious
institutions are most visible, popular, and even influential in the network. Prestigious
institutions are able to leverage the social capital inherent to these relationships in
order to create opportunities leading to foundation donations. For example, personnel at UNCCH can utilize the university’s social capital in the network to develop
and maintain relationships with foundations, learn more quickly about foundation
funding opportunities, or gather “insider” information. Equipped with this information, faculty members and staff at UNCCH may be able to more effectively write
proposals or pitch ideas that are funded. This funding can later be reinvested into
infrastructure for external funding through overhead, which allows the university to
continue competing for foundation money. In this way, prestigious institutions draw
on their social capital to maintain their dominant position in the network.
At the same time, less elite institutions, including small baccalaureate institutions, comprehensive colleges and universities, and HBCUs, tend to be less central
in the network, as indicated by their lower eigenvector centrality scores. In keeping
with social network theory, these institutions have less social capital from which
they can draw as they pursue foundation funding. In practice, this may mean they
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may lack deep or long-standing links to foundations, have fewer allies or acquaintances working at foundations, or have less knowledge of funding opportunities
and/or less time to prepare proposals. As a result, these institutions are not as
advantageously positioned to compete for and receive donations that might be reinvested in the future to help them secure external funding. A cycle emerges whereby
prestigious universities like UNCCH, Duke, and Wake Forest draw on their social
capital to secure financial resources that can be used to shore up their advantageous
position in the network. Even though they may have more pressing financial needs,
institutions that are not well connected may have less social capital to help them be
competitive for foundation donations. As Bourdieu (1986) theorized, social capital
helps to explain why and how elite institutions maintain their dominance within
the social structure. The flow of foundation money to prestigious institutions also
supports Arnove and colleagues’ (1980) critique that foundations primarily serve
the interests of the nation’s most affluent citizens.
Although social network theory provides one explanation for institutions’
ability to compete for and receive foundation money, the scholarly literature on
philanthropic foundations points to several other explanations that are worthy of
consideration. Bacchetti and Ehrlich (2007) argued that many foundations support
elite institutions, in part, because they may have more resources to attract foundation money. In this way, economic capital likely also plays a role in explaining our
findings. In simple terms, it is possible that it takes money to compete for foundation donations. Prestigious institutions likely have more financial and human
resources to devote to advancement and support services for faculty members and
staff pursuing foundation donations. For example, when faculty members or staff
at Duke seek foundation funding for a program or project, they may be able to
take advantage of a vast external funding infrastructure more common at researchoriented institutions, which both decreases the time expended and increases the
likelihood of success. Less prestigious institutions may not have this extramural
funding infrastructure and, thus, may have fewer material resources to help them
be competitive for foundation money. In the same vein, many of the most central
institutions operate research centers related to business, education, public policy,
health care, and the environment. Examples of these centers include Wake Forest’s BB&T Center for the Study of Capitalism and the Duke Cancer Institute.
The expertise housed within these research centers, and the specific projects and
agendas they are pursuing, may be attractive to foundation donors, either because of
their potential contributions to the welfare of North Carolina’s citizens or because
of their alignment with donor’s political and economic beliefs. In fact, it is possible
that several large donations went directly to these centers as restricted gifts. The
nature of our data does not allow us to evaluate if donations went to particular
programs because the 990-PF does not require this level of detail. However, it
does suggest the possibility that some donations to research-oriented institutions
support the research enterprise more than undergraduate education. By contrast,
donations to teaching-oriented institutions may more directly influence undergraduate education.
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The scholarly literature on foundations also notes that foundations have
grown weary of lackluster results related to supporting institution-focused or
small-scale programs (Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007). Seeking to maximize the
impact of their giving (Kelly & James, 2015), foundations have sought to more
intentionally donate in ways that achieve systemic reforms and maximize the
return on investment. With this in mind, some foundations may be reluctant to
give to institutions seeking funding for small programs or institutions with less
experience in working with foundations to achieve mutual goals. At the same
time, foundations may be more inclined to give to institutions that they perceive
to be “established,” “successful,” or “legitimate.” As Bacchetti and Ehrlich (2007)
suggested, these perceptions may stem from the fact that many foundation personnel attended prestigious institutions and may perceive these institutions as
better equipped to deliver desired results. As follows, the results of our analyses
may reflect the inclinations and preferences of foundations and their personnel as
much as the attributes of institutions. Additional research that can establish causal
relationships is necessary to test these tentative explanations for our findings.
Finally, the literature points to the increasing role that philanthropic organizations play amidst transformation of public sector governance (Ball, 2009) and
funding cuts to public higher education institutions (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).
In the absence of state support, many institutions have turned to the private sector,
including foundations, to meet their financial needs. This has been true in the state
of North Carolina, which has endured both budget cuts and increasing pressure at
the institutional level to court private donors (McClure & Teitelbaum, 2016). Our
findings raise questions about the extent to which foundations can equitably fill the
void created by retreating state support. Many of the institutions that are advantageously positioned in the network are already well-resourced institutions, commanding substantial financial resources. There are arguably institutions in greater
need of foundation money, such as HBCUs, which educate more low-income and
first-generation students who otherwise may not obtain a degree (Gasman, 2013).
Similarly, foundation money could have a greater impact at public comprehensive
colleges and universities, which educate nearly 70% of students attending public,
four-year institutions (Fryar, 2015). This suggests not merely an inequitable distribution of foundation resources, but also potential wastage or inefficiencies in the
distribution of philanthropic support for higher education.

Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice
This study both reflects past research and highlights several areas for future
research. As noted above, our findings provide additional empirical weight to
Bachetti and Ehrlich’s (2007) claim of the dominance of elite institutions in courting foundation donations. This finding contributes to initial theorization related to
institutional attributes that predict success in securing foundation donations. Our
findings further underscore a theme in past literature (e.g., Arnove, 1980) arguing
that foundation donations serve to protect the interests of America’s moneyed class,
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rather than to catalyze systemic reform or social justice. Future research should more
directly investigate the motivations of philanthropic foundations in supporting
higher education institutions. While there is a rich body of literature on the motivations of individual donors (e.g., Drezner, 2011), much less has been written about
how philanthropic foundations approach their work with higher education institutions. Case studies or other qualitative methods could be applied to the question of
foundation motivations and approaches in supporting higher education institutions.
Beyond the literature related to philanthropic foundations, this study also
contributes to a growing body of scholarship on institutional inequality or stratification in higher education (e.g., Bastedo & Gumport, 2003; Cantwell & Taylor,
2013; Mullen, 2011). Much of this literature demonstrates a growing trend of segmentation by resources, such that wealthy, often prestigious institutions become
wealthier—a phenomenon often termed the Matthew Effect (Merton, 1968)—
while many small private colleges struggle to survive amidst enrollment decreases
and public comprehensive colleges weather state budget cuts. Whereas wealthier
institutions may be able to better absorb periodic budget shocks through cultivation of grants and donations, our findings suggest less prestigious institutions are
not advantageously positioned to secure these resources in the face of financial
challenges. Future research should examine how institutional resources predict
performance in securing money from philanthropic foundations. This research
could examine, for example, how revenues influence an institution’s ability to
attract foundation donations.
Lastly, this study makes several methodological contributions to future
research. One methodological contribution of this study is to demonstrate the
utility of 990-PF tax forms as a data source and to provide guidance to researchers
in the construction of a dataset appropriate for social network analysis. Moreover,
this study adds to a growing body of literature utilizing social network analysis
in higher education research (Biancani & McFarland, 2013). We propose that
social network analysis can be further explored as a promising method in research
on philanthropy in education. In addition to more studies that explore flows of
donation money as a type of relational tie between organizations, social network
analysis could be used to examine “interlocking” board membership (Barringer
& Slaughter, 2016), or the extent to which influential foundation board members
are also affiliated with particular higher education institutions.
Our results also have implications for higher education policy and practice.
With respect to policy, our results suggest that policymakers should give careful
thought to any policies presuming that the philanthropic sector can serve as a surrogate for public support for higher education. Such policies could only exacerbate
institutional stratification and severely damage institutions that serve marginalized student populations. In terms of practice, advancement professionals at less
elite institutions or institutions that serve marginalized student populations may
need to think creatively about their engagement with foundations. This could
mean partnering with other institutions or organizations to show foundations how
their money will yield significant returns (Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007). In fact, the
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literature suggests that foundations make decisions to engage in education-related
giving partially on the basis of public interest or media attention (Ferris et al.,
2008). Advancement professionals could, therefore, seek to market or publicize
not merely that their institution received a grant or donation, but also the impact
or results of the funding. This “positive press” could lead to additional grants or
donations from foundations that learn about how the institution has translated
its philanthropic giving into tangible results.
To achieve such results, our findings suggest that less central institutions need
to invest more in supporting grant-writing activities or help advancement professionals “rewrite the story” that they tell foundations about their campuses. This latter implication may be particularly true of comprehensive colleges and universities,
which are often viewed as the “undistinguished middle child” of higher education
(Selingo, 2015, para 1). Given the dearth of research on the motivations of foundation donors, an implication of this study that could be particularly fruitful is
for advancement offices to conduct surveys or other research to better understand
the goals, approaches, and preferences of the foundations in their philanthropic
ecosystem. Relatedly, it behooves all advancement professionals to consider the
ways in which they are connected, both to philanthropic foundations and other
institutions. Social network analysis can be utilized to both analyze and visualize
these connections to better understand an institution’s competitive position and
reveal possibilities for collaboration that have been under-explored. As our findings suggest, relationships in a given foundation-institution network may strongly
influence institutions’ ability to compete for and receive foundation donations.
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