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Toward a Dialogic Theory of Fundraising

Sheila Marie McAllister

Public Relations, Monmouth University, West Long Branch, New Jersey, USA

Kelly (1991, 1998) theoretically grounded fundraising within the paradigm of public relations. The

Internet can potentially help nonprofit organizations boost their volunteer, donor, and fundraising

opportunities through effective website management (Kang & Norton, 2004). The work of Kent

and Taylor (1998, 2002) and others provides fertile ground for scholars to explore dialogic

relationship-building with donor publics. The purpose of this study was to extend research investi-

gating the practical and theoretical implications of the fundraising activities via community college

websites, viewed through the lens of the dialogic theory of public relations. A study of the full popu-

lation of New Jersey’s community colleges indicates that they are not taking full advantage of the

dialogic fundraising capacities of the Internet. This is problematic, particularly in light of the many

economic constraints that have been impinged on colleges and universities throughout the nation.

The implications for scholars and practitioners as they consider the dialogic capacity of computer

mediated fundraising via the Internet are discussed.

The technological advances of the 1990s have affected the nonprofit sector, particularly in the

areas of fundraising and communications (Waters, 2007). Yeon, Choi, and Kiousis (2006) argue

that it is necessary to examine how the Internet as a cost-effective communication tool helps

nonprofit organizations actively build relationships with their key publics. Reber and Fosdick

(2005) found that e-commerce efforts should be supported by the lessons of relationship

management as viewed by the public relations and marketing literature.

Fundraising has struggled to establish a clear identity and gain professional status (Kelly,

1998). The concept of relationship marketing has been demonstrated to be of significance within

nonprofit organizational settings in general, and higher educational nonprofit settings more parti-

cularly (Arnett, German, & Hunt, 2003). Whereas, Kelly (1991) used Grunig and Hunt’s (1984)

four models of public relations to theoretically ground fundraising within the paradigm of public

relations, many scholars argue that the practice of public relations is too complex, too fluid, and

impinges upon far too many variables for the academy to force it into four boxes known as the

four models of public relations (Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, & Mitrook, 1997). Few scholars have

devoted time and effort to understanding the complexities and nuances of fundraising, the roles

embodied by practitioners, and its connection to public relations (Tindall, 2007).

This article presents the dialogic theory of public relations as a means to ground the research

and practice of fundraising. The dialogic theory was developed by Pearson (1989) and further
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expanded by Kent and Taylor (1998, 2002) in response to the recent theoretical shift to the

relational approach to public relations theory development (Bruning & Ledingham, 2000).

THE CURRENT STATUS OF PHILANTHROPY AND FUNDRAISING

Nearly 7 out of 10 charities raised more money in 2006 than in the previous year (Sczudlo &

Nilsen, 2007), and donations to America’s largest charities grew by 4.3% last year to

$67.5-billion (Barton & Schwinn, 2007). The increase was much smaller than in the previous

two years. Online giving to the nation’s largest charities continued its steep ascent in 2006;

online gifts grew by more than 50% at 85 organizations. Of those, 34 saw Internet gifts more

than double (Wallace, 2007). Competition for the philanthropic dollar is keener than ever; but

the picture is not all gloomy. Continual change in the environments associated with major

resource providers translates into specific threats and emerging opportunities for nonprofit

funding (Froelich, 1999).

Although many studies explore giving in general, they fail to offer insight into how their

findings might differ by the media employed, and the use of electronic media for fundraising

purposes remains fertile territory for research (Sargeant & Woodliffe, 2007). Reber and Fosdick

(2005) found that e-commerce efforts should be supported by the lessons of relationship

management as viewed by the public relations and marketing literature.

MAKING THE CONNECTION BETWEEN PUBLIC RELATIONS AND FUNDRAISING

The year 1998 saw a breakthrough for electronic commerce (Chen & Wells, 1998). In the early

stages, marketing practitioners referred to the use of the Internet by nonprofit organizations as a

new playing field; now they struggle to learn how to use it most effectively (Long & Chiagouris,

2006). Despite its obvious appeal, relationship marketing, particularly via the Internet, can be

a difficult concept to comprehend and implement (Pressey & Tzokas, 2007). Although there

are substantial differences between public relations and marketing, Hutton (1999) argues that

the boundaries that divide marketing and public relations are increasingly becoming fuzzy.

Described as two functions with rapidly converging concepts and methodologies, both profes-

sions are the major external functions of the organizations that recognize the need for market

segmentation and acknowledge the importance of market attitudes, perceptions, and images in

formulating programs (p. 18). Despite the increasing attention devoted to relationship marketing,

the studies are wide-ranging, each from a different theoretical viewpoint, unit of analysis, and

alternate construct definitions (Winklhofer, Pressey, & Tzokas, 2006).

Because fundraising and public relations seek to build mutually beneficial relationships

between organizations and their key stakeholders, the two fields might be able to learn from each

other and adapt each other’s best models and practices (Hall, 2002). Public relations is defined

as the ‘‘management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships

between an organization and the publics on whom its success or failure depends’’ (Cutlip,

Center, & Broom, 1994, p. 6). Kelly (1998), a leading authority on public relations and fund-

raising, defines fundraising as ‘‘the management of relationships between a charitable organiza-

tion and its publics’’ (p. 8). Vastly different from previous definitions, which concentrated on the

marketing of the organization and its programs to potential donors, many philanthropic scholars
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agreed with Kelly’s revised definition—particularly with respect to the relationship-building

function (Waters, 2007).

Using public relations as an analytical tool, Kelly (1991) grounded fundraising within the

paradigm of public relations using Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) four models of public relations.

As set forth by Grunig and Hunt (1984), centering attention on publics as the bases for stake-

holder relations, differentiation between the four models is contingent on the purpose and direc-

tion of the organizational communication patterns (Kelly, 1998). For example, with two-way

assymetrical public relations, the organization uses research to develop messages that are most

likely to persuade publics to behave as the organization wants. An organization that uses the

two-way symmetrical model, in contrast, uses research and dialogue to manage conflict, improve

understanding, and build relationships with publics. J. Grunig and L. Grunig later argued that,

because the symmetrical model adapts the organization to the environment rather than control

it, the two-way symmetrical or dialogic model represents the most effective and most ethical

way of conducting public relations (Leitch & Neilson, 2001). As noted earlier, many scholars

argue that the practice of public relations is too complex to force it into four boxes known as

the four models of public relations (Cancel et al., 1997). The value of understanding fundraising

from a public relations perspective is that it provides fundraising with a conceptual and theor-

etical home in the behavioral and social sciences. This enables fund raisers and scholars con-

cerned with fundraising issues to turn to studies of public relations practice for guidance on

the practice (Hall, 2002).

The field of relational communication has considered at length the concept of dialogue as a

framework for thinking about ethical and fulfilling relationships. In public relations theory, the

concept of dialogue as a feature of ethical=moral communication predates the concept of

communication by decades (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

The Dialogic Theory of Public Relations

According to O’Neil (2007), although there have been some studies on relationships and donor

behavior on marketing, less empirical work has been conducted in public relations scholarship,

particularly in the areas of dialogic relationship-building with donor publics. Giving money

reflects neither pure altruism nor pure egoism; it involves mixed motives for giving: to fulfill

the donors’ interests in self and in common good, as represented by the mission of the charitable

organization receiving the gift (Kelly, 1998). Organizations must foster an air of open dialogue

and transparency with the public, which will create larger public involvement, trust, and under-

standing to the organization (Rosso & Temple, 2003).

Dialogic theory was first applied to organizational communication and public relations theory

by Pearson, whose research agenda to develop a more ethical framework for public relations

theory and practice was cut short by his untimely death in 1989. Botan expanded upon Pearson’s

research, using dialogue to elevate publics to the status of communication equal with the orga-

nizations (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

As a first step toward articulating a public relations theory of dialogue, Kent and Taylor

(2002) developed five overarching tenets that encompass the implicit and explicit assumptions

that underlie the concept of dialogue. The tenets are mutuality, or the recognition of

organization–public relationships; propinquity, or the temporality and spontaneity of interactions
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with publics; empathy, or the supportiveness and confirmation of public goals and interests; risk,

or the willingness to interact with individuals and publics on their own terms; and commitment,

or the extent to which an organization gives itself over to dialogue, interpretation, and under-

standing in its interactions with publics (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

To link organizations and discerning donors, fund raisers must be open honest, and

forthcoming with information to ensure a good match of objectives (Rosso & Temple, 2003).

Although it involves more work and risk, dialogue can lead to greater organizational rewards

in the form of increased public support, enhanced image=reputation, and decreased govern-

mental interference. For publics, dialogue can mean increased organizational accountability, a

greater say in organizational operations, and increased public satisfaction (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

Because the World Wide Web (WWW) has been shown to facilitate more balanced organi-

zation–public relationships and increased participation of citizens in community life, organiza-

tional communicators and scholars have an important stake in the development of the Internet as

a relationship-building medium (Kent, Taylor, & White, 2003).

Fundraising, Dialogue, and the World Wide Web

Organizations can reinforce their commitment to dialogue and foster more interaction with

publics by using mass-mediated channels to communicate with publics (Kent & Taylor,

2002). Nonprofits face a unique challenge of sharing fundraising and organizational information

with interested stakeholders over the Internet with limited financial and technical resources

(Waters, 2007). Kelly (1991) theoretically grounded fundraising within the paradigm of public

relations.

Building on the conceptual linkage between public relations and fundraising, Hall (2002)

explored whether academic unit fund raisers value the roles and responsibilities that align with

public relations, whether demographic differences affect the role perception of the fund raisers,

and whether the universities provide support for program excellence. The results indicate that the

fundraising programs exhibit most of the characteristics of successful public relations programs

and that the universities that receive institutional support do excellent fundraising. The data also

suggest that demographics do not affect the results significantly (Hall, 2002).

Yeon et al. (2007) have content analyzed the websites of NonProfit Times’ (NPT) top 100

largest organizations to find that there were no significant relationships between revenues and

usage of the web by nonprofit organizations for media relations, donor relations, and volunteer

relations. The data suggest that donors are the most important stakeholders (Yeon et al., 2007).

To evaluate the current status of communication and fundraising strategies on the Internet,

Waters (2007) content analyzed a stratified random sample of The Chronicle of Philanthropy’s
400 sites to find that top nonprofit organizations included copies of their annual reports, organi-

zational goals, and mission statements. Second tier organizations are more likely to use a sales

approach by using e-commerce technology and terminology to process online donations

(Waters, 2007).

Based on the research set forth by Kelly (1991, 1998), Tindall (2007) examined whether pub-

lic historically Black colleges and universities predominantly practice the press agentry, public

information, two-way asymmetrical, two-way symmetrical or mixed motive of fundraising. The

findings suggest that the press agentry=publicity model is widely practiced. The research also
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tested the mixed motive model of fundraising—a blend of symmetrical and assymetrical per-

spectives used to gain understanding, accuracy, and cooperation—and showed that practitioners

embrace symmetrical and assymetrical tactics. The authors conclude that lack of institutional

allocations may not be sufficient for the introduction of two-way communication methods

(Tindall, 2007).

Analyzing alumni giving and admissions data, economists Meer and Rosen (2007) observed a

close relationship between alumni giving and the age and college aspirations of their legacy chil-

dren. The authors found that the presence of children increases an alumnus’s giving, that giving

drops off after the admissions decision, and that the decline is far greater when the child is

rejected. The findings also indicate that alumni giving varies systematically with the age and

admissions status of their children (Meer & Rosen, 2007).

Through an analysis of 70 nonprofit web pages, Kenix (2008) examined how organizations

utilize the Internet as a deliberative sphere, an opportunity for activism, an avenue for advertis-

ing and fundraising, a space for marginalized voice, an interconnected, instantaneous portal for

information, and a medium to bolster accountability. The research found very little evidence of

the online utopia once promised for nonprofits in the area of fundraising. The findings show that

there was little space for marginalized voices on nonprofit web pages, an abundance of static

information with no connection to the rest of the World Wide Web, and very little accountability

for the content offered on the sites. However, the majority of the sites had the ability to raise

donations on their sites and items for sale online (Kenix, 2008).

Dialogic Internet Principles

Relationships between publics and organizations can be created, adapted, and changed through

the WWW (Kent & Taylor, 1998). Viewed as more than a relational strategy for interpersonal

communication, Kent and Taylor (1998, 2002) provide a theory-based, strategic framework to

facilitate relationship with publics though the World Wide Web. Kent and Taylor (1998,

2002) have offered five dialogic principles to guide organizations in creating mediated, two-way,

dialogic relationships with publics. The first principle, Ease of Interface, suggests that sites

should be dynamic enough to encourage all potential publics to explore them, information rich

enough to meet the needs of very diverse publics, and interactive enough to allow users to pursue

further informational issues and dialogic relationships. Whereas the Usefulness of Information

principle suggests that organizations provide useful information of general value to all publics

in a logical hierarchical structure, the Rule of Conservation of Visitors principle maintains that

organizational websites should include only essential links to other related sites. The Generation

of Return Visits principle explores ways to create the foundation for long-lasting relationships,

and the Dialogic Feedback Loop principle allows publics to query organizations and offers orga-

nizations the opportunity to respond to questions.

Kent and Taylor’s dialogic principles have been applied to research exploring organization

types such as nonprofit activist organizations (Kent et al., 2003; Reber & Kim, 2006; Seltzer

& Mitrook, 2007; Taylor, Kent, & White, 2001); Fortune 500 companies (Esrock & Leichty,

1999, 2000); colleges and universities (Kang & Norton, 2006; McAllister-Spooner, 2008;

McAllister & Taylor, 2007); congressional websites (Taylor & Kent, 2004); and litigation public

relations firms (Reber, Gower, & Robinson, 2006).
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Few scholars, however, have devoted time and effort to understanding the complexities and

nuances of fundraising, the roles embodied by practitioners, and its connection to public

relations (Tindall, 2007). In the field of fundraising, utilization of Kent and Taylor’s Internet

principles can increase the relationship-building function with critical donor publics. The next

section describes the research design and methodology of a descriptive study examining the

applicability of Kent and Taylor’s dialogic Internet principles in relation to web-based dialogic

fundraising activities of the full sample of New Jersey’s 19 community colleges.

Calls have been issued for empirical research directed at examining how the Internet helps

nonprofit organizations actively build relationships with their key publics (Yeon et al., 2007;

Jo, 2005). The research reviewed suggests that organizations may not be fully utilizing the inter-

active potential of the Internet to build and maintain relationships with donor publics. A review

of the literature also reveals that few studies have actually empirically examined dialogic

fundraising activities for institutions of higher education from a public relations perspective.

This study attempted to answer the calls and fill the voids in the literature by extending Kent

and Taylor’s dialogic Internet principles in an examination of how community colleges—highly

resource dependent, publicly funded nonprofit institutions—are using the websites to build

relationships with donor publics by posing the following research question:

Research Question

RQ1. What is the current status of the dialogic relationship-building tactics via community

college Web sites?

This question involves an assessment of the extent to which a full sample of community col-

lege websites incorporate Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) five principles into their dialogic

relationship-building tactics with donor publics via the Internet: (a) ease of interface, (b) useful-

ness of information, (c) rule of conservation of visitors, (d) generation of return visits, and

(e) dialogic feedback loop.

METHOD

Sample

This study surveyed the population of 19 New Jersey community colleges. The New Jersey col-

leges were selected because they give a uniform area to survey. From a public relations and

fundraising perspective, community college sites are an important area to research considering

that they are highly resource-dependent, publicly funded, nonprofit organizations. Although they

were created, and continue to be supported, by local and state appropriations, public support is

gradually declining (Schuyler, 1997), and donations to community colleges—which educate

nearly half of America’s undergraduate students (Lanning, 2008).

A content analysis was performed to determine public relations practices offered via the

Internet. Content analysis was used because it provides a framework for analysis through pattern

matching across different data during the research period (Han, 2001). It is widely acknowledged

that intercoder reliability is a critical component of content analysis, and although it does not

ensure validity, when it is not established properly, the data and interpretations of the data cannot
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be considered valid (Lombard, 2005). A deductive scientific approach to research design

requires that all decisions on variables, their measurement, and coding rules must be made before

the observation begins (Macnamara, 2003). To establish intercoder reliability, two coders were

trained and a pretest was performed on two randomly selected websites (10% of the entire sam-

ple separate from the original sample). Additional training and instrument adjustments were per-

formed until the reliability levels reached the minimum acceptable level of .80 for five indices,

one for each of Kent and Taylor’s five dialogic principles, was reached using Cohen’s Kappa.

Once reliability was established, the coders performed the content analysis on the full sample.

The Research Instrument

Based on prior scholarly fundraising research (Cravens, 2006; Goatman & Lewis, 2007; Greer &

Moreland, 2007; Hall, 2002; Hegeman, Davies, & Banning, 2007; Kelly, 1991, 1998; Kenix,

2008; Meer & Rosen, 2007; O’Neal, 2007; Tindall, 2007; Waters, 2007; Yeon et al., 2007),

two independent coders reviewed each website based on a 40-item scale, modified from the dia-

logic scale first introduced by Kent and Taylor (1998), and later refined by McAllister and Tay-

lor (2007), Taylor et al. (2001), and Kent et al. (2003). In the span of one week, each site was

coded for the presence or absence of 40 characteristics from a medium speed, local area net-

worked (LAN) computer. The coders assessed whether or not certain content was provided,

and whether dialogic features were available on the sites. Because the aim of the study was

to determine the extent of dialogic features, items that were not initially detected by the coder

because they may have been buried in the site were not coded as present.

Operational Definitions

To ensure reliability of the instrument, each characteristic was operationalized as follows:

Usefulness of Information

Meeting information needs is essential for survival in a competitive marketplace (Kent et al.,

2003).

Each site was coded for the presence of the following 15 features of usefulness of information

specific to donors: online contact information, offline contact information, an annual report, fact

sheets, financial reports, information about how the donations will be used, a listing of the

governing board, executive biographies and profiles of the governing board, the philosophy

statement, the mission statement, the goals, and the history of the foundation. The sites were also

coded for the privacy policy of the foundation, and accreditation information about the college.

Ease of Interface

To be effective organizations will need to communicate in a manner that enhances feelings of

security through website functionality and appearance in a manner that is convenient for consti-

tuents (Long & Chiagouris, 2006).
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Six of the 40 items indexed measure Ease of Interface features. In addition to incorporating a

search engine box (or link to a search engine box) on front pages, features that facilitate ease of

interface include the following: having links to the fundraising (foundation) department clearly

identifiable on a front page, incorporating a logical layout, offering clear links to online and off-

line donations, and incorporating minimal graphic reliance into site design. Jamieson (2000)

argues that online fundraising fundamentals should focus on connecting with individuals and

then converting the connection into action. Websites that offer Kent and Taylor’s Ease of

Interface features can aid in that conversion process.

Conserving and Generating Return Visitors

McAllister (2006) recommends collapsing the combining the Conservation of Visitor features

with the Generation of Return Visitors features. Conceptually this makes sense because if a site

does not offer the Conservation of Visitor features, the likelihood of generation of return visits

may be compromised. Theoretically, this makes sense because McAllister (2006) found that

assessments of the Generation of Return Visitors features were highly significantly correlated

with user experiences of the Conservation of Visitors features (p. 184). Kent and Taylor (2003)

recommend, at the very minimum, that websites include timely news and events, a search box

for keywords, and links to fact sheets and background documents in both HTML and PDF

formats. To conserve visits and generate return visits, Taylor et al. (2001) recommend that

important information be made available on the first page, that sites offer links to other essential

websites, and that sites post the last date that the site was updated. To educate the public about

relevant issues and how the organizations serve the larger community, organizations can also use

hyperlinks to other Internet sites, offering nonprofits an inexpensive method to build relation-

ships with interested stakeholders (Waters, 2007). By offering the option to send-to-a-friend

an article or link to a webpage on the site to a friend, the utility of the website’s content is further

enhanced (Hart, 2002).

The researcher indexed the following 12 features that conserve visit time and encourage visi-

tors to return: clear posting of time=date last updated, news or information listing that was

updated within 30 days, calendar of events, clear links to opportunities to support through advo-

cacy, clear links to opportunities to support through volunteerism, clear links to opportunities to

support through donations, external links to educate about issue, question and answer formats

(frequently asked questions [FAQs]), downloadable and regularly updated information and

forms, and opportunities to bookmark page, opportunities to send a friend a link to the site or

article, opportunities for visitors to subscribe for information that can be automatically delivered

through regular mail or e-mail.

Dialogic Feedback Loop

One of the unique advantages of the Internet is its ability to be interactive (Yeon et al., 2007).

In that the Internet offers affordable, direct, interactive access to the public at large, non-profits

can cultivate interactive personalized, one-to-one relationships and encourage participatory

behavior (Kenix, 2008). By using the interactive features that the Internet provides, Waters

(2007) recommends offering discussion forums, live chat, feedback forms, and online surveys

to better understand the needs and perspectives of donor publics. E-mail has become a vital
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and inexpensive tool for promoting nonprofit organizations, as well as cultivating, educating,

activating supporters, and soliciting and re-soliciting donors (Hart, 2002). Even if a site follows

the suggestions of the first four dialogic principles, it cannot be fully dialogic if it does not offer

and follow through on two-way communication (Kent & Taylor, 2002).

The seven features of sites that incorporate dialogic loops include: links to provide feedback,

links to complete surveys, e-mail links to contact the fundraising (foundation) director directly,

e-mail links to contact governing board directly, links to see what others have said about the

foundation, links to online chats, and links to online blogs. Relationship building cannot occur

without interaction. Of the five features, the dialogic feedback loop features are the most impor-

tant because they enable organizations to build and maintain mutually satisfactory relationships.

RESULTS

Dialogic Fundraising Characteristics of Community College Web Sites

According to Berelson’s (1952) definition, content analysis is ‘‘a research technique for the

objective, systematic, and quantitative description of manifest content of communication’’ (p. 18).

Reliability is an essential characteristic of content analysis (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken,

2002).

Two independent coders performed the content analysis of the 19 community college Web

sites. The researcher computed a Cohen’s Kappa coefficient to assess the reliability of the cod-

ings. Findings reveal that the overall level of reliability between coders was .972, the differences

between participants ranges from .779 to 1.0.

Based on the dialogic criteria set forth by Taylor et al. (2001), scores for the dialogic principle

indices were computed by dividing the number of observed ‘‘yes’’ responses on the items com-

prising the index by the number of total items in the index and treating the result as a percentage.

The individual features were summed (with equal weight) and means and standard deviations of

the five indices (ease of interface, usefulness of information, conservation of visitors, generation

of return visits, dialogic feedback loop) were calculated.

Dialogic Feature Utilization

Research question 1 inquired about the current status of the dialogic fundraising via community

college Web sites. Table 1 reports the percentages of Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) dialogic

fundraising Internet features.

The Internet could allow for increased density and centrality between individuals through

strategic, focused information dissemination (Kenix, 2008). Regarding the 15 features of useful-

ness of information (M¼ 10.67, S¼ 5.6, N¼ 19), 89% offered the history and mission statement

of the fundraising department (n¼ 17), 84% offered information about the goals (n¼ 16), and

79% offered the philosophy statement (n¼ 15). While 68% offered offline contact information

(n¼ 13), 63% offered online contact information (n¼ 12). Thirty-seven percent offered accred-

itation information (n¼ 7), and 31% offered volunteer information (n¼ 6). Twenty-six percent

offered links to the fundraising department annual report and quarterly financial reports (n¼ 5),

and 21% offered fact sheets (n¼ 4). While 89% offered information about how donation will be
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TABLE 1

Occurrence of Dialogic Fundraising Internet Features

n n % K

Usefulness of Information: (15 items, M¼ 10.67, S¼ 5.6)

Board member listing 17 89 1.0

History 17 89 .779

How donations are used 17 89 1.0

Mission statement 17 89 1.0

Goals 16 84 1.0

Philosophy statement 15 79 .926

Offline contact information 13 68 1.0

Online contact information 12 63 1.0

Accreditation information 7 37 1.0

Privacy policy 6 31 .935

Volunteer Information 6 31 1.0

Annual report 5 26 1.0

Quarterly reports=Financial Reports 5 26 .926

Fact sheets 4 21 1.0

Board member bios 3 16 1.0

Ease of Interface (6 items, M¼ 12.5, S¼ 3.27)

Search function 17 89 1.0

Link to fundraising information on front page 15 79 1.0

Minimal graphic reliance 13 68 .941

Link to offline donations 12 63 1.0

Logical organization 10 53 .947

Link to online donations 8 42 1.0

Conserve=Generation Visits (12 items, M¼ 5.67, S¼ 4.42)

Links to support through donations 14 73 1.0

Calendar of events 11 58 1.0

External links to educate about issues 9 47 1.0

Links to support through advocacy 7 37 .941

Links to support through volunteerism 7 37 .941

Downloadable information and documents 6 32 1.0

News or information posted within last 30 days 6 32 .941

FAQs (question and answer formats) 4 21 1.0

Opportunities to subscribe for regular info via e-mail 4 21 1.0

Clear posting of time last updated 2 10 1.0

Opportunities to ‘‘send a friend’’ link to page or article 0 0 1.0

Opportunities to ‘‘Bookmark Page’’ 0 0 1.0

Dialogic Feedback Loop (7 items, M¼ 2.23, S¼ 3.45)

Links for contacting fundraising director directly 9 47 .947

Links to provide feedback or response 5 26 1.0

Links to blogs 1 5 1.0

Links for contacting the governing board directly 1 5 .791

Links to online chats 0 0 1.0

Links to fill out survey or give an opinion on issue(s) 0 0 1.0

Links to see what others have said 0 0 1.0

Note. N¼ 19.
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used (n¼ 17), only 31% offered information about the privacy policy (n¼ 6). Although 89%
offered a listing of the governing board (n¼ 17), only 16% offered biographical information

about the governing board members (n¼ 3).

While nonprofit organizations need to be perceived as believable entities, they also need to

leverage the power of the Internet and communicate in a manner that is convenient for cons-

tituents (Long & Chiagouris, 2006). Regarding the 6 ease of interface features (M¼ 12.5,

S¼ 3.27, N¼ 19). Search functions were detected on 89% of the front pages (n¼ 17), and

79% provided links to fundraising information on the front page (n¼ 15). Sixty-eight percent

incorporated minimal graphic reliance (n¼ 13), and logical hierarchy was detected on 53% of

the sites (n¼ 10). Clear links to offline donations were detected on 63% of the sites (n¼ 12),

and clear links to online donations were detected on 42% of the sites (n¼ 8).

Once you’ve attracted people to your online community, members will want to feel comfort-

able visiting regularly (Leithead, 1999). Effective sites offer multiple opportunities for visitors to

support the organization through advocacy, volunteerism or donations (Hart, 2002).

To educate the public about issue and how the organizations serves the larger community,

organizations can also use hyperlinks to other Internet sites, offering nonprofits an inexpensive

method to build relationships with interested stakeholders (Waters, 2007).

Regarding the 12 features that conserve visit time and generate return visits (M¼ 5.67,

S¼ 4.42, N¼ 19). Seventy-three percent offered links to information about how to support

through donations (n¼ 14), only 37% offered links to information on how to support through

advocacy and volunteerism (n¼ 7). Other than posting the copyright dates (one college had a

copyright date of 2003), only 10% offered a clear posting of the time and date that the site

was last updated (n¼ 2). Fifty-eight percent offered calendars of events (n¼ 11), and 32%
offered a news or information section that was updated within 30 days (n¼ 6). Forty-seven per-

cent offered external links to educate about issues (n¼ 9), 32% offered downloadable infor-

mation and documents (n¼ 6), and 21% of the sites offered FAQ sections (n¼ 4). While

21% provided opportunities to subscribe for regular information via e-mail (n¼ 4), none of

the colleges offered opportunities to ‘‘bookmark’’ the page or ‘‘send the page’’ or article to a

friend (n¼ 0).

For publics, dialogue can mean increased organizational accountability, a greater say in orga-

nizational operations, and increased public satisfaction (Kent & Taylor, 2002). Regarding the

seven dialogic feedback loop features (M¼ 2.23, S¼ 3.45, N¼ 19), while 47% percent of the

sites offered links for contacting the fundraising staff directly (n¼ 9), links for contacting

the governing board directly were detected on only 5% of the sites (n¼ 1). Twenty-six of the

sites offered links to provide feedback via e-mail (n¼ 5), and 5% offered links to blogs

(n¼ 1). Unfortunately, none of the colleges offered links to complete surveys, to see what others

have said about the foundation, and to online chats (n¼ 0).

DISCUSSION

It has been argued that organizations can improve their public education, fundraising, volunteer

recruitment, publicity, advocacy, service delivery, and research and communication through an

effective Internet presence (Kenix, 2008). The increasing use of new technology in public

relations has changed the ways in which organization relationships with customers, media,

272 S. M. McALLISTER

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Sh
ei

la
 M

ar
ie

 M
cA

lli
st

er
] 

at
 0

9:
06

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



and community are developed and maintained (Jo, 2005). Because a charity’s Web site is a

virtual metaphor for the totality of its philanthropic mission and activities, careful and creative

management of the site can help the charity stimulate online income and improve relationships

with its visitors (Bennet, 2005). As set forth by Hart (2002),

The true powers of Internet-based development methods lie in their ability to do more than simply

function as a novel way in which to raise money. When an organization can successfully build and

enhance a relationship with a prospective donor, it has a much higher chance of successfully solicit-

ing a gift. Therefore, charities should approach the Internet as a communication and stewardship tool

first and a fundraising tool second. (p. 354)

Despite the dialogic promise offered by the Internet, these findings support Kenix (2008),

which found that the early promise offered by the Internet is not being met. The findings from

the Web site analysis show mixed findings. Although most scored high in the Usefulness of
Information and Ease of Use features, there were weaknesses detected in the Conserve and
Generation of Return Visits and the Dialogic Feedback Loop features.

The data support the findings of Kenix (2008), Waters (2007), and Yeon et al. (2005) which

found that most organizations are using the Internet simply as a means to inform their public

about their mission statements, program descriptions, and news and events. The findings of this

study suggest that many of New Jersey community colleges are not providing financial infor-

mation, quarterly reports, or information about how the donations will be used that could inform

donating decisions. The lack of interactive features—particularly those that solicit input and

feedback from key donor publics—could directly impact the dialogic potential of the fund-

raising activities. This is problematic, particularly in light of the many economic constraints that

have been impinged on colleges and universities throughout the nation.

Additionally, in an era when fundraising scandals are common news, it is imperative that

organizations, particularly colleges, set high standards of professional conduct and ensure

accountability to donors, boards, the campus and the public (Viniar, 2008). The weaknesses

detected in the areas of inclusion of dialogue proposed by Kent and Taylor (2002) limits oppor-

tunities for fundraising practitioners to collect information and monitor public opinion of critical

donor publics. Furthermore, as set forth by Esrock and Leichty (2000), absence of feedback

devices can be read as a statement of the kinds of communication relationships the corporation

prefers to have with its publics.

CONCLUSION

With the boundaries that divide marketing and public relations decreasing in intensity (Hutton,

1999), the findings lend support to Reber and Fosdick’s (2005) call for marketing and public

relations scholars to extend and diverge their research and practice. Moreover, the findings of

this study lend support to exploring the relationship-building and fundraising potential of the

Internet through the lens of the dialogic theory of public relations.

This study has provided valuable information about the dialogic fundraising activities of one

type organization—community colleges in New Jersey. The author would be remiss not to note

that there are a number of limitations to this current investigation. However, combined with the

findings discussed previously, these limitations can provide the basis for further research.
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Although the New Jersey colleges researched constitute a complete population, the small num-

ber of cases (nineteen colleges) limits the generalizability of the results to community colleges

beyond New Jersey. To validate and extend the generalizability of the results, future researchers

should consider replicating the study with a different sample in a larger state. Web pages are

designed to facilitate meaningful two-way interaction between organizations and their publics.

Researchers and practitioners should continue to monitor the development of the medium to

realize its fullest potential and proactively correspond with its donor publics.
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APPENDIX A: FUNDRAISING WEB CONTENT SURVEY

Coder Name

Name of College

Web address (attach home page):

Date and time evaluated:

Ease of Interface

Search Function Yes No

Link to fundraising information on 1st page Yes No

Clear link to online donations Yes No

Clear link to offline donations

Logical organization Yes No

Minimal graphic reliance Yes No

Usefulness of Information

Accreditation Info Yes No

Annual Report (for Fundraising Office) Yes No

Board Member listing Yes No

Bios of board members Yes No

Fact Sheets Yes No

Goals

History Yes No

Info about how donations are used

Mission Statement Yes No

Offline contact information Yes No

Online contact infirmation

Philosophy statement Yes No

Privacy Policy Yes No

Quarterly=Financial Reports Yes No

Volunteer Information

Dialogic Loop

Links to see what others have said

Links to online chats Yes No

Links to blogs Yes No

Links to provide feedback or response Yes No

Links to fill out survey or give opinion on issue(s)

Links for contacting fundraising director directly Yes No

Links for contacting the governing board directly Yes No

Conserve and Generate Visits

Links to support through advocacy Yes No

Links to support through volunteerism Yes No

Links to support through donations Yes No

External links to educate about issues Yes No

Opportunities to ‘‘send a friend’’ a link or an article Yes No

Opportunity to ‘‘Bookmark Page Now’’ Yes No

Clear Posting of time last updated Yes No

News or public information within last 30 days Yes No

Calendar of Events Yes No

Providing Question and Answer Formats (FAQs) Yes No

Downloadable information—PDF files, etc. Yes No

Opportunities to subscribe for regular information via e-mail Yes No
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