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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Organizational Culture and Brand Equity at Virginia’s Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities 

 
Colleges and universities are increasingly experiencing pressure to distinguish 

themselves in a competitive higher education marketplace. From their inception, 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) have navigated distinct challenges 

and perceptions in comparison to their historically White counterparts as a result of their 

distinctive missions, including disproportionate access to funding and resources, as well 

as challenges to their academic rigor. The purpose of this study is to understand 

perceptions of organizational culture and brand equity, and how those perceptions 

influence each other at four-year HBCUs in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Using the 

lens of the constructionist paradigm, the study focuses on staff, faculty, and student 

insights about culture and brand at each university, as reflected in their interactions with 

their respective institutions.  

This multi-site case study was conducted using multiple qualitative methods, 

including interviews, document analysis, and observation, which created a rich 

description of organizational culture at each institution and across the selected 

institutions. Schein’s (2016) Model of Organizational Culture, Keller’s (1993) 

Dimensions of Brand Knowledge, and Hatch & Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image 

Alignment Model, were utilized to understand both organizational culture at Virginia’s 

four-year HBCUs and what connections exist between culture and institutional brand 

equity through the eyes of students, faculty, and key administrators. 
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This study identified 10 themes to understand the culture of Virginia’s three 

HBCUs and the phenomenon of brand equity. Sense of history and identity, leadership 

and governance, strategic planning, and resource dependency emerged as themes that 

described organizational culture.  Student characteristics, lack of quality recognition or 

recall, and perceived benefits shaped perceptions of brand equity. Finally, the relationship 

between students, faculty, and staff, relationship with community, and university brand 

roles surfaced as themes to capture the relationship between culture and brand at the three 

institutions. Through each of these themes, organizational culture and brand equity were 

highlighted and connected to emphasize how the three historically black institutions in 

this study could leverage their cultural identity and branding to manage and change 

external perceptions, both individually and collectively. This exploration of culture and 

brand revealed the importance of HBCUs taking control of their institutional narratives, 

while sustaining an organizational culture that supports students and is responsive to the 

community and the higher education marketplace long-term. The study also proposes 

recommendations for research, policy, and practice that better demonstrate the success 

that HBCUs achieve with students who have been traditionally underserved. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Now, more than ever, colleges and universities are experiencing pressure to 

distinguish themselves in an increasingly competitive higher education marketplace. 

Demands for accountability, coupled with dwindling state and federal support, have 

challenged institutions to effectively justify their purpose and contribution to individual 

and public interests. For the individual, a college degree allows one to fully participate in 

society by preparing a student to fill a variety of roles in the workforce. Students can 

competitively market their skills, leaning on the credential of a college degree as a 

qualification for employment, and assume positions that allow them to fully actualize 

personal and professional goals (Rizzo, 2004). Publicly, college graduates are more likely 

to have higher incomes (in comparison to those without the credential who have lower 

incomes), have a higher likelihood to serve their communities, and have better health 

(Kezar, 2004). Given the economic and environmental strains placed on the nation’s 

4,000 colleges and universities in the United States over the last twenty years (National 

Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019), higher education institutions find 

themselves vying with each other to secure the best and brightest students. These 

challenges force colleges to better differentiate themselves from one another to ensure 

that they can compete in an oversaturated higher education market. 

Therefore, today’s colleges and universities must validate investment in their 

respective campuses and distinct academic experiences. Institutions have to appeal to the 

needs and expectations of a variety of constituencies, such as students, their families, 

alumni, faculty, and staff. One way to do this is through branding. Recently, research has 

begun to focus on the impact that strategic branding practices can have on college 
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differentiation and navigation of the higher education marketplace (Wærass & Solbakk, 

2009; Morrisson, 2000; Lineberger, 2004). The growing literature in this area has 

spotlighted the rewards that intentional management of institutional brands can have on 

strengthening colleges and universities (Sevier, 2002; Kirp; 2003). For example, some 

colleges and universities use branding techniques better than others, and, as a result, 

receive strong support from internal constituents, are able to recruit the best students, and 

can invest more in creating a rich educational experience.  In addition to a college’s 

internal constituents, external entities, such as corporations, foundations, and government 

entities also buy in to the brands of colleges and universities, creating a cycle that 

continually reinforces an institution’s reputation and affects its viability. Paying special 

attention to institutional brands has become a more commonplace activity in higher 

education (Moore, 2010b; Sevier, 2002). 

While strategic branding is designed to shape external perceptions of 

organizations, organizational culture defines norms, values, and ways of doing internally. 

Organizational culture has been identified by researchers as a conduit to strengthen 

institutional identity, which sustains organizations over time (Schein, 2016; Bolman & 

Deal, 2003; Driskell & Brenton, 2004; Masland, 1985; Clark, 1972; Tierney, 1988). 

Schein (2016) defined organizational culture as a pattern of artifacts, beliefs, and basic 

assumptions enacted by an organization that have been established as the correct way to 

define itself, as well as contextualize and resolve issues as they arise.  Hatch and Schultz 

(2001) further emphasized that institutions must investigate and draw upon organizational 

culture in order to make it an integrated part of the branding effort. In order to begin to 

shift external perceptions of the institutional brand, the process must begin with a holistic 
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and genuine assessment of culture that will inform strategic vision and decision-making. 

Branding enhances organizational identification, which has been shown to improve 

affinity between stakeholders and their institutions: “a robust institutional culture is 

essential to bring the clarity of message that is prerequisite for both institutional 

identification and brand equity” (Toma, Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005, p. 7). The literature 

highlights a potential relationship between organizational culture and brand equity to 

enhance organizational identity. 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and branding in higher education, as well as discuss 

the problems of practice and research, the research questions, delimitations, limitations, 

use of theory, and definitions. Using a case study method, this study will investigate 

organizational culture and how it contributes to brand equity at Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) [discussed at length in Chapter 2] in the 

Commonwealth of Virginia. 

Overview of Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), in particular, have 

exclusive missions that differentiate them from other institutions of higher education 

nationally. HBCUs were originally founded to educate and prepare African Americans 

for integration into a society that historically discriminated against and excluded them. 

Currently, there are 101 Historically Black Colleges and Universities in the United States 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). From their inception, HBCUs have 

navigated distinct trials and misperceptions that emanate from their original charge to 

educate Blacks. These include disproportionate access to funding and resources (in 
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comparison with their traditionally white counterparts), deferred maintenance on 

facilities, overgeneralizations about their collective financial stability, underpaid faculty, 

challenges to their academic rigor, and inefficient, outdated operating procedures 

(Gasman & Bowman, 2011; Brown, Donahoo, Bertrand, 2001). These challenges are 

often highlighted in lieu of the overwhelming successes of HBCUs, including their 

steadfast production of African American graduates that go on to take prominent roles in 

education, medicine, the sciences, law, and public service (Brown, 2001). HBCUs have 

been instrumental in increasing access to higher education, often committing to invest 

resources in disadvantaged youth to ensure that they are able to fully engage as active 

citizens of the world (Brown, 2001).  

Overview of Brand Equity and Higher Education Branding 

Branding develops a mutually supportive relationship between consumers and 

products. A corporation’s brand is something that sets it apart from others – something 

unique that distinguishes one set of goods from another (Aaker, 1996).  Brands help to 

provide meaning, direction, and loyalty to goods and services: “the brand tells why 

products exist, where they come from, and where they are going” (Kapfarer, 1994, p. 13). 

Furthermore, brands are based on the consumer’s perception of the product, which varies 

from person to person (Kapfarer, 1994). In order to thrive over time, corporations must 

strategically manage their brands, which requires a great deal of financial resources 

(including staffing, consumer engagement, and market research).  

Brand equity is “a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name 

and symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service to a 

firm and/or to that firm’s customers” (Aaker, 1991, p. 15). Originally, corporations 
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employed branding research, strategy, and implementation to better shape perceptions of 

their products and create consumer loyalty. The successes of branding activity could 

always be quantified in the corporate world because companies could assess the value of 

a brand based on profit margins, market share, and other forms of evaluation specific to 

the production of tangible goods and services.  

Economic and societal pressures have forced colleges and universities, as well as 

other non-profit organizations, to more actively engage in branding activity to shape, 

shift, and preserve their images in the eyes of prospective students in a market that is 

flooded with many images of colleges and universities (Moore, 2010). For example, the 

University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), spent $1.25 million on its branding 

campaign in 2009-2010, which was double the amount dedicated to its campaign in the 

previous year (Miley, 2009). In order to attract students, colleges and universities 

increasingly rely on marketing, branding, and positioning techniques borrowed from the 

corporate world (Anctil, 2008; Bok, 2003; Kirp, 2003). 

While its importance has gradually increased over time, branding has actually had 

a place in higher education for nearly a century. In the early-1900s, both the University of 

Chicago and the University of Pennsylvania began to strategically manage publicity and 

advertising to assist them in attracting top-notch students (Bok, 2003). Sevier (2002) 

posits that branding has some concrete benefits for colleges and universities, including 

differentiation (uniqueness compared to others in the marketplace), as well as increased 

revenue, staffing, retention, buy-in, and support. “Branding creates a clear message about 

an intangible product [i.e. a college education or student learning] …and helps to build 

awareness and relevance in an often crowded marketplace” (Anctil, 2008, p. 31). As the 
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higher education becomes more crowded, brand management has helped to improve 

institutional sustainability in the past and will continue to shape the future of higher 

education, especially as both consumers and products evolve. 

Problem of Practice 

 Researchers have found that an institution’s distinctiveness is grounded in its 

culture (Clark, 1972; Kuh & Whitt, 1988, Schein, 2016; Hatch & Schultz, 2001). As 

mentioned earlier, culture has a strong influence on the construction and maintenance of 

organizational identity and image. Furthermore, culture has been shown to contribute 

positively to institutional performance and effectiveness (Fugazzotto, 2009; Smart & St. 

John, 1996). As government and stakeholder interest in institutional performance has 

increased over time (Alexander, 2000), some HBCUs experience three key problems in 

practice that must be addressed in order to remain competitive in America’s higher 

education marketplace. These issues include mission, student recruitment, and 

fundraising.  Each will be discussed in this section. 

The academic mission and vision of the institution serves as the contract that 

colleges and universities establish with their stakeholders. These statements reflect 

institutional priorities and speak to what each institution aims to achieve through the 

services that they provide. Researchers have noted that the long-term success of HBCUs 

is contingent on their ability to revisit mission and vision in order to align practices with 

educational and institutional outcomes (Ricard & Brown, 2008; Abelman & Dalessandro, 

2009; Guy-Sheftall, 2006; Minor, 2005). Black colleges are often grouped together 

because of their common historical mission: educating African Americans in a society 

that traditionally marginalized them and denied access to higher education. While their 
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missions help to frame their legacy, Abelman and Dalessandro (2009) found that HBCU 

vision statements fail to “elaborate on the practical and pragmatic out- comes that are 

desired from an education at that institution…and discuss how ideas can be successfully 

transformed into future actions” (p. 122 — 123). Studying culture at colleges and 

universities provides insight into the major beliefs and values present at the institution, 

which will enable leaders to use mission to clarify communication, revisit organizational 

structures, and build greater buy-in in the organization (Tierney, 1988; Driskill & 

Brenton, 2005). These actions ultimately contribute to greater institutional performance. 

Given these findings, this study will provide cultural insight that will empower HBCUs to 

better align their practices and structures with the promises made to stakeholders through 

their mission statements.  

HBCUs represent only 3% of the nation’s colleges and universities, but enroll 

about 10% of the nation’s African American students and confer nearly 20% of the 

nation’s African American baccalaureate degrees (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2019). The US Commission of Civil Rights (2010) noted that black colleges 

succeed in both educating and graduating large amounts of African American students 

given their higher levels of student engagement with faculty and strong emphasis on 

community, among other factors. Despite their success in educating and adequately 

preparing graduates for careers, HBCUs continue to compete with HWIs and community 

colleges for students (Minor, 2008).  Previous research that has explored college choice 

decisions of African American students suggests that students generally feel greater 

identification with HBCUs because of their focus on racial self-development, positive 

messages delivered from family and community members, and academic reputation 
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(Freeman, 1998; Tobolowsky, Outcalt, & McDonough, 2005; McDonough, Antonio, & 

Trent, 1997). In order to increase student recruitment, institutions must strengthen 

identification, which permeates from culture (Toma, Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005). Stronger 

identification also enhances brand equity, which can impact recruitment (Toma, Dubrow, 

& Harley, 2005). This analysis of organizational culture and brand equity will aid 

HBCUs in highlighting key factors that will create greater identification among 

prospective students. 

Although culture is hard to change, it is critical in highlighting attributes that 

strengthen a stakeholder’s ability to identify with and support an institution (Toma, 

Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005). Studying organizational culture at HBCUs is important 

because, as Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) have indicated, institutions gain the entire 

context necessary to make internal transformations that can foster such affinity that builds 

greater support. Such support can result in greater resource returns for the university and 

its stakeholders. In their study of mission, evolution, and leadership at HBCUs, Ricard 

and Brown (2008) recommended that black colleges proactively encourage alumni to 

better support and engage their institutions. In order to be more competitive, HBCUs 

must discover their contemporary voices and communicate their contributions to those 

who can directly influence their vitality, such as prospective families, legislators, and 

benefactors (Wilson, 2011). A study of organizational culture and brand equity among 

HBCUs can provide much needed insight into the great diversity and complexity present 

among these institutions (Toma, Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005). Furthermore, understanding 

culture prepares leaders to better navigate financial challenges and make difficult 

decisions when they arise (Tierney, 1988). Therefore, a study of culture and brand equity 
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will position HBCUs to create structures that successfully engage all of their 

stakeholders, build internal and external support, and encourage greater investment in and 

philanthropy to the institution. 

Problem of Research 

Studies in higher education branding have concentrated on scenarios and 

situations that highlight a university’s mission and values; most studies have concentrated 

on one institution’s story and walk the reader through how a university defines itself.  

Current single-case empirical research on higher education branding has focused on 

liberal arts colleges (Ramsey; 2006), religiously-affiliated institutions (Kelly, 2004; 

Lineberger; 2009), regional universities (Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009), professional schools 

(Rosenthal, 2003), and public research universities (Ashby, 2008; Hutchinson, 2010). 

Similarly, collective case studies have analyzed Southern liberal arts colleges in the 

United States (Morrison, 2000) and a consortium of state higher education institutions 

(Owston, 2007). All of these studies add strong positive findings on the impact of process 

design, internal perceptions, athletic teams, and leadership in establishing strong brands 

at the institutions studied.  

The literature has discussed specific cases of branding in higher education, but 

gaps still remain. First, more cases are needed in order to provide a full picture of what 

branding looks like at all institutions. Of all of the cases selected in these studies, 

multiple searches have not yielded any studies conducted on branding practices at 

HBCUs, which have a special mission and a detailed, distinct history. The voices of 

HBCUs (as well as many other types of institutions, e.g. for-profit institutions, women’s 

colleges, community colleges, and private research universities) are absent from 
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literature. The context surrounding these cases is specific to the structure, history, 

stakeholders, and culture of an institution; these absent voices make it challenging to 

speak broadly on the impact of organizational culture and brand equity in higher 

education. 

Secondly, the majority of the empirical research on higher education brands has 

utilized single-case study designs, focusing on interview and observation as the primary 

methods for data collection (Rosenthal, 2003; Lineberger, 2003; Hutchinson, 2010; 

Ramsey, 2006; Wærass & Solbakk, 2009). There are a few mixed method studies that 

have combined survey methods with qualitative data collection (Ashby, 2008; Owston, 

2007). Incorporating multiple institutions into a qualitative case study design will create a 

more robust study that can better identify commonalities and differences between various 

colleges with similar missions and values. 

In addition, few studies discuss how universities evaluate and determine their own 

brand equity. Generally, the literature has not discussed processes in which universities 

internally assess and evaluate their own brand strength. Morrison (2000) utilized the 

Young & Rubicam Brand-Asset Valuator, to measure brand strength among liberal arts 

colleges (Morrison, 2000); however, the model is not designed to evaluate institutions 

that produce intangible products such as higher education. This study will qualitatively 

assess how institutions understand their brands and provide a model for analyzing brand 

strength at these HBCUs. Furthermore, studies have not focused heavily on how 

universities can shift perceptions of their brand in the marketplace, so this study seeks to 

identify ways that universities can shift perceptions externally through focusing on its 

culture internally. 
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Theory Overview 

The study primarily utilizes Hatch and Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image 

Alignment Model, which establishes connections between organizational culture and 

brand equity within companies. Hatch and Schultz used organizational culture, paired 

with strategic vision and stakeholder images, to depict an organization’s identity and 

brand image. Schein’s (2016) Organizational Culture Model is used as a conceptual 

model to define and understand levels of organizational culture. Schein (2016) utilizes 

three levels, artifacts, espoused values and beliefs, and basic assumptions, to characterize 

culture within an organization. Schein’s model has been used as a seminal work in 

identifying and understanding organizational culture. 

 To better understand brand equity, this study also utilizes Keller’s (1993) 

dimensions of brand knowledge. Brand knowledge is defined as “the differential effect of 

brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” (Keller, p. 8). 

Keller’s (1993) dimensions deconstruct brand knowledge into brand awareness and brand 

image, and this definition of brand image is used to characterize the image component of 

Hatch & Schultz’s Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model. Leveraging Keller’s model 

helped the researcher to identify how components of institutional image relate to brand 

image and brand equity. 

Traditionally, brand equity and organizational culture have been described in 

terms of for-profit corporations. Given this limitation, the study draws upon research that 

adapts Schein’s (2016) organizational culture model specifically to the work of colleges 

and universities by describing the practices and indicators for each factor as they play out 

on the college campus (Masland, 1985; Clark, 1972; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Tierney, 1988). 

Their work helps to translate Hatch & Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image Alignment 
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Model specifically to the mission of colleges and universities. The study draws upon 

these perspectives as a means to understand the role of organizational culture in Hatch 

and Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model. In concert, these 

frameworks were used to understand, interpret and analyze the data. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this case study was to understand perceptions of organizational 

culture and brand equity and how those perceptions influence each other at four-year 

HBCUs in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Using the lens of the constructionist 

paradigm, the study focused on staff, faculty, and student meanings of culture and brand 

at each university, as it is reflected in their interactions with their respective institutions. 

The study used Hatch & Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model as a 

means to explore possible connections between organizational culture and brand equity.  

Organizational culture has implications for both the strategic vision and stakeholder 

perceptions of an institution, which work in tandem to enhance brand equity (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008). Alignment between organizational culture and brand equity increases 

institutional identification, awareness, and differentiation (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

Therefore, the study will address the following questions: 

1. How do the staff, faculty, and student perceive the organizational culture at 

Virginia’s four-year Historically Black Colleges and Universities? 

2. How do staff, faculty, and students understand the brand equity of each HBCU?  

3. How do institutional culture and brand equity influence one another at each 

institution?  
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Significance of Study 

This study contributes to a growing body of literature about university branding in 

a several ways. First, unlike previous studies, this study is interested in how 

organizational culture affects brand equity at HBCUs.  In an article featured in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, Wilson (2011) suggests that HBCUs must effectively 

position themselves in the higher education marketplace in order to remain relevant in the 

21st century. In order to better understand possible connections between culture and 

brand equity at these institutions, the study uniquely employed the Vision-Culture-Image 

Alignment Model (Hatch & Schultz, 2008), which has not been fully leveraged to 

examine organizational behavior in higher education. Furthermore, through 

understanding culture at each college, senior leaders will be able to strategically change 

behaviors and practices that negatively reflect institutional mission and vision (Tierney, 

1988). This study of organizational culture is significant in providing HBCUs with 

greater context about their organizations that shape direction and can guide decision-

making. 

Second, as mentioned earlier, HBCUs compete with historically White 

institutions (HWIs) for students, and Wilson (2011) adds that HBCUs collectively “can 

gain new perspectives by surveying their environment to assess how others are navigating 

the competitive landscape” (p. 7). Hence, studying the landscape of HBCUs from the lens 

of organizational culture and brand equity is significant in providing a means to best 

compare themselves to other institutions within higher education. This type of 

organizational understanding is critical if HBCUs are to compete effectively in attracting 

high-caliber students while maintaining a sustainable and reputable image among US 

higher education institutions. This study of institutional culture and brand equity is 
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significant in exploring the espoused values, beliefs, and assumptions that work in 

concert to make each HBCU distinctive among their peers. Differentiation in higher 

education helps institutions to enhance their market position and attract higher quality 

faculty and students (Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley, 2005; Sevier, 2002). This, in turn, 

strengthens the university image, which, according to Wilson (2011), is weak for some 

HBCUs. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study utilized case study methodology to explore organizational culture and 

brand equity at Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Collectively, HBCUs have 

distinct missions and histories surrounding their creation and operation that distinguish 

them from other institutions of higher education. Furthermore, the institutions that were 

selected honor the diversity that exists among this subset of colleges and universities. 

These cases vary in size, selectivity, and perceptions of prestige, history, and 

management. The sample was selected strategically to learn more about how differences 

in each of these factors may contribute to variations in how institutional culture exists and 

is preserved. Each institution’s distinctiveness makes the replication of their practices and 

cultures difficult. However, using multiple cases allowed the researcher to better identify 

trends and commonalities across cases. Additionally, by focusing on internal meanings 

and perspectives associated with the institution, its culture, and the cultural implications 

on brand equity, the study established bounds that will allow for a more in-depth analysis 

of themes related to the research questions. 

This study featured a limited purposeful sample. All of the institutions are four-

year institutions located within the Commonwealth of Virginia, which stands as a 
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limitation. However, the variation amongst institutions in sector, size, endowment, 

reputation, and selectivity provides great opportunities for within-case and between-case 

analysis. To address this limitation, the research included historical context characterizing 

each institution’s relationship with their surrounding community, which was used to 

further analyze how existing in their locations may contribute to organizational culture 

and brand equity at each institution. 

There were limitations associated with being an outside researcher, as well. 

HBCUs traditionally are wary of outsiders investigating their institutions in search of 

flaws that would negatively impact perceptions (Minor, 2005). The researcher had a 

responsibility to the institutions to establish trust with key internal stakeholders, which 

was a challenge for someone who does not have a connection to the universities under 

review. Building this trust was integral in collecting credible data that accurately 

reflected the cultures at each institution. 

The Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model (Hatch & Schultz, 2008), which was 

used to interpret and analyze the data in this study, has not been tested within the scope of 

higher education. It has been solely used to characterize behavior and practices within 

corporations. However, each of the components of the model – organizational culture, 

stakeholder images, and leadership – has been adapted for use in higher education. These 

adaptations have been incorporated into the study to better allow the researcher to 

identify themes within the data as they occur. 

Assumptions 

In qualitative studies, researchers often make assumptions. From an ontological 

perspective, reality is subjective (Creswell, 2007). This study provided some evidence of 
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the various perceptions of reality through presenting “multiple quotes based on the actual 

words of different individuals and presenting different perspectives from individuals” 

(Creswell, p. 18). From an epistemological perspective, the researcher built connections 

with all the participants in order to learn more about their perceptions of their institutional 

brands. As the researcher reported and analyzed the information shared from participants, 

he attempted to “minimize the ‘distance’” (Creswell, p. 18) between himself and the 

research in order to truly represent the participants’ voices in the study. Creswell adds, 

“terms as defined by participants are of primary importance” (p. 19). The socially 

constructed meanings that participants formed about key terms used throughout the study, 

such as organizational culture and brand, helped to explore the data appropriately and 

accurately describe their perspectives. 

Definition of Key Terms 

● Brand: “a person’s perception of a product, service, experience, or organization” 

(Holland, 2006) 

● Brand equity: “a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and 

symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service to 

a firm and/or to that firm’s customers” (Aaker, 1991, p. 15) 

● Historically Black College and Universities (HBCUs): HBCUs were defined in 

the Higher Education Act of 1965 as "any historically black college or university 

that was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission was, and is, the 

education of black Americans, and that is accredited by a nationally recognized 

accrediting agency or association determined by the Secretary [of Education] to 

be a reliable authority as to the quality of training offered or is, according to such 
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an agency or association, making reasonable progress toward accreditation" 

(White House Initiative on HBCUs, 2011). 

● Organizational culture: “the pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has 

invented, discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration, and that have worked well enough to 

be considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems” (Schein, 2005, as 

cited in Hatch, 2011). In this proposal, organizational culture and institutional 

culture are used interchangeably. 

● Stakeholders: The study recognizes two types of stakeholders, which are defined 

below: 

o Internal: students, faculty, and administrators currently enrolled or 

employed at the institution. 

o External: governmental entities, philanthropic foundations, corporations, 

alumni, families, and other constituencies that have economic, social, or 

personal connections to the institution. 

Summary 

Brand equity in higher education is a topic area of increasing importance, as 

universities strive to differentiate themselves from each other. This study focused on how 

HBCUs in the Commonwealth of Virginia understand organizational culture and their 

respective brands. This chapter introduced the research problem and questions. The 

second chapter will provide an in-depth review of the current literature related to 

organizational culture and brand equity, in addition to providing an overview of HBCUs. 
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The analysis of literature in the second chapter identified gaps in the examination of how 

HBCUs brand themselves, given their specific historical significance and well-

documented challenges. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This literature review will explore, investigate, and synthesize research that is 

critical to understanding historically Black colleges and universities, organizational 

culture, and brand equity. The chapter begins with a historical overview of HBCUs, 

including discussion of various aspects of their collective mission, challenges, and 

successes. This overview is followed by an introduction to and definition of branding, 

with a focus on brand equity as a measurement of an organization’s brand strength. 

Lastly, the chapter explores organizational culture and its ability to connect brand equity, 

which has often been characterized by corporations and for-profit institutions, to higher 

education.  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

Over the last 200 years, the role of colleges and universities in the United States 

has increasingly shifted to provide opportunity to all citizens; however, many of the 

nation’s first colleges were established to educate a specific type of student: typically 

wealthy, white, Christian males (Brown, Donahoo, & Bertrand, 2001). Racial tensions in 

the United States prior to the Civil War limited the access of African Americans to 

postsecondary education. In addition, two movements in antebellum America precipitated 

the need for opportunities to create greater outcomes in the lives of African Americans: 

the influx of immigrants provided strong competition for jobs in the North, and slavery, 

which subjugated millions of African Americans, was the backbone of the economy in 

the South. To address these tensions, Quaker philanthropist Richard Humphreys, a 

member of the Religious Society of Friends, bequeathed one-tenth of his estate ($10,000) 

towards the creation of an institute that would train Blacks to perform skilled jobs 
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(Cheyney University, 2012).  Founded in 1837, the Institute for Colored Youth would 

become the first Black university in the United States (since renamed Cheyney University 

of Pennsylvania). 

Following in Cheyney’s footsteps, other Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities sprouted in the United States with the distinct purpose of educating the 

nation’s African American citizens. Their mission was an arduous one, since enslaved 

Blacks were denied basic education (learning to read and write) by law in most Southern 

states (Brown, Donahoo, & Bertrand, 2001). At the end of Civil War in 1865, Congress 

created the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (also known as the 

“Freedmen’s Bureau”), an agency charged with educating over 4 million freed African 

Americans (Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 2010). With the support of 

both black and white religious denominations and missionary societies, the Freedmen’s 

Bureau established a cadre of Black colleges throughout the South and in the border 

states. Religious denominations and missionary societies took an interest in supporting 

privately-funded HBCUs to Christianize newly-freed Blacks. While only incorporated for 

a six-year period, the bureau supported the creation of Howard University, Clark Atlanta 

University, Hampton Institute (later Hampton University), and 25 other HBCUs as a 

measure to improve conditions for African Americans.  

The second Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890 served as a great catalyst for the 

creation of state-supported HBCUs. The Act mandated that states either integrate their 

historically White institutions (HWIs) or provide separate, equal college facilities. Most 

states chose the latter. As a result, seventeen HBCUs were chartered, nearly one in every 

Southern and border state. Although the institutions were supposed to be separate but 
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equal entities compared to their White counterparts, the new colleges were dramatically 

underfunded, in contrast with their White counterparts. Furthermore, HBCUs carried the 

reputation of remedial and vocational secondary school equivalents, due to the 

overwhelming lack of college preparation for Black students prior to attendance. In fact, 

by 1915, Howard and Fisk Universities were the only HBCUs regarded as legitimate 

college-level institutions; the remaining institutions were universities “in name only” 

(Rudolph, 1990). Nearly one-hundred years later, HBCUs still combat negative 

perceptions, yet they continue to play a vital role in questioning and renewing America’s 

commitment to educating and empowering all of its citizens. 

The following sections explore the history, challenges, and future of various 

aspects of black colleges in the US by exploring: their mission and purpose, the effects of 

state and federal policy, desegregation, student learning, leadership and governance, 

funding and fundraising, and current perceptions in the higher education marketplace. 

Mission. Just as higher education generally has had to defend its mission and 

purpose, HBCUs have had to fight skepticism and misperceptions about their existence 

within the college landscape. In the years after the Civil War, many HBCUs functioned 

with the support of missionary societies and industrial philanthropists, who provided 

major financing until the late 1930s (Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 

2010). With this funding came a great deal of influence regarding how and what Black 

students were taught (Drezner, 2008). Few HBCUs were Black-owned; an even smaller 

number were Black-led. As a result, Whites dictated curriculum content, as well as 

administrative decisions within many black colleges (Drezner, 2008), and most HBCUs 

took the shape of mechanical and agricultural institutions that focused on industrial 
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education; Blacks were trained to work the land, perform skilled trades, and present 

themselves as active citizens in society (Brown, Donahoo, & Bertrand, 2001). 

A major shift in higher education came in 1828, when colleges and universities 

debated over the structure of the college curriculum. While some institutions advocated 

for classical education that focused on the literary canon and works of great authors, 

others desired to infuse vocational and trade-specific content into the college curriculum. 

A variation of this debate made its way to HBCUs in the late 1800s, as preeminent 

scholars W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington publicly disagreed on how HBCUs 

should educate their students. Both scholars believed that their models would usher in a 

better existence for Blacks in America.  

DuBois, a strong proponent of a liberal arts curriculum, believed that HBCUs had 

an obligation to create a strong intellectual base within the African American community. 

This “talented tenth” would ascend to leadership roles and serve as beacons to free the 

race from the harsh realities of discrimination and cultural subjugation (DuBois, 1903). 

Washington, a former slave, advocated for an industrial education that would prepare 

Blacks to enter the nation’s workforce. This, according to Washington, fostered economic 

self-sufficiency within the African American community while contributing to the day-

to-day functioning of American society (Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 

2010). Many institutions would adopt the industrial education model in the beginning, but 

would gradually shift towards a classical curriculum as the competency of Blacks 

increased over time. Conrad and Gasman (2015) emphasized the importance of the 

missions of HBCUs, as they provide culturally responsive instruction and development to 

Black students. This intentionality has aimed to reverse the long-standing effects of the 
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exclusion of African Americans in higher education. Federal and state policy would have 

similar implications on the direction of HBCUs as they pursued their missions to 

empower and educate African-Americans. 

Impact of Federal and State Policy. The National Land-Grant Act of 1862 

provided the first Federal dollars for higher education in the United States. While a small 

number of HBCUs received funding as a part of the original policy, the second Morrill 

Land Grant Act of 1890 gave birth to 17 HBCUs, including most notably Tuskegee 

University in Alabama and Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University. Southern and 

border states founded the new black colleges to maintain de juste (or legal) segregation in 

the South. States could not use proceeds from the sale of land grants to support 

institutions that restricted admission to black students, but were permitted to do so if 

“separate but equal” colleges existed to educate Black citizens. The historic Supreme 

Court decision in the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) case further reinforced racial separation 

and discrimination by allowing states to maintain equal segregated facilities. HBCUs 

quickly became safe and comfortable collegiate options for Black students, as even HWIs 

in the North and Midwest were marred with the exclusion of  African-Americans (Thelin, 

2004). In the decades after the Morrill Acts, wide disparities continued in the distribution 

of state funding to HBCUs and their HWI counterparts. These differences would manifest 

themselves in the maintenance of the campus, faculty, leadership, and other resources on 

public HBCU campuses, as well as set the stage for the monumental Brown v. Board of 

Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954) case, which directly challenged desegregation of 

public facilities in nation’s highest court. 



 

24 
 

Desegregation. The role of HBCUs shifted on May 17, 1954, when the US 

Supreme Court issued its decision in the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas 

(1954) case. The Court ordered the desegregation of public facilities, including education, 

citing that “separate facilities were inherently unequal” (Warren, 1954). Although de 

facto (in practice) segregation persisted in many states, by law, Black students could 

explore attending college at historically White public institutions. Inequities in access to 

education were quickly propelled into the national spotlight, as unrest over the 

desegregation of public education facilities (including riots and protests at University of 

Mississippi and Central High School in Arkansas), drew national attention and warranted 

federal intervention. During the height of the Civil Rights Movement, HBCUs remained 

centers of advocacy and education, and students at HBCUs were politically engaged and 

active in advancing the cause. As segregation came to an end, HBCUs faced a new set of 

challenges, as they struggled to compete with better-resourced HWIs that could invest 

financial capital into diversifying their student bodies (Thelin, 2004). 

While the Board v. Board decision had little legal impact on HBCUs, since they 

did not restrict White students from attending, the backlash of the decision called their 

very existence into question. Within the judicial system, numerous cases would be 

brought to the high court contesting unequal allocation of funds. For example, in Sanders 

v. Ellington (1968), the Supreme Court ruled that duplicate programs in close proximity 

to each other reinforced de facto segregation. As a result of the decision, the University 

of Tennessee-Nashville, a historically White institution, was merged into Tennessee State 

University, an HBCU. In totality, desegregation devalued black colleges; federal 

attention focused on forcing white institutions to integrate rather than improving black 
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colleges (Williams & Ashley, 2007). While desegregation would eventually increase 

competition between HBCUs and HWIs for black students, the HBCU student experience 

continued its tradition of uniquely nurturing and supporting black students, compared to 

other colleges and universities. 

The HBCU Student Experience. HBCUs have been a focal point of research, 

and the vast majority of the studies have focused on the student experience.  Within this 

body of work, research shows that there is no difference in the academic ability of Black 

students who attend HBCUs, compared to those who attend HWIs (Kim, 2002).  HBCUs 

continue to be noted for their role in funneling more African Americans to advanced 

degrees, particularly the professoriate (Perna, 1999; Sibulkin & Butler, 2011). While 

inquiries into labor market outcomes of Black students who attend HBCUs have 

produced varying results (Strayhorn, 2008; Constantine, 1995), others have found that 

Black students enrolled at HBCUs matriculate with higher self-concepts (Berger & 

Milem, 2000), enhanced social and academic growth (Flowers, 2002; Conrad & Gasman, 

2015), and comparable probability of attaining a bachelor’s degree (Kim & Conrad, 

2006; Flores & Park, 2013) when matched to similar students at HWIs. Students seem to 

reap many rewards from learning in the familial environment that many HBCUs offer; 

black HBCU students graduate at higher rates, feel greater affinity for their institutions, 

and report higher levels of racial cohesion (or feeling empowered by their Black racial 

identity) (Fleming, 1984; Bentley-Edwards & Chapman-Hilliard, 2015). Black women at 

HBCUs also perform better academically than their male counterparts, in comparison to 

Black women at HWIs (Kim, 2004). Mobley (2017) heralded HBCUs as “engines of 

social change and racial uplift,” as they bring Black culture to the forefront by embracing 
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blackness and championing change. Arroyo and Gasman (2014) used approaches at 

HBCUs to create a model for promoting black student success that emphasizes the 

importance of identity formation, values cultivation, and a sense of achievement. These 

outcomes strengthen the case for HBCUs, justifying their contributions to changing the 

landscape of higher education.  

Some researchers have examined how and why students choose to attend black 

colleges. In a quantitative national study, McDonough, Antonio, and Trent (1997) 

discovered that African American students who selected HBCUs cited geography, 

religion, college academic reputation, and family influences as important factors in their 

college decisions. Freeman (1999) characterized the postsecondary choices of college-

bound African American high school students from five metropolitan centers. She found 

that family and school factors had effects on a student’s interest level in an HBCU. Jones 

(2016) ascertained that college rankings actually had little correlation to admissions 

outcomes at HBCUs – students who attend HBCUs are less responsive to rankings.  

While it provided great insight into the decision-making of Black college 

students, Freeman’s (1999) study had a limited scope, due to its sampling of students 

from predominantly White high schools. In a follow-up study, Freeman and Thomas 

(2002) found that Black students who had a preexisting connection to HBCUs or were 

immersed in a predominantly-White high school environment were more interested in 

enrolling in HBCUs. Recently, researchers have also examined the college choice and 

experiences of non-Black HBCU college students (Conrad, Brier, & Braxton, 1997; 

Strayhorn, 2010; Donald, 2010; Arroyo, Palmer, & Maramba, 2016). Most notably, with 

proper socialization, including participation in activities and connections with faculty, 
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non-Black students can be successful and enjoy their experience at HBCUs (Strayhorn, 

2010; Donald, 2010, Arroyo, Palmer, & Maramba, 2016). The research on HBCU 

students is diverse and continues to highlight the successes of HBCUs in educating their 

students. 

Leadership and Governance. A smaller body of research has also focused on 

institutional factors, specifically leadership and governance structures, which affect how 

HBCUs are run. There is not much written about black college leadership, but the 

literature that is available has primarily chronicled dynamic presidents that transformed 

their respective institutions (Benjamin, 2004; Carter, 1998; Davis; 1998; Engs, 1999; 

Goodson, 1991; as cited in Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 2010). Other 

texts have tried to examine the black college presidency in depth, but have not been 

comprehensive in their analysis of how these leaders make decisions, set vision, and 

prepare their institutions for the future (Gasman et al., 2010; Mbajekwe, 2006). 

Commodore, Freeman, Gasman, & Carter (2016) emphasized the importance of 

establishing pipelines for leadership – their research uncovered the importance of 

performing administrative duties, understanding policies and politics, and participating in 

professional leadership activities. In order to ensure their long-term sustainability, 

HBCUs have an important role to play in cultivating new leaders who can build cross-

functional partnerships that engage a diverse set of stakeholders, including the 

institution’s faculty. 

Literature about governance at HBCUs focuses primarily on the importance of 

faculty involvement in decision-making. Many studies favor a shared governance model 

that explores joint decision-making ability split between faculty and administrators 
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(Billingsley, 1982; Guy-Sheftall, 2006; Minor, 2005; Phillips, 2002). Billingsley (1982) 

emphasized HBCUs’ collective responsibility to “increase the pool of Black professors 

and expand the curriculum to develop black youth.” While Phillips (2002) alludes to 

power struggles between administrators and faculty, Minor (2005) posits that shared 

governance does exist at HBCUs, although the influence and responsibilities of the 

institution’s governing board within HBCUs has been unexplored empirically. Given the 

role that institutional leadership plays in shaping vision at institutions, “a strong faculty is 

the key to the strength of any institution of higher education” (Billingsley, p. 4). 

Furthermore, effective shared governance models are necessary at HBCUs if they will 

ever improve their financial vitality and academic rigor, or shift public perceptions of 

their institutions (Minor, 2005).  

Funding. Black colleges are rarely celebrated for their ability to do more with 

less; they traditionally have provided access and education for the poorest and most 

disadvantaged students using the least support (Thompson, 1973; Kim, 2012). 

“Underfunding is significantly responsible for overcrowded facilities, deteriorating 

building, inadequate library facilities, lack of support for research, meager to moderate 

salaries, and a deteriorating spirit de corps” at HBCUs (Brown, 2001, p. 48).  

Fundraising is one of the most essential functions of successful colleges 

(Rudolph, 1990; Conrad & Gasman, 2015). Early gifts to America’s colleges and 

universities established investment in higher education as a critical part of developing the 

nation’s future (Curti & Nash, 1868, as cited in Drezner, 2008). Black colleges have had 

a storied history with fundraising. Many black colleges were initially founded through 

donations from missionary societies and philanthropists; though these donations were 
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substantial, they paled in comparison to amounts being gifted to traditionally-White 

institutions (Brown, Donahoo, & Bertrand, 2001; Williams & Ashley, 2004). 

Nevertheless, this generosity, along with federal support through the Freedmen’s Bureau 

and the Land Grant Acts, would barely sustain most black colleges through the turn of the 

20th century.  

State support also came with huge disparities that negatively impacted the 

development of HBCUs. As philanthropic support from benevolent societies began to 

dwindle in the 1900s, HBCUs were forced to explore other funding sources. States 

continued to provide meager support to public HBCUs, while private institutions 

struggled to raise funds to cover expenses (Jones & Weathersby, 1978). The United 

Negro College Fund (UNCF) was created in 1944 to assist its 39 member institutions in 

raising money for student tuition and building scholarship funds at black colleges 

collectively through creative marketing campaigns, strategic outreach to donors, and 

collective storytelling (Gasman, 2008). To date, the UNCF has raised about $2 billion for 

its member institutions (Lovett, 2011). In 1987, the Thurgood Marshall College Fund was 

founded to provide similar support for 57 HBCUs and predominantly-Black colleges and 

universities (PBCUs). 

Across the Southern region of the United States, for example, traditionally-White 

institutions received as much as four times as much funding towards the institution’s 

physical plant, compared to black schools (Williams & Ashley, 2004; Minor 2008; Sav, 

2010). Mitchell (2013) added that with equitable state support, HBCUs have even greater 

opportunities to improve facilities, instruction, and outcomes. As the public has called for 

more accountability in higher education, states have shifted to performance-based 
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funding models to incentivize metrics like retention and graduation at colleges and 

universities. At public HBCUs, such models have increased focus on student outcomes, 

yet it has not shifted metrics nor improved relationships between universities and their 

respective state higher education systems (Jones, 2016b). These pressures emphasize the 

importance of fundraising initiatives on campus to generate more capital to support 

operations. 

Administratively, HBCUs have been slow to establish solvent fundraising 

infrastructures to adequately engage alumni and other donors (Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, 

Ransom, & Bowman, 2010). HBCUs, which comprise of 3% of the nation’s colleges and 

universities, compete for the same philanthropic funds along with over 4,000 other 

institutions of higher education (Drezner, 2008). Disparities in access to corporate and 

foundation support are pervasive, with the colleges serving the most advantaged students 

receiving “the lion’s share” of donations (Thompson, 1973). Black colleges “don’t get 

help because they can’t measure up, yet cannot measure up because they don’t get help” 

(Thompson, p. 246). On the institutional level, many HBCUs are not equipped to engage 

donors and tap into available funds. Alumni giving rates at HBCUs are abysmal, with 

most HBCUs citing rates near 10%, compared to their traditionally-White counterparts 

which boast rates between 25 – 60% (Lovett, 2011; Yates, 2001). Giving from alumni 

has suffered at black colleges due to the lack of appropriate fundraising structures, 

coupled with students coming from poorer family backgrounds (Gasman & Drezner, 

2008; Lovett, 2011).  Drezner (2005) found that black colleges relied on corporate and 

foundation support to meet their goals, rather than engaging their alumni. Considering 

that rankings and other prestige-building metrics use giving rates to assess quality and 
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loyalty to the product, HBCUs need to realign their fundraising priorities to better portray 

the student experience. 

Challenges in soliciting donations contribute to even greater financial woes for 

black colleges. By 2007, only one-quarter of HBCUs had endowments over $6 million; 

that same year, four institutions had endowments under $1 million (Lovett, 2011). To 

address this issue, two institutions, Spelman College and Hampton University, have both 

conducted successful capital campaigns (Brown, 2001). Starting in 2006, UNCF created 

the Institute for Capacity Building, an initiative that awards grants to member institutions 

in order to develop advancement and fundraising strategies that will raise institutional 

profiles and generate revenue (United Negro College Fund, 2012). State agencies and the 

federal government have also refocused resources toward HBCU endowment 

development, acknowledging that building capital will create a more leveled playing field 

for these institutions to compete with their traditionally-White counterparts (Lovett, 

2011). Black colleges will need to solidify their ability to fundraise and generate other 

sources of revenue in order to attract and adequately educate students in the future. 

Perceptions of HBCUs in the Marketplace. Public coverage of HBCUs in the 

media has contributed to misconceptions about their collective successes, leadership, and 

missions within the landscape of higher education (Gasman & Bowman, 2010). Most 

recently, in a New York Times editorial, Riley (2010) implored black colleges to seek a 

new mission, suggesting that institutions close, be repurposed, or seek new management. 

His analysis used retention rates and other environmental factors to justify why black 

colleges are inefficient and should be eliminated. Negative press, such as this, has been 

shown to have a detrimental effect on colleges and universities: a recent study showed 
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that institutions experience a 1.2% increase in applications and a 1% increase in revenue 

for each positive article written about their work in a national outlet (Weisbrod, Ballou, & 

Asch, 2008). Conversely, institutions suffer losses in applicants, tuition dollars, and 

donors with less favorable coverage.  

For HBCUs, scolding pieces like Riley’s (2010) represent the norm. Gasman 

(2011) performed a two-year content analysis of news articles pertaining to black 

colleges, collecting 407 stories in all. A majority of these articles focused on the financial 

and accreditation troubles of Morris Brown College, an HBCU in Atlanta that gained 

national attention when it lost its accreditation in 2002 with over 3,500 students enrolled. 

Many pieces highlighted challenges in Morris Brown’s financial management and overall 

leadership. A majority of the articles also generalized the troubles at Morris Brown to 

other Black colleges around the nation (Gasman, 2011). Gasman notes that the issues that 

affected Morris Brown are not distinct to black colleges, as other traditionally-White 

institutions are experiencing similar troubles.  Waymer & Street (2016) examined how 

HBCUs have been portrayed in the Chronicle for Higher Education, one of the 

preeminent periodicals covering topics in higher education, and uncovered an 

overrepresentation of stories that were not flattering to HBCUs. They found that 

institutions were characterized as “second-hand universities, poorly managed, outdated, 

and a drain on the economy” (p. 502). 

These types of generalizations and national representations have proven to be 

damaging for the collective brand of HBCUs. Research has also focused on actions that 

HBCU leaders need to take to shift these negative perceptions. In a content analysis of 96 

HBCU websites, Brunner & Boyer (2008) found that home pages generally failed to 
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project a strong image of the institution. As students continue to explore options, it is 

important that HBCUs feature their students, faculty, athletics programs, and other key 

achievements more prominently to entice internal and external stakeholders (Brunner & 

Boyer). Taylor (2018) discovered that HBCUs also generally spend less on advertising 

compared to their non-HBCU counterparts, which may contribute to them being less 

popular. Gasman (2011) encourages leadership to connect HBCU issues and trends to 

those being experienced throughout higher education and calls for leaders to better 

market the individuality of their institutions. Specifically, historically white colleges and 

universities can learn about how to better serve a more diverse student population by 

understanding the successes of HBCUs (Conrad & Gasman, 2015).  Andrews, No, 

Powell, Rey, & Yigletu (2016) added that HBCU deans perceive that building an 

institutional niche, or some differentiation within the higher education marketplace, is 

one of the most important factors in building greater sustainability for HBCUs in the 

future. Though limited research has explored perceptions of HBCUs, exploration of 

organizational culture and brand equity will equip black colleges with the tools to best 

tell their collective and individual stories. In-depth understanding of their individual 

organizational cultures can empower HBCUs to effectively combat being labeled as 

obsolete “academic disaster areas” (Jenks & Reisman, 1967) that should be closed. 

All of these contemporary challenges for the nation’s 101 HBCUs have 

implications on their ability to form and maintain a strong institutional and collective 

brand. HBCUs continue to play a pivotal role in providing access to higher education and 

educating a diverse student population (The White House, 2009; Conrad & Gasman, 

2015). In order to do this effectively, HBCUs will need to evolve their practices to 



 

34 
 

compete with HWIs for students, as well as financial resources (Conrad & Gasman, 

2015). Effective branding allows institutions to identify their market position and unique 

characteristics that adequately differentiate them from others within the higher education 

marketplace. 

 

Brand Equity 

Overview of Brand Equity. Aaker (1991) defines a brand as “a distinguishing 

name and/or symbol intended to identify goods or services of either one seller or a group 

of sellers, and to differentiate those goods or services from those of competitors” (p. 7). 

Brands can represent a large assortment of things, including physical products, stores, 

people, places, organizations, or ideas (Keller, 2003). Because the market is flooded with 

images competing for consumer attention, effective brands must also create a competitive 

edge that prompts purchasers to select one item over another. This competitive edge 

highlights a secondary role that brands serve: brands not only distinguish products, but 

they also have symbolic relevance. They characterize the feelings and emotions that 

consumers have about a product (Neumaier, 2005).  Brands are valuable for two reasons: 

(a) the oversaturated market makes it increasingly difficult for products to truly 

distinguish themselves; and (b) brands can genuinely shift consumer purchasing decisions 

based on the associations that consumers attribute to them (Aaker, 1991). 

Brands create vehicles for consumers to create associations between products and 

their personal lived experiences. Brand equity attempts to measure the value of those 

associations. Brand equity is “a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its 

name and symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service 



 

35 
 

to a firm and/or to that firm’s customers” (Aaker, 1991, p. 15). Brand equity consists of 

four important layers: brand loyalty, name awareness, perceived quality, and brand 

associations (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 2003).  

Although brand equity is considered intangible, measuring and developing each 

of these four layers is essential to gaining a competitive advantage and long-term profits 

(Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006; Toma, Dubrow, & Hartley, 2005). Brand loyalty, which is 

lauded as the most important layer, encompasses the relationship that the customer 

develops with the brand as the product delivers on its promises (Aaker, 1991; Kotler & 

Pfoertsch).  Name awareness creates familiarity among consumers and increases 

likelihood to buy a product (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 2003). Perceived quality evaluates the 

consumer’s opinion of the quality and reliability of the product, in relation to other 

products (Aaker, 1991). Lastly, brand associations are connections that consumers make 

between the brand and information about the brand, either through their direct 

experiences with the product, communication about the brand through media and other 

sources, or word-of-mouth (Keller, 2003). Together, these drivers shape the totality of a 

brand’s perception (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). Successful organizations must 

strategically manage their brands over time to maintain and enhance brand equity (Keller, 

2003; Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008).  

Brand Equity Measurement. Because brand equity represents perceptions that 

are housed within the mind of the consumer (Holland, 2006), researchers have developed 

a multitude of metrics to adequately measure its value. Sattler (1994), as cited in Kapfarer 

(2012), conducted a study that revealed over 26 different ways of evaluating brands, 

which include a combination of consumer perceptions and financial outcomes. Kotler and 
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Pfoertsch (2006) categorize brand evaluation in two general categories, research-based 

evaluation and financially-driven approaches.  Research-based evaluation focuses on the 

behavior of the consumer and its impact on the brand (Keller, 2003; Kotler & Pfoertsch). 

Financially-driven approaches, on the other hand, use profit margins and other financial 

measures to attribute value to the brand itself (Kotler & Pfoertsch). This study focuses on 

administrator perceptions of brand equity and explores organizational culture as a 

potential indicator of the value of brand equity, using Hatch and Schultz’s (2008) Vision-

Culture-Image Alignment Model. The model is discussed later in this chapter. 

Though brand equity concepts have often been connected to corporations and for-

profit entities, declining government support and increased competition have forced 

colleges and universities to explore strategies that will effectively distinguish their 

product from others. In higher education, this type of differentiation yields compelling 

benefits, including more applicants (which contributes to brand loyalty, name awareness, 

and perceived quality), justification for raises in tuition (which solidifies perceived 

quality), and donor engagement (which creates opportunities to develop additional brand 

associations, heightens perceived quality, and strengthens brand loyalty) (Aaker, 1991; 

Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 2008). Ultimately, brands reinforce and promote institutional 

culture, identity, and values (Holland, 2006). All of these potential benefits are invaluable 

to higher education; as a result, college and university spending on marketing and 

branding strategy has increased by 50% from 2000 to 2006 (Weisbrod, Ballou, & Asch, 

2008).  

Use in Higher Education. Over the past twenty years, higher education has 

experienced a decline in financial support from government federally and locally. As a 
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result, institutions have become more dependent on tuition dollars, donor contributions, 

and student yield to offset operating costs (Bok, 2003). In order to attract the best and 

brightest, colleges and universities have begun investing in services and technologies that 

will help their schools remain competitive amid the ever-changing landscape. Because of 

this pressure to secure external support from foundations, corporations, and most 

importantly, prospective students, the role of marketing in higher education has stepped 

to the forefront of institutional management (Kirp, 2003; Miley, 2009). Furthermore, 

campuses have begun hiring marketing departments and professional directors to manage 

their institutional images and initiate multimedia campaigns (Pulley, 2003). Institutions 

need to creatively market themselves in order to remain competitive in higher education. 

The following sections discuss the higher education marketing and branding literature. 

The two keys to successful marketing of higher education are market 

differentiation and making something so abstract like education more tangible (Anctil, 

2008).  Achieving differentiation in a market that is overcrowded is challenging, but 

creativity, vision, and connection to mission have been cited as critical to setting one’s 

institution apart from others (Anctil, 2008; Ramsey, 2006; Kirp 2003). In order to make 

college more tangible, many institutions have scrambled to build the best facilities, invest 

in developing top notch athletic programs, and recruiting big-name faculty to make their 

collegiate experiences as desirable as possible (Bok, 2003; Kirp, 2003). While all of these 

suggestions to better navigate the market are helpful, many of them are contingent on an 

abundance of capital, of which most institutions do not have access. Only a select few 

have the flexibility or the resources to affect change in this way. Given these two 
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challenges, case studies that examine branding are needed to assist institutions in creating 

and implementing effective strategies to convey their organizational culture to others. 

Kirp (2003) authored one of the seminal works on marketing in higher education. 

Focusing on a variety of cases in the academy, Kirp referred to branding as the equivalent 

of “an academic face-lift” for institutions (p. 11). In the book, he references institutions, 

such as the University of Chicago, Dickinson College, New York University, the 

University of Virginia, and New York Law School, to depict the impact that strategic 

brand management can have on their positioning in the marketplace. These institutions 

(and respective leaders) are praised for their vision in coming together to fine-tune, 

reevaluate, and even redevelop their institution’s image. While many different types of 

institutions are featured within Kirp’s (2003) text, no Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities are represented, further spotlighting the lack of research available on how 

HBCUs compete in the marketplace. 

While some research has focused on providing theoretical framework to 

understand branding, other studies have been grounded in examining the institution at 

work. These studies highlight institutional image and branding as experienced by colleges 

and universities. The exploration of specific cases in higher education helps to capture the 

challenges of these institutions to legitimize themselves, attract students, and solicit 

outside funds (Wærass & Solbakk, 2009). The following paragraphs will highlight some 

themes that have emerged from case-studies of branding in higher education. The 

majority of this research is qualitative and is featured in unpublished dissertations. 

Branding processes initiate at institutions for many reasons. Research has 

explored rebranding that has been initiated as a part of realignment of university mission, 
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name, and values (Rosenthal, 2003; Owston, 2007). Other institutions, like Dallas Baptist 

University used rebranding to address financial challenges (Lineberger, 2003). 

Inconsistencies of current programs and practices have also been a catalyst to revisit a 

university’s external brand (Hutchinson, 2010). While most rebranding campaigns have 

been sparked by negative outcomes, a few colleges and universities have used branding 

to challenge faculty and administrators to think more critically about the direction of the 

university (Ramsey, 2006; Wærass & Solbakk, 2009). Williams & Omar (2014) 

suggested that “periodic brand audits” were important in helping universities to 

understand its value proposition and to explore alignment with external perceptions. The 

stimulus behind the branding process is important, as that shapes the investment level of 

key internal stakeholders (faculty and senior level administrators) in working to establish 

a working definition of their institution’s organizational culture.  

Visionary presidential leadership has often been cited as a strong contributor to 

successful branding practice in higher education. Leaders have the ability to use their 

networks and charisma to build greater buy-in to the institution. Clark (1972) describes 

leaders as heroes, who have the power to create new chapters in the organization’s saga. 

In the literature, processes and initiatives that were started and driven by the college 

president were viewed as successful by the university’s internal stakeholders (Kirp, 2003; 

Ramsey, 2006; Rosenthal, 2003; Lineberger, 2009). Branding processes initiated by 

others within or outside of the institution were not viewed as favorably (Wærass & 

Solbakk, 2009). Specifically, in the Wærass and Solbakk study, the president charged 

faculty and staff to work together to identify the “essence” of the institution, but then 

delegated all of the responsibility to the director of marketing to drive the process. As a 
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result, there was not widespread institutional buy-in in the branding process or the 

outcomes. Some literature also suggests techniques and practices for chief marketing 

officers (Sevier, 2004) and boards of trustees (Moore, 2004), but none of those 

suggestions have been tested empirically. Of the research available, presidential 

leadership has been highlighted as a key component. 

Most empirical research on higher education branding is qualitative. Researchers 

have used semi-structured interviews with students who have experienced the brand or 

faculty and staff who have shaped the brand. In addition, researchers have analyzed 

documents and admissions materials, among other items, to develop a stronger picture of 

how the institution perceives itself. Three studies (Morrison, 2000; Ashby, 2008; Owston, 

2007) have used mixed method approaches to measure congruence between brand 

perceptions within and outside of the institution. These three studies were able to 

generalize more broadly about perceptions by or about colleges and universities.  

Morrison (2000) explored branding perspectives at ten selective liberal arts 

colleges and universities in the South. Using the Young & Rubicam Brand Equity Model, 

“the most ambitious effort to measure brand equity across products” (Aaker, 1996, p. 

304), Morrison assessed perceptions that faculty, staff, and students held about their 

respective institutions, as well as the 9 other institutions featured in the study. US News 

and World Report rankings were used to identify institutions selected for study, and the 

study found that there was strong correlation between USNWR rankings and the brand 

equity results of the respondents. While the findings supported the rankings, the study 

used an inventory that was designed to evaluate products to evaluate perceptions of an 

intangible higher education experience. 
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Though researchers have used case studies to explore many facets of branding, 

from planning to process to results, no studies specifically examine how branding can 

impact the viability of Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Due to the 

contributions that these institutions make to educational access, it is important that they 

are able to be competitive and stable in the higher education marketplace. Branding in 

higher education has also been shown to have a connection to successful fundraising 

campaigns (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014), which makes brand equity even more important 

for HBCUs. This study intends to describe how organizational culture at HBCUs can 

strengthen institutional image. Learning more about how the mission, purpose, values, 

and other unique characteristics are communicated and marketed broadly will provide 

great insight for HBCUs as they position themselves to be of greatest service to students 

and other stakeholders. 

Organizational Culture and Image 

Organizational culture serves a similar function to Aaker’s (1996) definition of a 

corporate brand. Culture and brands are both deeply rooted throughout an organization. 

Both function as an understanding of how entities use symbol, messaging, heroes, rituals 

(when applicable), and other practices to effectively convey mission and core values. 

Furthermore, personnel (staff and faculty), programs (e.g. curriculum), alumni, students, 

and campus traditions all contribute to fulfilling and reinforcing the university culture, 

just like consumers, through purchase intent and satisfaction, reinforce businesses. The 

ultimate effect of both brands and organizational culture is similar: both build loyalty and 

commitment among stakeholders (Clark, 1972; Aaker, 1996; Deal & Baluss, 1994). 

Schein’s (2016) Organizational Culture Model will be utilized to explore components of 
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organizational culture at each college. Hatch and Schultz’s (2008) Vision – Culture – 

Image (VCI) Alignment Model then outlines how organizational culture contributes to 

the overall institutional brand. 

Schein’s (2016) Model of Organizational Culture. Schein’s (2016) 

Organizational Culture Model provides a multi-layered framework for how culture is 

created and sustained within organizations. According to Schein, culture is “a pattern of 

shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solves its problems of external 

adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid 

and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and 

feel in relation to those problems” (Schein, 2016, p. 17). By learning more about culture, 

leaders can effectively make decisions relating to change that will improve the efficiency 

and strength of the organization (Tierney, 2008). Culture also helps to explain events and 

happenings within organizations that appear to be illogical, random, or inexplicable 

(Schein, 2016). Schein conceptualizes culture through three interconnected and dynamic 

levels: artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic assumptions: 

● Artifacts are surface-level observations and include things as apparent as 

the physical environment and discernible rituals as well as things that are 

more abstract, including organizational processes and even manners in 

which people address each other (Schein, 2016). Cultural artifacts, at 

times, are easy to identify, but the most difficult to understand and 

interpret, as different members of the organization attach distinct 

meanings to them (Schein).  



 

43 
 

● Espoused beliefs and values can provide great insight into the culture of 

organizations. These strategies, goals, and philosophies are usually set by 

group leaders and become engrained within the organization’s culture if 

they are proven successful for the group (Schein). Over time, these beliefs 

and values are entrenched within organizational memory and help the 

organization to navigate unfamiliar or difficult situations (Schein).  

● Basic assumptions often reflect the concepts that are taken for granted 

within the organization. Because they have been repeatedly proven as 

conclusions, they are difficult to change (Schein).  

Schein (2016) cautions researchers against studying each of these levels 

independently, as making inferences about culture based on one dimension alone will 

result in one projecting their own assumptions of meanings associated with cultural 

items. Schein’s model calls for a layered approach to discerning organizational culture 

characteristics; assumptions inform values and values are reinforced by artifacts. As a 

result, in-depth analysis of all three levels of culture is necessary to provide a rich 

description of the institution. Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) add that a strong 

awareness and appreciation of organizational culture is integral to building brand equity. 

Gioia & Thomas (1996) emphasize sensemaking and the responsibility that leaders play 

in connecting organizational context to team members’ interpretations of an 

organization’s culture. Colleges must develop understanding of themselves before they 

can truly engage the marketplace.  

Organizational Saga and Culture in Higher Education.  Research on how 

colleges and universities effectively market themselves and their distinctiveness is not 
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new. Clark (1972) is often cited as one of the first studies of branding in higher 

education. Clark investigated institutional culture at three liberal arts colleges: Reed, 

Swarthmore, and Antioch Colleges. He found that each college had an organizational 

saga, “a collective understanding of unique accomplishment in a formally established 

group” (p. 153). Saga, according to Clark, is able to convert an organization into an 

esteemed institution. While sagas vary from institution to institution, they all share some 

common characteristics: they connect with history, highlight distinct qualities and 

successes of the organization, and are cherished and respected by the group associated 

with the organization (Clark, 1972).  

Masland (1985) connected Clark’s (1972) thoughts about organizational saga to 

an exploration of a university’s culture. Organizational culture in higher education, 

according to Masland, highlights shared beliefs that are special to a campus. Masland 

found that norms, behaviors, and ideologies were important to learn more about culture, 

and it is through culture that different groups are bound together at colleges and 

universities. Kuh & Whitt (1988) add that organizational culture on college campuses is 

something that is perceived and felt, rather than a phenomenon that can be defined 

explicitly, similar to the roles of brands in business. Due to their closely related 

definitions, this study will use organizational culture as a measure of an institution’s 

brand identity.   

Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model. Hatch & Schultz (2008) presented the 

Vision-Culture-Image (VCI) Alignment Model, which depicted synergies between three 

critical pieces within each organization that all come together to shape and reinforce an 

organization’s identity. Strategic vision is set by leadership and defines the direction and 
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priorities of the organization in the future. Culture encompasses what employees believe 

about the organization. Lastly, image is projected by stakeholders; image reflects what 

these groups expect, want, and perceive of the organization, which will vary based on 

their relationship with the unit. The model (Figure 1) shows how all of these segments 

come together to bolster organizational identity, which is an indicator of a successful 

corporate brand. 

Figure 1.  

Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model (Hatch & Schulz, 2008) 

 

While the VCI Alignment Model focuses on the fluidity that exists in corporate brands, it 

does highlight the importance of alignment within any organization. Hatch & Schultz 

(2008) pose questions that assist organizations in identifying possible gaps between an 

entity’s vision, culture, and image. Strong brands, lauded as one of the “greatest strategic 

assets” of an organization, are threatened by any gaps that may exist in the alignment 

between vision, culture, and image (Hatch & Schultz, p. 10). This basic model is 

transferrable to higher education, as colleges and universities work to establish strategic 

vision, to shift stakeholders’ images of their institutions and academic products, and to 

create strong cultures that encourage buy-in and investment from employees. 

Though research has examined organizational culture in higher education, studies 

have not focused on the effects of culture on brand equity specifically at HBCUs. Culture 
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has many different definitions, but it creates a sense of meaning, governs behavior, 

increases stability, and tells an institution’s story (Deal & Baluss, 1994; Tierney, 2008). 

Hatch and Schultz (2008) connect Schein’s model of organizational culture to brand 

equity using the VCI alignment model, emphasizing that the experience for employees is 

paramount to strengthening stakeholder images. Emerging studies have explored the 

power of internal branding in reinforcing institutional brand images and institutional 

coherence (Punjaisri, Evanschitzky & Wilson, 2009; Judson, Aurand, Gorchels & 

Gordon, 2009). Internal branding, which focuses on validating organizational values 

among employees, has been linked to overall brand strength because these perceptions by 

members of the organization help to enhance external stakeholders’ views of 

organizations. This type of branding encompasses the values, artifacts, and assumptions 

that are vibrant within organizational cultures. By focusing on organizational culture at 

HBCUs, this study will enable black colleges to increase their effectiveness in fulfilling 

their missions and attract financial support that can sustain institutions for years to come. 

Summary 

This chapter summarized the historical context and existing literature surrounding 

HBCUs. Using the distinct history and current status of these institutions as a backdrop, 

the extant literature relating to brand equity and its relevance in higher education were 

discussed. Models of organizational culture, including Schein’s (2016) Model of 

Organizational Culture and Hatch and Schultz’s (2008) Vision-Culture-Image Alignment 

Model, were used to draw linkages between HBCUs and brand equity in higher 

education. The literature review revealed gaps in literature connecting institutional 

culture and practice at HBCUs with stronger representation and competitive advantage in 
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the higher education marketplace. This study explored how the distinct organizational 

cultures of different HBCUs contribute to their individual and collective brand equity. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this case study was twofold: to understand the organizational 

cultures of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and to explore how the 

organizational cultures of each HBCU (and of all of the institutions collectively) 

contribute to each institution’s brand equity. This chapter discusses the methodology of 

this study, including the paradigm of inquiry, research design, data collection and 

analysis procedures, population and sampling, design issues, and the timeline of the 

project. 

Paradigm of Inquiry 

The paradigm of inquiry provides insight into the worldview of the researcher, 

illuminating how his philosophical stance guides the actions taken in the study (Creswell, 

2007). This perspective explains the methodology chosen and contextualizes the process, 

logic, and criteria used within the study (Crotty, 1998). Mindful inquiry is intimately 

connected with a researcher’s understanding and awareness of the world – the researcher 

sits at the center of the research (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). As a result, acknowledgement 

of the paradigm of inquiry is critical in understanding the lens through which a researcher 

perceives and understands reality. This study draws upon a constructionist worldview. 

According to Crotty (1998), the constructionist view focuses on meaning that is 

constructed by participants, not uncovered or encountered. Constructionism is described 

as a platform for interaction between objectivity and subjectivity (Crotty, 1998). Human 

beings cannot be completely objective or subjective because the meanings which they 

build are based on their understandings of the world in which they are situated. Aaker 

(1996) described a brand as a feeling that is developed by those interacting with the 
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corporation or its services. This feeling does not exist in a vacuum – it is built on human 

interpretations of history, cultural norms, and societal messages, among many other 

things. As a result, culture plays a role in contextualizing and shaping these feelings, 

according to the Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). In 

relation to this study, the constructionist worldview best allowed the researcher to learn 

more about the meanings that administrators, faculty, and students attach to their 

respective institutional cultures and brands.  Given the historical context in which 

colleges and universities, especially HBCUs, were founded, the constructionist paradigm 

recognizes that meanings are not built from scratch, but rather shaped heavily by the 

social and cultural happenings in the world. 

Furthermore, social constructionism acknowledges the ways that culture shapes 

how human beings understand the world around them (Crotty, 1998). Rather than focus 

on the manner in which the individual sees and interprets reality, constructionism honors 

that humans build meaning through the “lens bestowed upon [them] by [their culture]” 

(Crotty, 1998).  This study investigates perspectives of organizational culture, as 

understood by those operating within the organization, and how those meanings relate to 

perceptions and feelings about the organization.  In order to do this, the researcher must 

be grounded in an understanding that reality as it exists on these college campuses is 

socially constructed. Therefore, given that the study will use faculty, staff, and student 

meanings of culture and brand equity at each institution, the constructionist paradigm is 

the most appropriate to guide this study. 



 

50 
 

Research Design  

This study utilized a qualitative research design. Qualitative research occurs in a 

natural setting, where “data is collected in the field or at a site where participants 

experience the issue or problem being studied” (Creswell, 2007, p. 37).  Specifically, this 

study was concerned with the organizational culture and brand equity that exists at each 

institution. Qualitative research best allowed the researcher to explore the distinctiveness 

of institutions (Creswell, 2007), which is critical to understanding how culture and brand 

equity influence each other. The nature of this study requires access to various artifacts 

that define and describe an institution’s brand. Since these artifacts and accounts take on 

varying forms, qualitative research provided the flexibility for an in-depth, 

comprehensive, and contextual understanding of the issues being studied.  Maxwell 

(2003) added that qualitative studies help the researcher to identify unanticipated 

phenomena and understand process. As this study sought to describe branding practices 

and how they are utilized within higher education, qualitative research provided the rich 

data necessary to adequately provide a “thick description” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43) of the 

phenomenon to address research questions. 

Yin (2014) specified three conditions determining when case study should be 

used. First, the type of research questions posed dictated whether or not the method is 

appropriate. “How” and “why” questions use time, history, and context to explain 

contemporary events, which aligns with the use of a case study (Yin, p. 8). The research 

questions associated with this study also follow this format. Also, the case study method 

is “preferred in examining contemporary events” (Yin, p. 9). While some historical 

knowledge will be factored into the study, observation of current practices and interviews 

of administrators who communicate and evaluate the university brand were the focal 
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points of the study. Case study provided a framework to use these rich data sources to 

answer the research questions. Lastly, case studies do not require the control of 

behavioral events (Yin, 2014). Researchers can examine a phenomenon within its context 

when this type of control is not possible. In order to accurately describe branding within 

HBCUs, the researcher must observe institutions as they exist naturally. The research 

questions and purpose statement satisfy each of these conditions, making the case study 

method most appropriate to this research. 

This inquiry follows a descriptive case-study design, utilizing multiple sources of 

information to characterize each case effectively and exhaustively. Merriam (2009) 

establishes that the most important component of a case study is that it exists within a 

bounded system. In this instance, the units of analysis are the four-year public HBCUs 

within the Commonwealth of Virginia. The focus on organizational culture, with specific 

focus on its relation to brand equity, established a bounded system that frames the case 

study. Furthermore, by focusing on the organizational culture, as defined by the literature, 

at these institutions, the study is further delimited. Because of its focus on uniqueness and 

commonality (Stake, 1995), many higher education cultural and branding studies have 

been conducted using the case-study design (Tierney, 1988; Lineberger, 2007; Ramsey, 

2006; Ashby, 2008).  

Through selecting a descriptive case-study design, the end product of this study is 

a complete description of the phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2014).  

Colleges and universities are information-rich environments, and as a result, many types 

of information, such as documents, observations, interviews, archives, artifacts, and 

audiovisual materials, were generally accessible and were used to tell each case’s story. 
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Additionally, since the institutional brand was pervasive outside of the admissions 

operation, this research design allowed the researcher to incorporate those contextual 

pieces when describing each case. 

Collective case studies come with some limitations. Because contexts changed 

from one case to another, the researcher must be intentional in selecting cases that will 

allow them to best provide insight into the phenomenon in question. “Case-studies of 

branding may help broaden our understanding of the challenges faced by higher 

education as they struggle for legitimacy, students, and financial resources in an 

increasingly competition-oriented education market” (Waerass & Solbakk, 2009, p. 460). 

Examining varying HBCUs provides diverse perspectives regarding how institutions 

understand, reinforce, and promote their organizational cultures will enable leaders to 

make sound decisions that strengthen mission and enhance performance. This 

multiplicity of perspectives built greater trust in the findings of the study. Despite the 

limitations, the case study method positioned the data to be of greatest contribution to the 

research problem. 

Data Collection Procedures 

This study employed three types of strategies to collect data: semi-structured 

interviews and focus groups, document analysis (web sites, institutional reports, print 

material, and other archives), and observations (specifically of campus traditions and 

rituals). By using these methods together, the study achieved triangulation of the data, 

which “reduces the risk that your conclusions will reflect only the systematic biases or 

limitations of a specific source or method” (Maxwell, 2003, p. 93). Additionally, the 

various approaches collected different measures of the same phenomenon, which also 
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improved construct validity within the study (Yin, 2014). In studies of organizational 

culture, Driskill and Brenton (2005) noted that data collection should occur 

systematically. The researcher began with observation to gain a cursory introduction into 

the organization. Interviews and analysis of important texts and documents followed, 

helping to better inform interpretations drawn from field notes and observations. Each 

method is described briefly below. 

Interviews and Focus Groups. Interviews provided the richest amount of data in 

this study. Ortiz (as cited in Stage & Manning, 2005) states that interviews “give 

researchers unique insight into the lives and experiences of the individuals most affected” 

by the issue of study (p. 35). Interviews serve as a window into the meanings that 

participants have attached to their experiences in the world (Seidman, 2006). Semi-

structured interviews were appropriate for this study to allow the researcher to ask 

specific questions about the participants’ lives, while providing the flexibility to ask 

follow up questions based on the respondents’ answers (Stage & Manning, 2005). These 

interviews will be recorded using a digital recorder, so that they may be stored securely, 

backed up, reviewed, and transcribed easily. Interviews will be conducted with key staff, 

faculty members, and students who experience and navigate institutional culture. 

Building strong rapport with the participants will be important to ensure genuine and 

accurate data. Each interview will be structured to “convey knowledge and preliminary 

understanding of the participant’s context” in order to build trust (Stage & Manning, 

2005).   

Student interviews will be conducted through a focus group. While this specific 

method presents challenges to the research, as participants can influence one another’s 
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responses, it also allows the interviewees to draw on each other’s responses to adequately 

answer each question. This interaction, although limiting in some respects, produces a 

large amount of rich data, all while allowing each participant to better understand their 

personal perspectives through listening to others describe similar experiences and 

meanings (Kelly, 2005). The researcher will acquire signed consent from each participant 

to use their responses in the study, and the purpose of the study will be described to each 

participant to assure that they have a full understanding of how their information will be 

used. Lastly, through member checking, all participants will be able to review the data 

and confirm that their perspectives have been captured correctly. 

Document Analysis. Document analysis is used frequently in empirical research 

to supplement data collected through other methods (Stage & Manning, 2005). Reports, 

mission statements, brochures, strategic plans, and other material discovered through 

searches were reviewed using Clark’s (1967) questions for evaluating authenticity of 

documents (as cited in Merriam, 2009). Appendix E displays the document analysis 

worksheet used to analyze each document. These items provided “contextually relevant” 

information – powerful insight into things that may not be observable (Stage & Manning, 

2005, p. 86). Preliminary document analysis occurred prior to interacting with 

participants to identify themes that can potentially be elaborated upon in interviews. 

Additionally, interviewees were asked to suggest and provide access to other documents 

that may inform the research after the interview. The researcher built rapport with senior-

level administrators in order to gain access to and review these pieces. Because 

documents require little, if any, human interaction to gather data, they are a low-cost and 
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stable means to describe the institutional brands and branding practices at the four 

universities (Stage & Manning). 

Within this study, strategic planning documents, admissions print material, 

campus websites, and organizational charts were analyzed to gather cultural and 

historical information about each institution. These documents are organizationally 

relevant and provided rich contextual information that reinforced the information 

collected from interviews and observation. The researcher examined each document to 

determine its availability, credibility, and cultural significance with respect to the values 

of the institution. Upon determining credibility, a content analysis was used to identify 

categories within the documents and to connect said categories to other themes that 

emerge in the data.  

Observation. Lastly, the study relied on observation of a campus information 

session and tour to learn more about how each university communicates about itself with 

both insiders and outsiders. Magolda (2000) found that “rituals such as the campus tour 

work to create an idealized vision of the campus and its inhabitants” (p. 42). This 

observation provided insight into how the campus views itself, communicates about its 

values and promise, and builds buy-in with potential new stakeholders.  The researcher 

observed this practice in a highly public setting, so his identity would not be revealed to 

the participants. Because of the unobtrusive nature of observation, the researcher was 

unable to gain additional context or meaning from those participating in the event; 

however, because the research focused on what the sample institutions communicate to 

prospective stakeholders, this limitation was appropriate for the study.  

The researcher used field notes to document institutional settings, values, and 
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traditions, while capturing participant reactions and questions. When feasible, campus 

tours and information sessions were captured using photographs and recordings that were 

further analyzed once the researcher removed himself from the campus. Appropriate 

consent was secured prior to any campus tour or observation being recorded. Data from 

the observation was used to further describe institutional context, current branding 

practice, and values. 

Table 1 depicts the research questions, connections to relevant theories or models, 

and data sources created to address each question. 

Table 1 

Research Questions, Relevant Themes, and Corresponding Data Sources 

Research Question Theory/Framework Data Sources 
RQ 1: What are the staff, 
faculty, and student 
perceptions of the 
organizational culture at 
Virginia’s four-year 
Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities? 

Schein (2016) Model of 
Organizational Culture 

Observation, Document 
Analysis, and Interview 
Questions 1a, 1b*, 1c, 
1d*, 1e*, 1f*, 1g 

RQ 2: How do staff, faculty, 
and students understand the 
brand equity of each HBCU?  

Keller (2003) 
Dimensions of Brand 
Knowledge 

Interview Questions 2a*, 
2b*, 2c, 2d*, 2e*, 2f*, 
2g 

RQ 3: How do institutional 
culture and brand equity 
influence one other at each 
institution? 

Hatch and Schultz (2008) 
Vision – Culture – Image 
Alignment Model  

Observation, Document 
Analysis, Interview 
Questions 3a, 3b*, 3c, 
3d*, 3e* 

*Interview questions denoted with an asterisk (*) were asked within the focus groups, in 
addition to faculty and staff individual interviews. 
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Population, Sampling, and Participants 

The population of this study includes the 101 four-year Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2019). These institutions, founded primarily to educate African Americans, vary in size, 

sector, academic focus, selectivity, funding, and many other factors. Given these 

variations, this section discusses how institutions and participants will be selected to 

provide a rich description of the phenomenon of organizational culture and brand equity 

at four-year HBCUs. 

Institutional Sampling. Through examining variables reported to the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System [IPEDS], this inquiry focused on the institutions 

within the Commonwealth of Virginia. Virginia was selected for analysis because it 

contained five HBCUs that varied in size, reputation, and selectivity at the onset of the 

study. This wide range of institutions provided great depth for the study, as HBCUs 

exhibit great variation in these factors nationally. After engaging each to gauge interest, 

three of the five colleges in the Commonwealth agreed to participate in the study. One 

institution declined to participate and the other closed before the beginning of the study. 

Each institution is described briefly below. 

Virginia Union University. Virginia Union University was founded in 1865, 

shortly after the conclusion of the American Civil War, as a haven to educate newly freed 

slaves. Representatives from the American Baptist Mission Society congregated at the 

site of a former slave jail that was converted into a theological seminary, located within 

the state’s capitol. While the institution has since moved from its initial location, the 

narrative around its slave jail roots is heavily ingrained in campus tradition and 

storytelling. Present-day Virginia Union University is a private university and is a merger 



 

58 
 

of four historically Black colleges. Each of the four universities are remembered in a 

monument erected on campus in 2015 commemorating the institution’s 150th 

anniversary. Virginia Union currently enrolls 1,805 undergraduates, 92% of whom 

identify as African-American or Black (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Source 

[IPEDS], 2019). Tuition and fees for the 2017-2018 academic year cost $17,488. 

Virginia State University.  Virginia State University was founded in 1882 through 

a bill passed within the state legislature. Only 30 miles south of Virginia Union 

University, Virginia State is the first fully state-supported university for African-

Americans (Roebuck & Murty, 1993). The university acquired land-grant status in 1920, 

which has positioned VSU to serve the state’s agriculture and aquaculture interests for 

nearly a century. In addition to its contribution to the state’s economy through the study 

of agriculture, the institution has become nationally renowned among its HBCU peers for 

its growth in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. As a public 

institution, Virginia State enrolls 4,584 undergraduate students, 61% of whom identify as 

African-American and another 35% percent of students whose race or ethnicity is 

unknown (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Source [IPEDS], 2019). The 

university is classified as small master’s university with a very high undergraduate profile 

(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, n.d.). Tuition and fees for the 

2017-2018 academic year cost $8,726 for in-state students and $19,572 for out-of-state 

students. 

Norfolk State University. Norfolk State University, located in the southeastern 

part of the state, was founded in 1935 — much later than the other two cases in this 

study. In its onset, Norfolk State was actually a branch campus of Virginia Union, since 
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its founders felt that it was critical to feature a liberal arts university that was accessible 

to the region’s growing African-American population. After its initial relationship with 

Virginia Union University ended in 1944, NSU later became affiliated with Virginia 

State University before it became an independent institution in the mid 1950s. The 

institution achieved university status in 1969 and enrollment swelled, making it the 

largest HBCU in the state and one of the largest in the country throughout the 1990s. 

Currently, Norfolk State enrolls 5,421 undergraduate students, 85% of whom identify as 

African-American (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Source [IPEDS], 2019). 

Tuition and fees for the 2017-2018 academic year cost $9,036 for in-state students and 

$20,478 for out-of-state students. 

Within-Case Sampling. Within cases, the sampling strategy was equally 

purposeful. Preliminary research on organizational culture and institutional branding 

practice uncovered key players involved in shaping the direction of the institution. These 

staff members became sound participants for interviews. Based on the review of 

literature, other researchers successfully connected with the university president or chief 

marketing officer to begin data collection (Moore, 2004; Sevier, 2002). In this study, two 

faculty members from the faculty senate (or equivalent governing body), the president or 

the chief academic officer, the chief marketing officer, the chief alumni affairs officer, 

and the chief enrollment or student affairs officer at each institution was invited to 

participate. Of the invitations sent, the researcher confirmed at least three faculty 

interviews and two administrator interviews on each campus. Each participant was asked 

to provide insight into the university’s culture, brand, direction, and future goals. 
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Participants in the student focus group were solicited through purposive sampling. 

Each institution’s student activities’ office was contacted and asked to distribute an e-

mail invitation to students. Potential participants were then asked to complete a 

demographic form to ensure that each group represented a diverse array of class years, 

geographic origin, race and ethnicity, academic interests, and other factors. This diversity 

within the group was important in learning how each institution is perceived by students 

coming from a variety of backgrounds. Focus groups should generally aim to have 6 to 

10 participants (Merriam, 2009); each of the three focus groups in this study contained 

between 6 and 7 participants. 

Within-Case Sampling. Within cases, the sampling strategy was equally 

purposeful. Preliminary research on organizational culture and institutional branding 

practice uncovered key players involved in shaping the direction of the institution. These 

staff members were sound participants for interviews. Based on the review of literature, 

other researchers successfully connected with the university president or chief marketing 

officer to begin data collection (Moore, 2010; Sevier, 2001). In this study, two faculty 

members from the faculty senate (or equivalent governing body), the president or the 

chief academic officer, the chief marketing officer, the chief alumni affairs officer, and 

the chief enrollment or student affairs officer at each institution were invited to 

participate. Each administrator was asked to provide insight into university values, 

direction, and future goals. Preliminary document analysis also revealed other important 

internal stakeholders who helped to answer the research questions. 

Participants in the student focus group were solicited through working with the 

student activities office on each campus. Points of contact on each campus distributed the 
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solicitation email to groups of student leaders to gauge interest. Merriam (2008) 

suggested between six and ten participants for the focus group – the researcher retrieved 

demographic information from students who are interested in participating to ensure a 

diverse array of class years, geographic origin, race and ethnicity, academic interests, and 

other factors. This diversity within the group was important in learning how each 

institution is perceived by students coming from a variety of backgrounds. 

Data Analysis Procedures and Strategies 

Analysis of case study research is a complex, multi-layered process, involving 

multiple forms of interpretation. Within each case, categorical aggregation, where “the 

researcher [sought] a collection of instances from the data, hoping that issue-relevant 

meanings emerge,” was used to identify themes (Creswell, 2007, p. 163). Transcribed 

interviews (including focus groups), field notes of observations, and documents will all 

be examined using open coding. Through review of the codes, categories emerged that 

connected related meanings and perceptions across the data. An analysis of these 

categories created key themes, which were used to illustrated to describe brand and 

culture in detail. As patterns and meanings emerged within each description, Yin’s (2009) 

cross-case synthesis technique (each case is treated as an individual study) was used to 

review and analyze the data across cases. Yin (2014) suggested that the researcher uses 

word tables to depict commonalities and differences between cases. All of these 

strategies were used to make sense of the data and will be further discussed in this 

section. 

This study involved three methods of data collection: through observation, 

through interviews (including focus groups), and through review of documents. In order 
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to capture all of the themes present in the data, Merriam (2009) suggested that the 

researcher begin analysis at the conclusion of the first set of interviews. This 

simultaneous analysis allowed the researcher to identify themes, note questions, and 

adjust methods to investigate emergent themes further in future data collection. 

Creswell (2003) added that the result of case study analysis provides a rich 

description of each case studied. Stake (1995) contended that there are four types of data 

analysis in case study research that allow the researcher to fully achieve this description: 

categorical aggregation of the data, direct interpretation; identification of patterns, and, 

finally, naturalistic generalizations. Using categorical aggregation and the theoretical 

frameworks, the researcher identified important instances within the data to develop 

themes. Each piece of data was examined individually to gather meanings from the 

participants. These meanings, along with the interpretations drawn from the case 

observations and document analyses, were used to answer the research questions and 

formulate strategies to strengthen brand equity at each institution. 

Yin (2014) emphasized the importance of pattern matching in strengthening the 

internal validity of the study. These patterns, which emerged from the data, allowed the 

researcher to better answer the research questions and establish connections between 

multiple sources of information within the study. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) suggested 

that pattern matching begin with revisiting the research questions. By starting with the 

questions, the researcher intentionally combed through the data to identify potential 

answers to the phenomena that the study is investigating. 

Analysis of each case began with preliminary document analysis prior to each 

campus visit. Using each campus’s website, the researcher gathered public documents 
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that reflect each institution’s mission, vision, history, direction (through strategic 

planning), and messaging to outsiders. These rich sources of information provided 

introductory insight into the organization’s culture, spotlighting rituals, beliefs, values, 

and campus context. Merriam (2009) cautioned researchers about drawing conclusions 

from documents available electronically. The public nature of this information was privy 

to bias, both from the author and researcher. To address this limitation, these documents 

were used to provide greater context into each case and support meanings that 

participants shared based on their respective campus experiences. Emergent themes from 

the preliminary analysis were used to complement field notes, interview transcripts, and 

documents provided by participants to fully describe each case. 

Each campus visit was scheduled to provide enough time for the researcher to 

fully transcribe, reflect upon, and analyze each case prior to moving on to the next site. 

Analysis began by coding the first transcripts, which allowed the researcher to effectively 

organize all of the data to ensure that all items are easily accessible (Yin, 2014; Creswell; 

2008; Merriam, 2009). This database aided the researcher in analyzing data from multiple 

sources using the steps noted above. Throughout the analysis, the researcher drafted 

memos to capture initial reactions, follow-up questions, and other notations that relate to 

the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of the study (Merriam, 2009). These 

reflections, along with the themes that emerge from analysis were used to plan for the 

next data collection session.  

The data was segmented and reviewed using open coding. Coffey and Atkinson 

(1996) described coding a process to help the researcher to “identify themes, patterns, 

events, and actions that are of interest to the researcher and that provide a means of 
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organizing data sets” (p. 32). Coffey and Atkinson’s multidimensional process to coding 

qualitative data includes data reduction, data categorization, connection of meanings to 

the theoretical frameworks, and making connections between the data within the context 

of the case (Maxwell, 2003). The researcher used a qualitative data analysis software 

program, to code, categorize, and organize the data. The qualitative data analysis program 

functioned using the code-and-retrieve strategy, which was helpful in assisting the 

researcher to connect various pieces of data around emergent themes. The software also 

allowed the researcher to create visual models, which depicted connections between 

categories of data units and aided in theory development (Merriam, 2009). 

Subjectivity Statement 

My interest in this topic stemmed from a college tour that I went on in the fall of 

2001. As an African American student enrolled in a local college preparation program, I 

attended a college bus tour with a group of fellow classmates. The tour traveled from 

Fredericksburg, VA (where I was enrolled in high school) south to Atlanta, GA, visiting 

HBCUs on the way, including Hampton University, North Carolina Central University, 

and the Atlanta University Center (Morehouse College, Spelman College, and Clark 

Atlanta University). I enjoyed the feel of these institutions, presumably because I had 

grown up in a predominantly Black neighborhood and attended schools with high 

proportions of Black and Latinx students. As admissions deadlines approached later that 

year, I decided to apply to two HBCUs and four predominantly-White institutions for 

baccalaureate study.  

Excited about my choices, I shared my school aspirations with a relative for 

further insight. His response was jarring: he said, “You don’t want to apply to a Black 
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school…you want to go to a good school.” At the time, I dismissed his statement, but I 

began researching how others perceived an HBCU education. One after another, each 

article or college ranking system that I encountered would stress the legitimacy of the 

four PWIs on my list and make little mention of my two HBCU choices. Ultimately, I 

decided to cross the HBCU options off of my list. 

Years later, as a researcher, I wondered how many other students are making 

similar decisions. In the time since my undergraduate college search process, I developed 

a strong relationship with higher education, specifically with building and strengthening 

the connection that students feel with their institution. While working or studying at four 

predominantly-White universities over the past 15 years, I observed how each of these 

institutions has invested in a strong institutional culture that creates a strong brand. I 

realized that my relative’s statement could indeed reflect the weak brand that HBCUs 

collectively have, and I am interested in learning more about how the culture that made 

me feel so welcomed can be leveraged to strengthen the collective brand of HBCUs 

nationally and internationally. 

My role in the study was to interface with the case and subject matter to “co-

create the interpretations derived” (Creswell, 2003). Considering the experiences that 

have piqued my interest in this topic, I took appropriate measures to ensure that my 

biases did not interfere with the meanings drawn from the data collected. Peer review and 

member checking, which will be discussed in the next section, were utilized to confirm 

that participant meanings are being interpreted, analyzed, and reported accurately.  In 

addition, reflective memos and field notes were used to document personal reflections 

during interviews and observations. I felt the need to compare campuses to what I had 
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experienced in the past, so I use a subjectivity memo to systematically document those 

thoughts as they arose. 

Trustworthiness 

Three methods were employed to ensure trustworthiness in the findings of the 

study: expert review, member checking, and triangulation of data. Each method and its 

relation to the research design will be discussed further below. 

After collecting, transcribing, and coding data for the first case, the researcher 

shared findings with one faculty member to ensure that "the findings are plausible based 

on the data" (Merriam, 2009, p. 220). This peer review was important, as proper coding 

identifies themes that will contribute to findings. These findings answered the questions, 

so if the coding is flawed, the study automatically would become much less trustworthy. 

Peer review ensured a measure of plausibility, which Lincoln (2002) identified as one 

measure that enhances trustworthiness in qualitative research. 

Member checking was also a critical part of the research design to ensure 

trustworthiness. The study interviewed 36 participants that all had various faculty, staff, 

and student roles within the institutions. Once this data was transcribed, reviewed, coded, 

analyzed, and synthesized, findings and themes were taken back to participants to make 

sure that their meanings were accurately captured. In most cases, the researcher's analysis 

should ring true for them (Merriam, 2009), but if not, participants were able to elaborate 

further on areas that they felt deserved revisiting. Member checking was important 

because the researcher had an obligation to represent the phenomenon and the 

participants accurately. With respondent validation, the study improved the truth value 

(Guba, 1981; Kreftig, 1991) and strengthened credibility of the findings. 
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Lastly, the research design utilized four sources of data (documents, interviews, 

focus groups, and observation) in an effort to create triangulation. Triangulation provided 

some evidence of saturation (Merriam, 2009), but also made the study more dependable, 

credible, and confirmable (Guba, 1981).  By using three methods of data collection, the 

study “confirms emergent findings” (Merriam, p. 229), in addition to providing enough 

context and content to create a rich, thick description. These three strategies combined to 

enhance the overall research design and confirm trustworthiness during data analysis. 

Ethical Issues 

Researchers are charged with protecting their participants, particularly since this 

study focuses on “contemporary human affairs,” meaning that participants will continue 

to be immersed in the problem of research after the study is complete (Yin, 2014). 

Participants were asked to complete an informed consent form, outlining the purpose and 

questions of the study. Additionally, the study honored both the privacy and 

confidentiality of the participants; the researcher created pseudonyms to protect them 

from any harm that may arise from the information that was shared. The study was 

submitted to and approved by the Institutional Review Board at the George Washington 

University. Because human research was being conducted using participants from other 

universities, the study was submitted for review by each campus’s review boards for 

approval prior to conducting research. 

Summary 

This chapter began by revisiting the purpose of the study. Next, it discussed the 

research design, the collective case study method, and how it was used to explore both 

practices and perceptions of the institutional brand at four public historically Black 
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universities. The multiple sources of information (interviews, focus groups, document 

analysis, and observation) collected from each case lends greater internal validity to the 

study. Also, examining multiple cases allowed for findings to be more generalizable to 

the larger HBCU population. The chapter then described the population, sample, and 

sampling strategy.  After discussing data analysis strategies and limitations embedded in 

the study due to its design, the chapter closes with trustworthiness, Internal Review 

Board procedures, and the timeline for the study. 
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

The purpose of this collective case study is two-fold: to understand perceptions of 

organizational culture and institutional brand equity at three historically Black 

universities, and to explore how those perceptions of culture and brand influence one 

another. Using document analysis, interviews, and observation, the researcher collected 

data that contributed towards the development of an in-depth description of each 

university. This chapter will summarize the demographic characteristics of each of the 

institutions that participated in the study, as well as provide an overview of the research 

methods used for data collection. Lastly, the findings of the study will be presented, 

according to the study’s research questions, which are as follows: 

1. How do the staff, faculty, and student perceptions of the organizational culture at 

Virginia’s four-year Historically Black Colleges and Universities? 

2. How do staff, faculty, and students understand the brand equity of each HBCU?  

3. How do institutional culture and brand equity influence one other at each 

institution?  

Institutional Profiles 

This study featured three historically Black universities: Virginia Union 

University, Virginia State University, and Norfolk State University, which are all located 

within the Commonwealth of Virginia. Although the institutions shared many 

similarities, their individual narratives, settings, and demographic characteristics 

distinguished them from one another in distinct ways. Due to their location within the 

same state, the histories of each of these institutions have overlapped with each other 
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over the years in some striking ways. Table 2 summarizes key demographic information 

for each of the three universities included in the study. 

Table 2 

Select Demographic Information for Participating Universities 

Category 
Virginia Union 

University 
Virginia State 

University 
Norfolk State 

University 

Setting midsize city large suburb midsize city 

Location Richmond, VA Petersburg, VA Norfolk, VA 

Founding year 1865 1882 1930 

University status private public public 

Undergraduate 
enrollment (Fall ‘16) 1,674 4,302 5,421 

% of African-
American 
undergraduates 
(Fall ‘16) 

92% 
61% (35% 

race/ethnicity 
unknown) 

85% 

Graduation rate 27% 42% 42% 

% of students on 
financial aid 

94% receiving 
grants or 

scholarships; 
75% receiving 

Federal Pell grant 

92% receiving 
grants or 

scholarships; 
71% receiving 

Federal Pell grant 

64% receiving 
grants or 

scholarships; 
64% receiving 

Federal Pell grant 

Student-to-faculty 
ratio 16:1 15:1 17:1 

Founding religious affiliation state-supported, 
land-grant satellite campus 
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Data Collection Methods and Analysis Techniques  

Interviews and Focus Groups 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with faculty and staff using an 

interview protocol designed to answer the research questions, leveraging the extant 

literature to identify specific talking points that would unearth perceptions and feelings 

about culture and brand. One semi-structured focus group with student participants was 

conducted on each campus, utilizing an amended interview protocol, that focused 

specifically on questions that were most conducive to shared conversation. The interview 

protocol can be found in Appendix A.  

Faculty who had demonstrated involvement in the Faculty Senate or in other 

decision-making bodies or roles on campus were targeted for participation, given their 

immersion and participation in key institutional leadership activities. Their service on 

campus was assessed through published biographies and curriculum vitae. Faculty 

participants had been affiliated with the institutions for an average of 15.05 years. Staff 

participants were identified largely based on their roles on campus — the study targeted 

mid- to senior-level administrators who led the institutions’ marketing, student affairs, or 

alumni affairs operations. Staff participants had been affiliated with their campuses for an 

average of 5.9 years at the time of the interview. Student participants were recruited 

through student affairs or student activities offices. Many students were actively involved 

in campus leadership opportunities, such as student government, programming boards, or 

learning communities. On average, students had been affiliated with the institutions for 

1.925 years.  

While there was parity between men and women participants among faculty and 

staff, but among students, women outnumbered men almost two to one. In total, 10 
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faculty, 7 staff, and 19 students participated in the study – the student focus group 

averaged about 6 in each group. With regard to race, the participants were 

overwhelmingly African-American (75%), which aligns with the racial demography on 

each campus. For student participants, their majors varied, with criminal justice being the 

most popular, followed by mass communications. The following tables capture 

demographic characteristics of the interviewees, including gender, roles, race, and 

selected characteristics of individual participants. 

Table 3  

Gender Breakdown of Interview and Focus Group Participants 

 Faculty & Staff Students*  

Institution Men Women Men Women Total 

Virginia Union 
University 4 1 3 3 11 

Virginia State 
University 4 3 2 5 14 

Norfolk State 
University 1 4 1 5 12 

Total 9 8 6 13 36 
*Student participants were interviewed together in a focus group on each campus. 
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Table 4  

Role Breakdown of Interview and Focus Group Participants 

Institution Faculty Staff Students* Total 

Virginia Union 
University 3 2 6 11 

Virginia State 
University 4 3 7 14 

Norfolk State 
University 3 2 6 12 

Total 10 7 19 36 
*Student participants were interviewed together in a focus group on each campus. 

Table 5  

Racial Breakdown of Interview and Focus Group Participants 

Race Faculty Staff Students* Total 

Black / African 
American 4 6 17 75% 

Hispanic / Latinx 2 0 1 13.9% 

Multiracial 0 0 1 2.8% 

White 1 1 0 8.3% 

Total 10 7 19 100% 
*Student participants were interviewed together in a focus group on each campus. 
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Table 6 

Majors of Student Participants 

Major Total 

Accounting 1 

Biology 2 

Business 2 

Chemistry 2 

Computer Science 2 

Criminal Justice 4 

History 1 

Mass Communications 3 

Music 1 

Political Science 2 

Total 19 
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Table 7 

Participant Profiles 

 Virginia Union University Virginia State University Norfolk State University 

Faculty 

• Barbara – associate 
professor; Black woman; 2 
years 

• Bill – professor; White man; 
29 years 

• Brandon – associate 
professor; White man; 8.5 
years 

• Calvin – assistant 
professor; White man; 26 
years 

• Catrina – adjunct 
professor; Black woman; 
6 years 

• Celeste - associate 
professor; Black woman; 
11 years 

• Colby – professor; White 
man; 11 years 

• Dante – associate professor; 
Latino man; 19 years 

• Dionne – professor; Latina 
woman; 18 years 

• Dominique – associate 
professor; Black woman; 18 
years 

Staff 

• Barry – senior administrator; 
Black man; 4 years 

• Bernard – administrator; 
Black man; 2.5 years 

• Cameron – senior 
administrator; Black 
man; 15 years 

• Chantelle – senior 
administrator Black 
woman; 2 years 

• Connor – administrator; 
White man; 13 years 

• Desiree – senior 
administrator; Black 
woman; 2 years 

• Diana – administrator; 
Black woman; 4 years 

Students 

The student participants (Belinda, 
Benjamin, Bethany, Brooke, Bobby, 
and Bradley) were the newly elected 
members of student government for 
the upcoming academic year. 

The student participants 
(Camille, Candice, Caroline, 
Catherine, Charles, Christopher, 
and Clara) were all members of 
the university’s programming 
boards. 

The student participants (Daisy, 
Dalia, Danielle, David, Delilah, and 
Donna) were members of a 
leadership academy for 
undergraduate students. 
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Review of Documents 

While interviews and focus groups allowed the researcher to gather data directly 

related to faculty, staff, and student perceptions of culture and brand, document analysis 

provided additional context to understand how culture and brand permeated throughout 

the institution’s formal communication channels. As a part of the study, the researcher 

reviewed the active strategic plan, the mission statement, the institutional history (as 

captured on websites), admissions materials, and relevant meeting minutes accessible 

online. In many cases, these documents complemented the interview and observation 

data. A table of documents collected and analyzed for each university is included below. 

Table 8  

Inventory of Documents 

Virginia Union University Virginia State University Norfolk State University 

Admissions Brochures Admissions Brochures Admissions Brochures 

Alumni magazine Mission Statement Book written about history 

Book written about history Local media news 
coverage 

Local media news coverage 

Local media news coverage Organizational websites Mission Statement 

Mission Statement Strategic Plan Organizational websites 

Organizational websites  Strategic Plan 

Strategic Plan  Student affairs brochures 

Observation 

Campus observations were conducted to capture cultural and brand elements that 

could not be captured via interviews or through analysis of documents. The researcher 

participated in two campus tours and prospective student information sessions on each 

campus to observe how tour guides told the institutional narrative and to identify how 
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each institution used the physical place to connect with prospective students and families. 

Because each interview was also conducted on campus, in total, each campus had a 

minimum of 4 visits at various times throughout the academic year. The researcher used 

reflective memos, photos, brochures, and maps to note key observations that emerged 

from the in-person campus visits. 

Through interviews with faculty and staff, focus groups with students, review of 

key documents, and observation, the data was analyzed and triangulated to form the 

findings that will be presented in the next section of this chapter. All interviews, 

documents, and observation memos were coded in the first cycle manually, using open 

descriptive coding. Available documents and observation notes were coded first, as they 

were acquired or created prior to most interviews taking place. The interviews were 

coded in batches by institution, allowing specific themes to emerge among participants. 

Follow-up questions, utilizing semi-structured interviewing techniques, were included to 

encourage participants to expand on specific answers where deeper context was 

necessary to understand their responses.  

Transcripts, documents, and memos were uploaded into a qualitative data analysis 

software program for further analysis. Each transcript was coded again manually using 

the software. During this step, all original codes were transferred into the qualitative data 

analysis program, and each interview transcript was also recoded with attribute codes to 

allow for better sorting among interview questions. For second cycle coding, the open 

descriptive codes were grouped into categories, based on the theoretical frameworks that 

were connected to the exploration of each research question. The categorical groupings 

were then analyzed to identify themes based on the repetition of key words and phrases. 
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Using Schein’s Model for Organizational Culture, open codes related to 

organizational culture were sorted into three categories derived from the model. These 

three categories were developed based on the three layers of culture, artifacts, values, and 

assumptions, and codes were sorted based on their alignment with each category. The 

code family for organizational culture is captured below in Figure 2.   

 

 

The categories for Question 2 were established using Keller’s (2003) definition of 

brand knowledge, which divides brand into two components, brand awareness and brand 

image. 

Brand awareness comprises of two parts. First, recognition is the user’s 

familiarity with the service or product (for example, Apple has a brand that is widely 

recognizable and with which many people are familiar, even if they do not own any 

Apple products) (Keller, 1993). Second, recall is the user’s ability to quickly identify a 

product or service if given a specific product category (for example, one recalling Coca-

Cola when asked about soft drinks or recalling Nike when asked about shoe brands) 

Organizational	
Culture	

(ORG_CULT)

Artifacts	
(ORG_CULT_ART)

Beliefs	and	Values	
(ORG_CULT_VAL)

Assumptions	
(ORG_CULT_ASM)

Figure 2  

Organizational Culture Code Family Tree 
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(Keller, 1993). Brand image comprises of three parts: attitudes, attributes, and benefits. 

Codes were grouped based on how they aligned with each of these components to allow 

the researcher to compare perceptions of brand equity at the deepest possible level across 

the data. The relationship between these code categories is outlined in Figure 3. 

Figure 3  

Brand Equity Code Family Tree 

 

The categories for Question 3 were created using the Vision-Culture-Image 

Alignment Model. The Model includes analytic questions to analyze misalignment 

between an organization’s culture and its image, and these analytic questions were used 

as a framework to better understand the relationship between organizational culture and 

brand equity. Specifically, codes that related to stakeholder perceptions of the institution 

(both internal and external), as well as the nature and depth of stakeholder relationships 

with employees were grouped in this area. The relationships between these categories are 

outlined in Figure 4. 

Brand	(BR)

Brand	Awareness	
(BR_AWR)

Recognition	
(BR_AWR_RECOG)

Recall	
(BR_AWR_RECALL)

Brand	Image	
(BR_IMG)

Attributes	
(BR_IMG_ATT)

Benefits	
(BR_IMG_BEN)

Attitudes	
(BR_IMG_TUDES)
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Figure 4 

Influence between Organizational Culture and Brand Equity Code Family Tree 

 

All three models were used to analyze and interpret the data. To better align with 

research questions, data was analyzed by each question, with certain passages amassing 

codes across categories, as well.  This helped to maintain consistency throughout the 

analytic process. 

Research Question #1: Perceptions of Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture is defined as “the accumulated shared learning [of a group] 

as it solves its problems of external adaptation and internal integration” (Schein, 2016, p. 

6). In this definition, the “accumulated shared learning” (Schein) refers to meanings that 

organizations draw from to inform how they collectively navigate changes to their 

environment. These meanings, though embedded in a collective learning experience, 

guide norms and behaviors within a group and are socially constructed. Since 

organizations are constructed by humans, individually and in groups, each organizational 

member has a “frame of reference” that is grounded in their own beliefs, values, and 

experiences (Bess & Dees, 2012, p. 14). As a result, perceptions of organizational culture 
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among organizational members, such as faculty, staff, and students, are socially 

constructed and therefore, meanings may vary from person to person. As noted earlier, to 

best identify elements of culture, Schein’s (2016) Model of Organizational Culture was 

used to connect the themes to the three levels of culture: artifacts (visible structures, 

processes, and elements on each campus), beliefs and values (communicated goals, 

aspirations, or values), and assumptions (underlying, “taken-for-granted” beliefs that 

shape behaviors). 

In the exploration of this research question, findings will be presented through the 

following themes: (1) sense of history and identity, (2) leadership and governance, (3) 

strategic planning, and (4) resource dependency. These themes represent areas that were 

prevalent in the analysis of interview, focus group, observation, and document reviews. 

An institution’s sense of history and identity provides insight into its origins, but 

also is an indicator of elements of its organizational culture. Ledwell-Brown & Dias 

(1994) found that the organization’s story gives outsiders important insight into its 

culture. These narratives capture how institutions manage and persist through obstacles, 

generate beliefs and values, and deepen member commitment to the organization (Martin, 

Feldman, Hatch, & Sitkin, 1983; Martin & Powers, 1983; Kaye & Jacobson, 1999). 

Sense of history permeates all three levels of institutional culture. As an artifact, the 

stories themselves serve as visible and “feelable” items that create cursory connection 

between members and the organization (Schein, 2016, p. 6). These historical narratives 

typically are rooted in institutional values or beliefs that continue to be reinforced in daily 

campus life. Lastly, as noted earlier, a sense of history reflects underlying or deeply-

rooted behaviors that have been confirmed and reinforced over time on campus. Though 
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the methods of transmission and details of each university’s story varied, the rich sense of 

history and connection to the past emerged as an important part of the cultures at all three 

institutions. 

Leadership and governance, given their relationship to defining institutional 

norms, also have a deep impact on institutional culture. All three institutions in this study 

experienced presidential turnover (some abruptly) through the duration of the study, 

which created uncertainty regarding how faculty and administrators would work together 

to achieve strategic goals. For this reason, understandings of presidential leadership and 

governance provided important context to understand organizational culture. Governance 

structures and processes on each campus represent artifacts – structures that faculty and 

staff pointed to that defined their cultures – although shifts in leadership and institutional 

practice unearthed misalignment between espoused values and underlying assumptions 

with respect to institutional governance. 

Strategic planning at each institution also provided key insights into 

organizational culture. As a document, the strategic plan highlighted the leaders involved 

in building organizational aspirations, which align with the second level of culture: 

beliefs and values. The document highlights the leaders involved in the process and 

demonstrates how the institution draws connections between its mission, its espoused 

values, its current state, and future aspirations. As a result, the strategic plan is a 

representation of all three levels of culture within an organization, as defined by Schein 

(2016). 

Lastly, each campus exhibited limited access to resources, which established 

expectations that supported and challenged elements of organizational culture. Schein 
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(2016) connected physical structures (such as buildings), technology (both its use and 

availability), access to appropriate financial resources, and operational processes to 

organizational culture. Physical structures, technology, and documented processes all 

classify as artifacts, while access to financial resources and how processes inspired and 

governed behavior both reflected deeper assumptions embedded into an institution’s 

culture (Schein, 2016). Throughout the study, each campus had a set of behaviors and 

norms, which were established in response to resource dependency, that created 

difficulties for students, faculty, and staff to collaborate effectively to advance the 

institution. These practices, which vary at each institution, will be discussed through a 

lens of institutional culture. 

All of these themes combine to provide a snapshot of aspects of culture that 

faculty, students, and staff found to be most salient on their respective campuses. The 

first research question that was explored in this study is as follows: how do staff, faculty, 

and students perceive the organizational culture at Virginia’s four-year Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities? The findings related to this question will be presented below 

by each institution, followed by an analysis across all three cases. 

Virginia Union University 

Sense of history and identity. As a religiously affiliated institution founded at 

the conclusion of the Civil War, Virginia Union leveraged symbols, stories, and even the 

curriculum to connect organizational members to the institution’s commitment to serving 

students. This collection of artifacts, which represented its history, emerged in many of 

the participant interviews, the campus tour, and on monuments and other landmarks 

across campus. As mentioned before, Virginia Union was founded at the site of a former 



 

84 
 

slave jail that was converted to a seminary focused on educating newly freed African-

Americans. The transformation of its original location from a place of strife to one of 

promise has been woven into the institution’s identity and remains the dominant story on 

campus. As Professor Brandon notes:   

The dominant narrative at Virginia Union is the narrative of Lumpkin's Jail. So 

down at Shockoe Bottom, before the Civil War, there was a jail and auction house 

for runaway slaves. I believe it was runaway slaves, or possibly just any slaves, 

but there was a, basically a slave jail and auction house run by this guy named 

Lumpkin. And it was known in the black community as the Devil's Half Acre, it 

was sort of this nasty prison where terrible things happened, and people were sold 

back into slavery. 

Professor Barbara emphasized the symbolism associated with students graduating from 

an institution whose roots began at a former slave jail: 

So, to take that same podium [the auction block of the slave jail] that was used to 

sell slaves, to imprison slaves, [and] to be able to deconstruct and reconstruct that 

[podium, at] graduation time, to [a space] for liberation. The podium that serves 

as the bridge to a limitless future, is just miraculous to witness. 

Bethany, an undergraduate student, referenced the Lumpkin’s jail narrative as a call to 

action for her peers: 

This school was Lumpkin's Jail — this institution really transitioned from a slave 

jail. However, I don't think that we're really embracing that history. I think that 

we're kinda just, not really slipping through the cracks, but we're not as active as 

we used to be. 
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The slave jail narrative was used to frame the institution’s evolution over time throughout 

many of the interviews. The story is prominently featured on the institution’s website and 

is the lead introduction on many of the institution’s admissions material. Students on 

campus could even be seen wearing “Straight Outta Lumpkins” t-shirts, commemorating 

their connection to the story and to the university, and demonstrating how the legacy 

surrounding the institution’s founding has permeated the institution’s culture. 

Another dominant story told on campus relates to the efforts to desegregate lunch 

counters and stores throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia. Most notably, nearly 

three dozen Virginia Union students were arrested for protesting segregation at a lunch 

counter in downtown Richmond, and a campus administrator had to leverage his 

mortgage in order to get them released and back to campus (Hylton, 2014). The sit-in, 

and the legal cases that followed, made history, as charges filed against the “Richmond 

34” were appealed all the way up to the US Supreme Court. The Supreme Court vacated 

the previous rulings and cleared the Richmond 34 of all wrongdoing (Supreme Court of 

the United States, 1962), which signified a major victory for the American civil rights 

movement.   

A plaque memorializing the Richmond 34 and their fight for justice can be seen 

on campus. Both administrators, Barry and Bernard, pointed to this event as evidence that 

the university has always been politically active and has produced leaders. Bethany, who 

is an undergraduate student, described the story as a reminder about the opportunity that 

she and her peers have to affect change in their communities: 

I want us to kinda get back to doing things...that directly affect the black 

community, as well [as] the United States, in general. Like the Richmond 34, 
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things like that. I don't really recall the last time that we've actually stepped up 

and [did] something about what's going on. We talk a lot about what's going on. I 

think that all of us are very [well-versed] in what's going on but we don't really 

act on it. We're not as active in civil rights...or things that are directly affecting us 

as we [were] before. 

The narrative of the Richmond 34 continues to be institutionalized on campus as a 

reflection of the institution’s willingness to act in seeking justice and equality for 

African-Americans. 

Virginia Union’s Christian heritage is equally embedded in how the institution 

understands and conducts itself. The first part of the university’s mission is explicit about 

its religious roots: “Virginia Union University is nourished by its African American and 

Christian heritage and energized by a commitment to excellence and diversity” (Virginia 

Union University, 2019). The university goes on to describe its commitment to “provide 

a nurturing, intellectually challenging, and spiritually enriching environment for 

learning,” which reinforces the moral exploration that students are expected to encounter 

while at the institution (Virginia Union University, 2019).  

The Christian heritage is embedded into the student, faculty, and staff experience 

in several overt ways. When arriving on Virginia Union’s campus, the “noble buildings,” 

the 9 granite buildings that comprise the original campus footprint, are immediately 

noticeable. Coburn Hall, which houses the university’s chapel, is most notable of them, 

occupying the center of campus and featuring stained-glass windows and a grand 

entrance. The building is clearly established as a cornerstone of the campus, as many 

major events and rituals happen there. A review of the new student orientation handbook 
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revealed that students begin each morning of the four-week orientation program with a 

reflection in the Chapel.  

During the academic year, students are required to attend Chapel services once a 

week on Thursdays, which usually feature a sermon. Professor Brandon also recounted 

that the university’s chaplain (or pastor) is one of the most visible and respected figures 

on campus, offering counsel to students throughout their time at Virginia Union. The 

university’s anniversary, Founders’ Day, is celebrated in early February and is usually 

commemorated with a guest speaker, who offers a sermon and motivating words to the 

graduating class. This event also takes place in the Chapel.  

The university’s most notable academic program is the Samuel DeWitt Proctor 

School of Theology (STVU). STVU has produced many active religious leaders, who 

contribute to ministries across the region and around the country (Hylton, 2014). 

Professor Bill described STVU in his interview: “That's the jewel in the crown so to 

speak. We've had quite a reputation of turning out great ministers. Practically every city 

you can imagine, small, medium, large would have a minister who went to Virginia 

Union.” For many years, the dean of the school of theology has been a member of the 

university president’s executive leadership council, which is not the case for any other 

school at the institution. The Christian ideals even permeate to Virginia Union events off-

campus. Administrator Barry described prayer breakfasts hosted at churches in cities 

around the country that keep alumni engaged and cultivates potential donors on behalf of 

Virginia Union. As Professor Barbara described, “there's a strong Christian based 

element that remains here as the centerpiece for Union.” The university’s grounding in 
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the Christian faith has clearly emerged as one of its most enduring and differentiating 

espoused values. 

Most participants were knowledgeable about and referenced the institution’s 

heritage throughout the interviews. Moreover, faculty members could easily identify 

ways that they personally connected with the university’s commitment to serve black 

students. Because the institution has a strong organizational identity, rooted in “African-

American and Christian heritage,” the curriculum reflects proactive steps that the faculty 

have taken to ensure that students learn about African-American history (Virginia Union 

University, 2019a). Students are required to take African-American history, art, and 

culture courses as a part of the core curriculum, and faculty are empowered to create new 

ways for students to engage with the African-American experience. Professor Barbara 

recounted that in the university’s freshman composition course, students have to engage 

with their personal histories through intentional assignments: 

One of the things, especially in our Freshman studies courses, one of their 

projects is to find out the origin of their last name and where it actually came 

from. It's quite fascinating to get the response and reactions from students, and to 

start there. This year coming up, we're going to implement the Ancestry.com and 

take it to another level and find out their background, which area, or what their 

DNA is made up of. 

Professor Brandon noted that an African-American philosophy course was recently 

offered. She highlighted the university’s second symposium for the humanities, which 

was designed to engage students, faculty, and community members in discussion about 
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the issues affecting African-Americans through a social science lens. Professor Barbara 

continues: 

And so, that's one of the things and it's in our mission statement, especially in 

regards to the importance of implementing the content regarding the African 

diaspora throughout the different disciplines. And as in the mission 

statement…another good thing about the institution…a lot of students have been 

exposed to a lot of material and curriculum that does not speak to them. 

This demonstrates the institution’s deep commitment to educating its student body about 

history and reinforcing its heritage as a key element of the institutional culture. 

 Virginia Union’s sense of history uncovered important layers of the institutional 

culture. The prevalent stories around its founding connected members of the community 

and served as the narrative that introduced new potential members to the campus 

community. Other traditions, such as weekly chapel and other religious ceremonies, 

echoed the institution’s relationship to its Christian heritage. Its mergers, as memorialized 

in a monument on campus, emphasized the resilience of the HBCUs in providing 

opportunity to African-American students. The Richmond 34 reflected a historical 

commitment to fighting injustice and discrimination locally beyond the campus walls. 

Lastly, the focus on African-American history throughout the curriculum reflected a 

sense of responsibility that the institution believes that all of its members should have to 

the African-American experience. These stories, presented as artifacts, represent deeply-

rooted institutional values and illuminate taken-for-granted assumptions on campus, 

making them key representations of VUU’s culture. 
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Leadership and Governance. At the onset of the study, Virginia Union 

University was led by a charismatic president, Dr. Claude G. Perkins, who had been in 

place since 2009 and had earned a reputation on campus as a community builder and 

strategic thinker. Prior to his arrival, the previous president was perceived to be more 

autocratic in her leadership, according to Professor Brandon, which led to some 

contentious battles with faculty. Compared to his predecessor, Dr. Perkins was less 

authoritarian with faculty and focused on external partnerships and fundraising. In 

reflecting on Dr. Perkins’ leadership style, the faculty valued his openness to include 

faculty in institutional decision-making. Professor Brandon, for example, noted that 

Perkins was “not quite so authoritarian” which fostered an environment of collaboration 

between the administration and the faculty. Professor Barbara added that “[Perkins] was 

able to make a lot of connections...and he has the living and learning center that he 

created, which...is fabulous because now we have a central location now where the 

community is invited.” When Perkins announced his retirement in 2016, the institution 

named the 240-bed living and learning facility in his honor. Following Perkins’ 

departure, there has been turnover in senior administrative roles on campus. An interim 

president, Dr. Joseph Johnson, who had previously served as a senior vice president at the 

university, fulfilled presidential duties while a national search was conducted to fill the 

role. Professor Barbara appreciated Dr. Johnson’s initiative:  

So, what I admire and what's so influential about our current interim president…is 

how he's taught me …that…when there's a storm or something challenging is 

happening at [an] institution, sometimes that's the best time to step in, to roll up 

your sleeves and get down to business, if you will. As opposed to running, it's just 
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easy to take flight, but those who can step up to the plate, if you will, during the 

storm, there's something to be said about leaders like that. 

All of the faculty and staff interviews took place during Dr. Johnson’s presidency, 

and as a result, many of the reflections from faculty and staff were aspirational, since the 

university was in search of a new leader. Faculty at the Virginia Union University also 

aspired for a leader who focused on collaboration. Professor Barbara’s ideal leader was 

visionary and one who focused on collaboration. She hoped for a leader “that [believed] 

in the team . . . and [supported] them...One who [was] eclectic...one [who was] a 

visionary [leader].” Administrator Bernard also echoed the faculty’s sentiment about the 

importance of a holistic leader who could help the institution grow in many ways. He 

stated:  

I think that we have to have leaders who are competent and who are concerned 

about [our] image...and less concerned about just getting a paycheck. I think that 

from a financial fair standpoint, we have to have leadership that is one, in tune 

with the community, but concerned about [fiscal aspects of the institution; and 

second]; from a relationship standpoint, creating positive relationships with the 

community and making sure that we're taking care of our business. 

The responsibility of ensuring that the institution is advancing its mission and 

actualizing its goals does not rest solely on the shoulders of the president. On a college 

campus, shared governance is common where the academic responsibilities are shared 

between the president and the faculty. All three faculty members served in leadership 

roles on the divisional level, although Brandon, who had served on the Faculty Senate, 

was most vocal about shared governance on campus. The faculty participants had 
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contrasting perceptions of governance, which suggests that there is a lack of clarity 

around shared decision-making.  

Brandon recalled his experiences at his first faculty meeting by commenting:  

When I went to my very first faculty meeting that very first day on the campus, I 

was frankly taken aback at the oddly authoritarian nature of the address the 

President gave to the faculty. The notion of academic freedom, and faculty having 

opinions on things that differed from the administration in any way, shape or form 

seemed to be quite [forbidden]. 

While Professor Brandon noted that the climate for faculty had improved under the 

President Perkins’ leadership, Professor Bill supported Professor Brandon’s sentiments 

by recalling a lack of cohesion and collegiality that he associated with the former 

administration:  

I think in recent years we have lacked the focus that we once had, lacked the... 

There's been a [lesser] degree of togetherness. There's been a more of an 

autocratic view from the administration. There has not been the collegiality there 

once was…[A] lack of caring leadership at the top contributed a lot. 

Unfortunately, it was difficult to obtain documents chronicling the university’s shared 

governance structures. Based on the institution’s website, it was clear that the president 

works directly with an executive leadership council that includes the provost (chief 

academic officer) and the Dean of the School of Theology (who also serves on the 

faculty), but it is not clear how other faculty perspectives are included in institutional 

decision-making. Since governance, leadership, and decision-making lay the foundation 

for organizational assumptions and values to be established, this lack of clarity in this 



 

93 
 

area is an important finding in understanding Virginia Union’s the artifact level of 

organizational culture. 

 Several student participants noted that the university also needed to leverage 

younger leadership. Benjamin (a student) described how essential this was to the long-

term success of all HBCUs, not just Virginia Union: 

I would like to see younger leadership at [Virginia Union]. I believe, and this 

doesn't only go for [Virginia Union] but across the board with all HBCUs. I 

believe that there is a lot of older leadership that is afraid to let go or afraid to pass 

down their tradition to younger people because they think that they're gonna lose 

a legacy that's so cherished in the African-American community. 

Administrator Bernard contrasted the student participants with respect to the prevalence 

of younger leadership. When Bernard began his role as an administrator, his former 

supervisor, who served as the chief student affairs officer, was also young and new in his 

role. Bernard had to navigate learning about the institution while being managed by a 

supervisor who was also new. He also described his staff as “very young” and 

emphasized that this created challenges in effectively training younger, more 

inexperienced staff on university processes and procedures. Professor Barbara, who 

began serving as a faculty member directly out of her doctoral studies, also believed that 

the institution was evolving in its trust of younger leaders, and despite Benjamin’s 

perceptions of the leadership, younger faculty were, in fact, being empowered to assume 

leadership. She shared that working at the university was “like a breath of fresh air” 

because she was given license to create and reimagine how her department ran. While 

Barbara felt like she had opportunities to experience the institutional autonomy to make 
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decisions on behalf of her department with appropriate institutional support, the other 

faculty participants did not indicate similar feelings. While that is not a negative, others 

did not discuss many positive aspects of the institutional culture around leadership or 

governance. 

Due to Virginia Union’s heavy focus on teaching, Professor Brandon also noted 

difficulties in exploring research agendas to contribute to his field of study. He noted that 

some faculty have not published since arriving on campus, which makes it difficult to 

acquire tenure in the long-term. Faculty often have to either create their own 

opportunities or look off-campus for immersive research activities. As faculty are critical 

to any university achieving its mission, the findings suggest that the university does not 

have formal processes or structures to develop and retain its talent. Without these formal 

processes to facilitate professional development and shared expectations among faculty 

and staff, there are greater opportunities for misalignment between the university’s 

mission and the student experience. 

Virginia Union’s leadership and governance are key indicators of its institutional 

culture. These structures, which are representations of the institution’s values and 

assumptions, were difficult to assess, given the turnover of faculty and staff in prominent 

leadership roles. While some participants mentioned anecdotal successes engaging in 

leadership or participating in governance, the lack of investment in effective professional 

development or training for faculty also illuminates potential challenges engendering 

trust and setting baseline expectations for faculty and administrators to effectively 

communicate about key institutional decisions, which ultimately negatively impacts 

culture (Bess & Dees, 2012). 
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Strategic Planning. In 2012, Virginia Union embarked on an ambitious strategic 

plan that looked to strengthen the institution in five areas: (1) student success, (2) 

academic excellence, (3) community partnerships, (4) financial viability, and (5) 

institutional prominence (Virginia Union University, 2012). These strategic priorities 

have underlying goals aimed at improving student retention, expanding learning 

opportunities for students, building better infrastructure, developing financial resources, 

deepening the relationship with the local community, and strengthening the institution’s 

overall brand. The institution has not published its progress towards in the 

aforementioned areas, and based on the research conducted for this study, it was difficult 

to evaluate what the institution had achieved thus far. In the area of community 

partnerships, Administrator Barry shared that Virginia Union continues to build 

sustainable partnerships across the city and around the state that have been leveraged to 

improve the institution’s financial viability. Outside of that, few participants could recall 

how the institution as moving in other areas, which suggests misalignment between these 

espoused institutional priorities and the actual day-to-day practice. In comparison to the 

dominant stories related to Virginia Union’s rich heritage, its leadership, governance, and 

processes to enact its strategic plan were less clear. 

Resource dependency. Virginia Union has been in existence since 1865, making 

it one of the oldest HBCUs in the United States. The university moved to its current 

location in 1899, and its campus footprint comprised of 9 captivating buildings. 

Composed of granite, 5 of the 9 “noble buildings” were observed to be in regular use to 

this day, housing classes, faculty offices, and other administrative functions.  The 

buildings, though still operational, are dated, with many not providing adequate access to 
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classrooms and office space. Due to financial constraints, maintenance was long deferred 

on these buildings, as well as the residence halls. Administrator Bernard shared that the 

state of the residence halls was identified as one of several contributing factors to student 

attrition in the first year. The university has since alleviated concerns about housing by 

improving its tracking system for fulfilling maintenance requests and by building 

community partnerships with residential providers to expand off-campus housing options. 

The status of the campus’ facilities was emblematic of how the infrastructure has 

impacted the experience for faculty, staff, and students, alike. Professor Bill noted that 

the university needed greater supports for students, including “better dorms and more 

activities for students.”  

Administrator Barry noted that the Virginia Union was in the midst of fundraising 

to restore and renovate one of the original buildings on campus that has since been 

rendered inoperable. About the original buildings, he emphasized the importance of 

keeping them up to date: 

We've just maintained our buildings, because you have to invest in them. You 

have to update them. You have to add infrastructure. They have to be [Americans 

with Disabilities Act] compliant. They have to have air conditioning. They have 

to have cable in them...things like that. And you want them to be good facilities to 

attract students as well, and alums to be supportive. 

The newest building on campus, the Living and Learning Center, opened in 2014 and was 

the first new building on campus since 1997. The Virginia Union University continues to 

actively fundraise to support the maintenance and renovation of its facilities. As of Spring 

2019, at least one student residence hall was taken off-line for necessary upgrades.  
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The lack of resources to invest in the physical plant of the institution affected 

student perceptions of the institution in relation to access to resources, as well. Brooke, a 

graduating senior, noted that, as a business major, she did not have access to industry-

standard software needed to be competitive in her field: 

I'm an accounting major, and Virginia Union University doesn't offer the software 

that I need to maneuver in my major. So, when I go and look at different 

internships and the first thing I see is the software, like you have to know the 

software, I get discouraged. I don't know how to work the software. I know it 

when I see it, but to actually work with it, I don't. But I could tell you how to do 

my stuff on paper, but a lot of people or a lot of companies are moving away from 

the paper. 

Bethany, who majored in the sciences, echoed a similar experience: 
 

I can only speak for the sciences. [My role] is to be real about the fact that we 

don't have a lot of resources. We don't have a lot of those million-dollar 

instruments that are required to perform elite research…and I think me wanting to 

transfer...from Virginia Union...was because I think I felt under-prepared in what 

I was doing. 

 
Belinda, a student athlete, noted even athletics, traditionally one of a university’s largest 

revenue-generating departments, also suffers from resource constraints on the campus:  

As an athlete...Virginia Union, in particular, we have so much talent. From the 

football team to the basketball team, our girls and our boys...are amazing. So, 

there's no telling what they could do if we actually had the resources to get a 

proper gym, proper fitness center, proper training rooms, the right equipment, 
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more up-to-date equipment, better treatments when we get injured. There's just 

too much talent and people's potentials are not being met because I guess we don't 

have the funding to get better resources. 

Other participants alluded to a lack of resources to fund student activities and student 

organizations, as well. Administrator Bernard confirmed this:   

Virginia Union has $15,000 for the year [for student activities]. Residence life last 

year, residence life, for programming, for all of our needs for the year...have a 

$9,000 budget for the year. And so, how do [we] spread that out over a year? I 

mean, there's so many things that [we] wanna do.”  

Administrator Bernard also implied that the student center is open for limited 

hours, since limited hours do not require much staffing to manage the space. According 

to him, this was one of several reasons given for why some students complain that the 

campus is boring and there is little to do. To address these concerns, Bernard mentioned 

that university staff explore fundraising and other options to generate enough revenue to 

put on additional student programs. Ultimately, Bernard reported that he felt forced to 

compromise between student needs and institutional capacity to determine how students 

can participate in service activities or other transformative experiences on campus. 

As a result, the lack of resources created a culture of resilience among students 

that actually made them even more hopeful about their ability to navigate challenges after 

graduation. Belinda, an undergraduate student, summarized this mindset: 

Sometimes it's not always about where you wanna go and what you wanna do and 

how you think your perfect little life should be played out. You're put here for a 

reason, and you just need to stick it out and find out what that reason 
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is…Sometimes when you're not put in the most ideal situation, you have to make 

your positive way out of that. And then in return, you'll be able to help everybody 

around you that's maybe going through the same thing. 

Benjamin, another undergraduate student, echoed Belinda’s sentiments, adding the 

importance of persisting through challenges: 

It improves your character…I think that it's those times, in these times, that we 

need to eat Ramen noodles. It improves our experience…Five years from now, we 

can say, "Oh, I did that. I don't wanna do it again. I appreciate walking. I 

appreciate eating Ramen noodles. I appreciate going into thrift stores to get a suit. 

You know, those things that you are not able to learn anywhere else…[I'm] five 

hundred miles away from home, and just be like, "I gotta figure it out on my 

own." Because if you don't figure out on your own, when everybody else is gone 

and has left this world, what will you do then? 

Though not intentional, these experiences with Virginia Union’s resources were teaching 

students to be open to learnings that comes along with struggle. This created an 

underlying assumption that permeated throughout the campus around students, faculty, 

and staff doing the best that they could with the resources that were available. Tour 

guides would refer to buildings as historic, rather than old or antiquated. Prominent 

plaques adorned many of the buildings, highlighting the historical events that had taken 

place on the campus. Administrator Bernard recounted stories of fundraising to create 

some flexibility to avoid leveraging university resources to host student programs. 

Despite the visible realities of resource challenges on campus, participants were highly 
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optimistic about how the Virginia Union University would position itself to succeed in 

the future, despite these challenges.  

 Summary. Perceptions of organizational culture at Virginia Union University, as 

evidenced by the study participants, are rich and nuanced. The institution benefits from a 

strong narrative surrounding its founding and existence that resonates with many of its 

internal stakeholders. The story of Lumpkin’s jail bonds each community member to the 

campus and reminds them of reason why the institution's mission continues to be relevant 

today. Coupled with the rich Christian heritage, faculty, staff and students were clear 

about the university’s history and its legacy of integrating faith and activism. Students 

view the rich history of the institution as a call to action to be more active in transforming 

the black community.  

From a leadership perspective, Virginia Union is on its third leader in the past 

decade. While the transitions from leader to leader have been smooth, it is unclear if the 

strategic goals originally set back in 2012 are still relevant or have been achieved, 

although the plan was extended through 2019. In terms of governance, the institution’s 

size lends itself well to a spirit of collaboration on campus, which faculty confirmed 

through interviews. At the same time, its lack of clarity around leadership, governance, 

and professional development created challenges for faculty and administrators to align 

on an overarching institutional strategy, which none of the participants could 

communicate clearly. The prevalence of younger staff and faculty alludes to an institution 

prepared to adapt to changing student needs, although expectations around professional 

development and shared expectations for faculty and staff have not been explicitly 

communicated or expressed. This hinders the ability for new faculty and staff to more 
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actively build relationships that can foster greater institutional cultural connection. 

Faculty and staff still remain committed to the institution’s mission and to their students.  

The resource challenge on campus also impacts the institutional culture in 

prevalent ways. While the original buildings memorialize the rich history of the 

institution, they also serve as physical reminders of the outdated nature of many of the 

university’s facilities. The lack of resources created feelings of resentment among student 

participants, who constantly compared their experiences with those who attended better-

resourced predominantly-White schools. Despite these challenges, these challenges 

unintentionally build greater resilience among students, faculty, and staff. 

Both faculty and staff participants felt like they could approach colleagues to 

collectively resolve issues. Students clamored for younger staff, and the institution 

appears to have listened. Virginia Union’s new president is the youngest ever at Union 

and is highly engaged on social media and other outlets. Physically, the buildings at 

Virginia Union were visibly dated, and students, in particular, recalled resource 

constraints that affect the on-campus experience. Although many students identified areas 

where they felt the institution was lacking in resources, they also noted that the institution 

prepared them to be able to navigate real-world challenges. These perceptions illuminate 

the underlying levels of organizational culture and help to explain why, as one 

administrator described, Virginia Union is a “diamond in the rough.” 

Virginia State University 

Sense of history and identity. At Virginia State University, the campus was 

filled with historical references, as the campus features plaques capturing important 

university events and other landmarks, yet the institutional identity was not as pervasive 
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as at Virginia Union. VSU was the first HBCU in the US to be completely funded by a 

state government, and it was founded as a normal and industrial institute for African-

Americans after a contentious lawsuit blocked its founding as a liberal arts college. True 

to its roots, the institution has continued its commitment to agricultural education, which 

heightened once it acquired land-grant status in 1920. In addition to its traditional 

campus, Virginia State owns and manages a 400-acre research farm; its contributions to 

the interests of the state in agriculture and aquaculture have been widely recognized by 

the governor, as well as the state’s farm bureau, according to Calvin, one of the 

university’s faculty members. 

The history of the institution is noticeably absent on campus. On the campus tour 

and in the interviews, there was limited reference to how Virginia State University came 

to be, although many of the buildings on campus were named after important figures in 

VSU’s and the Commonwealth’s history. Professor Colby briefly noted that “it was 

established in 1882, as special college for education of Afro-American communities. And 

it grew up into a real university…that had a lot of important [alumni].” Other participants 

also referenced Virginia State’s age, suggesting that the dominant story about the 

institution’s history is that it was still in existence after over 135 years. Administrator 

Cameron highlighted that joining the legacy of an institution that had been in existence 

for 135 years was one of the unique benefits that students received from attending 

Virginia State. 

The university has a long-standing history of serving as the historical repository 

for many of the landmarks and cultural institutions in the area. Professor Catrina 

described the university’s role as a source of local history and identity: 
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[Many from Petersburg come to Virginia State] ...because we got archives here, 

loads of information about Petersburg, about Virginia State, about the whole area 

and everything. [people] come over and get all of this information that they can 

use to beef up the historical tours and stuff in Petersburg and in the surrounding 

areas. And they get their information from here. They don't necessarily give credit 

to the fact that they get their information from here. But, there is just tons of 

historical information right here on the campus. And there should be such a 

connection. There really should be, because Virginia State started in First Baptist 

Church in Petersburg. 

On the university’s website, it is clear that the university holds a lot of historic 

information about the region, but it was also evident that none of this historical 

knowledge was being used to actively connect people to Virginia State or its institutional 

culture. 

In addition to its status as the first state-supported (or public) HBCU, the 

university does take pride in many other notable achievements as a historically black 

college. Administrator Cameron highlighted that Virginia State’s band was the first 

HBCU band to perform at a National Football League game, which brought widespread 

attention and awareness to HBCUs and the performance quality of their bands. On VSU’s 

website, there is a page dedicated to its “Points of Pride:” local, state, and national 

achievements of the institution, its alumni, students, faculty, and staff. However, much of 

the institution’s institutional storytelling is couched in its existence as a historically Black 

college that has lasted for over 130 years. 
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Leadership and governance. Several participants identified the university’s 

president as one of the most influential people on campus. Administrator Cameron 

described the president’s role:  

The President's message is consistent with what the brand of the university is, and 

the President is speaking to several different constituents. That [includes]...the 

corporate and business world. [Presidents are] speaking to our alumni. They're 

speaking to our students. They're speaking to other partners, and the concise 

message that is consistent with our brand gives that President a lot of influence as 

it relates to the overall view of the university. 

Over the past decade, Virginia State University has had four presidents. President Eddie 

Moore, who began in 1993, was heralded as a strong leader who saved the institution 

from possible shutdown and made it financially sustainable by the time of his retirement 

in 2010 (Nolan, 2010). After his retirement, the Board hired Dr. Keith Miller, an 

experienced administrator and academic who had recently completed a tenure as 

president at another university. Dr. Miller experienced many challenges during his 

presidency, including declining enrollment, strapped financial resources, and notable 

student incidents, which resulted in his resignation in 2014. During that transitional time 

and in the midst of the launch of the institution’s newly minted strategic plan, many of 

the institution’s senior-level administrators also departed. An interim president, Dr. 

Hammond, was named in 2014 while a national presidential search commenced, and, in 

February 2016, Dr. Makola Abdullah was hired to assume the presidency at Virginia 

State.  
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Since his hiring, Dr. Abdullah has been praised for his approachability with 

students, as well as his ability to connect thoughtfully and intentionally with faculty. 

Professor Colby characterized the new president as “very active,” while Administrator 

Cameron emphasized Dr. Abdullah’s immediate impact on campus: 

Dr. Abdullah, is...probably the most...influential [right now], because he's new 

and he's bringing on a new voracity to the office. He's personable. He's touchy-

feely with the students. He wants to be out and about, and I think the students 

respect him a lot, I think the faculty respects him a lot. 

Other faculty, staff, and students on campus verified Dr. Abdullah’s approach to meeting 

with students and faculty, which reassured them that some of the systemic issues 

plaguing Virginia State could be addressed in time. Professor Celeste noted: 

I have more confidence in the current administration, I can tell you that, than the 

previous three… [My closest colleagues and I] have a ‘wait and see’ mentality. 

Like, ‘Okay, we've been here for two years. What are your objectives? What do 

you hope to accomplish now that the honeymoon is over? Who are you really?’ 

...This is my fourth president. So, it is a ‘wait and see’ kind of mentality... 

During the student focus group, students identified frustrations with administration, and 

one participant, Christopher, a graduating senior, noted that they might be able to gain 

greater traction in changing how the administration interacts with student leaders 

“because we have now an understanding President.”  

During his brief tenure, Dr. Abdullah has been highly visible outside of the 

institution, and most recently was recognized as HBCU President of the Year. The 

institution has also seen a surge in enrollment – the freshman class increased by over 
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30% in one year in 2017, and he has touted that Virginia State is the state’s “opportunity 

university.” With a new chief academic officer (provost) who started alongside the new 

president in 2016, faculty, staff, and students alike commented that the institutional 

leadership feels more accessible now than ever before. Dr. Abdullah seemed to signify 

what the institution is looking for and values in a leader — one who is visible, 

transparent, and charismatic. 

Given the many presidential transitions over the past decade, establishing shared 

expectations with respect to shared governance has been challenging among the faculty. 

As an added complication, in June 2015, the institution was placed on a six-month 

warning by its accreditation body for not meeting standards in five areas: “adequate 

faculty numbers; academic program coordination; financial aid audits; procedures for 

addressing student complaints; and responsibility for the federal Title IV student 

financial-aid program” (Kapsidelis, 2015). The warning was extended in December 2015, 

in advance of Dr. Abdullah’s hire. These pressures made for a tumultuous start to his 

presidency, although with the help of the faculty, Virginia State was taken off of warning 

by its accreditor by June 2016. 

In addition to the extenuating circumstances described above, Virginia State has 

been more intentional about hardwiring a culture of shared governance on campus. Their 

website features a shared governance statement that highlights the role of Faculty Senate, 

University Council (a committee of stakeholders from across the institution, including 

faculty, staff, students, alumni, and other university partners), Staff Senate, and Student 

Government. Despite these structures and policies, faculty seem skeptical about their 
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place in the governance of the institution, under Dr. Abdullah’s leadership, compared to 

the previous administration. As Administrator Cameron described: 

And I think they've [administration] been very sensitive to the fact that the faculty 

has felt... I don't know if "abused" is a good word, but they felt ignored for a long 

time, and they're a little skeptical of all administrators, which I don't think 

probably will ever change.  

Though the last decade has been rocky, most of the faculty participants remained 

optimistic about the direction of the institution and about their work with the 

administration. Professor Celeste explained that shared governance is effective on 

campus depending on the administration “that's in power...if they're willing to listen and 

to encourage...open discussion [with faculty].” Professor Calvin emphasized the 

importance of faculty representation on the shared governance structures on campus by 

asserting: “one of the things was to have a real open, good relationship between the 

administration and the faculty.  There are faculty members on the university counsel.  

Faculty members go to university board meetings.  So, everybody’s in this thing 

together.” 

Similar to Virginia Union University, the faculty did highlight a lack of 

professional development as an area of improvement for Virginia State. Professor Colby 

expressed that there is not enough time for faculty to do research or to interact with 

students because of the institution’s unnecessary bureaucracy and paperwork. Professor 

Celeste added that there is a lack of shared academic expectation among faculty, which 

sends contradicting messages to students about academic rigor and expectations of them 

as scholars. She recounted an instance where a student entered her class under the 
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impression that purchasing the book was not necessary because it was not required in 

their other courses. This lack of shared expectations is coupled with an absence of faculty 

mentorship, which Celeste noted was as a challenge for young faculty, as many of them 

are forced to learn about pieces of the university’s culture through experience, rather than 

intentional professional development.  

Strategic planning. The guiding institutional strategy for Virginia State lives in 

two documents. In 2004, the institution engaged administrators, faculty, students, and 

community members in a visioning exercise which produced a 2020 Vision Plan for the 

institution. This plan, in tandem with the institution’s strategic plan, which was created in 

2014 and is set to be completed by 2020, charts ambitious goals for the institution, 

focused in five areas: expanded constituent services and productivity, programmatic 

sustainability and sponsored research, global and civic engagement, infrastructural 

innovation, and entrepreneurship for the millennial academic enterprise (Virginia State 

University, 2014). While little information is available on the institution’s progress in 

achieving these goals, study participants confirmed the need for institutional 

transformation in select areas outlined under the strategic plan. These select areas of the 

institution’s strategic plan are discussed later in this section. 

Resource dependency. Throughout the campus visit and interviews, three 

operational issues emerged as the greatest area of frustration for students, faculty, and 

staff at Virginia State: antiquated business practices, outdated physical and technological 

infrastructure, and a lack of professionalism from staff. Old ways of doing that relied on 

paper processes for basic administrative functions created frustrations among 

participants. These processes continued on campus, in part, because of a lack of essential 
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technology upgrades that would help improve efficiency. This lack of efficiency with 

regard to process has then fostered perceptions of poor customer service from internal 

stakeholders. All of these sub-themes are symptoms of a lack of adequate resources to 

support the daily operations of the institution. 

Antiquated business practices. Participants across all three groups expressed an 

overwhelming need for Virginia State to modernize many of its administrative functions, 

such as the registrar and finance. Professor Catrina started to warn her students:  

I tell students, ‘Make sure I [have] all your papers, and make sure I get your grade 

right because if I don't get your grade right, I have [to] go over to the registrar's 

office and get a piece of paper [to change your grade] and sign it out. And then I 

[have to] come and change your grade, and I [have to] get my department chair to 

sign it...That is, if he's in the office. Then I got to go over to Harris Hall, all the 

way to the other end of the campus and get the dean to sign it. And then, I got to 

take it back to the registrar. I'm not doin' all that, okay?’ [chuckle] 

Though she later acknowledged that she would go through all of the aforementioned 

steps to correct a student’s grade, she noted that the process to make these types of 

changes is convoluted and inefficient. Professor Calvin noted similar difficulties with a 

lack of electronic processes, which he clarifies may not be specific to Virginia State:  

And I’m sure that all institutions have difficulties in this area, and certainly, there 

have been some difficulties with human resources.  Whether it’s an archaic 

process...we are still using carbon paper, in essence.  Some of the documentation, 

gets three copies of it, and it’s absurd that you can’t have some way of 
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electronically doing things.  And I say that only because we’re still expected to do 

it, but people refuse to do it because it’s just absurd. 

Professor Celeste drew conclusions about the root of the antiquated practices: 
 

There were no agreed upon policies regarding how things should be done or 

expectations. There was some stuff written but there was nothing you could turn 

to in terms of timelines, deadlines, and expectations...Our practices are not as 

efficient as they should be. Administration [tends] to like tradition, so I think 

there's a time to break tradition. There are traditions [at] PWI, but there tends to 

be more efficiency in the processing. 

These reactions were consistent with other perspectives shared by student participants 

that also evoked frustration. Catherine shared an experience that other students 

confirmed:  

... [A lot of people in my major talk about] a lady [who works in my department] 

always misplaced paperwork, and...it comes to the point where [a] student is 

basically crying in their [advisor’s] office because they can't graduate on time 

[due to the missing paperwork]. 

Experiences like this created confusion and frustration among students, faculty, and staff 

on campus and left many clamoring for improved processes, as well as better technology 

to support these processes.  

If the lack of updated processes made things bad, the lack of customer service 

exhibited by staff made bad situations even worse. As Professor Catrina recounted, “they 

have people who work in offices who don't know what they're doing, who have not kept 

up with technology and all the things that would make it easier.” She implied that the 
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institution had a lot of long-time staff members, who have no incentive to change how 

they conduct business to best meet student needs. She observed that customer service had 

been a priority for the previous interim president, but it was met with resistance from 

staff:   

Dr. Hammond, who was our president just before Dr. Abdullah, she was the 

interim person, she was trying to improve the brand by improving the customer 

service. Reminding them that customer service is a necessary part of dealing with 

these parents and these kids and all of that. And they hated the fact that she did it. 

She used to have, make them go to workshops and stuff. And they were really 

mad, mad with her.  

Among the students, Charles, a graduating senior, recounted that he had heard 

about the lack of “professionalism” from university staff prior to attending, which 

continued to be confirmed throughout his tenure at the institution. The lack of customer 

service emerged as a big challenge for participants that undermined a sense of 

accountability on campus and negatively impacted the campus culture. 

Outdated physical and technology infrastructure. Virginia State has grown 

dramatically in enrollment, but the campus has also transformed as a result of new 

buildings. During one campus visit, there were four large-scale campus construction 

projects under development, including a new residence hall, an extension to the 

bookstore, a regional convocation center, and renovation of the campus’ north gate. 

Because of this development, Calvin commented that the university was quickly 

becoming a “focal point for academic improvement” within the community. This 

expansion of the campus has created a visible divide between the newer “back campus” 
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(the north side of the campus, bordering the predominantly-white neighboring county) 

and older, more traditional “front campus” (the south side of the campus, bordering the 

predominantly-black neighboring town), administrator Cameron observed. The campus 

entrance on its south side, is visibly dilapidated, in comparison to the beautifully 

constructed entrance facing the county line to the north. Cameron was extremely 

frustrated by this:   

You need to clean that up. It's like your house. If you got a lot of garbage and 

trash sitting out in front of your house, it doesn't make it respectable, people don't 

want to [come and] visit you: ‘I don't know if I wanna go to his house. I don't 

know what's in there.’ 

While the institution has taken dramatic steps to modernize its campus buildings, 

students, faculty, and staff recalled experiences that accentuate the dire need for crucial 

updates to the university’s technology infrastructure in order to guarantee quality 

instruction. Multiple faculty members noted that classroom and office spaces need 

updated technology. Professor Colby recounted an experience of his colleague’s that he 

felt was all too common on campus: 

One of my colleagues, for example, complain that to change a bulb for a projector 

in her office, it took almost two months. So, that's not good for the university and 

not good for students and not good for faculty. So, it should be addressed. 

Students were even more frustrated about the unreliable instructional technology, which 

seemed to fail at the most inopportune times, as Christopher, a graduating senior, 

described: 
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When you're trying to do a presentation, your professor [has to] find another 

classroom to put you in, because you can't cut the projector on, or you can't pull 

the Power-Point up, and knowing you just emailed yourself a PowerPoint, and it 

[isn’t] coming up. 

The shortcomings negatively impacted the student experience, and, at times, faculty were 

unfairly put in positions where they had to absorb frustrations and renew students’ faith 

in the institution. Professor Catrina recalled one such scenario when she had to alleviate 

student concerns after they did not receive credit for attending a mandatory event, even 

though technology used to track attendance could not handle the large number of students 

required to participate in the event.  

During the student focus group, the participants even emphasized the dated 

furniture, as well as old window coverings, as indicators that the institution needed to 

reimagine its priorities. Ultimately, Professor Colby agreed, summarizing the university’s 

need for upgrading of technology: “We need to see what are our priorities and to invest 

more in these priorities…and like new technology classes, new technology for students 

and for faculty.” 

The current campus’ strategic plan includes an effort to improve the infrastructure 

of the institution by making investments in space, technology, and processes. As of this 

study, slight improvements had been made to manage enrollment, but technology 

continued to be a major pain point for many participants. The plan also calls for the 

implementation of customer service, faculty development, and staff development plans, 

which various participants suggest are sorely needed on campus, but have yet to be 

implemented (as of the conclusion of data collection). The infrastructure (including 
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business practices, customer service, physical space, and technology) evoked strong 

feelings of dissatisfaction from participants. 

Summary. The institutional culture at Virginia State is rooted in survival. The 

dominant story recounted by participants centered on the university’s resilience over the 

past 135 years. To advance the institution into the future, a new president has been slowly 

building buy-in among his campus constituents and has developed a reputation as a 

visible, transparent, and charismatic leader. Under his leadership, many remain hopeful 

that the institution will continue to grow. Due to issues with accreditation, among other 

challenges, the faculty and senior leadership have had to come together to position the 

institution for success, which has helped broker greater trust and transparency between 

the two entities. However, faculty and students suggest that there is a dis-connect with 

university staff around developing effective processes and customer service that 

negatively impacts the campus community. 

While the university has made investments to enhance the campus facilities and to 

develop a campus that is more welcoming to internal and external stakeholders, the 

resource dependency of the institution hinder institutional effectiveness. Technology was 

reported to be largely outdated, which has had a demonstrative impact on the learning 

environment for students. While there are plans to address these concerns, change has 

been slow in the eyes of some in the campus community, which has affected morale in 

some clear ways. Despite these pressures, students, faculty, and staff alike still express 

overwhelming pride in being a part of Virginia State’s community, and with enrollment 

continuing to surge, many are excited about the future of the institution. 
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Norfolk State University 

Sense of history and identity. As the youngest institution of the three, Norfolk 

State has a history that is distinct among HBCUs and is intertwined with the other two 

institutions in the study. Shortly after the creation of Old Dominion University in Norfolk 

in 1930, which was not open to African-American students in the area, community 

leaders began to devise plans to charter an educational institution that would serve the 

educational needs of Blacks in the Tidewater area. The founders explored partnership 

with the existing HBCUs in the state; nearby Hampton University, which was just across 

the Elizabeth River, was focused primarily on industrial education. Despite its proximity, 

the coordinating team opted to explore partnership with Virginia Union University 

because of its commitment to the liberal arts (Brooks, 1983). In 1935, the Norfolk 

division of Virginia Union University was born. Its conversion to state-supported status 

led to a brief tenure as the Norfolk unit of Virginia State College (now Virginia State 

University), as well, before it became an independent college in 1969 (Brooks, 1983).  

Because of the university’s relationship to Virginia State, older staff and faculty 

on campus sometimes refer to Norfolk State as “Little State,” even though Norfolk has 

long stepped out of the shadow of the other two HBCUs. It is currently the largest HBCU 

in the Commonwealth of Virginia. The university is still developing its own sense of 

identity and appears to be further along in determining how to connect its past to its 

future. Some elements of the institution’s history are included on the campus tour, such 

as the history of the campus’ current location, which once existed as a segregated golf 

course that was not accessible for Blacks at the time. One faculty member, Professor 

Dante, often recalls this story to his students:  
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‘You know before there was Norfolk State University, you would not have been 

allowed...to walk these grounds… This was a golf course.  You wouldn't even be 

allowed to be a caddy here.’ So, I try to put things into historical perspective, to 

show them how important it is, the fact that you are taking a seat in one of our 

classes here, how many other people had to do a lot of fight for you to be seated 

there.   

The university stands as a testament to the will of the Norfolk community in ensuring that 

African-Americans would have access to quality educational experiences. Professor 

Dominique posited that “to be founded during the Great Depression speaks volumes of 

the kind of community that Norfolk and Portsmouth was during the Great Depression.” 

While faculty, staff, and students remain committed to the education of African-

Americans, administrators report that they are not bound by that history in charting the 

future. 

 As Norfolk State continues to explore how it evolves to meet contemporary 

demands in higher education, Desiree, an administrator, discussed the need for the 

institution to branch out of its traditionally black focus to appeal to other types of 

students. This potential shift in focus was a source of frustration for Professor 

Dominique, who felt like such a push to diversify the campus would actually be 

“blackening away” some of the history and culture surrounding why and how the campus 

was founded. She pointed to one example regarding the renaming of a renovated building 

which had originally been named for one of the university’s founders, which she felt was 

an assault to the legacy of those who fought to establish the institution. While this 
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conflict seemed miniscule, it does speak to an important conversation that many HBCUs 

are beginning to have surrounding how diversity is represented on campus. 

Leadership and governance. At the beginning of the study, Norfolk State 

University was reeling after the sudden turnover of its president, Dr. Atwater, who had 

been on the campus for two years before being released from his contract. Atwater was 

reportedly released in response to improper financial auditing procedures that prompted 

Norfolk State’ regional accreditor to place the institution on probation in December 2013. 

Shortly after Dr. Atwater’s departure, the university’s board encouraged Mr. Eddie 

Moore, former president at Virginia State University to step in and assume leadership to 

guide the institution through the accreditation process. Moore stepped in as interim 

president and CEO in 2014, and immediately went to work addressing the issues that had 

placed the institution on probation. In 2015, Norfolk State’s probationary status was 

lifted, but the damage to enrollment was already done – undergraduate enrollment 

dropped by 24% from 2013 to 2016 (Kimberlin, 2016).  

President Moore was heralded by many of the study participants as a real 

changemaker on the campus. Students were charmed by his approachability, and Desiree, 

one of the administrator participants, was particularly grateful to him for his support in 

growing the university’s advancement, fundraising, alumni relations, and communication 

operations. Despite President Moore’s work to address concerns raised by the 

university’s accreditors, faculty perceptions of administrative leadership on campus were 

mixed among the study participants. Amidst the financial management issues that 

plagued Norfolk State in 2015, the institution was also reprimanded for its shared 

governance model, which at the time was viewed as insensitive to faculty (Kapsidelis, 
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2013). Professor Dionne praised President Moore for his attention to improving processes 

to create greater sustainability on campus, but she also noted that there could be 

improved transparency in encouraging faculty input in institutional decision-making. 

Faculty and staff participants both noted the challenges with leaders who had been 

in their roles for extended periods of time or who operated with limited accountability. 

While Professor Dante chose to focus on his experiences with his students, Professors 

Dionne and Dominique were vocal about the shortcomings of administration in 

supporting faculty, advocating for their needs, and garnering respect for their role in 

delivering on the academic mission of the institution. Dominique gave one such example 

related to the selection of deans in her department:  

When you have deans that are appointed, and there's not a search where the 

faculty has buy-in. But you appoint a dean, and then that dean is not being...asked 

to do what a dean should do, [such as] bring in resources, bring in opportunity, 

grow the school…it strangles the growth of the school...It stops growing, it 

becomes completely stagnant, and people will leave...It is just really stagnant 

because...[first] we have leadership that wasn't chosen by the faculty, [and] two, 

we have leadership that hasn't changed in three decades. So, it's very challenging. 

Even among the faculty participants, there existed differing viewpoints about leadership 

change on campus. In one instance, Professor Dionne added that the transition of a long-

standing provost back to the faculty helped to assuage her concerns about the university's 

direction: “It was very important because most of my concerns related to how that area of 

the university was being administered.” On the other hand, Professor Dominique 

cautioned against the transition of new leadership being infused into Norfolk State, 
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stating that “most of the [senior and mid-level] leaders now at Norfolk State...don't have 

the historical or contemporary relationship with the community.”  Without this context, 

she believed that it was challenging for leaders to be positioned to make decisions that 

were in the best interest of the university or the community surrounding it. These 

contrasting viewpoints all highlight the need for collective understanding of shared 

governance expectations on campus. 

Both Professors Dionne and Dominique agree that the university administration 

needs to do more to better understand the needs of faculty and opportunities for 

collaboration and shared decision-making.  Dominique described:  

And so, it's really vital that there is a re-configuration of how [the] faculty is 

valued at an HBCU. And so, that would mean having administrators and Board of 

Visitors see their faculty as experts and not just as instructors, and that's a huge 

flaw. I'm just not a teacher, if you will. And without a dedicated faculty to work 

with students who don't bring a higher education perspective, and lack post-

secondary] socialization [skills] already. . .  you really [are] starting from 

scratch,[and] then you really are in a tough place; and I just think that that is a 

missing issue to be addressed... 

Professor Dionne noted that while collaboration between faculty leaders and the senior 

administration had improved, there was more work to be done on both sides:   

So, we still have some problems with the administration requesting engagement, 

like broad engagement from the faculty. It is also very true that many times they 

ask for engagement, and then people just do not step forward. So, I don't want to 

just blame them. I think it's a cultural thing that has developed, that has to be 
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overcome. Everything is a journey — we are on the right path, and I'm not going 

to complain much. 

Governance continues to be a work in progress at the Norfolk State, and as a new 

president assumes leadership, it will be critical for the administration and faculty to 

clarify roles and expectations related to shared decision-making. 

Strategic Planning. After undergoing a two-year self-study, Norfolk State rolled 

out a new tagline, logo, and branding campaign to market the institution to prospective 

students and other stakeholders. This process served as a launching point for the current 

strategic plan, which was approved by the Board of Trustees in June 2018 and is 

currently in effect until 2025. The guiding strategy focuses on four strategic themes:  

1. Reimagine the academic enterprise to strengthen student success, teaching 

excellence, and prominence; 

2. Advance a culture of institutional excellence through collaboration, continuous 

improvement, and a renewed commitment to professional development; 

3. Strengthen institutional impact by reaffirming commitments to affordable access, 

diversity, and external partnerships; 

4. Support long-term growth and sustainability by linking planning to budget and 

increasing and diversifying revenue streams (Norfolk State University, 2018) 

The new plan looks to streamline institutional processes, enhance faculty and staff 

professional development, build sustainable relationships with the neighboring 

community, and identify financial resources that can sustain the institution long-term. 

Most notable in this strategic plan is the effort to “advance a culture of institutional 

excellence through collaboration, continuous improvement, and a renewed commitment 
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to professional development” (Norfolk State University). The university’s strategic plan 

looks to establish connections between effectiveness, collaboration, and ongoing 

development, which could address some of the cultural challenges that faculty 

participants have identified.  

Resource dependency.  Upon arrival on Norfolk State’s campus, it is clear that 

many of its facilities and technology have been recently upgraded or is undergoing 

transformation. Faculty overwhelmingly expressed dissatisfaction with the university’s 

business practices, which were described as outdated and inefficient, at times. This type 

of resource dependency appeared to be rooted in a commitment to previous ways of 

doing without considering how to leverage technology to address contemporary needs. 

Antiquated business practices. All of the faculty participants referred to 

antiquated business practices, such as overreliance on paper forms, as hindrances to their 

effectiveness as educators. Professor Dionne mentioned a need for a process that allows 

faculty to secure approvals faster:  

Here, things take a long time to get done. I mean yesterday I sent a very poignant 

message to my dean because he has not signed a form for me to get paid for the 

work that I did in the summer.  And the form has been in his office for more than 

three weeks; and the only thing he had to do is to sign.  He has to make no 

decisions. 

This is indicative of larger systemic issues related to the institution being committed to 

previous ways of doing that have been difficult to evolve, even with new leadership. 

Professor Dionne identified one potential contributing factor to this reality: 
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...the VP from our local community college, Tidewater Community College, told 

me many, many years ago…’You guys at Norfolk State are too inbred.’...And the 

truth is that that's true. So, because we hire too many of our own, we do not get 

cross-fertilization from other places...And then, we do not learn about new ways 

of doing things...We need new people.  It's not because they just are better, but 

because challenging – the challenge really makes us grow. 

Professor Dominique also mentioned another challenge to change processes on campus:  

I think part of the problem is when we have openly shared [feedback, concerns 

and issues], nothing happened…. there’s no personal incentive to change things. 

And we have people who have been employed here 30, 40 some years, and 

they've been able to essentially do things according to the way they see it. You 

know, that never forced them to change. Nothing changes. I think that...I think 

that at white schools, the turnover is much more evident. 

While some new policies are being created by the administration to address long-standing 

issues, some contend that those processes and policies need some additional work. 

Professor Dionne noted that at her previous employer, “everything is a lot more 

streamlined there, and everything's clear. Policies are clear.  The processes are clear.  

People know whom they should contact.  They get answers right away.” While she did 

not mention it specifically, Professor Dionne’s statement suggests that a culture of 

transparency and service is essential to designing processes with the intended user in 

mind. 

Others in institutional leadership have also identified “excessive bureaucracy” as 

a systemic issue that is affecting operations at Norfolk State. According to Board minutes 
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from a meeting about the institution’s current and future brand, board members, senior 

leadership, and faculty identified key areas where Norfolk State should focus its energy 

to improve, noting that “excessive bureaucracy is slowing down progress, creating 

frustration for students, faculty, and staff; [this leads to] ineffective and inefficient 

policies and procedures in general but especially in critical service areas [such as 

enrollment, financial aid].” In the current strategic plan, the institution has documented 

strategic actions and metrics to measure its advancement in minimizing bureaucracy 

across campus, which acknowledges that there is a need for Norfolk State to address 

these issues as a means to usher in long-term success. 

Summary. At Norfolk State, organizational culture presented itself in direct and 

subtle ways. As one of the younger HBCUs, founded during the Great Depression, the 

university did not have as many traditions or historical stories embedded into its campus 

experience, but there was a prevalent openness to explore new possibilities. The campus’ 

cutting-edge buildings demonstrated a commitment to embracing change on campus; 

however, that sentiment had not completely transformed the campus’ day-to-day 

operations, as many participants alluded to inefficient or antiquated processes that stifled 

creativity or hindered progress overall.  

Though challenges around the management of finances, shared governance, as 

well as outdated and inefficient business practices plagued Norfolk State just 4 years ago, 

the university appears to have rebounded wonderfully, reporting increases in enrollment, 

as well as celebrating the completion of new buildings to support course instruction and 

the student experience on campus. With a presidential search underway, the institution 

seems to be weathering the recent storm of presidential transition fairly well. The 
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university’s recently released strategic plan has led faculty participants to report shifts in 

the institutional culture that have improved understandings of shared governance. Student 

participants also conveyed excitement for where the institution was headed and trusted 

the leadership to make the right decisions on behalf of the university. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

Levels of organizational culture were explored at the three universities through 

four themes, (a) sense of history and identity, (b) leadership and governance, (c) strategic 

planning, and (d) resource dependency. As participants shared their perceptions of 

Schein’s three levels of organizational culture on their campus, these four themes 

represented focus areas where organizational culture was most resonant for internal 

stakeholders. Observations of campus and review of university documents confirmed and 

contextualized perceptions of culture shared by participants. 

Each analysis began with an exploration into how each campus leveraged its 

history to expose others to its institutional identity. The findings suggest that these 

dominant stories have the power to create connection and incite action on each campus. 

This was most evident among the student participants and how they talked about the 

institution and its history. At Virginia Union, students felt that history compelled them to 

be more active in their communities to continue the strong legacy of activism and justice. 

Virginia State students reflected on history as a sense of pride, since their institution had 

been in existence for over 130 years and continued to be resilient despite a myriad of 

challenges. Though Norfolk State students did not reference the history of the university 

as much, students did feel a strong connection to their HBCU and felt invested in 

building their own legacies at NSU. Related to the sense of history on campus, all three 
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institutions readily identified with the dominant stories related to their founding, but they 

also deeply connected with their identities as HBCUs. Participants often referenced their 

institutions as HBCUs and discussed university and HBCU challenges interchangeably, 

which was interesting, given their distinct institutional stories and compositions.  

Each institution had substantial presidential turnover during the period of the 

study, and the effects of those turnovers were evident in many ways. Participants 

discussed the important role that the president plays in shaping culture on campus. Many 

of the faculty noted that each administration approaches leadership differently, and that 

the president sets the tone for how relationships with faculty, investments in resources, 

and organizational priorities are determined on campus. The impact of presidential 

turnover was palpable — as presidents cycled out, often times, senior leadership cycled 

out, as well, creating a new space for positive change. During the study, each institution 

also saw shifts in their provosts and vice presidents of student affairs, as well — which 

had understated, but widespread, implications.  More specifically, progress on strategic 

plans stalled — at two of the three institutions, plans were either extended or paused to 

give the new administration additional flexibility in actualizing (or reimagining) 

predetermined goals.  

Faculty participants at each institution did report improved transparency and 

collaboration, overall, across all three campuses. After widely-publicized accreditation 

woes at Virginia State and Norfolk State, incoming institutional leaders arrived on 

campus more willing to mend previously tense and broken relationships with faculty to 

foster more inclusive governance environments. Two of the three universities even 

included measures to improve transparency and accountability as a part of their strategic 
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plans, reinforcing a commitment to institutionalize shared governance culture and 

structures. Some faculty still are “waiting to see” what comes of this, particularly in the 

way of new institutional visions — two of the three institutions are nearing the end of 

their existing strategic plans, while one (Norfolk State) has just released their new 

strategic plan in 2018.  

On each campus, the lack of resources to support organizational and physical 

infrastructure emerged as a point of concern, in some capacity, among the participants. 

These issues presented themselves in varying ways on each campus, such as through 

antiquated processes, deferred maintenance on buildings, a lack of technology upgrades, 

poor customer service, a lack of professional development for staff, .and so on. The 

findings suggest that that these issues caused by a lack of resources created a “survival 

mentality” that undergirds each campus’ culture. As HBCUs have been historically 

underfunded for decades, each institution has established the culture of “doing more with 

less” as a norm within the campus culture. At Virginia Union, administrators had to 

figure out creative ways (on a budget) to appropriate resources to immerse students in 

transformative experiences such as community service. At Norfolk State, outdated 

procedures required faculty to navigate unnecessary barriers and approvals to be 

reimbursed for work-related travel. At Virginia State, faculty and students demonstrated 

limited confidence in classroom technology, operating at a minimal level, to facilitate 

learning. The impact that these resource dependency issues had on campus culture is 

substantial — often times, participants pointed to these issues as the greatest threats to 

organizational effectiveness. 
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Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture outlines three levels of culture, 

artifacts, espoused values and beliefs, and assumptions. These four themes connect to all 

three levels of culture on each campus. Sense of history and identity was represented in 

stories, rituals, and other artifacts that participants could easily reference. Furthermore, it 

was deeply rooted in espoused values and aspirations that have clearly shaped underlying 

assumptions on each campus. Institutional leadership and governance structures also have 

a direct connection to the three levels of culture discussed in Schein’s model. Leaders and 

governance structures serve as artifacts – visible representations of the university’s 

culture. They also help to define institutional goals and reinforce values, while creating 

the norms that shape underlying institutional assumptions. The strategic plan, as a 

document, serves as a visible artifact that helps internal and external stakeholders better 

understand the university’s vision for its future. The aspirations that emerge from each 

university’s strategic planning showcase its values and demonstrate its vision for 

leveraging culture to achieve its future goals. The lack of resources on each campus was 

also visible and “feelable” on each campus (Schein, 2016), and each campus expressed 

goals to create greater sustainability to address resource gaps or exhibited deeply-rooted 

behaviors that reinforced resource dependency. The themes demonstrate that in order to 

understand organizational culture at these three HBCUs, one must explore culture 

through these four themes. 

These findings show the impact that sense of history and identity, leadership and 

shared governance, strategic planning, and resource dependency have on the institutional 

cultures of all three HBCUs. While each had nuanced ways that these four themes 

presented themselves on campus and within their cultures, the findings reveal that these 
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themes capture how participants understood and sustained the organizational culture on 

campus. 

Research Question #2: Understanding of Brand Equity 

 Each campus has a distinct image that reflects components of the institutional 

culture, the mission, and strategic vision. The data, addressing this research question, 

were mapped through the lens of brand knowledge: brand image (attributes, attitudes, and 

benefits) and brand awareness (recall and recognition). After analyzing the data, three 

themes emerged, which are explored in detail in this section: (a) student characteristics, 

(b) lack of quality recognition and recall, and (c) perceived benefits.  

  User characteristics (often described as user imagery, or perceptions about who 

uses a given product or service) is one of the many brand attributes that contribute 

towards the brand equity of an organization. In this study, faculty and staff reflections on 

student characteristics (i.e. how they would describe a student from their university) 

contributed to deeper understanding of perceptions of brand equity overall. For some 

campuses, participants explicitly communicated their reasons for selecting their 

institution, which Keller (1993) also attributes to brand image. In exploring college 

choice, there were similarities and differences in the circumstances that influenced each 

participant to select the university to which they were affiliated.  Lastly, a lack of quality 

recognition and recall, as well as perceived benefits were analyzed by each institution.  

The second research question that was explored in this study is as follows: how do 

staff, faculty, and students understand the brand equity of each HBCU? The findings 

related to this question will be presented below by each institution, followed by an 

analysis across all three cases. 
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Virginia Union University 

Student characteristics. Faculty and staff at Virginia Union describe current 

students using a host of indicators that historically have challenged persistence: first-

generation, millennials, and coming from at-risk or struggling backgrounds. One 

administrator, Bernard, even noted that students represented “the hip-hop culture,” which 

had both positive and negative connotations. Faculty and staff reported that they have had 

to continually adapt to these indicators, yet they remain hopeful about the potential that 

their students have to succeed. As one faculty member, Barbara, described, her students 

are “bold, confident, and outspoken, looking to be cultivated” and mentored.  

As noted in the findings of the first research question, lack of fiscal resources 

affected students’ perception of Virginia Union University (VUU). Despite the lack of 

some resources, Virginia Union has been steadfast in its commitment to providing access 

to the university through scholarships and other need-based aid. The institution is 

consistent in ensuring that many costs of operation are not translated to students, many of 

whom struggle to afford college. Bobby, a freshman, noted that financial aid was the 

deciding factor for him, even though he was selected to two highly selective black 

colleges:  

Money, number 1. Morehouse wanted me to take out a $15,000 loan each year, 

and every other school I was getting accepted to was giving me a full 

[scholarship], including Union…the only reason I would have done that is for the 

title of being a Morehouse man…but I realized everything I could become at 

Morehouse or anywhere else, I could become at Union, and I really can't even 

fully explain or do my feelings justice, but when I came to Union, I could feel 

something that I didn't feel elsewhere 
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Belinda, who was a sophomore, also echoed the impact of her financial aid award to her 

decision to attend Virginia Union, noting that “…Virginia Union offered the most 

scholarship money, and it was also an ideal location….So that is why I choose to come 

here.” Bethany, an undergraduate student, identified financial aid as the one of the 

strongest contributors to her decision to attend VUU, as well: 

… I decided to come to Virginia Union University due to financial reasons. I was 

offered a scholarship to come here, as well… I was desperate to go away for 

school, and because Virginia Union was offering me money, they were very 

compliant, they were talking to me via e-mail, so that's holistically the reason why 

I came. I didn't want to stay in Baltimore, and they were offering me scholarship 

money. So, I just came. 

While financial aid was critical for many of the student participants, Benjamin described 

that Virginia Union “chose him;” he had not been accepted to any of the schools to which 

he applied, so when he received his acceptance to VUU, he felt that “it was a sign, or a 

necessity to come to a school like this.” 

Historically, students who present indicators, like being first-generation or 

demonstrating high financial need, have been flagged as retention concerns, which 

faculty participants continued to reiterate. All three faculty members referenced 

challenges retaining and graduating students in their roles. Since Virginia Union 

considers itself not very selective, the university, like many other HBCUs, acknowledges 

that admitted students might need additional support and resources to prepare them for 

the rigors of a college education. To address this need, the university has explored several 

programs to embed academic support and resources into the student experience. One such 
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program, the Virginia Union University College for African-American Men 

(VUUCAAM), was designed to improve the first-year retention rate for African-

American men specifically, since they were not persisting at a higher rate than any other 

student group, according to Administrator Bernard. The program has been successful thus 

far, boasting a retention rate of 90% in 2016 (N=50), which is exceptional given the 

Virginia Union’s overall first- to second-year retention rate, which is 52% (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019).  

Professor Brandon noted that the university also has trouble attracting and 

retaining high-achieving students. This is a national concern across all HBCUs, given that 

African-American students have the opportunity to explore many college options 

(Hodge-Clark, Daniels, & Association of Governing Boards for University and Colleges, 

2014). Professor Brandon described this in detail: 

We have probably considerably more trouble recruiting the top students, and that 

can make life more difficult in lots of ways. We do get some very bright students, 

but we often have trouble retaining them...I have a student right now who's really 

interested in going into law. And although I think we probably have the apparatus 

to teach him law, he has various reasons why he's looking at Virginia State and 

Norfolk State...we have trouble recruiting a lot of bright students. We also have a 

bit of trouble retaining the ones that we do recruit. And so, we probably could be 

doing better... think I speak for the faculty when I say we're doing our best, but 

we could be doing better. 

The faculty remain committed to ensuring that all students who attend Virginia Union 

leave having obtained a quality education. Also, regardless of students’ level of academic 



 

132 
 

preparation at Virginia Union, faculty members continued to highlight the great potential 

that they saw in their students’ future endeavors and successes. As Professor Barbara 

described, “we [VUU] have faculty that believe in the students, that can connect… and.... 

identify with the students…our goal is to cultivate students' critical thinking, reading, 

writing, speaking and research skills.” Notwithstanding their commitment to educating 

their students, faculty and staff consistently discussed student characteristics laced with 

risk factors, such as being low-income, first-generation, and academically underprepared.  

 One document, the university’s strategic plan, indirectly confirms some of the 

student characteristics that faculty and staff discussed. Under the goal of improving 

student recruitment, retention, and graduation, the university has committed to objectives 

designed to attract more students to the campus (Virginia Union University, 2012). 

Measurable outcomes aligned to these objectives include “increase GPA, SAT, and ACT 

scores,” “admission criteria and standards (minimum 2.25 GPA),” and defining / 

articulating programmatic entrance requirements. All of these metrics imply that Virginia 

Union is seeking to raise the academic profile of its admitted student population from 

where it is currently. This shift, in turn, could position Virginia Union to better achieve 

student retention and graduation goals.  

As noted earlier, characteristics of the users of a service can impact brand equity 

by forcing potential new users to disassociate with characteristics that do not resonate 

with them. At Virginia Union, faculty and staff described students as primarily first-

generation, of high financial need, coming from at-risk or struggling backgrounds, and 

academically underprepared. While this did not apply to all students, faculty and staff 

noted that many students represented at least one of these characteristics. The 
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characteristics shared by faculty and staff and implied through the goals in the strategic 

plan shape user imagery that stakeholders perceive about the university’s students. These 

perceptions, according to Keller (1993), are important attributes that make up an 

organization’s or service’s brand image.   

Lack of quality recognition or recall. Though Virginia Union University is one 

of the oldest HBCUs in the country, most of the student participants and one faculty 

participant recalled not hearing much about the institution before applying.  Professor 

Brandon recalled his experience learning about the university:  

[I had not heard anything] other than the research I had done when I applied for 

the job...I looked up the history and [student] demographics and the majors and 

things like that . . .  I knew it was in Richmond, knew it was a historically black 

college from that. But prior to seeing the job posting, I had never heard of the 

Virginia Union, to be perfectly honest. 

Many students also had not heard anything about the VUU. Brooke, for example, who 

was from nearby Maryland, was surprised that she had not heard anything about VUU 

prior to her counselor suggesting that she apply. For Bradley, as a first-generation 

student, he did not know much about college in general; but he attributed his lack of 

knowledge about VUU to its size. At an enrollment just under 2,000 students, Virginia 

Union is considerably smaller than many of the institutions near him, so many in his 

network had never heard of it, nor knew of anyone who had previously attended.  

Many of the student participants also noted that people outside of the institution also 

often mistake VUU for Virginia Commonwealth University, which is the significantly-

younger, predominantly-white institution that is about one mile away from Virginia 
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Union. This misconception can be attributed to the greater name recognition that Virginia 

Commonwealth, as well as other universities, have in the area. Administrator Bernard 

described his experience shopping in local stores to illuminate the lack of name 

recognition:   

When you go into Walmart or when you go into cafes in the city or restaurants, 

you see the Virginia State flag. You see [merchandise and images featuring] VCU 

[and] the University of Richmond. Often, you don't see Virginia Union 

[merchandise or images]. I don't know what that means…So branding is huge, 

and I don't think we're branded well in the city. 

All of these experiences emphasize a lack of name recognition that Virginia Union 

participants have experienced. 

 Student participants only noted a few adverse experiences that they heard about or 

experienced at Virginia Union prior to applying or while they have been affiliated. 

Belinda confirmed that she experienced challenges with on-campus housing when she 

first arrived; her issues were so severe that she contemplated transferring, but a parent 

encouraged her to “stick it out,” as she described. Brooke and Belinda, undergraduate 

students, both noted that they have heard perceptions from friends that the university is 

boring and like a high school, mainly because of its size and the lack of a party 

atmosphere prevalent on most large college campuses. On the staff side, Administrator 

Bernard alluded to some issues that community partners have experienced with not being 

paid on time for services rendered to the university, although there was no indication that 

others had similar experiences. Outside of these incidents, participants did not 
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communicate any many incidents that contributed to negative brand recognition at 

Virginia Union. 

Perceived benefits. When asked students about why they chose to attend Virginia 

Union, participants shared many positive attributes associated with the institution. Of 

these, the size of the campus, access to opportunities, and the athletic program emerged 

as factors that fostered positive attitudes about the institution. 

The size of the institution was referenced as a strong contributor to many of the 

functional benefits that students, faculty, and staff mentioned. Faculty discussed a 

nurturing environment and close-knit; each community of VUU.  Each faculty member 

mentioned that knowing and interacting with students was extremely important to them 

— the best part of their jobs by far. Students expressed a family orientation to the 

campus, in part because of the intimacy that comes with a campus of under 2,000 

students. Students felt a sense of home and that they would be cared for at the Virginia 

Union, which attracted them to campus. 

On the experiential side, students discussed the many opportunities that they have 

explored as a result of attending Virginia Union. Because of the small campus size, they 

reported that they have been able to engage in research, been active in student 

organizations, and participated in other activities that would position to be successful 

post-graduation. Belinda described her experience:  

I also have a friend that goes to a PWI in Kansas, and whenever she sees me post 

pictures or make statuses about the awards that I win for sports or getting elected 

into SGA or inducted into the Honors Program, she's [thinks that I am doing a lot] 
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...I just tell her there are so many opportunities here even though it's a small 

school. 

Bobby was surprised by the degree to which he has gotten involved on campus: 
 

I think something that surprised me being here with all the opportunities that are 

actually here at such a small institution...I didn't realize how much I was gonna be 

able to get involved with things. All the opportunities that will be presented to me 

and all that you have to do is just capitalize on those opportunities. I didn't 

anticipate myself getting as involved or being as active as I am. 

Faculty communicated this as a benefit, as well. According to Administrator Barry, many 

employers in the area are interested in Virginia Union students, especially in select 

majors, such as business administration, the sciences, and criminal justice. Barry 

continued: 

It's got an excellent education program, a very good humanities school, a good 

business school, a good school of education and science technology and 

mathematics school. The School of Theology is world-renowned, has an excellent 

reputation. It's called the Samuel DeWitt Proctor School of Theology. Has over 

400 students, has a Master's of Divinity, Masters in Christian education and 

Doctorate of Ministry. 

Professor Barbara reinforced the faculty (and the institution’s) commitment to preparing 

seniors for the job search process and graduate study. 

The Virginia Union’s competitiveness in athletics has also been a hallmark of the 

institution for over four decades. The football, men’s basketball, and women’s basketball 

teams have won numerous conference championships, and have competed on the national 
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stage, winning a total of 6 national championships. One famous alumnus from Virginia 

Union, Ben Wallace, went on to win an NBA championship in the mid-2000s, which 

brought additional acclaim to the university’s athletic programs and to the campus. With 

its legacy of excellence in athletics, Professor Brandon noted that he avoids scheduling 

social or academic events at the same time as Virginia Union football games, since “no 

one will show up.” The football games are a large draw that brings community members 

to campus, as well. The athletic programs have helped to create some brand recognition 

for Virginia Union among its conference peers and community members. 

Lastly, participants referenced the positive achievements of notable alumni as a 

value added to the university’s brand. Administrator Barry noted that “[Virginia Union] 

has developed a reputation as a school that produces leaders” — at least five former 

mayors in the city of Richmond have been alumni of Virginia Union University. The 

university’s most notable alum, L. Douglas Wilder, was the first elected African-

American governor in the United States, and served in a variety of public service roles, 

including mayor of Richmond and on the Virginia State Senate. The campus library was 

dedicated in his honor in 1997. Benjamin, an undergraduate student, explained: 

Virginia Union was like a diamond in the rough, you could say. I think that it's 

held to a standard especially in the African American community, no matter what 

field you're in. We produce great leaders such as Governor Wilder, and even 

greater athletes such as Ben Wallace. 

Students, faculty, and staff participants recalled the university’s famous alumni as one of 

the areas of positive recognition that they heard about Virginia Union.  
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Summary. This section outlined understandings of Virginia Union University’s 

brand equity through the lens of its student characteristics, negative experiences of 

stakeholders, and positive experiences of stakeholders. Overall, the findings suggest that 

the university does not have strong name recognition outside of niche areas, such as black 

churches where a formal relationship might exist with the School of Theology, for 

example. Faculty perceived that students who attend Virginia Union are highly talented, 

but some or the majority may need additional support to help unlock their true potential. 

Other indicators, such as being first-generation, academically underprepared, or coming 

from single parent homes also were suggested. Despite their academic background, 

students felt an overwhelming commitment to the institution. Many students cited 

financial aid, and the size of the campus community, or intentional campus outreach as 

reasons that encouraged them to apply and choose Virginia Union. Although negative 

experiences were explored to understand potential impact on the institution's brand, the 

findings suggest that Virginia Union has a greater challenge with awareness. Many 

students were not aware of the institution prior to applying, and one administrator even 

suggested that the institution was not recognizable even in its local marketplace, where it 

is easily overshadowed by many larger colleges and universities in the area.  

The institution’s size evoked both positive and negative reactions — students 

enjoyed the intimacy on campus, yet some perceived it to be like a big high school or 

relatively boring compared to other larger campuses. Participants drew on many positive 

experiences that define the institution, as well. Students recounted countless opportunities 

on campus that they felt that they would not be able to access if they had gone elsewhere. 

As noted earlier, the institution houses the Samuel DeWitt Proctor School of Theology, a 
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nationally renowned and well-respected seminary, which has many relationships with 

churches around the country. The athletic program was referenced by some as a positive 

attribute for the university, as athletic teams are highly competitive and have won several 

conference and division championships. Lastly, notable alumni, such as Douglas Wilder 

and Ben Wallace, contribute to a perception that the institution produces a wide range of 

leaders, spanning from athletics to politics to the ministry. 

Virginia State University 

Student characteristics. Regardless of their reasons for choosing Virginia State, 

the students were extremely passionate about the institution. Though they often laughed 

and joked about circumstances related to the institution’s constant state of survival, 

student participants were particularly protective of critical feedback about Virginia State 

from external partners. This sense of protectionism and pride, in part, can be attributed to 

sense of deep connection that students generally felt to the institution. The college 

education that students acquire at Virginia State was seen by students as a functional 

benefit that would best prepare them for their lives after college. 

Faculty and staff described students of Virginia State using similar characteristics 

as Virginia Union University when describing students’ profiles: academically 

underprepared, first-generation, not socialized to higher education, working while 

through college, in need of financial support, and coming from poor families and poor 

areas. Professor Colby remarked that because students are underprepared for college, 

they need to be exposed to the world beyond their communities: 

They need to be taught and they need to be... So, there is, need to be discovered 

that the world is larger than Petersburg-Colonial Height local communities. And 
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that they have a very good perspective not only in local community, not only in 

the Virginia State but in US and even international. So, this is also important, 

because sometimes schools, high schools, are not offering this perspective for 

students. 

Professor Catrina emphasized the needs of first-generation students, based on her 

experience: 

 
I am all for having students here who are first generation college students, whose 

parents never went to college and all of that. But what I think [the university] 

overlooked...[when] recruiting students, [inner city] students, first generation 

students [is that] they did not realize that when you bring someone into a culture 

that is a college culture, you gotta do some training. You have to take into account 

the fact that these students don't know anybody who went to college. So, they 

don't know that college students act differently or are supposed to act differently. 

And so, they have, for a couple of years they got 'em here, and then they wonder 

why these kids act so wild, and so crazy. Well, they act like they acted at home. 

They brought that with them. 

While this may not be true for all students who are first-generation, other faculty 

confirmed that academic socialization to higher education, or a student’s preparedness for 

the rigors and social norms of college, is one of the more pressing issues affecting VSU’s 

incoming population. Many students come to Virginia State underprepared for college, 

and as a result, need additional support from the university to prepare them for the world 

of work. Professor Celeste at the university described this: 
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…students who have a desire to do well, but other factors interfere like 

motivation, full-time employment, family responsibilities, so I would describe 

them as individuals who may want the degree but are underprepared to really 

obtain it at a highly competent level. 

The process of preparing students for college is a major challenge for faculty, who often 

assume additional responsibility in aiding students through the transition into college. 

Professor Celeste continued:   

I think I'm trying to unravel at least 19 years of poor educational quality and lack 

of academic socialization. It's hard to do it in eight to 16 weeks... [After the 

course], almost every single time, every single child will say, ‘I felt as though [my 

professor] cared, and I learned about nutrition.’ Or, ‘I learned about eating. I 

learned I could do better.’ So, it hits them, their application... Some start applying 

it and changing their lives, but grades never reflect the fact that they realized that 

they heard the message, but the change in behavior is harder. So at least they were 

able to absorb the message, my preference is that they absorb and alter their 

behavior. But I guess I gotta start somewhere. 

All VSU faculty participants confirmed socializing students to the college and to health 

academic behaviors is essential to delivering on the university’s mission. These necessary 

supports contribute to perceptions that stakeholders have of the students who choose to 

attend VSU.  

In exploring student characteristics, the racial diversity of the student body 

emerged as a point of contention throughout the interviews. Diversity is touted as one of 

the core values of Virginia State University – the university prides itself in “fostering a 
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community that identifies, values, and respects differences of all people by creating a 

positive experience for students, faculty, staff, and the community” (Virginia State 

University, 2013). The university plans on continuing to recruit diverse students to 

campus, including a goal to increase international student recruitment by 20% by Fall 

2018 (Virginia State University). Given these articulated goals, the interviews illuminated 

deep-rooted struggles and assumptions that student participants described related to the 

racial diversity of students on campus. Some on campus would not describe the 

community as a positive experience as the university’s value statement would suggest. 

This points to possible misalignment between the university’s value statement and the 

experience on campus, which can impact external perceptions. 

Student diversity was discussed in great detail within the student focus group. The 

institution’s student body is 61% African-American (with an additional 35% of the 

student body’s racial demographics listed as unknown) and has recently invested in 

scholarships and other incentives to diversify its student body, aligning with the 

institution’s espoused values. The student group had mixed feelings about this, as 6 of the 

7 participants identified as African-American. Christopher noted that “it makes me feel 

some type of way, not to be rude or disrespectful, but the only reason Caucasians are here 

is because of scholarship, or minority scholarships. They don't feel what we feel.” Some 

student participants perceived that these students were on campus to get a free education, 

but cared very little about deepening their understanding of the historical experiences of 

African-Americans. Conversely, Caroline, the only non-Black student in the focus group, 

suggested that non-Black students felt unwelcomed and secluded at Virginia State. She 
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challenged Christopher’s notion that non-Black students were only there for the 

scholarship, stating that:  

 [As a non-Black student] I don't have any support, so…I'm like, ‘Okay, where's 

my scholarship? [But] I'm still here, right?’ And then at some point in my 

sophomore year, I felt like I didn't belong here. 

She did not find the campus to be welcoming at first, and noted that it was not until she 

became friends with other Latinas on campus that she began to feel at home. Camille, 

who is originally from the Caribbean, expressed similar feelings, stating, “I feel like I 

would have transferred if I really didn't meet more Caribbean students, I would have 

probably been in the next school…if I didn't meet Caribbean students.” Caroline desired 

more diversity overall: 

I wish the school was more diverse. I know it's an HBCU, but it's always good to 

see other cultures, and learn about other cultures…I wish we had more Middle 

Eastern people, and Asian people, Hispanic people, Latinos. Even European 

people, I wish this was a more diverse school, because I don't know... I like 

diversity, I came from a very diverse high school. My high school was 

international, so it's like I came from that, and then I was like, ‘Okay, I'm gonna 

be more in touch with my culture.’ And I came here. But it's like... I don't know, 

it's not the same, and I miss it. 

While the institution is committed to racial and ethnic diversity, it is clear that these 

recent demographic shifts have had (and will continue to have) an impact on the 

perceptions of student users, as well as collegiality, on campus.  



 

144 
 

Lack of quality recognition or recall. Having been in existence in the 

Petersburg community since 1882, Virginia State University touts being the first state-

supported HBCU in the country and Virginia’s “opportunity university” (Virginia State 

University, 2019). Despite its legacy, participants noted negative perceptions that they 

heard about or experienced while affiliated with Virginia State which adversely impacted 

their image of the institution. This section will explore these experiences and perceptions 

in greater detail. 

From the student perspective, the reactions were mixed regarding how students 

came to learn about the institution. Some student participants (Christopher and Charles) 

had family connections or a previous experience with the institution. Others explored the 

institution because of a its size, the campus setting, or due to of a lack of alternative 

options. While reasons for attending varied from person to person, all of the students 

agreed on one fact: Virginia State was not their first choice. Financial aid, location, and 

the institution’s timely offer of admission were all cited as determining factors for why 

students decided to commit to Virginia State over other options.  

Of the students interviewed, the majority of them mentioned that they had heard 

very little about the institution prior to applying. Clara, a junior, learned of the institution 

from her guidance counselor: “I didn't know anything about Virginia State until my 

counselor told me about it. So, I just wound up applying here, and I got in.” Others noted 

that the financial aid that they received from Virginia State guided their decision-making, 

as made it possible for them to attend at a lower cost. Camille, a junior, noted that “the 

other schools, they didn't give me enough money, enough financial aid, and Virginia 

State gave me the most. So, I was like, ‘Okay, I'll just go to Virginia State.’” Candice, a 
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freshman, mentioned that the institution was not her first choice, but the aid made it more 

attractive:  

Virginia State was not my first choice, A&T was my first choice but I didn't get 

in. And then Hampton was my second choice, and I was so set, I was waiting at 

my mailbox, and then I got in. And then it was too much, and then Virginia State, 

they gave me the most money they could, yeah. [chuckle] And so I ended up 

coming here. 

Others touted family relationships that were instrumental in helping them to make 

the choice. For example, Charles, a senior, decided to attend because of his family’s 

history at the institution, noting that “I have a family legacy at Virginia State, because I'll 

be the first male in my entire family with a college degree. So, I guess that's the reason 

why I went.”  Christopher, who was a senior, noted the importance of being close to 

home 

The reason why I picked Virginia State is because, number one, I wanted to be 

close to home, but not too close…If something was to happen to me wherever I 

went to school, I wanted my mother, or my father or any of my family members 

to be able to get to me, and not have to come, or get on an airplane and fly to me 

from Virginia to say, like, somewhere like Florida… 

Caroline, a freshman, selected VSU for similar reasons: “Because my parents were 

moving from Atlanta to North Carolina, so I was like, ‘Okay, well, I'll be closer to them 

if I'm in Virginia.’”  Family played an important role in these students deciding to attend 

Virginia State. 



 

146 
 

Surprisingly, most students noted that the institution was not their first choice. 

Charles was waitlisted at Christopher Newport University and chose Virginia State 

because he did not know how long it would take to hear a final decision. Catherine’s 

“dream school was West Virginia,” but it was too expensive for her family to afford as an 

out-of-state student. Christopher always wanted to go to the West Coast and cited that 

“UCLA was his school of choice.” Camille “dreamt about going to Howard” and “then 

North Carolina A&T;” she actually noted that Virginia State was last on her list. Caroline 

was accepted into 15 schools, but really wanted to attend South Carolina State; she 

learned she was accepted to South Carolina State after she deposited at Virginia State, 

and she expressly regretted that decision. Catherine summarized the general sentiment of 

many of the older students in the room, suggesting that “at the end of the day, I realized 

that it's not where you go, it's what you get out of it.” These reasons for attending 

provided greater understanding about how users understand and perceived the institution 

prior to attending. 

Two students recalled exchanges where external stakeholders did not understand 

why they would affiliate with the university. Catherine noted that she had an interaction 

with a friend, who identified as Caucasian, who questioned why she would even consider 

attending Virginia State. Christopher recalled a painful encounter with an employer, who 

challenged the validity of his degree during an interview: 

I went on an interview, maybe about a month ago, [and] the lady [said], "Oh, 

you're a criminal justice major from Virginia State." I said, "Yes, ma'am." She 

looked at the resume for six seconds, [and] she looked back at me. She [said] "Oh, 
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your degree doesn't mean anything, because it's getting ready to come from 

Virginia State University. 

This perception of low-quality academic rigor is one of several negative attributes that 

has been affixed onto Virginia State. Celeste recalled hearing similar messages from her 

students:  

Some of the things that were told to students were that their degree did not mean 

as much and because the programs lacked [rigor] and that the curriculum was 

watered down, and so the impression was that it wasn't as challenging. 

Concerns about safety and security emerged as a possible misconception that 

external parties hold about the Virginia State. Since the institution is nested in between a 

well-resourced county suburb and a resource-strapped municipality, robberies and other 

smaller crimes near the campus limits have historically been associated with Virginia 

State. Students, faculty, and staff participants also referred to three high-profile incidents 

either near or on-campus, a stabbing during homecoming week, an off-campus hazing 

incident involving two VSU students who drowned, and a shooting near campus 

(Williams, 2013). These events attracted a great deal of local media attention, which, in 

turn, has perpetuated an assumption that that the campus is unsafe. One student, Camille, 

confirmed that her family expressed concerns about allowing her to attend after hearing 

about the homecoming incident randomly from a gas station attendant. The institution 

worked swiftly to hold the responsible parties accountable, and employed additional 

safeguards to preserve campus safety. Security on campus has increased, with gates, 

checkpoints, and designated access times to restrict access to parts of campus at different 
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points of the day. Generally speaking, campus constituents felt safe, but some of these 

perceptions still remain. 

Administrator Cameron, who had family connections to Virginia State prior to 

working there, noted that there was limited understanding about what the institution was 

known for among his colleagues. As a result, it was difficult to imagine how external 

stakeholders would remember the university, as well. This supports findings presented 

earlier around the lack of expression of institution’s sense of history. Professor Calvin 

noted that the university is a great resource in agriculture and farming, but many in need 

of services also have no way of knowing that the institution is available to them. This 

lack of institutional recognition and recall directly affected his ability to deliver on the 

university’s mission and advance important research that could benefit agriculture 

communities across the country.  

Overall, those affiliated with the university have identified negative perceptions 

of its students, programs, and campus and have begun combating them with positive 

images disseminated through social media and other distribution channels. 

Perceived benefits. Virginia State is a small university that offers a great range in 

academic programs, which led Administrator Connor to conclude that the campus offers 

great flexibility in academic study to its students. Virginia State’s business programs 

recently received national recognition as the best among its HBCU peers, but its ROTC, 

arts, science, technology, engineering, and mathematics programs have also produced 

many successful alumni. Internally, Connor and Chantelle saw Virginia State's alumni as 

one of its positive outward-facing attributes. Though membership in the Alumni 

Association is relatively low, Chantelle referred to a highly engaged small group of 
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alumni who are extremely vocal and active throughout campus. Students ultimately have 

benefitted from these experiences, as alumni have connected them to networking and 

career opportunities, due to their connections in various industries. Camille summarized 

this experience: 

Because Virginia State has many alumni who [are] politicians serving in the 

General Assembly. And I had the chance to meet all of them because my major. 

And it's like every year the political science department, they send students to the 

general assembly in March, and not many students know about it. 

Students continue to benefit from the experiences of highly engaged alumni — their 

mentorship has assisted undergraduates in building confidence in their faculty and their 

networks have helped to build meaningful partnerships that could be leveraged into 

employment. 

Closely related to the alumni connection to campus, students and faculty shared 

about the importance of Homecoming as an important tradition on-campus. During a 

campus visit, the admissions information session used a curated video chronicling the 

Homecoming experience to introduce the campus to prospective students and visitors. 

Student participants discussed Homecoming in relation to their connection with the 

campus and with alumni; one even mentioned that it feels like a family reunion. As a 

faculty member, Catrina described how she even structured a Homecoming assignment 

for her students where she asked them to go out and introduce themselves to alumni 

during the event as a way to encourage students to expand their personal networks. 

Recently, the institution’s public image has been amplified more positively due to 

recognition from notable organizations. Between 2016 and 2019, Virginia State 
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University has been recognized by HBCU Digest as the HBCU of the Year, top business 

program, and HBCU President of the Year, among other honors. ESSENCE Magazine 

has recently selected the institution as one of the Top 20 HBCUs in the country, as well. 

Virginia State’s dramatic increase in undergraduate enrollment and success in athletics 

each year since being granted full reaccreditation in 2016, coupled with the strength of 

key academic programs, have garnered praise from its peers. 

Summary. This section explored brand equity at Virginia State University 

through the lens of perceptions of student characteristics, negative experiences of 

stakeholders, and positive experiences of stakeholders. Similar to Virginia Union, the 

findings suggest that the university has some name recognition among those who have 

family ties, but limited reach outside of those networks. Faculty participants perceive that 

students who attend VSU need substantial academic socialization, as they are typically 

first-generation or have come from environments where they have not been taught about 

appropriate behavior and expectations in college. Most students had not heard anything 

about VSU prior to applying, and many students recounted that Virginia State was not 

actually their first choice for college, but ended up being the most affordable and 

convenient option for their families.  

The campus has been susceptible to negative recognition over the years. Two 

students recalled being questioned about the value of their degree, while others discussed 

hearing high-profile safety concerns on-campus that impacted external perceptions. 

Despite these experiences, several positive benefits also emerged. The institution is 

considered to be one of the most up-and-coming HBCUs in the country, receiving 

national recognition recently for its quality academic programs, as well as its leadership. 
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Students also relayed their exposure to many opportunities that they did not feel they 

would have received elsewhere. As the university continues to grow, its influence and 

recognition in the surrounding community also appears to be getting stronger. 

Norfolk State University 

When Norfolk State University was founded in the 1930s as a satellite unit of 

Virginia Union University, the institution was not expected to develop a voice of its own. 

As it continued to grow roots in the area, it became a critical beacon of opportunity for 

the African-American population in the area, who had limited options otherwise to 

pursue higher education locally.  Its youth ultimately became a huge asset, as the 

institution was quick to cater to the needs of incoming students, establishing itself as the 

largest HBCU in the state within four decades of its founding.  Given this context, 

Norfolk State University was perhaps the most strategic of the three institutions in the 

study. Shortly after the study began, Desiree, the vice president of advancement, had 

begun a vetting process to solicit the help of a brand management agency to assist the 

institution in taking control of its institutional narrative. As a result, Norfolk State has 

been engaging in conversations, from the Board of Trustees down to the students, about 

the institution, its direction, and its future. 

Student Characteristics. Norfolk State prides itself in attracting, retaining, and 

graduating students who are “not the top of the class, but decided late about college,” as 

Diana, an administrator, mentioned. They provide opportunities to students to succeed, as 

evident by the institution’s new tagline, “we see the future in you,” which is designed to 

remind students that the institution promotes their success in college and in the world. 

Desiree, who is also an administrator, confirms this:  
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We take kids that are sometimes below the 50% mark. They've got the talent. 

They maybe have been in poor school systems. They just didn't have the exposure 

that they needed. And we're producing stellar scholars that are coming out at 90%, 

in the 90th percentile, and they're going on to do wonderful things in our nation, 

in our state. 

In addition to attracting students who need academic support, the institution also attracts 

first-generation, diverse, those coming from underprivileged backgrounds, those who are 

academically self-conscious, and those who are not socialized to higher education.  

As a result, similar to the other two institutions, faculty recalled numerous 

experiences where they have had to shore up skills and exhibit patience in interacting 

with students. Faculty participants often mentioned that they encounter many students 

who are not academically prepared to be in college. This need to socialize students to the 

expectations, appropriate behaviors, and rigor of higher education is essential in ensuring 

student success. Professor Dante expands on this:  

The good thing is, some of them have been turned off by high school teachers.  

Well, we got to fight those negative feelings and then turn them into neutral and 

then turn them into positive feelings…I mean, that's part of my job. 

There were many stories shared about students who were learning life skills, such as how 

to tie a necktie, or how to advocate for themselves in times of crisis, for the first time. 

Professor Dominique shared one example involving a student whose parent was on trial 

for murder and therefore needed an extension for turning in an assignment so that she 

could be present in court. Similar to the other institutions, students come from a variety 

of backgrounds with at-risk indicators with them to campus. Despite these challenges, 
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Professor Dante captures the feelings of satisfaction felt by the faculty when students 

persist:  

We get kids that grew up on governmental service cheese in New Jersey 

(Newark), but by the time that graduate from here six years or five and a half 

years later, they graduate with salaries like $70,000, so they are able to put their 

younger siblings through school, so for me it is like a success story all around. 

Similar to the other two institutions studied, the motivations for why students 

explored Norfolk State fell into one of two categories: students who had a family 

connection or previous interaction to campus and those who did not know much about the 

campus before applying. Danielle was the most passionate of the student interviewees, as 

her parents and grandparents were alumni of the institution. She recalled that her college 

choice was set early, since she respected her family’s connection to the institution and 

witnessed the opportunities that a Norfolk State education afforded her parents. Other 

students (David and Donna) were from neighboring areas and had multiple interactions 

with the campus, which prompted them to apply. Of all interviewees, Donna was most 

skeptical about her choice, as she identified as being racially mixed and felt that the 

institution was not particularly welcoming to that identity. As she has found her niche on 

campus, her sentiments about the institution have evolved. Overall, the students who had 

a family connection to the campus tended to be the most vocal about advocating for the 

university.  

Some students, primarily those from out of state, mentioned that they really had 

not heard anything about Norfolk State prior to applying. For example, Dalia, an 

incoming freshman, commented that she only found out about the institution either 
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through her sister, who was a current senior at the Norfolk State. Daisy, on the other 

hand, learned of the institution from a guidance counselor who suggested that she apply. 

As a part of the brand strategy, Administrator Desiree confirmed that the institution had 

recently increased its funding towards creating more visible advertising in the last two 

years. Now, there are more commercials and print materials that feature the institution in 

prominent places. With the release of their new branding campaign, the institution is 

proactively trying to take control of perceptions of its product, as well as its narrative. 

The new logo, tagline, and website have been widely circulated and featured in more 

visible places around the region. 

The women participants in the student focus group shared challenges connecting 

with each other on campus. They discussed their experiences with other women where 

they felt like a “crabs in a barrel” mentality was pervasive, where women felt in 

competition with each other. Danielle explains: 

Whether it’s the way you wear your hair, whether it’s the way you dress, whether 

it’s the guys you like, it’s going to be that petty competition… I just feel like 

maybe you will see more of it at an HBCU because there are so many black 

women and there’s always that racial, it’s always going to be more girls to guys.  

When it comes to the opposite sex, I feel like the competition is heightened. 

 They felt in conflict and in competition with one another, despite being immersed 

in an environment that went to great lengths to unify students around their racial identity. 

Some women discussed encountering others on campus who do not speak, even when 

spoken to, and always assume that their peers have ulterior motivations for saying hello. 
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Though Daisy agreed with Danielle’s observation, she was strategic about not feeding 

into the competition:  

Like I smile at everyone I meet.  I try to compliment everyone.  I do random acts 

of kindness.  I try to empower, like that’s why especially the black women.  We 

need to empower each other instead of seeing each other as competition…It’s 

about working together and empowering each other to that one goal that we all 

have to achieve.  That we all are here to achieve.  That we all pay to achieve or 

are afforded to achieve.  

While not all of the women participants confirmed having conflicts with other women, a 

majority of them reflected on frustrating interactions that they had with others 

surrounding their identities as women on campus. 

At Norfolk State, perceptions about students centered mainly around their 

academic preparation for college. The university prides itself on seeing the potential in its 

students and actively recruits students who fall in the 2.5 – 3.3 GPA range. Given the 

student academic profile, the university faculty and staff worked hard to support students 

through adversities and teach them about life skills while administering course content. 

Women students reported some challenges connecting with each other once on campus, 

which also emerged at Virginia State. The students emphasized that they were all at 

Norfolk State to succeed, and faculty, staff, and students all had a role to play in ensuring 

that each student did so.  

Lack of quality recognition or recall. Norfolk State has had its share of 

challenges that have affected perceptions of the university locally and in the greater 
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higher education landscape. This section explores experiences that have emerged 

throughout the study as negative experiences for stakeholders. 

In 2013, Norfolk State suffered a devastating blow to its institutional reputation 

when it was placed on warning (and later probation) by their accreditation agency for its 

handling of institutional finances. Concurrently, it was placed on probation by its state 

higher education agency for curricular issues with its two-year nursing program. In 

retrospect, Administrator Diana acknowledged that the two-year nursing program needed 

to be more intensive to set students up for success. However, many external partners 

generalized these issues, assuming that the sanctions applied to Norfolk State’s traditional 

nursing program, as well as the rest of its academic programs broadly. She mentions the 

need to constantly correct others regarding their perceptions:  

We have an excellent nursing program. So that's one of the false things that it's in 

the community. I had a conversation with somebody this weekend about the 

nursing program. Like, ‘No, we have an excellent nursing program and we have... 

It's always been accredited, but people think that we weren't.’ So that's one of the 

challenges that we face here. When I got here we did have some issues. The main 

problem with our warning was the finances. 

Despite all of the exciting growth happening on campus, the most pervasive 

perception about Norfolk State which was raised repeatedly among the student focus 

group participants centered around the value of their degree. Participants reported that 

others that they spoke to about Norfolk State perceived that the university had “open 

enrollment,” which impacts how outsiders understood the quality of the educational 

experience. Professor Dante noted that he had heard a catchphrase often: “Norfolk State, 
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very easy to get in, very hard to graduate from” – while he generally enjoys the 

implication that it is not easy to graduate from the institution, he continued to reinforce 

that the institution is difficult to graduate from because of the commitment that faculty 

have to ensure that students are truly ready to enter the world of work once they leave. 

Students felt bombarded by reflections from others surrounding the future of the 

institution and of their degree. Due, in part, to accreditation issues that received 

widespread media coverage, many heard comments concerning the perceived quality of 

the institution. As a high-achieving high school student enrolled in an International 

Baccalaureate program, Danielle received a lot of negative feedback when she expressed 

her interest in NSU: “‘You’re too good for Norfolk State. Norfolk State won’t be around 

in two years.  Why do you want to go to an HBCU?’” These types of comments and 

questions are intended (whether intentionally or unintentionally) to undermine the value 

of the Norfolk State degree. 

Students also reported that they heard subtle comments implying that the 

institution was either “hood,” “dirty,” or “unsafe.” Dalia shared that some of these 

perceptions came exclusively because of Norfolk State’s status as an HBCU: “Oh, that’s 

the black school.  They’re gonna fall apart.  You shouldn’t go there.” Danielle was 

surprised by the responses of her peers when she expressed interest: 

They thought it was the scum of the earth.  When they heard I was considering it, 

they [could not understand why I would want to go there]. ‘Why would you want 

to be around those people?’ And these are other African Americans who are 

telling [me] this...I heard that Norfolk State was not good enough. 
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Dalia added that she was told that “I don’t look like the type of person that would be at 

Norfolk State.” Many of these perceptions seem to be tied to the institution’s status as an 

HBCU, as the statements contain subtle microaggressions about the location of the 

campus, perceptions of those who attend Norfolk State, or some combination of the two.  

Perceived benefits. Participants also outlined their perceptions of the benefits 

that came with being associated with Norfolk State in great detail. The appearance of the 

campus, the rigor of its programs, and the opportunities for personal and professional 

development were continually mentioned as strengths of the institution. 

By 2017, the campus had visible upgrades to its facilities, including a new dining 

facility for students, a new nursing and general education building, a communications 

tower, and a new building to house several academic departments. These new additions 

joined the student union, the student services building, and the campus library (which 

were all relatively new) to enclose the campus’ main quad, which had been totally 

revitalized. Students, faculty, and staff reported that they could see and feel the ways that 

the institution was growing right before their eyes. These upgraded facilities also helped 

to recruit and retain faculty and staff. Diana, for instance, commented that she did not 

know much about Norfolk State prior to researching her position, but, upon visiting, she 

was impressed with the facilities and found the campus very attractive. 

In addition to world-class facilities, Norfolk State University also features highly 

talented faculty that secured several large grants for research, including one large federal 

award in cybersecurity. Administrator Desiree highlighted the opportunities for 

undergraduate research at the institution as a unique offering that increased Norfolk 

State’ competitive edge compared to other schools. The university also has several high-
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quality programs in science, business, and the arts, which were featured prominently on 

the campus website and highlighted by several faculty, staff, and student participants. 

The choir has traveled around the world, and performed in President Obama’s White 

House twice. Its price, which remains fairly affordable compared to similarly-sized 

predominantly-white institutions in the state, has earned it the title as one of the best 

values in higher education, as Administrator Desiree boasted. 

In exploring the benefits of attending or being affiliated with Norfolk State, the 

institution’s tagline, “we see the future in you,” comes to life. Desiree discussed the 

impact that a Norfolk State education had on alumni: 

In the '60s it was a place where people came because they couldn't afford to go 

someplace else, and so when you look at the alums that have graduated from 

Norfolk State University and what they've been able to accomplish because they 

actually did graduate from Norfolk State University, is phenomenal. 

David, one of the students, noted that the university teaches you how to navigate life:  

It teaches me not only to grow up, but to prioritize, the sacrifices I have to make 

to do this.  I mean, I can’t get as much sleep as I want to because I may have a 

project or I may have three tests back to back or whatever.  Just different things.  I 

may get in trouble with the law or whatever.  Different obstacles or different 

things that you don’t expect to happen, but you’re in an environment where 

people are willing to help you if you do end up falling.  People are willing to help 

you get back up. 

Professor Dante added that he has seen his students advance to great things once they 

leave Norfolk State after graduation: 
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I look at how committed, how happy my students are after they graduate.  

Whether they feel like it was a good investment of their time and money, hard 

earned money I should say, to come here and then how well they're moving up.  

They become well-known business people, well known politicians, well-known 

actors, actresses. 

These reflections demonstrate the perceived transformative power of the undergraduate 

experience at NSU and the positive feelings that many have about the university’s 

offerings. 

Summary. This section explored perceptions of brand equity at Norfolk State 

University through three themes: student characteristics, lack of quality recognition or 

recall, and perceived benefits. Norfolk State is explicit about the type of students that 

their marketing targets. They go after students who are in the 2.5 — 3.3 GPA range who 

are interested in college, but may need additional support to adjust, according to 

Administrator Diana. In that regard, faculty noted a host of characteristics that describe 

NSU students, including managing a host of personal, family, and work commitments, as 

well as needing academic socialization. Students who chose to attend noted that they had 

family connections that introduced them to the campus or they had little to no familiarity 

at all, but enjoyed what they saw when they visited.  

The institution has experienced challenges with external perceptions. 

Accreditation issues were widely publicized and have led to many misperceptions about 

the educational quality of the university. In addition, compared to the other two 

institutions in the study, Norfolk State’s setting is considered the most urban, subjecting 

the university and its students to microaggressions about the inner city as well. The 
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upgraded campus facilities, including new buildings that have transformed the university, 

as well as opportunities to do research, acquire internships, and connect with faculty 

emerged as positive benefits of Norfolk State. In the eyes of students, faculty, and staff, 

the institution positions students to lead successful lives once they graduate. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

Brand equity was explored at each campus through the lens of these three 

emergent themes: (a) student characteristics, (b) lack of quality recognition or recall, and 

(c) perceived benefits. 

Each analysis began with an exploration of student characteristics. Across all 

three institutions, similarities emerged in several areas. First, all faculty in the study noted 

that students typically arrive to campus without being socialized to higher education. 

Many students identified as first-generation or had limited exposure to their university 

prior to applying and deciding to attend. As a result, they typically require additional 

support to ease their transition to the college environment, which is riddled with implied 

norms, values, assumptions, and expectations, which explains the lack of academic 

socialization that faculty described throughout the study. Faculty expressed their 

commitment to positioning students for success, and they also acknowledged the 

challenges associated with providing this high-touch support. Table 9 displays 

demographic information that confirms many characteristics that faculty and staff shared 

about their students. In comparison to national averages, students at all three institutions 

are more likely to be African-American, have higher demonstrated financial need, and 

lower standardized test scores. According to faculty, these factors contribute to low 
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academic self-efficacy or poor academic behaviors that they work to mitigate by 

semester’s end. This finding was consistent across all three campuses. 

Table 9 

Select Undergraduate Student Demographic Information (Academic Year 2015-2016) 

University 
% African-
American 

% First-
Generation 

% Pell-
eligible 

Median 
Family 
Income 

Average 
SAT Score 

National 
average* 16% 36% 43% $41,484 1067 

Virginia 
Union 

University 
93% 41% 66% $26,681 - 

Virginia 
State 

University 

61% (35% 
unknown) 34% 71% $30,103 816 

Norfolk 
State 

University 
85% 37% 62% $26,072 762 

*National average comprises of all four-year universities that reported data in that 
reporting year. (College Score Card, 2019) 
 

From the student perspective, all three universities suffered from some lack of 

recall. Most students had not heard much about the institution before applying, and a few 

even arrived on campus having never visited the campus before. For those who had some 

familiarity with their university, family connections emerged as a connection point to 

campus for many. In addition to family, financial aid was cited as the primary 

determining factor for students’ college choice. 

Diversity of the student body emerged in subtle and overt ways across each 

institution. At Virginia Union, a student commented that they wished the university had 

greater international diversity among Black people. Conversely, at Virginia State, two 
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students debated the presence of non-Black students on campus, specifically those 

receiving scholarships to be there. At Norfolk State, more racial diversity is one of the 

strategic goals over time, but students spent more time conversing about gender diversity 

and the nature of interpersonal relationships between women on campus. The findings 

suggest that additional exploration of campus attitudes may be necessary. Generally 

speaking, faculty and staff conveyed deep commitment to student success, despite the 

aforementioned characteristics. Students generally exhibited a great deal of pride in their 

institution — for most student participants, once they decided to attend, the institution 

became a part of their personal identities. 

Each university experienced a lack of quality recognition associated with it, 

although some had more than others. Virginia Union did not have many negative 

recognition experiences, although it became evident that the university also had limited 

recall among external stakeholders. Most students who attended had not heard of the 

institution prior to attending, and many recalled that outsiders rarely recognize the 

institution, even in its own local area. Both Norfolk State and Virginia State, conversely, 

had been featured in high-profile incidents that shaped negative external perceptions. 

Coverage of Norfolk State’s accreditation issues appeared to influence perceptions that 

the degree had no value or that the institution was in danger of losing accreditation. 

Similarly, with Virginia State, coverage of several incidents involving crimes on or near 

campus painted a picture that the institution was unsafe. Virginia State also had 

accreditation issues and experienced negative perceptions of the academic rigor of the 

institution.  
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The facilities on each campus also have varying impacts on perceptions. While 

Norfolk State’s sprawling campus had the potential to recruit more students to campus, 

Virginia Union’s traditional campus created negative perceptions about housing and other 

facilities. Both public universities, VSU and NSU, were undergoing large construction 

projects throughout the study to upgrade current facilities, which created a sense of 

optimism within students, faculty, and staff. Despite some of this growth, participants at 

Virginia State and at Virginia Union both observed that their respective institutions 

continue to be been confused with Virginia Commonwealth University, which is a 

younger, predominantly-White university in Richmond, emphasizing a lack of 

recognition and transcending campus location or facilities. 

Students at each institution highlighted their access to opportunities. As a result of 

attending, they were exposed to opportunities that they felt like they would have never 

experienced, had it not been for their affiliating with their university. This included 

research opportunities, student organizations, meetings with public figures, and 

internships, among other things. Each institution had connections with local employers, 

who continued to look to each campus to provide an employee pipeline upon graduation. 

Though their sizes vary, each institution boasts a small, familial environment that allows 

students to build close relationships with faculty and staff. Many students cited this as a 

key benefit of their college experience. Lastly, students across all three campuses 

applauded the ways that their institution transformed their thinking and prepared them for 

the real-world. Although many could point to challenges along the way, students were 

generally grateful for the opportunity to learn and grow on their campus. Many students 

continually talked about how they “loved” their HBCU, especially because the institution 



 

165 
 

gave them an opportunity when other doors to higher education were not accessible for 

various reasons. 

Research Question #3: Influence of Organizational Culture and Brand Equity 

 Using the Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model outlined earlier, data analysis 

led to a third set of themes that spoke to the intersections between organizational culture 

and brand equity. These themes explore the relationship that internal and external 

stakeholders build with employees (who are the main purveyors of culture on campus). 

Through analyzing the data, three themes emerged and will be discussed below: (1) the 

relationship between faculty, staff, and students, (2) university brand roles (how faculty, 

staff, and students understood their relationship to the brand of the institution), and (3) 

relationship with community (observations of the relationship of the university with the 

neighboring/surrounding environment and the local media). 

First, the relationship between faculty, staff, and students explores the ways in 

which the universities deliver on the institutional promise, as captured in mission and 

vision statements, admissions brochures, and other promotional material. Next, each 

participant was asked to identify their responsibilities to the institutional brand and how 

they were contributing as a means to capture ways in which students, faculty, and staff 

cared about how the institution was perceived externally. Lastly, relationship with 

community was analyzed using interactions shared with faculty and staff, along with a 

review of documents, news articles, and other publications that chronicled university 

happenings in the neighboring community. These themes helped to develop a deeper 

understanding of the intersections between perceptions of the organizational culture and 

each university’s brand.    
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The third research question that was explored in this study is as follows: how do 

institutional culture and brand equity influence one another at each institution? The 

findings related to this question will be presented for each institution, followed by an 

analysis across all three cases. 

Virginia Union University 

Relationship between students, faculty, and staff.  Given the small size of the 

Virginia Union University (VUU), the student experience is uniquely intimate enabling 

the faculty to build close relationships with their students and highly invested in their 

success. All faculty participants commented that their experiences teaching and 

mentoring students deepened their connections to the campus. Professor Bill admitted, “I 

think there's a lot of mutual respect. That's the best thing about being here is the students, 

interacting with them.”  Professor Barbara echoed this mutual respect, noting that “our 

faculty has built a serious trust with the students. And [to] so many of them, this is home. 

This is a second family to them. So, they come to us for advice as well.” On campus, it 

was evident that there was an open-door policy between students and faculty. During two 

of the three faculty interviews, students randomly interrupted to casually connect with 

their professors. In each instance, students felt comfortable enough to enter without 

knocking, despite the fact that the interview was being conducted behind closed doors in 

an office. This confirmed the trust and mutual respect that both faculty members 

described. 

Faculty members also communicated the importance of their roles in positioning 

students to be successful. Professor Brandon noted that his primary role was student-

centered, stating that, 
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…my main goal in being here is to hope that I can get people better at thinking. I 

just hope I can get [students] better at thinking about big questions, philosophical 

sorts of questions…my hope is to help the students, and if the students do well, 

the university will do well. 

Furthermore, the faculty believe in their students and their ability to achieve, despite 

concerns about the student profile and their struggling backgrounds. Professor Barbara 

added: 

We have faculty that believe in the students, that can connect with the students 

and can identify with the students…when [students] come in as freshmen ... 

[although] our goal is to cultivate students' critical thinking, reading, writing, 

speaking and research skills…we lay a strong foundation of identity, because if 

you don't know who you are first and foremost, then any and everything else can 

be a constant struggle. 

Administrator Bernard echoed a similar commitment to student success from Union’s 

staff, as well: 

[Virginia Union provides] the connection with staff who are really engaged, who 

are relatable, who are big on building relationships with our students. I think it's 

been definitely shown since I've been here that we have a staff here at university 

who are concerned, that are not just here for, I guess the paycheck, so to speak, 

but really want to see our students developing, not only matriculated graduation, 

but go for graduate programs or what have you. 

Prior to working at Union, Administrator Barry noted hearing about the institution’s 

commitment to students, also: 
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I also heard that it was a school that really was focused on trying to make sure 

that its students were exposed to as many things as possible, to help produce 

leaders. Help them become leaders and be the best that they could…that it is a 

place that is evolving and growing and changing, and that it transforms the lives 

of young people who come here. And they come one way and hopefully they 

leave better and improved. 

Many participants pointed to the low student-faculty ratio and small size of the 

institution as a factor that contributes to the close relationships between students and the 

faculty and staff. Bradley, who self-identified as a shy student, mentions how the size 

contributed to him connecting with his faculty:  

I decided to come to Virginia Union [because] it was a small campus, and I'm real 

shy, so a lot of people…wouldn't have been good for me in a learning 

environment. So, with a small class, I got to know my professors better and they 

understood my issues with learning. 

The commitment of the faculty and staff created a nurturing culture for students that 

positioned them to take advantage of many opportunities. The small size of the institution 

allows faculty and staff to really know their students. Students reported that being at 

Virginia Union deepened their confidence, in turn, strengthened their connection to the 

university. Brooke, a senior, describes:  

But the school being so small, it offers so many opportunities. And I could 

honestly see my future. I might not know exactly what I want to do but I could see 

it. I could really see myself being successful and I could really see myself giving 
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back to Virginia Union because it was a university that continuously gave to me 

and still is giving to me. 

Benjamin, who is also a sophomore, was also excited about the opportunities: 

I couldn't tell you anything that's not offered that I don't have here, and that's one 

of the magical experiences. I felt…if I was to go to VCU…the opportunity could 

not be offered to me because it would be a plethora of other students that are 

probably better than me, and they are able to take the advantage there. [Here], 

there are so many resources that literally are at my fingertips, and so many people 

that reach out and give back to students that go here like me, so I'm very 

fortunate. 

At Virginia Union, the intimate relationship between students, faculty, and staff has 

curated an experience that exposes students to a myriad of opportunities to broaden their 

horizons and develop key skills that will make them marketable beyond graduation. This 

culture increases students’ employability and professional competence, which in turn, 

helps to edify the institution’s brand among external stakeholders. 

Relationship with community. Virginia Union's relationship with the 

community is multifaceted. Its location positions it near some of the Commonwealth’s 

largest employers, and, according to Administrator Barry, the university has “an 

economic multiplier impact that's around $100 million in this North Richmond area...our 

students work in a lot of different places and give back in the community.”  As one of the 

largest employers in its part of town, the university is a hub of economic development for 

its surrounding community. Barry added that the university engages many external 

stakeholders, as a result of its positioning:  
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There's just been a lot of interaction and engagement with the university and the 

corporate community, the religious community, even elected officials. The 

governor, every year, comes to the Community Leaders Breakfast and speaks at 

it. And the corporate community is very involved in that, as well as the Gala. 

They very much come to the career fairs and hire the students.  

The university is involved in several civic partnerships. Most notably, VUU is one 

of the first universities in the US to have a police academy housed right on the campus. 

Since criminal justice is one of the university’s most popular majors, the presence of the 

police academy provides additional opportunities for students majoring in criminal justice 

to gain real-world experiences. Students are also exposed to service activities, although 

resource constraints limit the amount of opportunities available. Administrator Bernard 

asserted that: 

That's why our service has to be so big, because it [doesn’t] take a lot of money to 

serve. So, we try to provide those opportunities that can help us to at least work 

towards providing some positive relationships in the city. 

Community service is one way that the university tries to enhance its relationship with its 

surrounding community. 

Given the university’s Christian heritage, Professor Brandon highlighted the 

relationship between local churches and the university: 

I know that the church services, the chapel services we have are often attended by 

alumni and people who are sort of interested in the school, they're generally open 

to the public…. I'd say that, and especially amongst the church community, 

actually I should have started there, Virginia Union is where a lot of the local 
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preachers went to seminary. And so, in that sense, there's a strong connection 

between the churches and Virginia Union. 

Professor Barbara noted that campus events are also open for community members to 

participate: 

Some of the local businesses will have vendor tables set up at the Nikki Giovanni 

event that's coming up. Many of them are local authors who have written...We've 

opened it up to the community to come as well, because we do believe that 

partnering up with the communities is critical and is essential because if we stay 

siloed, I don't think that we'll be able to accomplish what we're aiming to do and 

that's to educate many to start collaborating and connecting on different projects 

and movements towards the advancement for our students, towards the 

advancement for the global community, as well. 

The area around the university, however, continues to be a neighborhood in 

transition. In less than a mile away, east from the campus gates, there is limited economic 

activity. The area was formerly a thriving black neighborhood, which was disbanded 

when the city opted to construct what is now the interstate right through the 

neighborhood. As a result, the highway serves as a barrier that separates the Virginia 

Union from the rest of the city. Economic development in the city noticeably ceases at 

the highway barrier, as one could observe a host of development projects on the west side 

of the highway, while the east side of the highway, where Virginia Union has existed for 

over a century, appeared underdeveloped. There was limited signage posted to direct 

visitors to the campus or even alert passers-by that they were near a campus. All of these 
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factors create an observable physical sense of isolation between the campus and its 

surrounding community. 

Student participants also expressed mixed feelings about the campus location. 

They complained about the lack of public transportation or retail options near campus. 

Compared to the larger cities where some participants were from (such as Baltimore, 

Detroit, and Atlanta), the city felt slow, underdeveloped, and antiquated. Students did 

express some positive sentiments about being in Richmond, including its proximity to 

other metropolitan areas, its rich history, and the affordable cost of living, the latter of 

which prompted Brooke, a graduating senior, to consider staying nearby for a few years 

after graduation. Overall, students experienced challenges establishing a relationship with 

the community surrounding the institution, although some were able to build stronger 

connections than others. 

Some participants could point to a few sustainable partnerships with the local 

community, however there appears to be greater potential to build mutually beneficial 

relationships that engage more of the university’s surrounding community. Because the 

university exists within its surrounding environment, its relationship to that environment 

naturally has an effect on its culture. At Virginia Union, although the university has a 

deep history and rich tradition within the city, many of its relationships with the 

community seem to reflect the culture of and around the campus itself, traditional, 

isolated, and underdeveloped. As a result, it appears evident why other institutions were 

more recognizable and seemingly have stronger brand equity in the area. 

University brand roles. Among participants, it became clear that everyone saw 

their personal roles in preserving the brand. Students, faculty, and staff could easily 
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discuss how they contributed (or in many cases, should contribute) to the strength of the 

institutional image.  

Students saw themselves as “living prophecies” of the value of a Virginia Union 

and an HBCU education, as Belinda described: 

I believe to be the best advocate you have to use yourself as a living prophecy. 

You have to show people that you became this great person because of where you 

went to school. And let them know where you went to school, you went to 

Virginia Union University. So, as you graduate and you go into the real world, 

and you keep bettering yourself, you just have to be great, you just have to. Not 

only for yourself but for your school. And let people know how exactly you got to 

that great position in your life. And then they'll wanna be just like you, they'll 

wanna take those same steps and do everything you did to be successful. 

Benjamin emphasized the need for each student to be an advocate for their institution:  
 

I think...one of the most important things that we're charged with is the 

responsibility to become advocates of an HBCU, and represent the brand of 

Virginia Union. And not afraid to tell [anyone]...that's one of the most important 

things that we have to focus on, that any student that comes through and 

matriculates through HBCU, you must not forget about the foundation, because 

it's here that I learned how to become whom I am. And it's here where I developed 

my dreams and that made it very fortunate where we were all blessed. 

Each student recounted the importance of using their personal stories to illustrate the 

quality of Virginia Union graduates.  
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Staff spoke about their role in more practical terms — they needed to build 

positive relationships with the community and to promote  the university whenever 

possible. Both staff members were in roles that connected them with the surrounding 

community fairly often. Administrator Bernard described his responsibilities to the 

university's brand: 

It's my job to ensure that I'm providing opportunities for students not only to grow 

and make connections in the city, but also in the city and also nationally, but also 

opportunities to serve. I think those are the things that allow organizations to see 

that...this university is helping. This university is making a mark. This university 

is concerned about things outside of Virginia Union. And so, I think that when 

you build those connections...it begins some sort of collaboration between those 

areas. 

Faculty spoke of their responsibility to give back to the institution in whatever 

way that they could, primarily through cultivating students who could succeed in the real 

world. Their responsibility to the brand was to do the best job imparting knowledge and 

preparing students for careers. Professor Brandon reflected on his role in preserving the 

brand, specifically as a White man: 

Indirectly...if I can contribute to the students, then hopefully that'll help all that 

other stuff. Now, obviously I've also got a lot of personal vested interest in the 

university and such. But I don't have much, I guess, personally directly, I don't 

have much influence on the brand...And partially that's to be expected because the 

brand is we are a historically black college that focuses on African-American 
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history and culture, and things like that. And so, I'm not the face of that. And I 

know I'm not the face of that, that's life.  

While each group could see their roles in advancing the institution’s brand, most 

of the reflections offered by faculty and staff were focused on them doing the best job 

that they could to support students, while students were much more committed to telling 

their stories to anyone who would listen to spread awareness about the university. 

Summary. Faculty and staff expressed an enduring commitment to facilitating an 

environment that fosters learning and growth for students. Student participants spoke less 

to their relationship with employees, but they identified feeling a closeness to faculty and 

staff as a result of the institution’s size and the opportunities that they have experienced 

while being on campus. The university has also leveraged relationships with the local 

community to provide scholarship dollars and community service opportunities to 

students. Although these partnerships continue to support student success, there were not 

many tangible community initiatives that emerged that were making transformative 

impacts on the surrounding community, which may suggest that the institution is not as 

visible as it could be with its neighbors.  

Students seemed eager to get off campus to explore the community surrounding 

Virginia Union, but complained about the lack of public transportation and other 

amenities around campus that would make the navigation of the surrounding community 

easier. Each student participant was steadfast in their responsibility as a steward for the 

university’s brand. They explicitly commented about their responsibility in telling others 

about Virginia Union to raise the institution’s profile. Faculty and staff limited their 

responsibilities to performing their work well to position students to achieve their 
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dreams, but none of the participants pointed to direct actions that they could take to 

enhance the university’s brand. 

Virginia State University 

Relationship between students, faculty, and staff.   Being “student-centered” is 

one of the institution’s core values, as the university aims to promote “the intellectual, 

physical, social, and emotional development of students in all facets of University life” 

(Virginia State University, 2013). Most of the faculty and staff participants echoed this 

commitment throughout the interviews. Conversely, many of the student participants 

expressed frustrations with their interactions with faculty and administration, especially 

given their roles advocating for student needs through serving on activities boards and in 

student government.  

The intimacy of the campus seems to provide a rich environment for meaningful 

interactions between students and faculty. Administrator Chantelle noted that “the 

[institution is] small enough for the nurturing, but large enough to be able to come to 

university and know that you're at university.”  Professor Colby reiterated the connection 

to students: 

I think that sometimes being small is beautiful, you got more attention, you got 

more time from professors, from faculty. For example, I know all my majors by 

name, by their interest. I'm trying to be as close to them as possible to help them 

to graduate. 

Professor Celeste confirmed the role that small class sizes played on facilitating 

productive student-faculty relationships: 
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I know our classes are small just because of observation of other universities 

but...personal interactions with professors. The perception that the professors care 

about them. Not every professor they feel this way, but a large majority of 

professors, they feel as though they're not a number, they feel connected, they feel 

thought about. So, I think the emotional environment that's facilitated and created 

in the classroom is positive because of relationships. 

Celeste further expanded on her role in investing in her students as a faculty member: 
 

My desire for them is that they be lifelong learners, that they would appreciate the 

factors that contribute to outcomes, that they would appreciate how race and 

economic class, gender, and other demographic variables, contribute to our 

outcomes, and how they interact with genetics. That they would understand that 

they can find anything they need to know by reading and that their success is 

based on what they decide to do. 

The faculty are heavily invested in meeting students where they are, understanding their 

personal stories, building healthy behaviors, and preparing students to go out into the 

world and make an impact. The small size of the institution contributes to fostering an 

environment where faculty and staff can connect with students intimately. Administrator 

Connor elaborates on this further: 

What I would say here at Virginia State University is that we create a nurturing 

environment for our students, and I would say that there are more people in our 

faculty and staff who take that as a personal responsibility.  So, you have more of 

your faculty members who are paying closer attention to some of the challenges 
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that their students may have.  There is more direct contact.  Our student size is 

smaller, so it allows for that type of personal connection to the student. 

Both Administrators Chantelle and Connor noted that students have felt that the 

institution has not been as transparent around decisions that affect the student experience. 

Connor expanded on this, mentioning that “one area of improvement that we self-

identified largely with input from students is to have more student engagement and 

student participation and student conversations around big decisions as they relate to the 

university.” Chantelle added: 

…I would even venture to say that with the students' perception, if you were to 

ask them how they feel valued by their faculty and by the administration, you 

would get wildly varying degrees of answers in that.  I would imagine that they do 

feel very valued by the faculty who's teaching them on a day-to-day basis, but if 

they feel a little out of tune, out of touch, it would be from the decisions that are 

made at a higher level that affect everyone as opposed to just themselves. 

Student perceptions of the relationship with faculty and staff were varied and 

nuanced. While some had great experiences with faculty, others had challenging 

experiences. Similarly, many of the students expressed overwhelming frustration with the 

university’s administration, although some could point to specific staff members who 

made them feel valued. During the student focus group, Catherine described her 

professors as being “great” generally, especially those who communicate clearly about 

their expectations and hold her accountable to doing the work. Many of the students 

present there also nodded in agreement as Catherine shared this. Christopher, for 
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example, highlighted that the care and concern of the faculty distinguished HBCUs from 

predominantly-White institutions:  

…me and one of my professors this year went to CIAA for about four days. If I 

would have went to a PWI, I wouldn't have [gone] to [any] conferences with one 

of my professors. I wouldn't have been nothing but a number, but we went to 

CIAA, we had bonding time together, we sat down and had lunch and dinner 

together, and he was telling me things about life that could help me as an alumni 

once I leave this place. 

Although the two of them had great experiences with faculty on campus, others had 

challenging experiences with faculty that left them feeling unsupported. Charles 

described his interactions with his department chair: 

…our Department Chair knows absolutely nothing about being a Department 

Chair. When I tell you he can only tell you five people’s names out of all 20 of us 

that are still music majors, he refuses, or he reluctantly does the effort of making 

change…it's just a lack of that student-teacher relationship. And I just mean that 

across the board, not just that department anymore, people sometimes put up 

walls from the student-instructor relationship; and they don't really see the fact 

that to have the university function, that it's not a single, mutualistic relationship 

away from each other, it's symbiotic, one needs the other. [Students] need proper 

guides, and…[to] stick by the curriculum, and actually follow through with it. We 

changed curriculums like three times over the past five years. Well, that may be 

incorrect. I mean, as far as, again, my department goes. 
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When it came to administration, the students were extremely vocal about their 

displeasure over how the administration operated and made decisions. Camille, who was 

most vocal of the student participants on this issue, did not feel like the institution was as 

student-centered as the value statement claimed. She believed that the institution was 

more interested in how they would be perceived for hosting certain events rather than if 

students would enjoy or benefit from it. This has impacted her interest in her role on 

campus: 

And it's like those simple things that has you thinking, ‘Oh, do I really wanna 

continue [serving on the programming board] to make Virginia State better? Or 

do I wanna just sit in the back and watch from this side of the room?’ 

Christopher added that he felt like some administrators did not care about students, 

although he could also identify staff members who did care:  

Some people... I'm not gonna say all, some staff members, they're just in a 

position to get a paycheck, I've seen that…some people really genuinely, 

genuinely care. I can use [administrator] for an example. [Administrator] really 

cares, and some people in the department of student activities that really don't 

care, and I'm looking like, ‘Why the heck are you still working at Virginia State?’ 

And that's even throughout the campus. 

While the relationship between students and employees has typically been celebrated at 

HBCUs, students at Virginia State were candid about their perceptions of administration 

and how they support students on campus.  

Relationship with community. Although the institution appears to be in an 

upswing, it was clear that many of the participants could not or did not recall specific 
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elements related to how the institution was branded. There was little to no conversation 

about the institutional image at-large, signifying that many faculty and staff had not been 

involved in those conversations. Administrator Cameron, who oversees the institution’s 

external partnerships with neighboring community colleges and distance education, 

earnestly identified many works in progress for the institution regarding its branding in 

the neighboring communities:  

And I'm seeing, I go downtown Petersburg and I see nothing that says Virginia 

State. I look on Chesterfield County's website, and I see nothing that says Virginia 

State. To me, that sends a signal. Either they don't know who we are, or we are 

doing a bad job of letting them know who we are. 

Cameron alluded to “ill feelings” that the Chesterfield community had towards the 

university, but noted that with the construction of the new convocation center and the 

gate entering campus, the county has been engaging with the university more to 

determine how they can collaborate to make use of these shared spaces. He shared 

upcoming plans for growth around at the university border to Chesterfield: 

They're looking at putting a new business thoroughfare in there, going down 

Chesterfield Avenue, which is adjacent to that building that's going to have some 

multi-use buildings in there for housing, businesses, so forth, to sort of... The 

Ettrick Village kind of concept, which gives it the little feel of the college town, 

where the students have some place to meet and greet. And there's housing for 

faculty, students, others who want to be around a university community. There are 

people who like being near a university. 
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These developments can build mutually beneficial relationships between the university 

and the community. However, there was no mention about future growth with the 

Petersburg side of the campus. Catrina emphasized that there should be a connection with 

Petersburg “because Virginia State started in First Baptist Church in Petersburg...Virginia 

State came from Petersburg. So, there ought to be a connection.” 

The university does a considerable amount of outreach to the local community 

through its extension programs, in concordance with its commitment to its designation as 

a land-grant university. Professor Calvin, who works closely with the extension 

programs, viewed this as an opportunity to market Virginia State even further, since their 

contributions to the state in agriculture and aquaculture had received notable recognition 

from the state Governor and the farm bureau.  

Professor Colby also mentioned that the university has gained positive feedback 

from employers for the quality of students who fill internship roles related to his 

discipline, which can have positive impact on external perceptions in the long-term. He 

discussed many high value partnerships and their value to students: 

We have [the] CCAM center, [the] Commonwealth Center for Advanced 

Manufacture. CCAL, (Commonwealth Center for Logistics), which represents 

just...10 miles maybe from university, [and] about dozens [of other large 

multinational] companies here. And our college [has] pretty good connections 

with this center. So our students are making these connections even better because 

this is a bridge to their future job opportunities.  

Since the inauguration of the new president, the university has been more intentional 

about highlighting its work with the surrounding community. Virginia State has 
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connected with local public schools to tutor students and build effective pipelines for 

students into the institution. In addition, the institution received a commendation from the 

Governor for its role in preserving a historic house near campus. 

University brand roles. All participants (students, staff, and faculty) discussed 

their role in contributing to the institutional image and branding. Students, for example, 

understood that the institution needed their help to improve its brand, and many were 

willing to contribute in meaningful ways to edify the reputation of Virginia State. 

Christopher noted that he was willing to give back: 

…[if] somebody was to tell me now that Virginia State needed [financial 

support], and I was away somewhere and the school was about to close, I'm 

writing the fattest check that I can to keep the doors open…that's how much I care 

about my university. 

Other students wanted to try and help however they could. Clara understood that any bad 

press about the institution was not helpful to the institution’s brand. Camille encouraged 

her fellow peers not to post fights and other negative events on Twitter. Caroline 

acknowledged that students were notorious for going to social media to air out grievances 

with the institution or with each other. Administrator Connor confirmed that students 

were the students best “brand ambassadors” — they can tell their stories and exude pride 

for the institution like no one else. He also noted that students had a responsibility to pass 

that pride down to entering students. Administrator Chantelle noted that students are very 

vocal about their pride for the institution, which other faculty members have noted, as 

well.  
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Faculty generally noted that their roles in preserving the institution’s brand was 

situated within their current teaching and advising roles on campus. Professor Colby 

noted that” faculty are trying to make students proud that they attended Virginia State 

University, [and can see that it’s] small but beautiful, and with [a] brilliant future.” 

Administrator Connor added:  

[My role is to] ensure that people are aware that we're living up to the promise 

that we make.  We promise our students, we promise our parents explicitly that 

they're gonna come here and get a good education and at a school that's got an 

outstanding reputation.  And it's part of my job to ensure that everyone knows that 

we can meet that promise.  It's up to the teachers to teach that promise.  I need to 

make sure that our outside constituency understands that we're committed to that 

promise. 

Administrator Cameron summarized everyone’s collective responsibility: “We all gotta 

be hitting on the same syllabus. Just like a fine-tuned car, it's gonna take you a whole lot 

farther than one that's not tuned.” He emphasized the importance of everyone speaking 

off of the same narratives to ensure that a consistent message in being conveyed about the 

institution.  

In summary, as indicated through the participants’ sentiments, the faculty 

participants remain committed to student success throughout the interviews — they 

believe in the students and enjoy the transparent relationships that they are able to create 

with them. Faculty participants took their role in preparing students for careers (or for 

graduate school, if applicable) seriously. In terms of students, while some highlighted 

transformative relationships with faculty members, many did not feel that they had the 
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same type of relationship with campus administration. Student participants felt stifled and 

unheard by administration, generally. Virginia State’s relationship with the community 

was equally complicated — while new buildings on campus have opened doors for the 

university to expand current and build new partnerships, the institution is still not 

completely engaged with all of its community partners, especially in Petersburg, where 

the university was founded. 

Students were candid about their responsibilities in enhancing the university’s 

brand. Many expressed genuine interest in strengthening Virginia State, and even 

discussed being more respectful on social media rather than airing out “dirty laundry” for 

the world to see. Faculty and staff, on the other hand, felt like they could strengthen the 

university's brand by performing their jobs well and supporting students through their 

academic journeys. Overall, Virginia State is poised to explore more strategic 

partnerships with its stakeholders to strengthen alignment between the organizational 

culture and the university’s brand. 

Norfolk State University 

Relationship between students, faculty, and staff.  The role of campus as a 

family environment that fostered strong relationships between students, faculty, and staff 

was evident in all of the participant interviews.  

The degree to which faculty and administrators supported students was evident 

through the student interviews. Danielle, a sophomore, described her experience 

interacting with one of her faculty:  

[My faculty] has an open-door policy.  She’ll be on the computer, she’ll be up to 

her desk up to here, and she will tell you to come in and stop whatever she’s 
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doing, and talk to you for 10-15 minutes, just to see how you’re doing, what you 

need help with.  How is everything going? When I tell people that, they’re 

amazed.   

Danielle emphasized the willingness of the faculty and staff to help when students need 

them. She discussed an issue with a course that was quickly resolved by one of her deans, 

which she appreciated.  

David noted that the institution’s size created greater intimacy with faculty: 

…when you think about it, the smaller the room, the easier it is for the teacher to 

grow a connection with the students.  So, if you really need help or if you’re 

having trouble in a class, you can easily talk to your teacher and ask them.  I 

mean, yes, they have office hours and stuff, but they’re easier to get in contact to 

than a place like UVA, which has over 16,000-17,000 students and classrooms 

have like 200-300 people in it where the professor – you can’t get in contact with 

the professor because they are always busy. 

Dalia also felt this willingness to help from faculty and staff: 

They are willing to help me.  Like she said before, when they say they’re going to 

do something, they’re going to do something.  I’ve been helped so much with 

scholarships and with the programs. The amount of help that they give you, 

[along with] the interactive-ness of the classrooms and how it’s smaller…. allows 

more individual attention to each student. So…in a smaller environment like you 

have here at Norfolk State University, it’s easier to raise your hand if you don’t 

understand something or talk to the person next to you or get help. 
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Most had unwavering pride about in their institution and felt like they were being 

adequately prepared for the world, dispelling rumors that their education was somehow 

low-quality or that they did not have chances to succeed because they attended Norfolk 

State.  

From the faculty perspective, they were at the service of the students, which was 

overwhelmingly evident. Professor Dante mentioned that he makes himself accessible to 

students at all times, because he knows that they will reach out to him whenever they 

need him; and, it is important for him to be there for his students. Professor Dionne says 

that her favorite part about being on campus is working with the students, who are 

“thoughtful, curious, and great” learners. Professor Dominique also mentioned her 

passion towards teaching students and noted that students seem underprepared for 

college, which creates challenges in facilitating their learning. Because of this 

understanding about students’ lack of adequate academic preparation, faculty members 

have been patient in training students to build a strong academic foundation, in addition 

to deepening students’ content knowledge related to a specific field of study. Dionne 

summarized other faculty’s sentiments by explaining:  

You encounter students that…don't understand what it is to be a university 

student, that are engaged in so many other activities, and they don't understand 

why they're in college…What it requires of them, the expectations…But we also 

have extremely bright and just outstanding students here…. So you have these 

amazing students that you could just take off, and talk about anything. And you 

have these students that are struggling, and you have to hold by the hands, and 

how do you reach a balance? But I love teaching here. 
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In the eyes of campus administrators, student success is paramount. Administrator 

Diana commented about supporting students without parenting or specifically 

“mothering” them. She helps them to resolve issues, but does not carve out the answers 

for them, which helps to advance their learning. Administrator Desiree noted that the 

connections between faculty and students are important to the vitality of the institution, 

and faculty connecting students to immersive student experiences, like undergraduate 

research opportunities, actually distinguishes the institution from others. Professor Dante 

also captured the importance of building trust with his students: 

If you raise the expectation bar and you just simply don’t raise it but create a 

ladder that allows[them] to climb [up]to that expectation level, and you are there 

with them and you present yourself [as] a partner . . . [students] appreciate it, they 

respond very positively to that.  They have not had that kind of relationship 

before. 

Similar to Virginia Union, most Norfolk State faculty interviews were also interrupted by 

students seeking help. Faculty members respectfully paused the interview to support a 

student or to discuss issues with colleagues. Professor Dionne also confirmed her 

passion: “I'm passionate about our students and what we can do as an institution and the 

mission that we have and our history.” Professor Dominique advised of the importance of 

faculty investment in students: 

What you do is you continue to focus on the investment in students, the critical 

academic intellectual investment in students. And I think students need to hear 

from people who they engage, who's writing, who serves at the state level, who's 

on commissions and committees in localities and at the state level, And that's my 
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case. They need to experience people who will push them to really grow very 

uncomfortable with where they stand. 

 The students make the faculty’s roles enjoyable, and similar to the institution’s new 

tagline, they could see the great potential in their students.  

The relationship between students, faculty, and staff demonstrated alignment 

between Norfolk State’s culture and its image. The family atmosphere and small class 

sizes serve as representations of student-centeredness, one of the university’s espoused 

values. Students generally felt valued at the institution, which fostered greater a sense of 

identification with the benefits of attending and being associated with Norfolk State. 

Their feelings of identification and connection to the benefits of attending strengthen the 

university’s brand image. 

Relationship with community. Norfolk State University will always have a 

connection with the community that surrounds it, as the institution was founded in 1935 

to specifically serve the African-Americans in Norfolk that were excluded from attending 

Old Dominion University. Given this historical context, the university has had an 

evolving relationship with the communities that surround it. When downtown Norfolk 

was segregated, many community members viewed the university as a safe space for 

fellowship and connection. As the university has grown and leadership has evolved, the 

connection to community has waned. Professor Dominique drew parallels between 

demographic shifts in Norfolk and the university:  

The demographic shift in Norfolk too, I believe [has] affected Norfolk State. So 

now we have black middle-class flight, which is real in Norfolk. Black folks are 

now moving...We have a dying black middle class, and now the majority of black 
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folk living in Norfolk live at the poverty level or at the working-class level. So 

even the City of Norfolk, the community if you will, is different, and... we’ve 

even lost that kind of support, community support, because the demographics 

have changed. 

Despite these shifts, the economic impact that the university has on the community and 

the region is substantial, according to Professor Dante: 

The economic impact that we have in this region, it's huge.  We have close to — I 

think the last count basically we have maybe 700 students just in the school of 

business.  We're one of the smaller schools compared to the other schools and 

colleges and universities so I know the economic impact's got to be huge. 

Administrator Desiree acknowledged that the relationship with the surrounding 

community was not as strong as it used to be, as many amenities that attracted 

community members to campus have been cut or altered. Professor Dante added that 

local media exhibits bias in how they cover stories related to the two universities in 

Norfolk (Old Dominion and Norfolk State), which also creates a contentious relationship: 

So I think — for example, there is crime — there are two universities in the City 

of Norfolk, this is typical of the south, one across from the railroad and the other 

one on the other side of the railroad tracks.  If there is crime on one side, they just 

downplay it.  If there's crime on this side, it is blown out of proportion. 

These factors have all combined to create a tense relationship between the community 

and the university. In the future, the university is looking to grow its pipelines within the 

local community to engage more community partners, which may help address this. 
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University brand roles. Students, faculty, and staff also identified their 

respective roles in serving as shaping perceptions of and advocating for the university. 

Student participants acknowledged their responsibility in shaping the brand perceptions 

of Norfolk State, since the best way to dispel myths that others held about the institution 

was through combating them with positive or constructive experiences with the 

community. Danielle emphasized the importance of serving as a representative of the 

institution at all times: 

It starts with you.  You are Norfolk State.  As a whole, we become Norfolk State.  

If I’m Norfolk State, why would I wanna be walking across campus cursing and 

yelling.  I just see so much of it that this is worth the negative connotation it 

comes from.  Because how you represent yourself is how the school is being 

represented and I don’t think people understand how much weight that holds. 

Daisy echoed this and also shared how she does her part: 

It starts with the students; I believe I don’t like trash.  Call me crazy, but if there’s 

trash on campus, I pick it up.... I take so much pride in my HBCU that we’re all 

here for the same purpose. Why should we be throwing trash on the 

ground?...That shows the level of respect for the institution. 

Students identified with the institution and noted that they ultimately had the greatest 

responsibility to impact the university’s brand. 

Faculty also mentioned their role in helping to address these stereotypes – both 

Dionne and Dante noted that they use community service as a vehicle to tell Norfolk 

State’ story and to clarify misperceptions. Dante added:  
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…because I'm not just representing myself, I'm also representing the university. 

Even though I am not a representative of the university — the fact that I work 

here in the minds of a lot of people that have no contact with [Norfolk State] other 

than this sole professor so I am [Norfolk State] to them. 

Dionne further emphasized that the faculty have an important responsibility to help 

students connect with their careers; this preparation positions students to go out and 

represent the university well. She also noted that by aligning curriculum to adequately 

prepare students to be successful was an important part of delivering on the institutional 

mission. Professor Dionne emphasized that as faculty publish and create new knowledge, 

they also contribute to the strength of the university’s brand:  

I think that institutions of higher learning are made strong because of contributing 

faculty. And if you have a faculty who is engaged in research, who write...who is 

able to attract people to the university because of the status of that professor. I 

think that's important and I had hoped to contribute more in that vein. And you 

talk with someone who makes sure she publishes every year. I don't play with 

that. I think that's very important as a professor, as a scholar, I think it shows your 

worth. 

All of the faculty participants readily identified strategies that they personally could take 

to enhance Norfolk State’ brand. 

Both of the staff interviewees were also clear about their roles related to the 

institution’s brand. Desiree underscored her role in providing leadership to the institution, 

as well as her team, related to Norfolk State’s brand: 
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My role here at the university…is to provide leadership and to provide advocacy 

for what's necessary to help move Norfolk State forward.  I'm very committed to 

that.  I have been committed to Norfolk State since I came, but over the last 17 to 

20 months I've been re-engaged in a different kind of way. 

In her role, she manages many of the university’s external-facing operations, such as 

university events, communications, and fundraising, so she emphasized the need for 

appropriate resources that will help to tell the university’s story and shift perceptions:    

So while [my division] is small in comparison to Academic Affairs or even 

Finance Administration or Student Affairs, what we do affects everything in the 

institution.  So I'm always an advocate for strong leadership and strong advocacy 

because I'm the one that's got to articulate where we are and where we're trying to 

go.  I'm listening to the president, I'm listening to my colleagues, and sometimes 

I'm the voice crying in the wilderness saying to them…that everybody's trying to 

tell their story, and certainly the only way to tell the story is to have resources to 

tell it… so I'm constantly being an advocate for big dollars because you can't tell 

the story on the cheap. 

While Desiree focused on the how the university’s story was continually being told, 

Diana, who works in student affairs, focused on her role in educating her team about how 

their work contributed to the brand and the institutional strategy: 

…I think my role is to help guide the direction of the university and make sure 

that my team that I work with, that report to me, they understand and have a full 

understanding of what the brand and the strategic plan for the University [is], but 

in addition to that, I made sure that they were a part of it…we contracted a firm to 
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assist us with our brand because…we did not really have a brand. And that is 

something that we are working on right now. Having a specific brand and a 

specific direction that the university is going in, so we're not trying to be 

everything to everybody. 

She felt that it was important to ensure that her team could see themselves as active 

stewards of the brand as a part of their formal responsibilities serving students.  

While student and faculty participants focused on their roles in shaping 

perceptions of the university, both staff participants identified ways that intentional 

management of the university brand was infused into their daily work. These 

administrators had direct oversight of staff who either reinforced the university’s culture 

or amplified the university culture to others. 

Summary. The family environment was evident among participants at Norfolk 

State. Students recounted the advantages of being on a campus where the smaller class 

sizes allowed them to build close relationships with their faculty members. One student 

even shared about an open-door policy that she had with her dean — she felt like no 

matter what time of day, if her dean was not busy, she would make time to sit with her to 

talk. This type of environment bonded students and faculty to the institution. Faculty 

echoed this connection — despite the challenges that they experienced with the 

administration and other operational structures, faculty overwhelmingly loved their jobs 

and enjoyed connecting with students.  

The institution’s relationship with the community around it has evolved over time. 

At the moment, the relationship is not as strong as many on campus would like. As the 

institution has continued to grow, its relationship with the community has waned, but 
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with a new strategic plan that looks to engage the community in long-term partnership, 

the relationship could improve in the future. With respect to brand roles, students readily 

identified their responsibility in strengthening the institution’s brand. Faculty also felt 

that by putting their best work forward on behalf of the university, they too could 

contribute towards strengthening perceptions of the university by external stakeholders. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

There are three themes related to the influence between the organizational culture 

and brand equity: (a) relationship between students, faculty, and staff, (b) relationship 

with community, and (c) university brand roles. 

Faculty and staff in the study exhibited a universal commitment to student 

success. Many discussed the importance of striking a balance between holding students 

accountable for their behavior and fostering environments for students to learn and grow 

safely. This commitment aligns with each institution’s mission statements, which are 

focused on preparing students for engagement in the global society. Most students also 

get connected to faculty and staff in transformative ways. At Norfolk State, the family 

environment that existed between students, faculty, and staff was most evident. At 

Virginia Union, there were elements of a family environment present, given the close-

knit nature of the campus, though those family elements were not explicit. At Virginia 

State, some students reported not feeling the family connection, while others identified 

contentious relationships with administration.  

In each location, the campus was actively looking to create new partnerships or 

grow existing partnerships. Since the interviews were conducted, institutions have 

increased the visibility of their community partnerships, particularly in education. 
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Norfolk State’s new strategic plan includes partnership with the local school district. 

Relationships were strong depending on the sector of community — for example, VSU’s 

relationship with corporate, research, and the like has continued to be strong because of 

the pipeline leading students into meaningful internships and jobs, which are mutually 

beneficial for companies and the university equally. The relationship with Petersburg’s 

Chamber of Commerce, as Cameron noted, needs to deepen to honor the university’s role 

as a large employer in the area. Conversely, Virginia Union was aware of its economic 

impact on the region, and has leveraged that to bring in corporate support for 

scholarships. Virginia Union’s relationship with local churches remains strong, due to the 

School of Theology, but past experiences of non-payment have led to mistrust with 

community organizations and small businesses. Norfolk State has attracted support from 

corporations and research entities, yet many participants agreed that the connection with 

the community could be stronger, especially given the community’s role in its founding 

in 1935. Regardless of the current circumstances, the findings suggest that a mutually 

beneficial relationship with the community is essential to perceptions of the institution 

within the community. 

An analysis of recent articles in the localities near each campus revealed a large 

amount of press covering “negative press” rather than positive, which confirms many 

sentiments shared by participants on campus. Local media appear to have gravitated 

towards stories about institutional challenges, including accreditation, which was covered 

heavily in VSU and NSU’s cases. Leadership turnover and potential challenges seem to 

dominate the news cycle at Virginia Union, as well. While the relationship with the press 

is one that can continue to be massaged at each institution, the participants perceive that 
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the news coverage of campus clouds external perceptions of the institution, and a 

majority of the faculty and staff participants spend time correcting misperceptions of their 

respective campuses when they interact with community members. The local media can 

be an important ally in enhancing the institution’s brand, so institutions have a prime 

opportunity to enhance that relationship to improve perceptions of the university overall. 

Students on each campus communicated their responsibilities in advancing the 

institution’s brand. As the “brand ambassadors” for a campus, as one administrator noted, 

students have the greatest impact on how an institution is perceived. At Norfolk State, the 

students were most explicit about how they could contribute to strengthening the brand 

every day, while the students at Virginia Union emphasized storytelling as an opportunity 

to spread awareness about the university and its brand. Faculty and staff responses were 

fairly consistent across the three universities — they believed that by performing their 

formal roles well, they could strengthen the university and its brand.  

Summary 

Using interviews, focus groups, document analysis, and observation, the study has 

uncovered intersections between organizational culture and brand equity at three 

historically Black colleges and universities.  

As discussed, each institution experienced a surprising amount of leadership 

change over the duration of the study. While some turnover was anticipated (i.e. an 

interim president transitioning the role to a new president), there were instances at each 

university where the president resigned with little notice, leaving the institution with little 

time to develop a transition plan. As a result, in many cases, university functions were 

affected. Specifically, faculty participants reported being uncertain about or dissatisfied 
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with the university’s governance structures. In addition, movement towards the 

university’s strategic goals was impacted, delayed, or revised. In all cases, presidential 

leadership change resulted in shifts in other key senior roles on campus, which amplifies 

the impact of these transitions. As university presidents shape the expectations and set the 

vision that chart the direction of the institution, they are pivotal to creating and sustaining 

healthy organizational cultures. Also, they are often the “face” of the institution to 

external audiences and stakeholders, advocating for the university’s needs and building 

relationships that external stakeholders (such as prospective students, families, and 

donors). Instability in senior leadership roles impacted the university’s culture and brand, 

simultaneously. 

The most consistent issue across the board at all three institutions related to the 

ways that ineffective operations created pain points for university stakeholders. Funding 

to invest in the university’s infrastructure emerged as a systemic challenge at each 

institution, and important day-to-day operations for students, faculty, and staff were 

affected. At Virginia Union University, students wrestled with being exposed to many 

opportunities to network and advance their careers, while not having access to resources 

that would improve their confidence and competence. At Virginia State, the data showed 

that a lot of the classroom technology was outdated, which made it difficult for faculty to 

facilitate effective learning environments for students. At Norfolk State, antiquated 

business practices resulted in delays in processing paperwork – faculty would go months 

without receiving reimbursement for services rendered, creating frustration. Of note, each 

institution had language within their strategic plans to work toward addressing 

operational effectiveness and improving the university’s financial position, which also 



 

199 
 

demonstrates that leaders have identified that greater attention to these areas will be 

critical to the university’s future.   

The concerns raised about the university’s infrastructure elevated a survivalist 

mentality that permeated throughout the colleges studied. Each university has had to be 

resilient in weathering challenges to remain open, and this resilience has become 

embedded in the underlying assumptions that support culture on each campus. However, 

the lack of sufficient resources has also affected external perceptions. This was most 

evident at Virginia State and Norfolk State, where students reported hearing messages 

that their degree had no value because of the state of affairs at the institution. Despite 

hearing these messages, students were unwavering in their pride for and faith in their 

degree.  

There was also alignment in characteristics that faculty and staff at each 

university used to describe their students. While HBCUs have been primarily African-

American in their student composition, faculty and staff identified other factors, such as 

first-generation college student status, low-income socioeconomic status, competing 

personal and family commitments, and most resonant, poor academic socialization, as 

challenges affecting their respective student populations. Though some programs were 

created to help address some of these issues, such as Virginia Union’s four-week 

orientation program for new students, faculty still reported issues with students who were 

ill-prepared for the rigors of college-level work or unaware of the student expectations in 

college. The findings suggest that faculty felt the greatest responsibility to assist students 

in overcoming these challenges. These mitigating factors have an effect on student 

persistence and graduation, which is one of many success metrics used to assess a 
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university’s institutional performance. As a result, the student profile could impact how 

an institution is perceived in the higher education marketplace. 

On each campus, interesting conversations about the university’s relationship with 

diversity among the student body and within the faculty also emerged. While students 

clamored for more diversity among their peers, some also expressed frustration around 

the ways that shifts in diversity impacted the university culture. This was surprising, 

considering that many HBCUs were founded to position African-Americans to be 

included in society – while creating environments that were safe for African-Americans 

to learn and develop in a world that did not value their education, they also had to 

become insular to protect students. Now, as African-Americans have greater access to 

higher education, each of the three institutions had to examine how to maintain 

environments that were sympathetic to the history of Blacks in the United States, while 

meeting students where they are to deliver on the educational mission. 

The sense of pride that participants felt about their respective universities 

resonated throughout the course of the study. Despite many challenges, most participants 

were hopeful about the future for their university and reported being heavily invested in 

strengthening the institution however they could. Students reported that it was their 

responsibility to be stewards of the university’s brand once they graduated. Faculty and 

staff accepted that they needed to take actions to correct misperceptions about the 

university when interacting with stakeholders outside of the university. This sense of 

pride, as well as other important perceived benefits, were noticeably absent in the 

narratives that each participant heard about their institution prior to affiliating. The 
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findings suggest that universities need to also determine ways to leverage this sense of 

pride into opportunities to shape external perceptions and garner support from funders.  

Lastly, each institution reported evolving relationships with the local communities 

that surrounded them. In each institution’s history, the local community was integral in 

founding, supporting, and edifying the university in its early years. As a result, the 

amount of distance that some students, faculty, and staff felt from the community was 

surprising. In fact, many of the students who reported negative perceptions of the 

university hailed from the local community. A scan of local media news coverage of the 

three also uncovered a substantial amount of negative press publicizing the university’s 

issues, rather than points of pride or success, which can also impact perceptions. 

Establishing the local community as an integral university stakeholder is critical to the 

growth and development of a university, and by the end of the study, each university had 

begun taking steps to address this relationship through formal partnerships with civic 

organizations and government entities. 

This chapter provided an overview of the data collection and analysis procedures 

in line with case study methodology, presented the results of the analysis, and connected 

the findings back to the research questions. Data were collected through document 

analysis, interviews, student focus groups, and observations of campus tours and other 

events. In total, 36 participants were interviewed for this case study, 20 documents were 

analyzed, and all three campuses had at least four observations each. Interview 

participants included undergraduate students, faculty, and administrators who varied in 

the amount of time that they had spent on campus.  
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Consistent with case study methodology, observation memos, campus documents, 

focus groups, and interview transcripts were analyzed individually and coded in cycles to 

identify patterns. Open coding was first used to identify key findings from the data, and 

second cycle coding was used to collapse similar codes into categories informed by 

theoretical constructs and the study’s three research questions. Findings were grouped 

under each research question and organized by each institution. For each research 

question, a cross-case analysis was conducted to explore connections between the 

findings at each institution. In total, the study explored ten themes in total: 

Four themes related to organizational culture: (a) sense of history and identity, (b) 

leadership and governance, (c) strategic planning, and (d) resource dependency. Three 

themes related to brand equity: (e) student characteristics, (f) lack of quality recognition 

or recall, and (g) perceived benefits. Three themes related to the influence between the 

organizational culture and brand equity: (h) relationship between students, faculty, and 

staff, (i) relationship with community, and (j) university brand roles. 

While each institution had specific histories, missions, and other differentiating 

factors, some commonalities emerged in how students, faculty, and staff perceived the 

organizational culture and brand equity. Documents and observations provided context, 

as well as challenged or confirmed interview data, and these differences were discussed 

in this chapter. The research results emphasize the importance of the individual narratives 

of each institution, as well as their collective representation of culture and brand at 

historically Black colleges and universities. Chapter 5 includes a discussion of the 

implications of these five themes, limitations of the study, and implications for future 

research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand organizational 

culture and brand equity at three historically Black colleges and universities, as well as to 

explore the connection that they may to one another. This chapter includes a discussion 

of the major findings as related to the literature on organizational culture and brand 

equity in higher education, as well as gaps that exist between the strategic vision, 

organizational culture, and institutional image at each campus. The chapter will also 

discuss the connections of findings from different data to all conceptual models (e.g., 

Hatch & Shultz’s (2008) Vision – Culture – Image Alignment Model) as a means to 

understand how the findings speak to a relationship between institutional culture and 

brand equity. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limitations of study, 

implications for practice and research, and a brief summary of the study. 

This chapter discusses the study and future implications to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. What are the staff, faculty, and student perceptions of the organizational culture at 

three Historically Black Colleges and Universities? 

2. How do staff, faculty, and students understand the brand equity of each HBCU? 

3. How do institutional culture and brand equity influence one other at each 

institution? 

The exploration of staff, faculty, and student perceptions of organizational culture 

and brand equity resulted in the emergence of ten themes: (a) sense of history and 

identity, (b) leadership and governance, (c) strategic planning, (d) resource dependency, 

(e) student characteristics, (f) lack of quality recognition or recall, (g) perceived benefits, 
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(h) relationship between students, faculty, and staff, (i) relationship with community, and 

(j) institutional brand roles. 

Key findings related to each of the themes highlight strengths, challenges, and 

areas of opportunity related to perceptions of each institution’s culture and brand equity. 

In the next section, this chapter discusses the implications of these case findings on the 

landscape of American higher education for historically Black colleges and universities. 

Overview of Conceptual Frames Used in This Study 

This collective case study utilized the social constructionist lens, which enabled 

the researcher to explore how students, faculty, and staff created and reinforced meanings 

related to organizational culture and brand equity at each institution. Crotty (1998) 

describes social constructionism as a platform between objectivity and subjectivity that 

considers the impact that human interactions with the world contribute to meaning-

making. This lens was essential to answer the research questions, which sought to explore 

perceptions of culture and understandings of brand within the college context.   

 Individual interviews were conducted with 17 faculty and staff across the three 

universities. In addition, 20 students were interviewed through three focus groups, one 

occurring on each college campus. Document analysis and observation memos were also 

analyzed and compared to insights shared through the interviews and focus groups. To 

analyze the data, the study leveraged three frameworks to identify emergent themes. Each 

framework will be discussed briefly below. 

Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture 

As discussed earlier, these meanings are constructed through interactions with 

other humans – the social constructionist paradigm is most appropriate for this model 
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because of its ability to consider subjects and objects together. Culture, as a reality, 

cannot be separated from one’s perceptions and experiences with culture; culture, in this 

instance, is being evaluated in concert with human perceptions of culture, which aligns 

with the social constructionist paradigm. Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture 

(2016) explores organizational culture through the lens of three distinct levels: artifacts, 

espoused beliefs and values, and assumptions.  

Artifacts comprise of “visible and feelable phenomena,” such as the physical 

environment, language, technology, style, stories, rituals, and publications (Schein, 2016, 

p. 18). Documents, such as campus websites, strategic plans, and mission statements, 

along with responses to interview questions were used to identify artifacts on each 

campus. While most of these artifacts are the easiest to observe, they are also difficult to 

decipher, as meanings can vary from person to person or from campus to campus 

(Schein). For example, on each campus, Homecoming was established as a ritual or event 

that had cultural significance, yet the degree of cultural significance, as demonstrated by 

the visible observance of the event varied greatly across institutions.    

Espoused beliefs and values include ideals, goals, values, and aspirations. Each 

institution had a mission statement and communicated set of core values or guiding 

principles that capture the essence of the university. In addition, as discussed earlier, each 

university had a set of aspirations, as outlined within their strategic plans, that chart a 

course for the future and position the university to achieve goals. Schein (2016) notes that 

these beliefs may in fact be aspirational and not congruent with artifacts or other 

behaviors that are observed, but they reflect shared understanding of organizational 

priorities and expectations. 
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Lastly, assumptions capture the “unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs and 

values,” which ultimately shape thoughts, feelings, ways of doing, and perceptions. These 

are deeply rooted within the organizational culture and become unspoken norms that are 

ingrained in understandings of the culture. For example, as discussed earlier, one campus 

operated under a “survival mentality,” that embraced meeting student needs (such as 

financial aid) with whatever resources were available, even if that meant deferring or 

sacrificing other necessities, such as building maintenance or capital investments. 

This model of organizational culture was utilized to review all the data, which 

resulted in four themes that emerged to answer the first research question centered around 

organizational culture: sense of history and identity, leadership and governance, strategic 

planning, and resource dependency. Through the data collected from interviews, focus 

groups, observation, and document analysis, these four themes had connections to each of 

the three levels of organizational culture. 

Dimensions of Brand Knowledge 

Keller’s (1993) dimensions of brand knowledge explains how brand associations 

are made and reinforced within consumers. Keller posits that brand equity is the 

“differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the 

brand” (1993, p. 8).  Brand equity is grounded in the consumer response to brand, which 

positions the user’s understanding of reality in the same realm as reality itself. This aligns 

with the social constructionist lens that guides the study.  

As Keller’s definition states, brand equity is a measure of the effects of brand 

knowledge on consumer action, which naturally makes it difficult to assess. As a result, 

this study employed “direct” and “indirect” approaches to measuring brand equity to gain 
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as full a picture as possible of the elements of brand knowledge that informed the 

perspectives of participants. Brand knowledge comprises of two elements, brand 

awareness (or the consumer’s ability to recognize and/or recall the product or service) 

and brand image (the associations, including attitudes, attributes, and benefits, that the 

consumer connect to or perceive about the product or service).  

This model of brand knowledge provided clarity in understanding how brand 

equity was shaped by faculty, staff, and student perceptions and resulted in three themes 

that emerged to answer the second research question centered around brand equity: 

student characteristics, lack of quality recognition or recall, and perceived benefits. All 

three of these themes are important components of Keller’s dimensions. Student 

characteristics, which serve as a form of user imagery, and perceived benefits are two 

associations that inform brand image on each campus. Brand recognition and recall, on 

the other hand, directly influence a brand’s overall awareness, so the lack of quality 

recognition and recall exhibited on each campus negatively impacts brand equity.  

Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model 

 The Vision-Culture-Image Alignment Model provided a key intersection between 

organizational culture, institutional image, and strategic vision to understand how they 

connect to and impact organizational identity (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). The model 

identifies institutional identity through both stakeholder and employee perceptions of 

each other’s motivations and behaviors, which are also socially constructed. This aligns 

with the study’s grounding in the social constructionist paradigm. 

The model identified analytic questions to assess gaps between organizational 

culture and image (defined as stakeholder expectations or desires from the organization) 
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(Hatch & Schultz). These questions helped to identify a set of themes exploring the 

intersections between culture and brand: relationship between students, faculty, and staff, 

relationship with community, and university brand roles. Keller’s (1993) dimensions of 

brand knowledge and Schein’s (2016) levels of organizational culture were used to draw 

connections between the image and culture components of Hatch & Schultz’s model. The 

aforementioned themes reinforce the need for alignment between these three themes in 

order to enhance organizational identity and to shift brand perceptions. While institutions 

exhibited generally positive relationships between faculty, staff, and students internally, 

they lacked strong partnerships with the local community, which created negative 

perceptions externally. By encouraging students, faculty, and staff to adopt roles in 

maintaining or reinforcing the institutional brand, institutions can use culture to shift 

brand equity in the future.  

Discussion of Findings 

The three HBCUs in Virginia that were featured in this study had cultures and 

institutional brands that differed from each other, yet the ten themes represent prominent 

intersections where the organizational culture and brand equity appeared to have an 

impact on one another. The intersections of these themes will be described in detail in the 

sections to follow. 

Research Question #1: Perceptions of Organizational Culture 

Four main themes relate to the first research question: (a) sense of history and 

identity, (b) leadership and governance, (c) strategic planning, and (d) resource 

dependency. These themes emerged as important pieces of the organization’s culture that 
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shaped how the institutions operated daily, understood themselves, and socialized new 

members.  

Sense of history and identity. 

Historical narratives were the dominant stories told on most campuses, and this 

sense of history permeated through the organizational cultures at every level. As artifacts, 

these stories served as symbols, acting as a visible, “feelable” reminder of the 

institutional commitment to educating African-Americans and developing a deep 

appreciation for the university’s legacy (Schein, 2016, p. 18). Values, beliefs, and 

assumptions are also reflected in the sense of history and identity; for example, at 

Virginia Union, the story of an institution birthed as a seminary at the conclusion of the 

Civil War on the site of a slave jail contextualized the university’s commitment to its 

Christian heritage. The Christian heritage is a communicated value, but also is ingrained 

into every part of the university experience.  The sense of history and identity is a 

powerful cultural element that builds identification with the organization.  

Sense of history and identity was also used on each campus to understand how the 

university has evolved. At Virginia State and Norfolk State, respectively, faculty and 

staff members drew upon stories related to the institution’s past as examples of how the 

institution was worse off currently than it had previously been. Nevertheless, in all three 

cases, the sense of history was reinforced as an important cornerstone of the institutional 

culture. This finding is consistent with Clark’s (1972) notion of an organizational saga, 

which ‘‘[refers] to a historical struggle and is embellished emotionally and loaded with 

meaning’’ (p. 82). This narrative binds organization members to the mission and vision 

of the institution. The findings also suggest that sense of history provides insight into 
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culture because it socializes new members to the university, facilitates brand recall, 

creates direct connections to values, and deepens stakeholder commitment to the 

institution (Kaye & Jacobson, 1999). The sense of history also aids members in 

intentional “sensemaking” by contextualizing historical events with contemporary 

realities (Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 146). 

Leadership and governance.  

The study found that presidential leadership and shared governance shapes 

campus culture and image aligns with the extant literature about leadership and shared 

governance at HBCUs. As noted in Chapter 2, a small body of research has focused on 

leadership and governance at HBCUs, but the research does highlight the impact of 

dynamic leaders at institutions (Benjamin, 2004; Carter, 1998; Davis; 1998; Engs, 1999; 

Goodson, 1991; as cited in Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 2008). 

Schein’s (2016) model of organizational culture identifies three levels of organizational 

culture, artifacts, assumptions, and espoused values and beliefs, all of which are directly 

influenced by the organization's leadership. 

Each institution in the study experienced substantial presidential transition over 

the past decade (from 2009 — 2019). The average university president tenure is 6.5 years 

(Espinosa, Turk, Taylor, and Chessman, 2019), and strong presidential leadership is 

essential for colleges and universities to remain viable in today’s higher education 

landscape. The role is seen as one of the most difficult and exhausting due to deep 

scrutiny of college campuses for their management of financial resources, practices of 

free speech, and approaches to addressing misconduct, among other concerns 

(Thomason, 2018). Given these realities, this turnover is alarming for an institution’s 
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culture and brand. This showed up in interesting ways on each campus, as, at times, 

campus faculty and staff expressed contradicting strategies for advancing their respective 

campuses. One of the primary roles for a college president is to unite the faculty staff 

under one university vision or strategy, but when there is constant turnover in that role, it 

becomes challenging to institutionalize such accountability and shared vision. These 

challenges radiate outward and can impact how institutions are perceived; local media 

coverage of constant leadership changes tend to exacerbate negative perceptions, as was 

evident in two of the three universities. 

Faculty across all three institutions expressed concerns around their concerns 

being heard and valued. As a result, some were holding in a “wait and see” pattern as 

new administrations began to address systemic issues on campus. Others were optimistic 

about the types of changes that new leaders could bring to campus. Furthermore, Bess & 

Dee (2008) Research has emphasized that collaborative leadership deepens commitment 

to the organization, as active engagement in goal-setting and decision-making builds 

greater investment in shared outcomes (Minor, 2005; Bess & Dees, 2008). This type of 

leadership warrants greater investment in the skill development of faculty to ensure that 

individuals are best equipped to navigate the challenges that accompany a shared 

governance model; these challenges include building trust, reaching consensus, ensuring 

accountability, and enhancing communication (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993; Kirkman & 

Rosen, 1999).  

The findings of this study suggest that an investment in the faculty and 

institutionalization of shared governance structures should be a part of an overarching 

strategy to ensure continuity of operations and improve faculty morale on campus. By 
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ensuring continuity of operations and improving faculty morale, institutions are 

positioned to be more resilient in the face of internal and external pressures that threaten 

institutional effectiveness. 

Strategic planning. 

Strategic planning continues to be an important university exercise, as it serves as 

a convergence of the espoused values, mission, and long-term direction of the university. 

There were similarities in the strategic plans across all three institutions; each university 

highlighted common themes, such as developing diverse revenue streams, empowering 

and engaging faculty, building greater community partnerships, and recruiting students as 

a part of their overall institutional strategy. Though each institution had an active 

strategic plan in place during the duration of the study, none of them were transparent 

about where they were in achieving these pre-established goals. All three institutions 

underwent substantial leadership turnover during the timeframe of the plan, and this may 

be a contributing factor to a lack of communicated progress. However, faculty 

participants also exhibited a lack of clarity around the direction of the institution and 

progress towards strategic goals, which demonstrates some misalignment between how 

vision is communicated to external stakeholders and how vision is actualized in day-to-

day operations. 

The strategic plan, as an artifact, was a visible representation of the institution’s 

aspirations and, in this instance, explicitly reflected each university’s core values or 

guiding principles. The process of arriving at the plan also illuminated key assumptions 

that existed in each institution’s culture, as strategic planning committees demonstrated 

which voices were heard and considered as the university charted its course into the 
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future. As it transcended all three levels of organizational culture, strategic planning is 

also important in positioning the university to take necessary steps to compete with others 

in the marketplace (Alfred, 2005) and presents opportunities to build meaningful 

partnerships with key stakeholders to advance the university’s mission (Bess & Dees, 

2008).  Strategic planning transforms organizations from static to dynamic, 

systematically challenging them to respond to changing needs of their stakeholders 

(Chaffee, 1985). In this study, strategic planning emerged as an important theme (as a 

document, a process, and a communication of values) to enable leaders to establish 

connections between the institution’s history and its future. 

Resource dependency. 

While each institution had many examples of programs, initiatives, and 

opportunities that promoted student success, outdated processes, systems, technology, 

and buildings emerged as major pain points across all three campuses. Historically, black 

colleges have done more with less — they have been historically underfunded and under-

resourced, in comparison to their predominantly-white counterparts (Brown, 2001; Kim 

and Conrad, 2006; Kim, 2011). The effects of resource constraints on the institutional 

culture and brand manifested in many ways. The perpetual underfunding of has hindered 

the institution’s ability to effectively maintain current operations and grow resources to 

meet student needs. 

This need for additional resources has impacted all levels of culture on each 

campus in direct and indirect ways. As an artifact, resource dependency translated to the 

physical structures and the use of technology. Deferred maintenance and/or technology 

upgrades plagued each campus and were perceived to negatively impact the student 
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experience. Infrastructure needs permeated into each institution’s espoused values, as all 

three institutions communicated fundraising as a goal, aspiration, or even in Norfolk 

State’s case, a core value. For many campuses, the need to upgrade infrastructure also 

contributed to a “survival mentality” that was embedded in the institutional identity. 

When describing the value proposition of his institution, one staff member at Virginia 

State even noted that the institution’s survival was one of its enduring qualities. The 

impact of these resource needs on each level of institutional culture was expansive 

throughout the study.  

This study discovered the impact that a lack of resources creates on the 

institution’s ability to deliver on its mission, as well as perceptions of its quality 

externally. While each institution pointed to specific actions that they have taken to 

improve capacity around fundraising, each also raised concerns about increasing giving. 

Though actual numbers were not reported, all three implied that their giving numbers 

were low in comparison to other colleges and universities, which also aligns with the 

literature around funding at HBCUs. Alumni giving accounted for 26.1% of all 

philanthropic giving to colleges and universities in 2017 (Joslyn, 2018), yet the numbers 

at historically black colleges are dramatically lower (Drezner, 2005). For the three 

institutions in study, average reported alumni giving rate (though one institution did not 

submit data) for alumni giving in 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 is 6.9%, which is 

dramatically lower than the national average of 11.1%, as reported by US News and 

World Report (Moody, 2018). 

As colleges and universities continue to close around the country, it will be 

important for institutions to focus on building sustainable revenue that will enhance its 
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fiscal sustainability and improve the institutional image. Each institution had 

incorporated goals within their strategic plan to address this issue in the coming years, 

which is critical. The impact of resource dependency on organizational culture is 

important because without enhancements to these organizational and physical structures, 

HBCUs will struggle to compete and appeal to potential students, especially in an 

environment that is becoming increasingly consumer-driven and highly visible.   

Historically black colleges have provided access and opportunity to students that 

have been traditionally underserved or marginalized in society. Given this mission, 

coupled with resource constraints, HBCUs have built cultures that are mission-focused 

and insular, conditioning leaders to be risk-averse and resistant to dramatic changes 

without proven results. Such a culture could stifle innovation and creativity, which affects 

the long-term sustainability for institutions. These four themes, sense of history and 

identity, leadership and governance, strategic planning, and resource dependency, 

position leaders to best understand the opportunities and challenges associated with 

organizational culture at the HBCUs included in this study. These four themes had many 

connections across the three levels of organizational culture. They were highly visible 

and often represented different meanings across campuses. They also each established or 

reinforced organizational goals, aspirations, and values. Lastly, these findings illustrate 

deeply-rooted organizational behaviors that grounded the institutional identity and 

provide important focal points to explore how organizational culture is perceived on each 

campus.  
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Research Question #2: Brand Equity 

Three themes emerged to answer the second question: (a) student characteristics, 

(b) lack of quality recognition or recall, and (c) perceived benefits. These themes 

emerged as indicators that demonstrated how the institution was perceived by internal 

and external stakeholders. 

Student characteristics. 

Across each of the institutions, faculty and staff used similar characteristics to 

describe their students. Students were generally perceived to be African-American, come 

from low-income households, be the first in their family to attend college, and be 

academically underprepared for college. While these were generalizations that did not 

apply to all students at their institutions, these perceptions were validated in institutional 

demographic data and in the literature.   

The impact associated with these specific characteristics cannot be understated 

when building an understanding of HBCUs and the students who attend them. Given the 

large numbers of students that fall into these categories, faculty noted that additional 

efforts have to be invested to ensure that students can meet the academic expectations set 

forth by the university. Both faculty and staff also shared they have observed challenges 

that students from low-income backgrounds have had socially on campus, as they often 

need additional support understanding the cultural norms in play on a college campus. 

Compounded with this is the fact that many students bring family or work commitments 

with them to campus that continue to impact their ability to fully engage in their 

education. 100% of the faculty members pointed to these challenges as serious barriers to 

the academic success of their students.  
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Perceptions of the primary user of a product shapes how external stakeholders 

understand and value the product (Keller, 1993; Parker, 2009; Hayes, Alfred, and 

Capella, 2008). With HBCUs admitting student bodies with high concentrations of 

African-Americans, who are also low-income and first-generation, negative perceptions 

of student users of HBCUs may have an impact on negative perceptions of the 

institutions themselves. This theme is particularly important for institutions as they 

manage their collective brands. Colleges and universities will need to develop 

institutional narratives that identify and challenge traditional stereotypes associated with 

students who are African-American, low-income, and first-generation students to 

improve their overall reputation. 

Lack of quality recognition or recall. 

 Over 50% of the students interviewed in the study recalled that they had not heard 

about their institution prior to receiving a piece of direct marketing or being referred by a 

counselor. This lack of name recognition is detrimental to an organization. Negative 

brand recognition has even more visceral effects on an institution’s brand. Pullig, 

Netemeyer, & Biswas (2006) found that negative event publicity has the power to 

exacerbate already negative brand attitudes within external stakeholders. At both public 

institutions, highly publicized challenges at each university dominated the local news 

cycles, and as a result, shifted perceptions of the institution. Negative images were 

shaped by assumptions or associations based on student characteristics and past 

institutional challenges. Awareness of these issues can inform strategy to address them 

specifically. One example from Norfolk State – when they encountered accreditation 

challenges in 2013, the university’s president wrote a letter to the community explaining 
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the circumstances and what the university was doing to address the issues. These types of 

measures to directly address concerns that arise from negative attitudes or events can help 

institutions to “save face” and shape perceptions. 

Perceived benefits. 

Throughout the study, the sense of pride that students, faculty, and staff felt about 

their respective institutions resonated in interviews, documents, and even in the campus 

tours. Many of the students, in particular, ended many of their responses with “I love my 

HBCU,” as noted in Chapter 4.  This aligns with existing research that reports that HBCU 

graduates have greater affinity to their campuses (Fleming, 1984) and graduate with 

higher self-concepts (Berger & Milem, 2000). Each campus exhibited great optimism in 

the potential of their students, which students have also internalized. Faculty often noted 

their love of the students as one of the primary reasons that they continued their 

affiliation with their college. Overall, students, faculty, and staff alike viewed their 

experiences as beneficial, despite negative perceptions that they heard from external 

stakeholders. 

The findings suggested that institutional size, the family environment, the 

academic programs, and access to opportunities were all perceived to be benefits of 

attending the institutions. These benefits were experienced despite the lack of quality 

recognition that many of the participants noted coming from outside of the institution. 

The study also confirms that these perceived benefits were not often communicated 

widely in the higher education marketplace to attract new stakeholders and prospective 

students. More capacity is needed to amplify these narratives to build greater affinity. 

HBCUs generally have strong positive brand equity from internal stakeholders, yet 
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experience a lack of brand equity from external stakeholders in part because of a lack of 

awareness or negative perceptions about the institution from outsiders.  

Research Question #3: Influence between Culture and Brand 

Three themes emerged to answer the third question: (a) relationship between 

students, faculty, and staff, (b) relationship with community, and (c) university brand 

roles. These themes emerged as indicators that demonstrated how the institution was 

perceived by internal and external stakeholders. 

Relationship between students, faculty, and staff. 

The relationship between stakeholders and employees is emblematic of the 

alignment between an organization’s culture and its image (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). In 

higher education, this translates to the relationship between students, faculty, and staff. 

Research has shown that black HBCU graduates were twice as likely to report that they 

had a professor who cared about them as people, compared to black non-HBCU 

graduates (Gallup & USA Funds, 2015). The study found that each university studied 

explicitly communicated that student-centeredness was its primary core value. Student 

participants confirmed these findings, as many noted that they felt that their faculty and 

staff members were truly invested in their success. Despite the connection between 

faculty, staff, and students being primarily positive, most university marketing material 

failed to highlight these relationships as a tool to attract new students. The importance of 

this finding is twofold. First, the nurturing relationship demonstrates how HBCUs 

actualize their commitment to student success and has aligned their culture with their 

image. Secondly, these relationships provides an opportunity for HBCUs to explore how 
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faculty and staff can create positive associations with students that build long-term 

investment in the university’s success.   

Relationship with community. 

In the histories of all three institutions, the local community was active in 

founding and supporting each university as it grew into the enterprise that it is today. 

Allmendinger & Hackman (1996) found that an organization’s environment has a 

profound impact on its operation; dramatic shifts or changes in the relationship with 

community can affect a college or university in meaningful ways. Given the 

predisposition of HBCUs to admit low-income students, the HBCU is a source of social 

mobility for many students in local or neighboring communities, which makes the local 

community a pipeline and life’s-blood of the institution.  

The study suggests that poor relationships with the local community, which were, 

at times, exacerbated by the local media, makes for negative brand equity. Ironically, in 

each case, the student participants who were from the areas surrounding their institutions 

had heard some of the worst perceptions about their college prior to attending. The local 

community is the life’s-blood of the institution – it creates a sense of a college town and 

reinforces feelings of safety and security. At Virginia State, for example, shared event 

space is presenting an opportunity for the university to redefine its relationship with the 

local community, deepening more sustainable partnerships. The surrounding community 

has an impact on the institution’s culture and brand. As a result, the relationship with the 

surrounding environment is an important intersection of brand and culture on each 

campus. 

University brand roles. 



 

221 
 

Brand and reputation management within a college or university is everyone’s 

responsibility, which is why the study focused on interviewing faculty, staff, and 

students, focusing on roles that did not have defined brand responsibilities. Oftentimes, 

organizational members do not realize the profound impact that they can have on their 

institutional brand. Since brand equity is defined by meanings that consumers construct 

through their interactions with the product or service being provided, it is through the 

social interactions that people have with those most closely responsible with 

administering services and products that shape brand associations. As discussed in the 

previous section, faculty and staff have a specific role in guiding these associations for 

students and other stakeholders. Throughout the study, faculty and staff participants 

continually discussed their commitment to ensuring that students are successful in their 

endeavors to pursue a degree. 

Students, however, also have responsibilities to the brand that are a bit more 

nuanced. As consumers, their perceptions of the brand can be measured to understand a 

university’s brand equity; however, they also serve as products of a university, which 

means that their achievement, success, and behaviors are also used to create brand 

perceptions in others. Student participants were particularly candid about the ways in 

which they could represent their institutions better, specifically by role-modeling the 

behaviors that ensure that others perceive their institutions well. They identified tangible 

ways that they could elevate the brand, including performing well in jobs, telling their 

stories, not publicizing their institution’s shortcomings, and conducting themselves 

professionally.  
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Institutions have a role in educating students about this responsibility, as well. At 

Norfolk State, for example, the institution has developed a philosophy around being an 

“Ideal Spartan,” which encompasses 6 values that the institution feels that students 

should emulate: pride, engagement, curiosity, integrity, excellence, and civility. The 

philosophy is heavily integrated into new student orientation to socialize students around 

their role in being better citizens and shining examples of the university. This approach is 

the first step towards creating an enterprise brand, a strategy that creates values alignment 

and consistent messaging across organizational members to elevate the organization’s 

brand (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). By defining and reinforcing university brand roles among 

students, faculty, and staff, HBCUs can ensure that they understand their agency in 

positioning their institutions to recruit more students, attract philanthropic support, and 

enhance institutional prestige.    

Limitations 

Although the current study design was essential in understanding the complexities 

and nuances of culture and brand equity at each institution, there are three limitations that 

should be discussed: lack of quantitative data, population sampling, and the use of 

documents. 

Most empirical research conducted on brand equity has utilized quantitative 

research methods to evaluate brand strength. A quantitative research component would 

have enhanced the study’s findings and made them more generalizable. Using a 

quantitative study design would also allow more campus stakeholders, including those 

external to the institution, an opportunity to participate and offer insights on their 
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perceptions of brand equity at each institution to create an even more robust picture of 

institutional image. 

This study focused on faculty, staff, and student perceptions, using a limited 

sample. Specifically, the researcher engaged faculty who served on the Faculty Senate or 

served in some leadership capacity within their department. Staff participants served in 

senior administrative roles or reported directly to a senior administrator. Students were 

selected through the Dean of Students or Chief Student Affairs Officer. While most 

participants were highly transparent regarding the successes and challenges of their 

respective institutions, the study did not capture the perspectives of the average 

stakeholder. By broadening the population sample for interviews, the study could have 

captured even more insight into everyday perceptions of campus culture and brand 

equity. In terms of institutions, the same applies. The study focused on three HBCUs in 

one state (two public, one private). Given that there are over 100 HBCUs in the United 

States currently, broadening the number of institutions and institutional types would 

deepen understanding about how findings can be understood across a more diverse array 

of black colleges. 

Document analysis was a key part of the study, providing great context that 

informed the interview questions and campus visits. Many of the documents that were 

reviewed were created with external audiences in mind and are susceptible to many of the 

pitfalls of self-reported data. Websites, strategic plans, admissions brochures, and other 

outward-facing documents were designed to market the institution, and as a result, they 

would not explicitly state challenges or concerns related to the institution’s culture. Board 

minutes, although curated for an external audience, were much more telling related to the 
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state of the institution, but most institutions in the study did not make those minutes 

available. While validation of the credibility of the documents did occur, a stronger focus 

on document creators, accompanying recordings, and other ways to draw cultural 

elements from documents would have made analysis easier. 

Implications for Research 

This study has uncovered key knowledge gaps in the extant literature that would 

provide even greater insight into the relationship between organizational culture and 

brand equity, as well as measures that would improve prevailing negative perceptions of 

historically Black colleges and universities. Specifically, additional research needs to be 

conducted to better understand how student outcomes and financial impact, and brand 

equity at HBCUs. 

New measures of student outcomes. While a lot of qualitative and quantitative 

evidence exists that speak to the student experience at HBCUs, compared to 

predominantly-White institutions, the literature fails to capture the ways in which HBCUs 

attract, retain, and graduate students who historically would not have had access to a 

college education otherwise. HBCUs generally suffer from poor graduation rates that fall 

well below national averages – the average six-year undergraduate graduation rate among 

the three institutions in this study is 37%, which falls well below the national average of 

60% (US Department of Education, 2017). This metric is not representative of the 

success that HBCUs display in graduating students who would be considered “at-risk” at 

PWIs and negatively impacts perceptions of quality at HBCUs. As a result, this 

negatively impacts the brand equity, as well. Despite representing only 3% of colleges 

and universities in the country, HBCUs enroll 10% and graduate nearly 20% of African-
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American students annually (United Negro College Fund, 2016). HBCUs, like other 

minority-serving institutions, are committed to serving as critical entry points for low-

income students and students of color, meeting students “where they are” and providing 

pathways to a high-quality credential (Conrad & Gasman, 2015, p. 258). New metrics 

that better capture the effects that an HBCU education has on students who attend are 

critical in positioning institutions to deliver stronger value propositions. 

New measures of economic impact. While more research needs to be conducted 

on students as they persist through and beyond their HBCU experience, the institutions 

themselves also need to be the focal point of impact studies in their communities. 

Recently, the United Negro College Fund, in collaboration with the University of 

Georgia, has begun to explore the economic impact of HBCUs on their communities and 

the country at-large. This study, which analyzed 2014 data, produced compelling 

arguments advocating for the long-term sustainability of HBCUs, as they produce $14.8 

billion in economic impact and provide over 134,000 jobs nationally (UNCF & 

University of Georgia, 2017). A more detailed study on each campus to understand this 

overall impact using current institutional enrollment information, coupled with student 

career outcome data, will position campuses to leverage greater philanthropic and 

government support. This type of research also helps campuses develop strategy around 

how to continue to make greater transformative impact on their local communities, which 

can improve external perceptions. 

Quantitative assessment of brand equity at HBCUs. Lastly, the study reviewed 

the extant literature on brand equity measurement and uncovered quantitative measures 

that have been enacted to assess brand value with corporations and for-profit entities. 
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Colleges and universities generally can benefit from these insights, as they help to inform 

institutional communication strategy that will position institution to achieve enrollment 

and philanthropic gains. Research about brand equity and how HBCUs compete in a 

crowded landscape for colleges and universities is critical to equip HBCUs to appeal to a 

diverse set of prospective students and funders. Due to the quantitative nature of these 

metrics, there is an opportunity to engage larger numbers of stakeholders to gain broader 

perspectives around perceptions and opportunities in the higher education marketplace.   

Implications for Educational Policy and Practice 

Through the exploration of organizational culture and brand equity at the three 

HBCUs included in this study, implications for policy and practice, which can be 

leveraged to shift perceptions of organizational culture and brand equity, were identified. 

Specifically, the research suggests that institutions and policy makers need to focus on 

the following actions to positively impact organizational culture and strengthen brand 

equity at HBCUs: (a) develop intentional reputation management strategy; (b) diversify 

revenue streams; (c) strengthen shared governance and faculty development processes; 

(d) identify opportunities to engage new populations; (e) explore new metrics to 

adequately capture institutional quality and effectiveness. 

Develop intentional reputation management strategy. HBCUs continue to 

fight an uphill battle to take control of their narratives in order to shift deep-seated 

external perspectives. Throughout the study, only one of the three universities had 

engaged in branding exercises to explore how it was perceived externally. These types of 

activities are important for every university, as it creates greater awareness of external 

perceptions and provides a basis to explore alignment between the institution’s vision, 
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culture and image. As Hatch & Schultz (2008) suggest, alignment between an 

organization’s vision, culture, and image is essential to strengthen the organizational 

identity. Developing alignment is of particular importance for HBCUs, as recent events, 

such as the accreditation concerns at Bennett College and the financial issues at Bethune-

Cookman University, continue to impact public perceptions of quality and long-term 

sustainability. Strategic reputation management is essential to build greater organizational 

identification across the diverse sets of stakeholders that colleges and universities must 

engage simultaneously.  

To jumpstart this process, some HBCUs, including the three featured in this 

study, have begun to leverage social media platforms, such as Facebook and Instagram, 

to disseminate positive messages about their universities. While this type of digital 

storytelling is important given the access that they provide to engage new segments of 

students, families, and donors (Tolbert, 2014), the strategies do not appear to be 

integrated with other digital, print, and visual media published by universities. Greater 

consistency around institutional storytelling positions universities to strategically 

illuminate more balanced stories that highlight student success, faculty accomplishments, 

programmatic achievements, competitive awards, and other activities that help to enhance 

image. 

Diversify revenue streams. Fundraising continues to be a challenge at many 

HBCUs, and many studies have focused on giving culture at HBCUs specifically 

(Gasman & Bowman, 2011; Cohen, 2006). While many HBCUs are actively building 

capacity in this area, there is still a lot to be done to alleviate the overwhelming resource 

dependency that plagues many campuses. HBCUs are predisposed to solicit external 
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support from corporations and foundations over alumni (Cohen, 2006), and unless 

HBCUs take intentional measures to reconnect with alumni and explore other funding 

opportunities, they will be unable to secure the support necessary to remain viable in the 

higher education landscape long-term. A key factor in developing greater institutional 

strategy around fundraising is understanding alumni giving patterns and opportunities to 

build deeper affinity earlier. Foxx (2013) noted that non-donor HBCU alumni feel greater 

distance from their institutions immediately after graduation, which lessened their desire 

to give. Furthermore, HBCU alumni are reported to give as much as four times as much 

to their church than they do to their institution. Understanding some of these patterns and 

leveraging them to deepen alumni connections to their alma mater will aid HBCUs in 

reducing their dependency on external resources to survive.  

Gasman and Bowman (2011) also emphasize a cross-functional approach to 

fundraising at HBCUs that considers the role of organizational members (including 

faculty, staff, and students) in building a strong alumni giving base. While faculty, 

students, and staff in the study expressed responsibility in aiding their university in its 

brand management and long-term success, many did not understand specific actions that 

they could take outside of donating when they were able. Engaging institutional 

champions in fundraising and engagement activities provide a great opportunity for 

universities to leverage the sense of pride and affinity that current members feel to 

facilitate new associations and identification among donors. Similar to reputation 

management, the diversification of revenue streams remain a great area of opportunity for 

HBCUs, as improving alumni engagement and giving will institutionalize a culture of 

giving among current students and strengthen the institution’s position overall.  
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While the literature has outlined an imperative for HBCUs to build greater 

fundraising capacity, it is also important to note the underfunding that public HBCUs 

have undergone over the past two centuries. Sav (2010) outlined that fiscal discrimination 

accounts for 12% of the funding disparity between state funding of HBCUs and 

predominantly-White institutions. While that proportion has decreased since 1995, 

HBCUs are still suffering from the rippling effects of resource constraints, and few states 

have taken measures to reverse the impact of this underfunding. From the federal 

perspective, Coupet (2017) found that higher proportions of federal funding had positive 

effects on institutional effectiveness at HBCUs. State and federal legislators need to work 

with university leaders to build greater capacity for sustainability through funding that 

closes opportunity gaps between HBCUs and predominantly-White institutions. 

Strengthen shared governance and faculty development processes. 

Throughout the faculty interviews, faculty members alluded to challenges related to 

shared governance and decision-making at their institutions. While each institution had 

governance structures and protocols, the findings reveal that some faculty members 

perceive that not all faculty believed that their universities operated under an ethos of 

shared decision-making and accountability. Studies have shown that building sustainable 

shared governance models can result in many rewards for colleges and universities, 

including improved effectiveness, financial stability, academic quality, reputation, 

efficiency, trust, mutual respect of expertise, and productivity (Kezar & Eckel, 2004; 

Crellin, 2010; Bahls, 2014; Minor 2005; Bornstein, 2012).  

In order for faculty to actively embrace their role in shared governance, Johnson, 

DuVivier, & Hambright (2017) suggest that institutions embed resources and skills 
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necessary to facilitate effective contributions to governance within faculty development 

programs. As a result, the researcher suggests that HBCUs consider enhancing shared 

governance models and institutionalizing faculty development simultaneously. This type 

of strategic investment will enhance institutional culture, as it engenders greater trust 

between the faculty and administration and fosters greater cross-functional collaboration 

to realize university goals and aspirations.  

Identify opportunities to engage new populations. Given their mission, HBCUs 

have served primarily black students. While these students continue to benefit from the 

nurturing environment that is offered at black colleges, in the future, HBCUs will need to 

continue exploring outreach to and recruitment of racially diverse students. Featherstone 

(2011) studied two institutions who went through a strategic planning process that 

emphasized the importance of recruiting diverse students in assuring the institutions’ 

future. The number of black high school graduates is projected to decline by 7% by 2030, 

while proportions of Hispanic/Latinx and Asian/Pacific Islander high school graduates 

are set to increase by 43% and 14% respectively (Bransberger, 2017). As demographics 

continue to shift, HBCUs will need to develop strategies to engage a broader audience of 

college-going prospective students.  

In addition to expanding student recruitment, HBCUs will need to explore campus 

culture and how safe spaces can be fostered to accommodate a more racially diverse 

student population. Arroyo, Palmer, Maramba, & Louis (2017) found that HBCU student 

affairs professionals found it difficult to engage non-Black students, although some 

organizations and other programs had been built to facilitate greater cultural 

understanding on campus. This finding supported insights shared by the non-black 
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students interviewed in this study, who both expressed feelings of isolation on their 

campuses because of their race. Intentional efforts focused on ensuring that non-Black 

students are welcomed into the campus culture will need to accompany any initiatives to 

increase student racial diversity. 

Explore new metrics to adequately capture institutional quality and 

effectiveness. Lastly, policy makers and institutions need to explore new models to 

assess institutional effectiveness and quality for HBCUs. While HBCUs attract a diverse 

array of learners, the majority of their student populations arrive to campus with a host of 

retention risks, including limited family support, high financial need, first-generation 

college student status, and/or insufficient preparation for college-level coursework. These 

pressures, compounded with a lack of resources and declining enrollments, make it 

difficult for HBCUs to adequately support its student population and satisfy antiquated 

quality metrics needed to secure performance-based funding. As a result, policy makers, 

in collaboration with institutions, need to better understand student outcomes and 

leverage that knowledge to identify measures that are more reflective of the demonstrated 

success that HBCUs make possible, given the types of students that they enroll. The 

researcher does not suggest that persistence and graduation rates are not important, but 

advocates for more holistic measurements that can demonstrate how HBCUs continue to 

support students despite key risk factors. Overreliance on graduation rates and retention 

rates as indicators of institutional quality fail to consider the many barriers that HBCU 

students face in pursuit of a college education. These metrics have had historically 

negative impacts on external attitudes towards HBCUs, which many student participants 



 

232 
 

noted throughout this study, and new measures of quality can help to better emphasize 

the important role that HBCUs play in creating opportunities for students. 

Conclusion 

This study aimed to understand organizational culture and brand equity at three of 

Virginia’s historically Black colleges and universities using a qualitative collective-case-

study design and a social constructionist paradigm of inquiry. Data was collected through 

review of key documents, observation notes, interviews, and focus groups, and in-depth 

analysis resulted in the identification of the ten themes discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Recommendations for practice and policy were discussed, as well as implications for 

future research.  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities have served as the conscience of 

higher education. They are a steadfast reminder of the systemic racism that necessitated 

their founding, and that has dramatically impacted their funding, access to resources, and 

long-term sustainability. Despite this heavy burden, HBCUs continue to uplift students 

who have been traditionally underserved by education, providing them with opportunities 

for personal development and social mobility that they would not have been able to 

access otherwise. Racial disparities continue to persist throughout education (Espinosa, 

Turk, Taylor, and Chessman, 2019), and HBCUs are critical in assisting to close 

pervasive and long-standing opportunity gaps for African-Americans. This comes at a 

time when many HBCUs are fighting for survival, with some buckling under the 

pressures of over a century of underfunding compared to their historically White 

counterparts.  
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This study highlights the relationship between organizational culture and brand 

equity at HBCUs. The findings identify themes that are important areas of focus for 

institutional leaders and researchers in positioning HBCUs to leverage their rich cultures 

to shift external perceptions and improve long-term sustainability. While the findings can 

aid HBCUs in being more competitive in the higher education marketplace, the 

researcher also recommends serious overhaul in how to assess the quality of colleges and 

universities. Traditional measures of quality (including retention and graduation rates, 

alumni giving, admitted student profile, and endowment size) benefit well-resourced 

institutions that can attract high-performing students from privileged backgrounds. 

Simultaneously, these measures devalue and deemphasize the great work that HBCUs do 

in creating productive citizens and scholars. As colleges and universities continue to 

compete for resources, HBCUs must take bold, proactive steps to recruit students and 

attract philanthropic investment from donors. By aligning organizational culture and 

brand equity, HBCUs will be able to strengthen institutional identities and foster more 

favorable relationships with internal and external stakeholders. These strategic actions 

can continue the legacy of excellence and resilience that has enriched so many lives and 

opened doors of opportunity.  
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APPENDIX A: Interview Protocol  

RQ 1: What are the staff, faculty, and student perceptions of the organizational 
culture at Virginia’s four-year Historically Black Colleges and Universities? 
 

Artifacts  

a. What are the ceremonies and rituals? What purposes do they serve? 
b. What are the dominant stories that people tell about this institution? What 

messages are being conveyed by telling these stories? * 
c. Who are three influential people here at the university? In what ways do they 

symbolize the organization? 

Values and Beliefs  

d. What kind of values and beliefs dominate this university? Officially? 
Unofficially? * 

e. If you wanted to explain or illustrate to an outsider the essence of this university, 
both the positive and the negative, what incident would you describe? What does 
this say about this institution? * 

Assumptions  

f. When you arrived here, what, if anything, felt different, strange, or unexpected? *  
g. How do people prefer to communicate here? How are people recognized or how 

is new policy communicated? Do most people use e-mail? Are there things not 
communicated through e-mail? 

RQ 2: How do staff, faculty, and students understand the brand equity of each 
HBCU? 

a. How would you describe your institution? * 
b. Based on your role within the institution, what unique opportunities do you 

believe that your institution offers its students and alumni? How is it different 
from other institutions? In what ways is it the same? * 

c. Based on your role, what would you say is the relationship between this 
institution and its surrounding community? Alumni? Students? How would you 
describe the student body here? How do these groups influence values here? 

d. Why did you choose to attend or work at this institution? *  
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e. What did you hear about this institution prior to attending? Where and from 
whom did you receive those messages? * 

f. How would you say that this institution is branded? What do others know this 
institution for? * 

g. Is the brand of this institution valued? Do you believe that people are happy to be 
associated with this university? 

RQ 3: How do institutional culture and brand equity influence one other at each 
institution? 

a. Based on how you described the culture of this institution earlier, how does the 
culture influence how others perceive this place?  

b. Have the things that you heard about this university before coming here been 
confirmed? If so, how? If not, why not? * 

c. How do you understand and support the mission of this institution? 
d. You mentioned how the institution is branded earlier. How is that identity 

confirmed by actions of the organization? * 
e. What is your role in contributing to the strength of the institutional brand? What 

do you do to help others to identify with this place? * 

Additional Questions 

a. Are there any other documents that you know of that I should review to get a 
better understanding of this institution? 

b. Are there any other thoughts that you want to share about your experience at this 
institution? * 

* Questions marked with an asterisk represent those that will be asked to the student 
focus group, as well. The focus group is designed to be semi-structured, and these 
questions represent the areas where the researcher will focus on learning more about 
student perceptions. 
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APPENDIX B: Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form 
Organizational Culture and Brand Equity at  

Virginia’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
Principal Investigator:  Mikyong Minsun Kim, Ph.D., 202-994-3205 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Dr. Mikyong M. Kim 
(Principal Investigator), faculty member at the George Washington University in the 
Department of Educational Leadership and Mr. Isaac Agbeshie-Noye (student 
investigator). 
 
You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because of your relationship to 
your university and your perspectives of organizational culture and brand equity at your 
institution. Please read this form and ask us any questions that will help you decide if you 
want to be in the study.  Taking part is completely voluntary and even if you decide you 
want to, you can quit at any time. 
   
Your academic standing/employment status will not be affected in any way should you 
choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time. 
 
You must be at least 18 years old to take part in this study. 
 
PURPOSE 
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate organizational culture at Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities and to explore connections between organizational culture and 
brand equity at each institution and between institutions. 
 
PROCEDURES 
 
The total amount of time you will spend in this study is 90 minutes over the course of the 
fall semester.  
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All participants will submit demographic information even if they choose not to take part 
in this research.  If you choose to take part in this research, you will also participate in 
an in-person interview. 

1. In-person interview (60 minutes) 
2. Member checking after transcription and data analysis (30 minutes) 

 
RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
The study has the following risks:  
 
You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions.  You 
are free to skip any questions or stop participating in the interview at any point. 
 
There is a small chance that someone not on our research team could find out that you 
took part in the study or somehow connect your name with the information we collect 
about you, however the following steps are being taken to reduce this risk: All 
participants will be able to select a pseudonym that will be used to identify their data. 
Data will be stored in a secure location.  
 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or presentations, 
you will be identified by your position at University A, etc. Your records for the study 
may be reviewed by departments of the University responsible for overseeing research 
safety and compliance. 
 
While we cannot guarantee the privacy of the focus group discussion, we request that all 
present respect the group by not telling anyone outside the group what is said. 
 
BENEFITS 
 
Taking part in this research will not help you directly, however the benefit to society will 
be a better understanding of organizational culture and its contribution to brand equity 
at HBCUs. 
  
QUESTIONS 
 
Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have 
been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 
202-994-3205 or Isaac Agbeshie-Noye at 540-538-7287.  For questions regarding your 
rights as a participant in human research call the GWU Office of Human Research at 
202-994-2715.   
 
DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT 
 
If you agree to take part in this study, please provide verbal consent to the interviewer. 
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The research team will provide you with a copy.  Please keep it in case you want to read 
it again or call someone about the study. 
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APPENDIX C: Sample Email to Participants 

 

SUBJECT LINE: Research Participation Invitation: Organizational Culture and Brand 
Equity at HBCUs 
 
E-MAIL BODY: 
 
I am Isaac Agbeshie-Noye, a doctoral student at George Washington University in 
Washington, DC. I am reaching out to you based on your position at [INSTITUTION]. I 
believe that your experience and insights would be a great contribution to my study. This 
study, which focuses on how organizational culture and brand equity influence each other 
at Virginia’s HBCUs, is being supervised by Dr. Mikyong Minsun Kim, Associate 
Professor for Higher Education Administration at GW. 
 
The goal of this study is to understand organizational culture and brand equity as it exists 
at each campus. In addition, the study seeks to identify influences (if any) that they have 
on one another.   
 
Would you be willing to meet with me in order to discuss your experiences at 
[INSTITUTION] and your perceptions of culture and brand with respect to your 
institution? The interview would be semi-structured, which includes a standard set of 
questions, along with appropriate follow-up questions. The interview would last 30 to 60 
minutes.  
 
As a participant, you will be able to create a pseudonym to protect your identity. Your 
identity will not be shared with anyone outside of the principal investigator, Dr. Kim.  
 
Are you willing to participate? If so, can we schedule a place and time now? If possible, I 
would prefer to meet at your workplace. Please respond with a place and time that you 
would like to meet. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about this request or the interview, feel free to 
contact me at inoye@gwu.edu or 540-538-7287. You may reach Dr. Kim at 
kimmi@gwu.edu or 202-994-3205. 
 
Thank you for your consideration, and I look forward to hearing back from you soon. 

 


