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ABSTRACT 

  

In 2014, Florida formally adopted a performance funding model for its State University System 

of higher education. The case study provides a qualitative analysis of the policy’s 

implementation at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University, a historically black 

institution (HBI). Using the lens of coercive and normative isomorphism, this study identifies 

how institutional relationships between higher education administrators have changed in 

response to performance funding. Participants, though supportive of the policy as an 

accountability tool, disliked the specific metric items policymakers use to measure institutional 

performance.  Participants perceived the metric items and policy goals as contradictory to the 

mission of their institution. The article identifies recommendations for policymakers to increase 

institutional buy-in and areas of future research.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Overview 

Performance funding is best understood as an incentive-based public policy system. This 

system “allocat[es] a portion of a state’s higher education budget according to specific 

performance measures such as course completion, credit attainment, and degree completion, 

instead of allocating funding based entirely on enrollment” (Miao, 2012, p. 1). Performance 

funding models in higher education began in 1979, in Tennessee (Dougherty, Jones, Lahr, 

Natow, Pheatt, & Reddy, 2014a). Over the course of the next decade, the movement exploded as 

a means of promoting institutional effectiveness and public accountability. Policymakers view 

performance funding policies as a capitalist way to promote specific, efficient outcomes as part 

of the higher education experience, such as degree attainment and minority student enrollment 

(Rutherford & Rabovsky, 2014; Dougherty, Natow, Bork, Jones, & Vega, 2013; Miao, 2012). 

The public viewed the move favorably, as the policies were a direct response growing costs of 

higher education in the 1980s. However, in their initial form, the programs were quickly seen by 

state governments as largely ineffective and expensive leading to their downfall until the later 

2000s—a movement dubbed performance funding 2.0 (Tandberg & Hillman, 2013; Tandberg & 

Hillman, 2014). By June 2014, 26 states used some form of performance funding (Dougherty et 

al., 2014a). 

In May 2014, the Florida Board of Governors instituted a performance funding model for 

Florida public institutions of higher education. The current performance funding model was 

initially designed to meet Governor Rick Scott’s workforce employment goals. The Board of 
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Governors expanded the program to additionally address educational efficiency, such as cost of 

degree, by adapting existing programs in other states (Board of Governors, 2014; Dougherty & 

Reddy, 2013). The current model is comprised of ten different evaluation metrics with four 

guiding principles. These guiding principles are:  

 Use metrics that align with State University System Strategic Plan goals 

 Reward Excellence or Improvement  

 Have a few clear, simple metrics 

 Acknowledge the unique mission of the different institutions 

(Board of Governors, 2014). Florida’s policy primarily seeks to increase job placement, 

institutional retention, and the six-year graduation rate. The ten metrics are: 

1. Percent of bachelor's graduates employed and/or continuing their education further; 

2. Average wages of employed baccalaureate graduates; 

3. Cost per undergraduate degree; 

4. Six year graduation rate (full-time and part-time FTIC);  

5. APR: Academic Progress Rate (2nd Year retention with GPA above 2.0);  

6. Bachelor's degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis (includes STEM); 

7. University access rate (percent of undergraduates with a Pell-grant); 

8. Graduate degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis (includes STEM) or New 

College of Florida alternative metric: Freshman in top 10% of graduating high school 

class; 

9. Board of Governors choice; and 

10. Board of Trustees choice 
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(Board of Governors, 2014). Schools which improve or excel in each metric are then provided 

with additional funding to continue strategic growth, as indicated by the second guiding 

principle. However, the three lowest scoring institutions as compared to their peers—regardless 

of improvement or achievement levels—will not receive funding above base levels. Base budget 

funding is a recurring allocation resulting from the general revenue and lottery sources in a given 

fiscal year. For both the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 fiscal years, 100 million of performance 

funding dollars has been allocated annually (Board of Governors, 2014).  

After the performance funding policy’s first full year of implementation, in reviewing the 

metric scores to allocate funding for the 2015 performance funding year, Florida Agricultural 

and Mechanical University (FAMU) received a significantly lower overall metric score, 26 

points. The next lowest score was held by New College of Florida at 35 points (Board of 

Governors, 2014). As a result, for the 2015-2016 allocation year, FAMU did not receive 

additional performance funding allocation. FAMU’s low score is particularly interesting given 

that in the 2014 allocation cycle, it scored in the middle of the pack for the 11 State University 

System (SUS) institutions with a dramatic drop for the 2015 cycle. As a historically black 

institution (HBI), FAMU prides itself on offering higher education access and opportunity to 

historically underserved student populations. However, due to the unique, diversity-focused 

institutional mission FAMU, performance funding may strain the institutional resources as 

FAMU attempts to meet the needs of its student body. While recognizing the unique mission of 

each institution is a guiding principle for the performance funding model in Florida, the current 

metric system does not recognize FAMU’s focus on traditionally underrepresented students.  

 Furthermore, when FAMU benchmarks with peer institutions in the SUS, they are found 

to have lower resources and a significantly different demographic population. Table 1 highlights 
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these differences, by comparing FAMU with two peer institutions in a number of significant 

categories (University of West Florida, 2016; Florida State University, 2016; Florida 

Agricultural and Mechanical University, 2015; Perez-Felkner, L. personal communication, 

March 28, 2016). The University of West Florida (UWF) and Florida State University (FSU) 

were chosen as comparison institutions due to the shared Carnegie class and location within 

Florida.  

 Table 1 highlights some important demographic information about FAMU as compared 

to two peer institutions within the state. Three key demographics stand out in the table, which 

demonstrate FAMU’s commitment to access and diversity in higher education. FAMU enrolls 

more women, significantly more African American, and a high number of Pell-Grant students as 

compared to UWF and FSU. UWF and FAMU are also significantly less resourced than FSU in 

terms of faculty and endowment. FAMU does have more faculty members than UWF, this is 

potentially linked to University of West Florida’s large part-time student enrollment and high 

transfer student population, which contrasts with FAMU’s high full-time and residential student 

enrollment (Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research, n.d.). Although the 

endowment for FAMU is larger than that of the UWF, one point of consideration is the relative 

newness of UWF as an institution. Founded in 1966, the university is celebrating its 50th year of 

student enrollment. Thus, the university’s endowment is 1.12 million USD per year of student 

enrollment. FAMU, opened in 1887, endowment per year of enrollment is less than 1 million 

USD. Both institutions are relatively low resourced in terms of endowment funding compared 

with other institutions, such as FSU. However, FAMU, given its long institutional history, might 

be expected to have an endowment closer in size to that of Florida State University. 
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Table 1 

Comparison of Three Florida Institutions 

 UWF  
(University of West Florida, 
2016).  

FSU 
(Florida State University, 
2016)  

FAMU 
(Florida Agricultural and 
Mechanical University, 2015). 

2015 Enrollment  10,072 41,473 9,920 

Student body 
profiles 

Mean Age – 23 
Males – 41% 
Females – 59% 
Part-time % – 37% 
Full-time % – 63% 

Mean Age - 23 
Males – 45% 
Females – 55% 
Part-time – 15.3% 
Full-time – 84.7% 

Mean Age - 23 
Males – 38% 
Females – 62% 
Part-time – 14.7% 
Full-time – 85.3% 

Student 
Diversity 
Distribution 

African American – 12.18% 
American Indian/Alaskan 
Native – 0.61% 
Asian – 2.87% 
Latino – 8.35% 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander – 1.00% 
Non-Resident Alien – 2.98% 
Non-Reported – 16.70% 
Two or More – 4.06% 
White – 66.76% 

African American – 8.2% 
American Indian/Alaskan 
Native – 0.3% 
Asian – 2.5% 
Latino – 16.1% 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander – 0.1% 
Non-Resident Alien – 5.3% 
Non-Reported – 1.6% 
Two or More – 2.6% 
White – 64.1% 

African American –87.51% 
American Indian/Alaskan 
Native – 0.23% 
Asian – 1.19% 
Latino – 2.39% 
Non-Resident Alien – 1.39% 
Non-Reported –  
Two or More – 0.09% 
White – 7.21% 

Faculty number 314 full time, 313 part-time. 2408 (75% full-time (40% 
female) and 25% part-time)  

548 full-time faculty, 242 part-
time faculty 

Carnegie 
Classification 
Information 
 

Public 4-year or above 
university 
(Indiana University Center 
for Postsecondary Research, 
n.d.) 
 

Public 4-year or above 
university 
(Indiana University Center 
for Postsecondary Research, 
n.d.) 
 

Public 4-year or above 
university 
(Indiana University Center for 
Postsecondary Research, n.d.) 
 

Institutional 
Endowment 
(million USD) 

$55.9 $624 $127.2  
(FAMU University 
Advancement, 2016) 

Percent of 
Undergraduates 
with a Pell grant 
(Board of 
Governors, 
2014) 

39%  30% 65% 

 

 

Study Focus 

As discussed below, performance funding incentives have not been linked to institutional 

performance. The researcher suspects that professional networks may play an unexamined role in 

the funding model's long-term success, particularly at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical 
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University due to the institution’s unique, diversity-oriented mission.  The study seeks to identify 

how relationships between higher education practitioners at an institution focused on diversity 

and access have changed in response to performance funding initiatives. Due to the practitioner 

focus, the institutional-level assessment will contribute to the literature on performance funding, 

expanding the recent work of Jones (2015) and Dougherty et al. (2013).  

Additionally, the results of the study will appraise both policy-makers and institutional 

leaders about specific challenges associated with the metrics which impact higher education 

practitioners in the state of Florida. The results will be communicated to FAMU institutional 

leaders and policymakers in an executive summary in summer 2016. Conducting the research at 

FAMU could have important implications for other institutions, specifically related to diversity 

initiatives and flexibility for institutional mission. Administrators will be able to advocate for 

metric change, if needed, using the specific information gathered from these interviews. Realistic 

application of the study will counter the potential “so what” reaction from upper-level 

administrators and public policy-makers. Policy-makers see this as a fair, capitalism-based way 

to hold institutions accountable while upper-level administrators appreciate the additional 

revenue flow without being bogged down in policy implementation. Both parties will likely not 

care about whether administrators are supportive as long as the implemented programs are 

successful.  

However, FAMU is not finding ‘successes under the current performance funding model, 

with a declining performance in key metric areas (Board of Governors, 2016). Although the 

Florida performance funding policy is new, based on research conducted in other states with 

similar policies, the role of institutional mission has been relatively unexamined (Dougherty et 

al., 2014b; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). The researcher hypothesizes that FAMU’s performance 
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and levels of administrator support could be linked to a perceived lack of support for the 

institutional mission.  As this study outlines, the perception of lacked support for the institution’s 

mission in turn reduces administrator support for an externally imposed policy. Other 

institutional administrators, in the U.S. and abroad, have experienced similar decreases in 

employee support when the institutional mission is considered compromised (Winter & Sarris, 

2002; Van Vaught, 2008; Jones, 2015). Thus, findings can be used to design effective 

interventions to increase practitioner support and identify areas of misinformation about 

performance funding. By providing a practical application and institution-based analysis, the 

data will be presented as feedback on policy effectiveness and areas of improvement which 

would support institutional success.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

LITERATURE REVVIEW 
 
 

Performance Funding Effectiveness 

In multiple studies conducted within the last three years, performance funding has been 

found to have little impact, if any, on baccalaureate or associate degree completion, retention, or 

in-state employment (Dougherty et al., 2014b; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013; Tandberg & Hillman, 

2013; Tandberg & Hillman, 2014). Performance funding appears to be "‘politically convenient’ 

but ‘unfortunately has little empirical or theoretical grounding to justify it as a viable policy 

solution’” (Hillman, quoted in Fain, 2014, n.p.a.). Performance funding is politically convenient 

due to its wide stakeholder appeal. Independent policy coalitions were often formed prior to 

policy implementation, comprised of interest groups, bipartisan politicians, higher education 

administrators, and private business owners (Dougherty et al., 2013). These coalitions operated 

effectively because of a shared belief in an efficient and effective educational experience; 

performance funding thus appealed to a wide audience of stakeholders. However, the rhetoric 

and logic behind performance funding seems to be disconnected from political reality. 

Performance funding has been found to have little, if any effect, on traditional measures of 

institutional effectiveness, such as degree completion (Dougherty, Jones, Lahr, Natow, Pheatt, & 

Reddy, 2014b; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013; Tandberg & Hillman, 2013; Tandberg & Hillman, 

2014). Given that Florida allocated 150 million state dollars and 250 million of institutional 

investment for performance funding in 2016, it is important to understand its effectiveness in 

comparison with other programs around the nation (Board of Governors, 2016).  

In some cases, states experience negative student outcomes as their institution over-

compensated to meet metrics (Dougherty et al., 2014b; Tandberg & Hillman, 2014; Tandberg & 
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Hillman, 2013). For example, Tandberg and Hillman found in a national state-level study that 

associate degree attainment declined in states with performance funding, despite being 

encouraged through the policy (Tandberg & Hillman, 2014).In studies where institutions had 

negative outcomes, many decisions were made by institutional leaders motivated largely by 

financial incentives, rather than by the student experience (Dougherty et al., 2013; Dougherty et 

al., 2014b). As a result, researchers found that there were persistent obstacles and unintended 

consequences, such as admissions restrictions and “weakening of academic standards” 

(Dougherty et al., 2014b, p. 41). An example of unintended consequences occurred in 

Washington State when they implemented performance funding for community colleges based 

on degree and credential productivity. As a result of the policy, community college retention 

rates or associate’s degree production did not improve. Rather, community colleges invested 

significant resources developing new certificate programs, which have lower market value than 

associate’s degrees and require less resource expenditure by the institution (Hillman, Tandberg, 

& Fryar, 2015). Ultimately, performance funding appears not to be “the silver bullet some are 

making it out to be. Instead, it may be a red herring, distracting policymakers from dealing with 

more fundamental policy problems” (Tandberg & Hillman, 2013, p. 7).  

In perhaps the most comprehensive study completed, Rutherford and Rabovsky (2014) 

utilized Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data to analyze the 

effectiveness of performance funding on increasing three key student outcomes: graduation, 

persistence, and degree attainment. The study encompassed more than 500 higher education 

institutions across the United States and utilized data over the span of 18 years. In the subsequent 

analysis, the study concluded contemporary performance funding policies do not contribute to 

improved institutional performance across all three student outcomes. Rather, the study found 
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that institutional performance declined over time under the new performance funding models. 

Rutherford and Rabovsky (2014) hypothesize that the decline in institutional performance is 

attributable to the philosophy of the ‘reinventing government’ doctrine. This philosophy 

emphasizes “a shift toward accountability mechanisms that focus on results rather than 

compliance or procedural control” (p. 188). As a result, institutions have reported being 

burdened in the reporting process due to a lack of structure and underperform due to poorly 

designed financial incentives (Rutherford & Rabovsky, 2014).  

Recognizing the difficulties inherent in the ‘reinventing government’ doctrine, 

Rutherford and Rabovsky (2014) and Nizar (2015) suggest ways to improve performance 

funding incentives for institutions, particularly those with lower resources. They recommend the 

following: flexibility, consideration of institutional context in policy development, and 

institutional autonomy. Both studies emphasize the importance of flexibility in public policy. 

Flexibility permits policymakers to make appropriate adjustments as the policy is implemented 

and its’ impact better understood. . In particular, Nizar (2014) emphasizes understanding each 

institution’s context and mission is critical to success. Developing policies in a vacuum that fails 

to recognize institutional culture—or what Nizar calls ecology—will lead to long-term 

stagnation or failure. Additionally, institutional autonomy creates a space for innovative 

solutions which maximize existing campus resources.  

The three suggestions of flexibility, consideration of institutional context, and 

institutional autonomy are considered by the author to be “Best Practices” for current 

performance funding policies. The three best practices are evident in a prior multistate analysis 

of adjustments made by policymakers to encourage positive outcomes on a micro-level (Miao, 

2012). For example in Indiana, policymakers made minor changes to its measurements system, 
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which allowed institutions additional time to collect data. The resulting flexibility improved 

institutional performance with more accurate data and increasing rates of course completion 

(Miao, 2012). Indiana policymakers made this change after carefully evaluating the institutional 

practices throughout the state to find room for improvement, which also demonstrates the 

importance of context in performance funding sustainability.  

Public Support for HBIs 

 The question of the impact of new performance funding initiatives in Florida on overall 

funding levels for FAMU, an HBI, is particularly important. Historically, public historically 

black institutions (HBIs) have faced de facto discrimination in the state allocation process as 

compared with predominantly white institutions (PWIs). This de facto discrimination is 

indicative of institutional racism—a process by which public organizations fail to provide equal 

services or treatment to members of a specific racial group (Lee & Keys, 2013; Sav, 2010). The 

perception of institutional racism by the state government in the higher education allocation is 

not an outdated sentiment. Lee and Keys (2013) published a report which examined levels of 

state support for public land-grant HBIs as compared to federal government support levels. The 

report detailed that the majority of states fail to match federal government funding levels for the 

public, land-grant HBIs, despite being required by the 1890 Morrill Land Grant Act (Lee & 

Keys, 2013).  

The lack of equivalent funding is attributable to a variety of different factors, including 

lack of government transparency (Jones, 2015; Lee & Keys, 2013; Sav, 2010). However, as calls 

for public accountability and transparency have increased, the funding gap has narrowed. In the 

last three decades, the gap between state allocated funding for an HBI and a PWI has shrunk by 

nearly 15% (Sav, 2010). Nonetheless, it is unclear of the role performance funding plays in 
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widening or narrowing this gap. Sav (2010) warns that fiscal ‘punishment’ systems, such as the 

failure to allocate money under performance funding models, could replicate the gap that existed 

previously due to fiscal discrimination.  

In the state of Florida, FAMU consistently scores lower on the performance funding 

metric guidelines than any other institution (Board of Governors, 2016). While policymakers 

may attribute such differences to a potential lack of institutional accountability (Board of 

Governors staff member, personal communication, August 29, 2015), the institution’s unique, 

diversity-focused mission may put it at a disadvantage when compared to Florida PWIs. This 

perception has been validated on a national scale where higher education administrators reported 

student composition and institutional context as the most important component for subsequent 

performance funding success, over and above the training of diverse students (Dougherty et al., 

2014b). In reviewing the historical funding data, Jones (2015) charges policymakers and 

administrators to “engage in a conversation about identifying meaningful indicators to ‘judge’ or 

evaluate HBIs in ways that will foster institutional success” during performance funding 

implementation (p. 2). Jones maintains that the initial funding disparities between HBIs and 

PWIs occurred because state policymakers did not understand the unique mission of HBIs. If 

policymakers wish to develop institutional buy-in and accurately measure institutional 

effectiveness utilizing performance funding, the access and diversity components of an HBI’s 

institutional mission must be incorporated into the model.  

Jones (2015) conducted the only other study, besides the present, which has qualitatively 

reviewed the impact of state performance funding programs on a public HBI, “Smith” 

University. The purpose of the study focused on understanding how one HBI responded to 

performance funding on three different areas: consideration was given to the unique institutional 
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mission of the HBI, community reaction to the performance funding initiatives, and institutional 

action taken responding to the policy. The study was performed as a comprehensive case study, 

which utilized quantitative and qualitative data from documents and interviews regarding the 

impact of performance funding on Smith University.  

As the result of performance funding, Jones (2015) found practitioners expressed 

significant tension between the mission of the institution and the goals of policymakers. In the 

words of one participant, institutional actors felt like they were, “‘serving two masters their 

mission and legacy versus what the state will allow them to do’” (p. 17). The tension between the 

state and institution caused institutional actors to feel frustrated. In Jones’ (2015) study, many 

practitioners felt as though they were specifically incentivized to increase their enrollment of 

non-Black students despite the institution’s status as a HBI. The study found that many of the 

metrics were not feasible for a lower-resource institution like Smith University to accomplish 

while still meeting the academic needs of its student body (Jones, 2015). In the study, 

participants reported using resources or solving problems creatively to resolve the tension 

between student, institutional, and policymaker expectations. The study raises the question of 

whether performance funding in fact rewards those institutions which are already resource-rich 

with additional resources, while restricting the resource poor institutions from adequately 

competing along the same metrics.  

Although Jones’ study was not conducted in Florida nor at Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University, the implications of her research for this study are significant. The 

researcher expects to find the reaction of HBI community members, who recognize the 

importance of outcomes-focused metrics while simultaneously feeling their institutional mission 

is unsupported by performance funding, to be replicated in interviews with practitioners. 
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FAMU’s mission clearly states its’ commitment to educating African American students, as 

initially outlined in the 1890 Morrill Land Grant Act: FAMU “continues its historic mission of 

educating African-Americans” (Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University, 2016). Jones 

(2015) found administrators frustrated due to the lack of support for its institutional mission and 

it could be expected that FAMU administrators will share similar feelings. While an HBI can 

enroll non-black students, its historical and contemporary mission focuses on serving a diverse 

student body.  As performance funding incentivizes institutions to enroll high-achieving 

students, but there is not an unlimited supply of high-achieving diverse students. Thus, as the 

policy results in a student body that is increasingly non-black, the institutional mission is not 

being met (Jones, 2015; Sav, 2010).  

The belief in the purpose of performance funding as an accountability tool but concern 

with specific measurements is further validated by the work of Dougherty and colleagues (2013). 

One important difference between the Jones (2015) study and the current research relates to the 

state in which Jones performed her analysis. In the state, there were performance funding metrics 

which specifically incentivized diversity initiatives. These metrics included incentivizing 

increasing minority and low-income student enrollment and persistence. Currently, Florida’s 

model rewards institutions for reaching certain proportions of Pell-eligible student enrollment 

which does not necessarily incentivize an HBI who typically attracts these students anyway 

(Board of Governors, 2014).  

Conceptual Framework 

As stated previously, establishing the exact effect of performance funding on institutional 

effectiveness is challenging. Improvements can be determined by outside factors, including 

increased enrollment, changes to institutional policy, and increased availability of student 
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services (Dougherty et al., 2014b). In each of the aforementioned studies, researchers suggested 

the presence of a mitigating factor, which could be the role of practitioner support on 

institutional success (Dougherty et al., 2014b; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). Even though 

performance funding is meant to be a market-driven rewards system, money is funneled to the 

institution as a whole rather than individual departments or initiatives that lead to positive 

impacts. As a result, some practitioners have reported feeling removed from the decision-making 

process, unrewarded, and unsupported by the state Government (FAMU enrollment management 

administrator, personal communication, April 21, 2015). Practitioner support for performance 

funding is an important component which has yet to be comprehensively reviewed. Demotivated 

and disenfranchised staff members are less likely to meet expectations and solve problems 

(Winter & Sarros, 2002). Jones (2015) particularly emphasized the lack of staff support at Smith 

University as having an impact on the success of performance funding initiatives.  

One of the driving theories behind performance funding incentives in the context of 

higher education has been coercive isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism refers to the process by 

which institutions or organizations become “increasingly homogeneous within given domains 

and increasingly organized around rituals of conformity” to other organizations, generally of 

wider scope (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 150). In the case of performance funding, an outside 

governing body produced a set of performance metrics which universally apply to all of Florida’s 

public four-year institutions. Funding is then allocated according to specific performance 

measures and institutions which perform better will be allocated more.    

It is important to note that coercive isomorphism—in the context of performance funding 

initiatives at the state level—should be viewed as related but separate from normative 

isomorphism, in which change is driven through professional networks in the field (DiMaggio & 
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Powell, 1983). In designing performance funding initiatives, policy-makers frequently overlook 

the personnel component of policy implementation: what actors enforce the policies within the 

larger institution and his or her levels of support for the policy. Although each institution is 

governed by the same performance outcomes, individuals within the institution are given little 

guidance in how they plan to reach the established goals (Dougherty et al., 2014a). Thus, while 

coercive isomorphism is most commonly recognized as a force influencing the implementation 

of performance funding, normative isomorphism has potentially been overlooked as a significant 

factor. 

Some groundwork in this area has already been laid, in the aforementioned study by 

Dougherty et al. (2013). The study sought to better understand the motivations behind 

performance funding implementation (or lack thereof) in eight states. Though it did not look at 

the professional networks reaction to performance based funding, the study did analyze the 

influence of various professional networks, including policymakers, businessmen, and higher 

education administrators, on the implementation of performance funding. Thus, the study—

though the authors’ did not use this term—demonstrates the impact normative isomorphism can 

have on the successful implementation of performance funding policies. The study found that the 

implementation of performance funding is largely dependent on the levels of support from higher 

education administrators. Lacking support from the majority of institution administrators, states 

did not institute the performance funding programs even when policymakers and businessmen 

were in favor of the policy (Dougherty et al., 2013).  The study clearly demonstrates the critical 

role higher education practitioners play on the success of specific policies within their states. 

However, it is important to note that just because some practitioners support the overall idea, 

they may not support specifics of the implemented policy.  
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The potential connection between normative isomorphism and performance funding 

success is established further by a recent study conducted regarding the effectiveness of 

performance funding in three states outside Florida. Research revealed high-level administrators 

were involved in the decision-making process about broad policy developments, but the vast 

majority of administrators played no significant role in institutional implementation (Dougherty 

et al., 2014b). Rather, mid-level administrators are charged with the implementation and success 

of programs designed to meet institutional performance metrics. Although performance funding 

at a state-level is a form of coercive isomorphism, institutional change has strong components of 

normative isomorphism as specific changes are driven by specific professionals and existing 

networks within the college or university. There is limited evidence to suggest that coercive 

isomorphism can impact normative isomorphism and subsequent institutional change. Van 

Vaught (2008) found that coercive influences negatively impact professional networks with 

subsequent impact on initiatives related to diversity. Considering that the primary institution 

being studied will be Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University, a historically black 

university, the findings of Van Vaught (2008) will be an important element of the investigation.  

Performance funding is an appealing policy tool, as it provides market-based incentives 

for institutional performance. Many currently policies, however, do not permit flexibility, adjust 

for institutional inputs, or provide autonomy in the implementation process (Nizar, 2015; 

Rutherford & Rabovsky, 2014). Thus understanding the full-impact and capabilities of 

performance funding is difficult, especially as coercive and normative isomorphism are a 

relatively unexplored area in educational policy (Van Vaught, 2008; Decramer, Smolders, 

Vanderstraeten, & Christiaens 2012). As researchers believe administrator support could be a 

confounding factor of prior performance funding research (Dougherty et al., 2014b), this study 
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will use participant narrative to better understand the administrator role in performance funding 

implementation. Research currently suggests that administrators play only a small role in 

development of metric items and implementation process (Dougherty et al., 2014b; Dougherty & 

Reddy, 2013). The present research seeks to build on the research conducted by Jones (2015) to 

better understand how professional networks at a diverse institution have changed as a result of 

performance funding implementation. The institutional context and diverse student 

demographics of FAMU, and HBIs more broadly, will be considered throughout the study.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Introduction 

 This study utilized case study methodology, drawing data primarily from interviews and 

observations which created an account regarding the specific institutional context, similar to 

Jones (2015). In a case study, the site selection is key to investigating the research question. In 

this study, which includes a focus on diversity, FAMU was a logical choice. The researcher is 

located in Tallahassee, FL and had pre-existing contacts at the university. The research question 

includes a focus on diversity initiatives and studying the impact of performance funding on a 

public HBI provided a narrower lens through which to analyze the issues. Furthermore, FAMU 

has a strong reputation with rich institutional history both in the state of Florida and nationally. 

Founded in 1887, the institution’s enrolls nearly 10,000 students from across the world. 

Admissions to the university is selective, admitting less than 50% of applicants in 2014 (Florida 

Agricultural and Mechanical University, 2016). As referenced in Table 1, 87.5% of the student 

body identifies as African American.  

Participant Selection and Recruitment 

The study utilized qualitative methods, seeking to discover institutional context and more 

deeply analyze the professional networks at the university. The inclusion criteria for the study 

was as follows: Participants will be higher education professionals employed working with a 

functional area of enrollment management at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 

(FAMU). Functional areas traditionally considered part of enrollment management include 

admissions, career services, financial aid, and the registrar. Professionals from other offices may 

be included on a case-by-case basis dependent on institutional role and interaction with 
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performance funding driven initiatives. For example, the Office of Institutional Research was 

included in the initial recruitment pool due to their role in collecting data and developing reports 

for the Board of Governors.  

Over a two month period (January-February 2016), the researcher attempted to recruit 

participants via e-mail and phone. Each of the contacted participants met the inclusion criteria 

identified previously: higher education professionals employed within a functional area of 

enrollment management or student affairs at FAMU. Initial sampling for completing the 

interview was a nonprobability, convenience sampling of previously identified individuals at 

each institution in specific functional areas. At the point of recruitment, the researcher scheduled 

an interview with the participant. The semi-structured participant interviews varied in length 

from approximately 45 minutes to an hour of conversation, including reviewing the informed 

consent documentation. As the researcher currently works at FSU in an area of enrollment 

management, the researcher successfully completed one interview in person and the other two 

were conducted on the phone, due to participants’ busy schedule. Following completion of the 

interview, participants were prompted to refer colleagues throughout their institution for research 

inclusion, similar to the snowball method of qualitative sampling. Each declined to do so. As 

enrollment management responsibilities vary greatly by department, the researcher was hoping to 

rely on insiders’ information to increase the reliability of the results. Additionally a lawyer from 

the Board of Governors office, an alumna of FAMU, declined to participate in the study due to a 

perceived conflict of interest.  

Prior to collecting data, the researcher anticipated it could be difficult to recruit higher 

education professionals as participants. From limited conversations with colleagues in spring 

2015, it became apparent that some professionals may be unwilling to formally discuss the 
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institutional culture, professional networks, and levels of support for performance funding. 

Recognizing the difficulties associated with recruitment due to perceived risk to financial 

standing, employability, and reputation, the researcher took initial steps to minimize potential 

risks to participants. Throughout the study, all identifying information of participants was kept 

confidential. The interviews were audio only and stored in an encrypted file on a password-

protected computer in a secure office at the Florida State University College of Education. 

Participants are referred to throughout the study by an alias, which does not divulge their 

involvement. These measures are meant to minimize participant risk as employees of the 

university while capturing the necessary data. Furthermore, Institutional Research Board 

approval was received from the researcher’s home institution as well as FAMU. A letter of 

support was also received from FAMU’s Office of Institutional Research.  

The researcher identified 12 individuals who met the inclusion criteria at FAMU and had 

publicly listed contact information. However, of these twelve, only two agreed to participate in 

the study, despite multiple contact attempts and conversations regarding the minimized risk of 

involvement. Others expressed concern around the topic or never responded to multiple contact 

inquiries. A third interview was scheduled with an individual beyond the initial scope of the 

inclusion criteria. The individual was included due to her work with enrollment management 

data collection and liaison work to the Board of Governors. Thus the researcher was only able to 

complete semi-structured participant interviews with three enrollment management 

administrators at FAMU, each in high-level administrative roles at the university.   

The participants will be referred to by pseudonyms throughout the paper to protect their 

anonymity: Allison (participant A), Bill (participant B), and Cathy (participant C). All three 

participants were exceedingly familiar with performance funding and the institutional impact of 
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the funding model. Each was able to speak about performance funding and campus initiatives 

without prompting or guidance from the author.  

Data Analysis 

Following each interview, the author transcribed the audio recordings using OTranscribe 

software—a free online typing system. She imported the transcripts from OTranscribe into 

Microsoft Word, which allowed for an efficient coding process. Each of the final transcripts was 

initially coded multiple times using an open coding strategy to code all the data. The second and 

third rounds of coding identified central concepts and ideas that were evident across the three 

practitioner interviews. The final central concepts became the themes outlined in “Findings” 

below, related to practitioner support, FAMU’s diversity-based institutional mission, and policy 

adjustments needed for future success. The qualitative approach utilized by Dougherty et al. 

(2013), in conjunction with Jones (2015), provides additional validity to the research methods 

utilized in this study as a means to effectively understand the influence of normative 

isomorphism and performance funding through the narratives of higher education practitioners. 

In a qualitative study, it is more difficult to prove validity of findings. Therefore, after 

both transcription and coding phases, a manuscript will be sent to participants for member-

checking. Member-checking is an important way to test the accuracy of initial findings from the 

participants’ point of view (Schuh, 2011). In addition to member-checking, the author will ask 

public policy scholars not associated with the study to review initial findings and ask prompting 

questions as a form of peer-debriefing. A Ph.D. candidate at the University of Buffalo in public 

policy and a lawyer in the Florida Department of Justice fulfilled this role. The researcher 

maintained a comprehensive audit trail, with detailed records of each interview, and cross 

referenced findings with government and institutional records to increase validity. Schuh (2011) 
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writes that all four strategies “ensure the goodness, trustworthiness, and rigor in the data 

collection and analysis processes” of qualitative research, particularly when used simultaneously 

(p. 168).  

Declaration of Conflicting Interests 

The primary researcher had no potential conflicts of interest throughout her research 

process. Furthermore, at no time did she receive financial incentive for her research from any 

source. During the initial stages of the study, the researcher was employed in an area of 

enrollment management at Florida State University.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 

Results 

 

 This study seeks to identify how institutional relationships between higher education 

practitioners, working with diversity initiatives, have changed in response to performance 

funding initiatives from the lens of coercive and normative isomorphism. Through the qualitative 

interviews, it became clear that the administrators were skeptical about the institutional impact of 

performance funding. While perceiving some positive outcomes of performance funding, they 

felt as though the funding system was designed against them. In particular, three primary themes 

arose which will guide the discussion moving forward. The findings start by addressing the 

primary research question regarding levels of practitioner support and characteristics of 

professional networks, from the lens of normative isomorphism. Next, a discussion is presented 

about how FAMU practitioners perceive a break between the goals of the policymakers who 

implemented performance funding and the institutional goals at FAMU.  The section ends with a 

discussion, from the lens of the FAMU practitioners, about ways the Florida performance 

funding model could be improved. The final theme and associated literature was used for the 

subsequent recommendations sections.  

“We've Always Had That Collaborative Nature” 

Surprisingly all three practitioners expressed some form of support for the motivation and 

idea behind the implementation of performance funding. Allison discussed how institutionally 

“[We] support the concept of performance-based funding. We think it's appropriate to hold 

universities accountable and to provide additional funding based on actual performance.” Cathy 

also expressed this sentiment, saying, “We must be accountable to our students and…we really 
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have an obligation to make sure that they are properly educated”. There seems to be a genuine 

desire for a consistent mechanism holding Florida public institutions to the similarly high 

standards of performance and accountability. The statements by FAMU administrators provide 

general support for the logic of performance funding, which seeks to produce institutional buy-in 

and promote accountability through financial incentive (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013).  

However, there is lack of support from administrators at FAMU due to specific focus on 

employment, institutional retention, and graduation. Bill believes there is value in contributing to 

a diverse and educated but that the workforce development focus can overshadow other areas of 

importance. He says, “As an institution that receives public funding, we're contributing to that 

large scale workforce development… [But] are they [policymakers] really serving the needs of 

the state of Florida in terms of workforce development, in terms of diversity, in terms of 

multiculturalism?” Part of Bill’s frustrations stem from the lack of adjustments made to the eight 

broad metrics to account for FAMU’s institutional mission, though adjustments have been made 

for other SUS institutions. While individual support for the initiatives may only extend to the 

idea broadly, and not all specific metric items, professionals are responding with the singular 

goal of bettering the institution.  

As part of reaching the goal of increased accountability and improved student outcomes, 

administrators are rethinking the way the university is structured—a direct response to the policy 

metrics. Performance funding has been particularly helpful for FAMU administrators in 

determining priorities with their low-resources. In reviewing new initiatives and funding 

allocation, Cathy said “It did help to -  in terms of the performance based funding - where we're 

kind of strapped for cash in a lot of these areas anyway, it did help in terms of being able to have 

a greater focus”. As part of the increased focus on student outcomes, a number of programs have 
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been restructured within the institution. Allison discussed a number of these programs, including 

the creation of new interdisciplinary programs which encourage ‘stuck’ students from taking 

excess credits towards their degree. Most notably, the FAMU president reorganized the advising 

structure. All of these initiatives are aimed “to really have some coordinated efforts around 

promoting student progression and promoting student success. So it's affected everything. Not 

only new programs, but it's affected the advising structure” (Allison). The focus on advising and 

new interdisciplinary programs, as well as the increased focus on transfer credit agreements are 

all indicative of the common immediate-impact effects of performance funding identified by 

Dougherty and colleagues (2014b). Additionally, the formal restructuring of offices and 

resources to meet the performance funding metrics is an example of coercive isomorphism at 

play. 

Normative isomorphism is more concerned with the organization-level actors and their 

corresponding networks as they respond to external policy implementation. According to 

participants, one of the university’s assets during the implementation of performance funding 

related initiatives has been the collaborative campus environment. Surprisingly, the strong 

commitment by FAMU professionals to collaboration across departments has only strengthened 

since the implementation of performance funding. Cathy said, “-- because we offer different 

workshops and of course you have to pull from the campus community, whether we're talking 

about health issues, or financial aid, or whatever the case may be. So we've always had that 

collaborative nature”. Bill added that his office is “working more closely, more carefully with 

offices that are tangential to the recruitment and admissions function” such as financial aid and 

housing.  
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Bill said that in his office, “cuts have been with our travel budgets. Some of the 

budgeting process is site-based. So, as the responsible party for this site, I have chosen to cut 

travel as opposed to personnel”. Although Cathy expressed frustration at a lack of resources to 

hire new staff members, she expressed confidence in the creativity of and support for current 

staff members. Without staff layoffs and the perception of job security, individuals are more 

likely to remain motivated in their workplace (Winter & Sarros, 2002). However, these findings 

are still preliminary as Decramer and colleagues (2012) found that consequences of normative 

isomorphism take longer to manifest than the immediate impacts of coercive influences. The 

case of professional networks not shifting at FAMU, but remaining a consistent asset to the 

university, may be indicative of this case study and not a result generalizable to other SUS 

institutions. As discussed below, administrators at FAMU, and HBIs more generally, more 

clearly articulate and are motivated by their institutional mission than peers at other institutions 

(Jones, 2015). 

While the relationships at FAMU are changing and shifting, in part due to restructuring 

under new initiatives, the university is also investing a significant amount of resources to build 

formal relationships with other institutions around the country. These formal relationships 

include: 

 Clarifying transfer credit articulation agreements  

 Strengthening transfer programming options within the state college system 

(community-college system)  

 Collaborating with high school magnet programs in urban centers   

(Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University Strategic Plan, 2010; Bill, personal 

communication, February 11, 2016). Through these efforts, the FAMU recruitment office in 
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particular “is putting more emphasis, for example, on the TCC to FAMU program…which is a 

methodology where we will offer the student admission at the point of earning the AA degree 

from Tallahassee Community College” (Bill).  The benefit of working with the state college 

system is that students are able to complete two years of coursework at a neighboring institution, 

demonstrating their academic capabilities for success in higher education. Furthermore, a 

transfer student requires less resource investment than a FTIC freshman as the transfer only 

requires two subsequent years of coursework. A transfer student has also proven capable of 

completing college level coursework successfully. Such initiatives have assisted FAMU in 

progressing along metric 3, cost per undergraduate degree awarded, and metric 4, the 

institution’s six-year graduation rate. 

Bill believes that working with community college students will not solve the recruitment 

challenges faced by FAMU. Instead, FAMU leadership strategizes initiatives which will enroll 

high-achieving FTIC students, who will bring additional resources to campus. Thus, they attempt 

to cultivate a college-going culture among minority, low-socioeconomic status, and urban youth. 

However to cultivate such a culture without investing significant resources in student success 

would potentially impact the institution’s scores in metrics 2, wages of employed graduates, 4, 

six-year graduation rate, and 6, bachelor’s degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis. Bill 

describes the initiative:  

We've got folks who talk about vertical integration, which is my soapbox, getting 

down into the secondary and middle schools and better preparing students so that 

they won't meet the Board of Governors standards and not be able to access 

opportunity for all our students... I have been so, so impressed and so pleased to 

see some of the ingenuity and ideas and just the cohesiveness of trying to take 
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hold of our destiny by making sure that if we're going to be judged according to 

the quality of students that we admit, let's try to shape them into the best quality 

student they can be by engaging them as early as possible with whatever 

resources we can muster. 

Vertical integration refers to the process by which two or more stages of a process, which have 

traditionally been separate, are moved under a single leader or owner (Buzzell, 1983; Knapper & 

Cropley, 2000). In the case of education, vertical integration can be used to refer to the process 

by which a higher education institution becomes involved in the K-12 educational experience 

(Knapper & Cropley, 2000). The primary concern with such initiatives is that performance 

funding may have an entirely different emphasis by the time the first cohort of middle school or 

high school students reaches college.  

Vertical integration requires significant planning, with a sustained investment of financial 

resources and time by the primary institution. Policies can change so quickly, that an institution 

can spend years building a strategic plan to have it become relatively meaningless. Sometimes 

the gamble can pay off. A large initiative in 2012 at FAMU, related to employability and 

financial literacy, directly addressed performance funding metrics and is still being implemented 

currently. By already having strategized in a key area of student success, the institution was 

better prepared to adapt. Bill hopes the same will be true with vertical integration. Bill 

acknowledged changing policy as a concern but also cited FAMU’s institutional mission in 

educating the community. While investing vertically presents somewhat of a gamble to the 

institution, there is a perceived obligation to further the interests of underserved populations in 

higher education—beginning as soon as possible in students’ educational trajectory.  
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 “One Size Fits All Kind of Situation” 

The frustration and lack of support FAMU practitioners feel stems primarily from what 

practitioners view as a disconnect between their institutional goals and the goals of the 

performance funding model. FAMU is an institution dedicated to providing access to and 

opportunity in higher education for traditionally underserved students, particularly those of color. 

FAMU’s mission specifically states FAMU is a “land-grant institution dedicated to the 

advancement of knowledge, resolution of complex issues and the empowerment of citizens and 

communities. The University provides a student-centered environment consistent with its core 

values… continues its historic mission of educating African-Americans” (Florida Agricultural 

and Mechanical University, 2016). The mission, which emphasizes community empowerment, 

the institution’s history as a land-grant institution, and commitment to serving an African 

American students is unique in these areas of emphasis within the Florida SUS (Board of 

Governors, 2016).  

However, unlike many states with performance funding, the Florida Board of Governors 

did not institute metrics which specifically reward diversity or social justice outcomes (Jones, 

2015). When questioned about the metrics, each participant cited tension between the goals 

reflected by the metrics, primarily focused on workforce development, and the goals of their 

institution. As a result of the funding model, FAMU is negatively scored for providing many 

opportunities and services to students of color or low-income status—a population which 

typically correlates with longer time to degree completion, higher need for remedial coursework, 

and lower retention rates than the general college population (Jones, 2015; Sav, 2010; Participant 

Allison, personal communication, December 17, 2015).  
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Despite these feelings of tension, no participant specifically stated that they felt the 

performance funding model represented a form of institutional racism. Instead, they explained 

performance funding as a positive tool for institutional accountability. Where policymakers get it 

wrong, participants claim, is that the system was intentionally designed as “a one size fits all 

kind of situation” (Cathy). The participant Bill anecdotally claims that he perceives the largest 

unintended consequence of performance based funding has been the discounting of FAMU’s 

unique history and mission by policymakers in an attempt to design an equal funding system. 

When prompted to discuss the mission of FAMU in higher education further, Bill shared the 

following: 

The unique nature of the mission of an institution like Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University, 128-year history of ameliorating people in the state of 

Florida to help improve the nation, change and impact the world, we have 

always… given access and opportunity to students who may not find 

opportunities elsewhere… Our model is very unique, our mission is very noble, 

it's very altruistic, and I don't know that the performance funding model really 

considers the altruistic nature of our mission.  

Bill—a graduate of an HBI himself—provided the context on the mission and the history of the 

institution as unique in higher education. The university is, in a sense, not dedicated primarily to 

attracting high caliber students or becoming a top 25 public institution. Rather, the institution is 

dedicated to altruism, a concept difficult to capture and understand in the realm of public policy.   

Supporting a goal of altruism may not be possible in the current climate of public policy (Sav, 

2010; Dougherty et al., 2013). 
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FAMU’s unique mission creates a situation where one size does not in fact fit all. Cathy 

shared the following: 

So those are the challenges for us and particularly-- right, with our mission. We're 

having to, in a sense-- in some ways kind of go, you know, against our mission, 

you know, somewhat. So it is a challenge, and hopefully we can find ways where 

we can hopefully, have a greater discussion in terms of the metrics and at least 

maybe a couple of other metrics that are more specific to our University and the 

challenges that we deal with.  

As a university committed to access and diversity, students enrolling at FAMU are more likely to 

be African American students and from a low socio-economic background (see demographic 

information in Table 1). With the unique composition of its student body as compared to peers, 

FAMU faces unique institutional challenges in meeting student needs effectively and efficiently. 

The current performance funding system should not come at the expense of the institutional 

mission, as the Florida Board of Governors outline in their guiding principles (Board of 

Governors, 2014).  

Despite this stated commitment, however, the participants all cited different ways that 

they felt diversity initiatives lacked support and were discouraged under the current performance 

funding model. Metric 7, the university access rate, measured by the percent of undergraduates 

with a Pell-grant, exemplifies this feeling. Metric 7 was mentioned by all of the participants as an 

example where policymakers discount FAMU’s institutional context. FAMU’s dedication to 

access and opportunity specifically encourages enrolling low-income students in higher 

education. FAMU currently enrolls over 60% Pell Grant recipients, a number which has 
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decreased in recent years but is still close with the national average for public HBIs (Jones, 

2015).  

Nonetheless, FAMU is not rewarded for its high university access rate compared with 

other SUS institutions. Achieving excellence in metric 7 specifically requires a university to 

enroll 30% Pell students. The metric standard for excellence in this category is so ‘low’ that 

every institution but one has achieved it. As the singular metric dedicated to any component of 

diversity, one would expect FAMU to excel. Yet, it is unable to outcompete its peers due to the 

way the metric is designed. Allison explains that this frustrates many individuals at FAMU:  

It has become a meaningless metric, unfortunately, because they set the 

benchmark for excellence so low… We are at over 60% and we get the same 

points for it as any institution that only has 30%. No other metric is set that way, 

designed to have every institution meet the top benchmark. No other metric does 

that. Just this one on access. I think that's a real problem in the mode of the way 

the benchmark is set.  

FAMU, as indicated in Table 1, does enroll a significantly larger portion of Pell grant students 

than any other SUS institution, with enrollment at 65%. Florida International University enrolls 

the second highest number at 47%. The New College of Florida is the only institution to not have 

reached a minimum 30% enrollment of undergraduates receiving a Pell grant. The institution is 

not financially incentivized to continue admitting such high numbers of Pell grant recipients, 

who typically fulfill the institution’s ‘low-profile admit’ description.  

A low-profile admit is a student who performed below average on the standardized tests 

and in high school. Administrators feel that the true ‘losers’ in this scenario are prospective 

students. Bill shared the following about working in recruitment: 
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We talked about narrowing the net that we cast. The many families affected, the 

many stories that we have to hear and yet not be able to offer them admission into 

the university, whereas ten years ago we would have been able to. So, it is 

difficult - because of the performance-based funding model - to, on an almost 

daily, certainly multiple times each week - experience, mothers, counselors, and 

even principals, and certainly students themselves who are at this impasse. They 

have so much they want to accomplish in life, yet still for a number of 

quantitative reasons, we can't offer them this opportunity…So, I would say 

probably the most heart-wrenching aspect of this entire story that you and I are 

talking about are the actual lives that are impacted. 

Bill continued to discuss the changing admissions policies and its impact on financial aid. The 

university now limits low-profile admits to only those with outstanding talents, as low-profile 

admits typically take lower to earn a degree and cost the institution more which affects scores in 

other key metric areas. Lowering rates of admission and creating smaller student cohorts 

increases the financial strain on the university with decreased resources. With so many low-

income students, increasing financial resources by placing the burden on students through tuition 

increases or changes in fees and services provided would not be practical. Such an increase could 

cause many students to leave the institution or halt their education, hurting the institution in other 

metric areas as well as the student outcomes of undergraduate education.  

Thus, feelings of frustration by FAMU administrators increase as there is no simple 

solution to such unintended policy outcomes. Bill feels that FAMU administrators are constantly 

advocating for their campus community but that they lack meaningful allies in the public policy 

sector. Bill shared the following: 
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We really need policymakers— and lawmakers for that matter— but particularly 

the policymakers to understand the unique nature of our institution, and come in 

and examine the graduates that we've produced, the stories that we've helped 

shape, the students that we have admitted who, by today's standards would not be 

admissible… and ask themselves, are they really serving the needs of the state of 

Florida in terms of workforce development, in terms of diversity, in terms of 

multiculturalism and making sure that everyone has a seat at the table and same 

access and opportunity?”  

Unlike other states, such as Massachusetts, Florida has not specifically incorporated diversity as 

a critical component of the performance funding metrics and larger workforce development plan. 

As a result, FAMU has designed targeted programs which specifically reach the student 

population they previously served on a larger scale. 

 One way FAMU has remained committed to providing higher education opportunities to 

underserved students is through its Access-Opportunity Students, low-profile admits who show 

increased potential for success. The name is meant to reflect how low-profile admits “really are 

at the core, the essence, the heart, if you will, of our mission, and we want to focus on them and 

not leave them behind” (Bill). The university, committed to the success of these students in 

particular, enrolls them in a summer bridge program, which focuses on remedial coursework and 

academic success coaching. The students must demonstrate academic capability by passing all of 

their coursework or the offer of admissions will be revoked. Cathy shared that the program is 

rigorous but staff members continually invest in the students. FAMU administrators recognize 

“it's really a make or break time for them as to whether they remain at the university or not, I 

mean from the very beginning.”  
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When asked why they did not select a diversity initiative as the institution’s metric of 

choice (Board of Trustees metric) in a follow-up conversation, Allison shared that after many 

conversations with staff members and Board of Governors staff members, they felt that focusing 

on faculty development would be better. Cathy validated Allison’s perspective, saying, “We’re 

in a situation where really [at] the heart of the matter I think that no one here wants to hear that”. 

“That” refers to the tension between the institutional mission and performance funding metrics. 

Thus, a metric which focused on faculty research and development—rather than diversity—

would be deemed more acceptable to policymakers, permit room for both excellence and 

improvement metric achievement, and be congruent with new institutional initiatives focused on 

faculty performance. The logic in selecting this metric is indicative of tension within the 

university: to meet the goals of performance funding and support the institution’s mission. If 

such tension did not exist, it is likely that the administration would have embraced HBI-specific 

metrics of success (Cathy; see also Jones, 2015).  

Allison, in her initial interview, shared that faculty development efforts were, at the time 

of performance funding institution, already a focus of different campus-wide pilot programs and 

external grants. The framework and groundwork for success had in this area of faculty 

development had already been laid at the start of performance funding metrics. However, from 

the 2014 year to 2015, the percent of R&D funded by external constituents only increased by 

1%, not receiving a significant improvement or excellence score (Board of Governors, 2016). 

However, Allison and other participants are confident that by incentivizing faculty development 

currently, other metrics will benefit including achievement in the STEM fields and the six-year 

graduation rate.   
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“It's a Catch 22 Situation” 

 The third and final theme which was apparent through conversations with the FAMU 

administrators is that, although change is desirable, there is no easy solution to correct 

performance funding policy. One reason there lacks an evident solution stems from the 

immediate effects of performance funding. When performance funding is first implemented, 

institutional changes initially focus on institutional policy and data collection methods which 

immediately improve performance along the metrics (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013; Dougherty et 

al., 2014b). However, policymakers often overlook the institutional inputs during a policy’s first 

year of implementation and the immediate data collection process (Dougherty et al., 2013). The 

result is an unbalanced playing field from the start of policy implementation. Resource ‘poor’ 

institutions, such as FAMU, typically score lower than resource ‘rich’ institutions and because 

performance funding is tied to financial incentives, the resource gap can perpetuate over time 

(Jones, 2015; Rutherford and Rabovsky, 2014). Thus, institutional inputs are critical to an 

institution’s success in metric achievement, particularly within the first years of implementation.  

Additionally, performance funding often captures historical data regarding students who 

enrolled prior to the policy’s implementation. Cathy discussed that to analyze a six year 

graduation rate in 2016, policy makers are “really looking at the 2010 cohort. They're looking at 

historical data which doesn't necessarily equate with what's going on right now.” In 2010, 

FAMU admitted its largest class of students since 1995. Of this group, a notable number were 

the low-profile admitted students due to an increase of intentionally designed remedial courses 

and bridge programs. These programs, though potentially adding a year or two to the 

undergraduate experience, increased access to higher education for FAMU’s primary population 
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of interest. Increased enrollment also provided additional resources to the institution, as state 

funding was previously determined in large part by enrollment (Bill; Board of Governors, 2014).  

Since 2011, admission to FAMU has become more competitive and total enrollment has 

declined to a record low for the institution since 1995 Florida Agricultural and Mechanical 

University, 2015). This change, according to participants, is reflective of the increased pressure 

the institution has faced to enroll higher caliber students who are more likely to persist and 

graduate within six-years. Performance funding catalyzed the change, from a slow transition to 

quickly lowering enrollment by almost 2,000 students over the course of two years (Florida 

Agricultural and Mechanical University, 2015; Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University, 

2016). Nonetheless, the performance funding metrics are still capturing historical data, 

unrepresentative of the university’s commitment to student success and the outcomes outlined by 

the Board of Governors. The use of historical data, and the dual decline in enrollment to meet 

performance funding metrics in other categories, could create a financial crisis at the university, 

due to lack of tuition revenue and lack of performance funding rewards. Cathy wants to give 

performance funding metrics more time to even out but believes the resources are paramount to 

accomplishing the institution’s strategic plan. A major roadblock in this process is “having the 

resources taken away and… having to hunt down the money from wherever, that's not a good 

situation to be in. So it's a Catch-22 situation, and I hate to see us in those types of 

circumstances”.  

 Table 2, below, outlines the performance funding metrics in comparison with FAMU 

areas of strategic initiatives, which were outlined in the University’s 10-year strategic plan in 

2010.  
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Table 2 

Comparison of Strategic Plan with Performance Funding Metrics 

FAMU Strategic Initiatives (Florida 

Agricultural and Mechanical 

University Strategic Plan, 2010) 

Performance Funding Metrics (Board of Governors, 2014) 

Create a 21st century living and 

learning collegiate 

 community 

Percent of bachelor's graduates 
employed and/or continuing their 
education further  

Bachelor's degrees awarded in areas 

of strategic emphasis (includes 

STEM) 

Enable excellence in University 

processes and procedures 

Average wages of employed 

baccalaureate graduates 

University access rate (percent of 

undergraduates with a Pell-grant) 

Develop, enhance, and retain 
appropriate fiscal, human, 
 technological, research and 
physical resources to achieve the 
 University’s mission 

Cost per undergraduate degree Graduate degrees awarded in areas 

of strategic emphasis (includes 

STEM) 

Enable excellence in University 

Relations and Development 

Six year graduation rate (full-time 

and part-time FTIC) 

Board of Governors choice 

Enhance and sustain an academic 
and social environment, 
promoting internationalization, 

diversity, and inclusiveness 

APR: Academic Progress Rate (2nd 

Year retention with GPA above 2.0) 

Board of Trustees choice 

 

 

The primary areas of overlap focus on the second strategic initiative, enabling excellence. 

Initiatives in this area focus on workforce development factors and attracting highly competitive 

students to enroll at the university. However, otherwise, the goals of the strategic plan and 

performance funding metrics oppose each other. FAMU, in the areas of strategic initiative, focus 

on enhancing the student experience by providing additional resources through increase in tuition 

or allocation of additional state funding. Additionally, in the strategic plan, FAMU commits to 

enrolling a larger number of underserved students and providing additional opportunities for 

remedial coursework. Since the implementation of performance funding, these goals are not 

realistic. Funding within the institution is being “allocated to other workforce development 

based” programs, with funding for programs related to diversity and the student experience 

shrinking (Bill). .  
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In addition to the lack of resources, practitioners also feel the ‘Catch-22’ situation stems 

from the unintended consequences of the metrics. Certain metrics are believed to evaluate the 

correlated outcomes of undergraduate education, presenting a challenge for institutions to 

respond. Bill said the metrics which best represent the challenges faced by FAMU are metric 3 

and metric 4, which contain overlap. He says:  

“What you'll see is that item three replicates the measurement that is being 

exacted by item four. Item four, again, measures the length of time that it takes a 

student to earn the degree, but item three, meanwhile, measures the amount of 

money that it costs the student to earn the degree. So, if you have a fictitious 

institution that, on average, has students that take longer than six years to earn 

their degree, you are now also punishing them because students have to pay out a 

larger than median amount of money to earn the degree. You have just punished 

that fictitious institution twice for the same situation.” 

Bill’s anecdote is not unsubstantiated. Of the 11 institutions, almost all received equivalent 

‘excellence’ scores between metric 3 and 4, except for those who demonstrated excellence 

through improvement. Bill believes the correlation of scores between metrics 3 and 4 

demonstrates the need for increased flexibility in metric measurement.  

Advocating for a more flexible metric system, which considers institutional context and 

historical data input, directly contradicts the perceived strength of performance funding. Each 

participant stated they support the use of an accountability tool which creates consistent 

standards across the state university system in Florida. However, unless changes are made to 

account for institutional specific factors, it is unlikely that FAMU will gain additional financial 

resources and significant budget cuts may need to be made. In preparation for potential personnel 
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cuts, Allison said her division has “been encouraging units to use the assessment process.” She 

believes the results can be used to advocate for change with the Board of Governors and to 

maintain a high-quality academic experience for students.  

Limitations 

Perhaps the primary limitation to the study is the small number of participants. It is 

difficult to generalize the narratives of few participants at one institution to a larger context. 

However, each participant’s narrative provided validation for one another. The small number of 

participants is directly due to the perceived risks associated with participation. Although the 

researcher took adequate steps to minimize these risks, her lack of an established relationship 

with FAMU administrators led to feelings of unease with participation (FAMU enrollment 

management administrator, personal communication, January 18, 2016).  If the study were to be 

replicated under similar circumstances, researchers should build campus relationships prior to 

engaging in the study. This will create buy-in, increase participant investment in the research, 

and ease the processes associated with receiving institutional research approval.   

Unforeseen logistical concerns and timeline setbacks also contributed to the small 

participant pool. The primary logical setbacks related to the Florida State University Institutional 

Research Board approval process, which required a letter of support from FAMU prior to 

granting approval. In discussions with FAMU, their Institutional Research Board would not grant 

a letter of support or approval until FSU provided initial approval. Although a compromise was 

reached, the approval process delayed data collection. Initial collection was scheduled to occur in 

October but did not start until January. The delay in timeline prevented additional recruitment 

efforts and relationship-building on FAMU’s campus. As previously suggested, initial 

relationship building could have overcome this challenge.  
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As a result of the logistical concerns and the timeline adjustments, the nature and scope 

of the research project shifted. Initially, the author intended to study the impact of performance 

funding on diversity initiatives at multiple institutions to better understand state-wide impact. 

However, the timeline setbacks and lack of grant funding precluded travelling across the state to 

conduct interviews. The researcher narrowed her focus to two institutions in her locality: her 

home institution, FSU, and FAMU. Due to the researcher’s employment in an area of enrollment 

management, FSU’s Division of Enrollment Management did not provide approval for her 

research due to conflict of interest. With a condensed timeline, the researcher proceeded forward 

with her research at FAMU. The scope of the project could easily have been expanded with 

expanded time and financial resources. Implications for policy and practice would be better 

suited for the entire Florida state university system, rather than a singular institution, should the 

research be expanded in the future. The findings provide a foundation which can be built upon 

by future researchers and validation for the qualitative findings of other researchers, namely 

Jones (2015) and Dougherty et al. (2013). 

Implications 

In reviewing the findings of the case study, a number of recommendations for next steps 

are outlined below. The three recommendations include: reviewing institutional context, actively 

involving HBI leadership, and monitoring unintended consequences. As evident from the 

findings, performance funding policy must address the institutional context and demonstrate 

flexibility to meet needs of diverse student populations in order to gain support at a minority-

serving institution. In so doing, however, the purpose of performance funding to promote 

accountability must not be list. These next steps are meant to recognize the unique role of HBIs 

in higher education systems and be used to create sustainable policies which serve many 
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stakeholders. The outlined recommendations are tailored specifically for the Florida State 

University System of higher education and FAMU. States such as Massachusetts, Pennsylvania 

and Tennessee, which have public HBIs and performance funding policies, may generalize the 

outlined recommendations for applicable solutions in their own state context.  

Campus Leadership and Feedback  

 All three participants in the study expressed clear feelings of disconnect between the 

purpose of performance funding and the institutional mission at FAMU. As part of recognizing 

the unique institutional context for performance funding initiatives—one of the policy’s four 

guiding principles—Florida policy makers should actively engage with institutional leadership. 

Not only would this engagement increase practitioner support for the policy, but it would 

increase HBI specific expertise in the policy. Just as policymakers involve FAMU leadership, all 

institutions could be specifically involved in reviewing policy development from the lens of their 

specific campus. Participant Allison says, “The [Board of Governors] staff sends questions or 

opportunities for feedback on the metrics and I've drafted that feedback on several occasions” but 

the feedback she has provided has yet to be incorporated in the model. Allison discussed her 

desire to be more involved in metric development beyond providing retroactive feedback. 

Allison’s feelings of disconnect between policy implementation and institutional response, 

confirm the research of Dougherty and colleagues (2014b). They found that the majority of 

administrators do not play a significant role in policy decision-making and institutional 

implementation.  

In a study by Dougherty et al. (2014b), institutional context was reported by 

administrators as one of the most important factors to performance funding success for their 

campus. FAMU leadership, while advocating for the unique needs of their institution, believes 
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all institutions should have the opportunity to advocate for themselves. Allison shared that 

FAMU was “not the only institution that took issue with some of the concepts and underlying 

principles of this particular model…unlike in most other states, the Florida performance-based 

funding model not take into account the input on the mission of the institution.” While the 

consideration of mission is particularly important for HBIs because policymakers may be less 

familiar with the context of minority serving institutions, national trends clearly indicate that all 

institutional leaders—regardless of student population type—want to be more involved 

(Dougherty et al., 2013). Furthermore, wider involvement of all State University System 

institutions would minimize any perceptions of either favoritism or institutional discrimination. 

Furthermore, all institutions could benefit from the perspective of FAMU leadership, as 

increased diversity and access to higher education for underserved students are increasingly 

emphasized as desirable in higher education (Sav, 2010; Tandberg et al., 2013; Jones, 2015).  

Involvement of leadership could take a variety of different forms, from committee involvement 

to assessments or town hall meetings. These forums would be appropriate for both evaluation of 

the current performance funding model as well as any proposed adjustments to the existing 

policy. 

Monitor Unintended Consequences 

In public policy, unintended outcomes of a specific initiative or program is referred to as 

an externality (Smith, 2015; Buchanan & Stubblebine, 1962). The literature surrounding the 

unintended consequences, or externalities, of performance funding is profuse. Studies repeatedly 

show that performance funding is related to weakened academic standards, lessened degree 

completion rates, and lowers access to higher education for traditionally underserved student 

populations (Dougherty et al., 2014b; Dougherty & Reddy, 2013; Tandberg & Hillman, 2013; 
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Tandberg & Hillman, 2014). The narratives of the FAMU administrators share themes to the 

literature, in which university access is lowered and remedial education programs are reformed. 

At this point in time, little attention is being paid by policymakers to the unintended 

consequences of performance funding. With the exception of California, “these issues have not 

been prominently raised in state-level political decision-making” processes (Dougherty et al., 

2013, p. 40).  

As shared in the study findings above, Florida has yet to evaluate fully the unintended 

consequences of their policy, with particular impact on FAMU’s diversity initiatives. A clear 

indicator of this is the University’s Access Rate metric, in which institutions receive an 

excellence score for enrollment of undergraduate Pell grant recipients above 30%. FAMU’s total 

undergraduate enrollment is 65% comprised of Pell grant recipients. FAMU’s mission and 

strategic plan both demonstrate commitment to access in higher education. However, with the 

metric for excellence set low relative to FAMU’s enrollment of Pell grant recipients, the 

institution is not incentivized to continue high levels of access. This unintended consequence 

could happen as low socio-economic status negatively correlates with performance in other 

metric areas, such as six-year graduation rates (Sav, 2010; Jones, 2015). Pell grant enrollment at 

FAMU has already decreased by 5% since 2012, the first year of the work force development 

plan to the 2014 evaluation period. It is possible that the metric on the University Access Rating, 

which seeks to incentivize access to higher education, is in fact discouraging it by placing the bar 

for excellence too low.  

Policymakers should consider a formal evaluation or conversation which considers the 

administrators’ perspectives of policy externalities. However reacting to externalities can often 

be too little too late. Administrators and policymakers should find ways to come together 
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proactively as policy adjustments are made, rather than reactively. Active conversations 

regarding the viability and effectiveness of performance funding—with special attention to the 

unintended consequences—will play a key role in the future of performance funding both in 

Florida and on a national scale. Many of the same strategies suggested with involving HBI 

leadership could apply here as well. An example of a metric change which could be more deeply 

analyzed in conversations, as well as gain a better understanding of the institutional impact, 

relates to the potentially significant relationship of metric 3, cost per degree, and metric 4, six-

year graduation rate. Although beyond the scope of this research to quantitatively analyze there 

is both clear correlation and anecdotal evidence from all three participants of redundancy in 

metric measurements. As a way to test for unintended outcomes or potential adjustments over 

time, policymakers should consider analyzing the statistically significant relationships between 

the metrics, to find areas of redundancy and overlap which could be prevented. From the current 

Board of Governors’ publications on data and methodology (2016), it is unclear to what extent 

this is currently being done in Florida.  

Areas for Future Research 

Future research should focus on the longitudinal effects of performance funding, rather 

than the immediate impacts. Immediate impacts most commonly affect offices such as academic 

advising, by reforming remedial education programs and course articulation or transfer 

processes. Longitudinal research should not solely track the quantitative data associated with 

student outcomes of undergraduate education. The present study is only able to capture a 

snapshot of qualitative data, after a short period of performance funding implementation. The 

collaboration and reportedly unchanged nature of professional networks at FAMU contradicts 

the expected findings, based on the research of Van Vaught (2008). Van Vaught found that 
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coercive isomorphism negatively influences normative isomorphism components, such as 

professional networks and administrative support levels for programming, for individuals who 

work with diverse student populations. Unlike in the Van Vaught study, personnel cuts have 

been extremely limited at FAMU which may have influenced this result. Longitudinal research 

which seeks to understand changing professional attitudes to performance funding would 

contribute significantly to the literature on normative and coercive isomorphism in higher 

education and, more generally, public policy. 

Finally, future research could also encompass a more comprehensive view of how 

different state funding models affect public HBIs, building on both this case study analysis and 

the case study of “Smith” University (Jones, 2015). As a means to assess the success of 

performance funding in promoting institutional accountability, policymakers could consider a 

long-term assessment which monitors for institutional specific unintended consequences. To 

achieve this, policymakers would no longer benchmark FAMU against other Florida institutions 

but instead compare its performance to similar public HBIs around the nation. This peer to peer 

comparison creates an opportunity for policymakers to bridge the gap between public 

accountability for institutional performance and the mission of the institution. The findings from 

any of the above areas of research would contribute to reforming performance funding in a way 

that is sustainable for both state policymakers and higher education institutions.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

 In conclusion, the purpose of this study was to better understand professional networks 

who work with diverse student populations and corresponding levels of practitioner support for 

performance funding. The study found that senior FAMU administrators already support the 

general concept of the performance funding model. As anticipated, the evidence of coercive 

isomorphism is already apparent at FAMU, as the institution restructured and changed 

admissions policies in response to the performance funding metrics. Unfortunately, evidence of 

normative isomorphism was not established in my research. The professional networks, 

described as collaborative and flexible, remain a consistent asset to the FAMU community 

during this period. This outcome is suspected to be due to the relative newness of the 

performance funding model and there has been limited impacts on personnel at this point.  

However, the researcher found while general support for the logic of performance 

funding exists, administrators at FAMU do not support the specific metrics. Practitioners 

perceive the metrics as having a negative influence the institution’s ability to meet its mission of 

increasing access and opportunity in higher education for underserved student populations. 

Florida policymakers should consider the institutional context of the institutions in the state 

university system as they create metrics and evaluate institutional performance. By considering 

the institutional mission in performance funding, policymakers will increase institutional buy-in 

and better measure institutional effectiveness by incorporating the access and diversity 

components of FAMU’s mission. Involving campus leadership and monitoring unintended 

consequences will be key to these efforts. Further research is needed, focused on longitudinal 
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outcomes of performance funding as it relates to professional networks and institutional context. 

Research in this area contributes primarily to the literature regarding performance funding at 

HBIs. More broadly, it can be applied to other states with both a performance funding model and 

minority-serving institutions.  

  



50 
 

APPENDIX A 

IRB APPROVAL MEMO
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM
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