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ABSTRACT 

 
All 28 colleges of the Florida College System (FCS) have made space in their budgets 

and on their campuses in order to attract upper-division partners, colleges and universities that 

represent the State University System (SUS), Independent Colleges and Schools of Florida, and 

other higher education institutions nationwide. Partnership relationships such as the ones 

negotiated between FCS institutions and upper division schools are defined as academic strategic 

alliances in higher education literature. Scholars have taken this terminology from business 

management lexicon wherein organizations respond to a competitive market by joining forces 

(Das & Teng, 1997). Accordingly, scholars from both fields emphasize the concept of 

collaboration packed inside the strategic decision of campus leaders to pool their resources 

partnerships (Adegbesan & Higgins, 2011; Eckel, Hartley, & Affolter-Caine, 2004).     

This study explored both sides of the state college-university partnership dynamic 

through the eyes of the administrators using themes from Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness 

framework. I employed a qualitative research design to determine the influence of alliance 

initiatives on the social networks involved in their implementation. I used a collective-case study 

approach employing data triangulation (seven interviews, documents, and observations) to seek 

out any emerging themes. I also sought out institutional data to support this study. 

A majority of these FCS concurrent-use arrangements have persisted while others have 

failed. This study contributes to higher education literature by offering a means to expand the 

scope of previous academic strategic alliance studies. Instead of focusing on partnership dyads, 

this study explored how host and partner institution administrators operate within a social 

network embedded at the study sites. I propose fresh perspectives to explain how each member 

involved within a state college’s university partnership program can assert its own needs while 
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working in concert to define common goals and objectives. My two key findings identified the 

perception of lack as the primary barrier and effective communication as the most influential aid 

to partnership creation and maintenance.    
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Establishing strategic alliances not only protects participating organizations against 

external threats such as reduced funding, but also allows for each party to extend its reach to 

more consumers (Das & Teng, 2002; Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Eckel et al., 2004). This business 

model has been enthusiastically adopted by higher educational institutions under the umbrella 

term of academic strategic alliances. Academic strategic alliances “are partnerships where two 

or more institutions collaborate with one another–including making shared financial investments 

(thus assuming shared financial risks)–to develop an academic venture neither partner could 

launch on its own” (Eckel & Hartley, 2008, p. 615).  

Campus leaders seek out these initiatives with desirable partners for the purpose of 

increasing market share, economies of scale, and visibility (Barringer & Harrison, 2000; Eckel & 

Hartley, 2008; Eckel et al., 2004). One type of academic strategic alliance, the state college-

university partnership, has been adopted by the Florida College System (FCS) institutions in this 

study. Higher education scholars and practitioners alike praise the state college-university 

partnership model for responding to both state and national demands for increasing access to 

baccalaureate programs (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Furlong, 2005; Kisker, 2007; Windham, 

Perkins, & Rogers, 2001).  

Statement of Problem 

Collaborative arrangements involving higher education institutions take different forms 

including U.S.-based higher educational institutions allying with their international counterparts  

(Koehn, 2012). A recent innovation is colleges and universities partnering with non-profit 

agencies as a means to increase the odds of low-income students to earn post-secondary degrees 
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or certifications (Kezar, Lester, & Yang, 2010; Sink & Jackson, 2002). Other partnerships 

involve community colleges, state colleges, and private sector organizations that collaborate to 

provide workforce education (Bell, 1996). These programs are typically vocational in nature 

wherein community or state colleges attempt to attract industry to the community by offering 

customized programs to train potential employees (Kisker & Carducci, 2003).    

While many types of academic strategic alliances exist, this study focused on initiatives 

formed by individual state colleges hosting multiple partners (colleges and universities). In this 

context, an FCS institution enters into an agreement with a college or university to provide its 

local students access to upper-level degree programs without having to leave the area.  

Without exception, the colleges involved with this study restricted the transfer of their 

native students to partner institutions until after those local students had completed their 

associate degrees. For instance, a student has access to bachelor’s programs beyond the scope of 

what the FCS school can offer on its own. Likewise, the partner institutions have access to 

students far removed from their main campus sites. These agreements are carried out via 

concurrent-use campuses and online. For the sake of consistency, the term “state college-

university partnership” is used to identify these relationships regardless of the type of partnering 

institution. Moreover, the term “state college” encompasses both community colleges and state 

colleges.  

In 2016’s economic climate, state college-university partnerships are viewed as viable 

solutions to concurrent reductions in state and federal funding and increases in demands for a 

more educated public (Bontrager, Clemetsen, & Watts, 2005; Cantor & Courant, 2003; Florida 

Department of Education [FLDOE], 2016). Such partnerships join guaranteed admission 

programs such as DirectConnect, which streamlines the transfer of state college students to four-
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year institutions (Bailey, 2014). Such programs are referred to as 2+2 programs. As the name 

implies, students spend the first two years at state colleges and then enroll in upper division 

programs after they have completed a curriculum agreed upon by both institutions.  

Visitors to the Florida Board of Governor’s website will find the SUS response to the 

need for more college graduates: “Our universities not only share knowledge, they create it. 

Together we turn knowledge into action that will shape the future” (State University System of 

Florida [SUS]: Board of Governors Home Page, 2014). Baccalaureate degrees are especially 

desired because studies have proven that graduates earn more money than their peers without 

four-year degrees (Floyd & Skolnik, 2005; Lorenzo, 2005; Windham et al., 2001).  

The Florida College System 

The institutions of the FCS are well-positioned to meet the above-mentioned challenges 

by providing access to students who are bound to their hometowns by personal and professional 

obligations. Even before online education became commonplace, the system was designed to 

prevent state residents from having to commute too far to access the campuses of the 28 colleges. 

As of July 2016, 24 have dropped the word “community” from their name as part of transition to 

baccalaureate granting institutions.  

The FCS identifies the 1933 opening of Palm Beach Junior College as its origin. Other 

two-year colleges were established from 1947 on, starting with the conversion of St. Petersburg 

Junior College from a private to a public school. Other private junior colleges followed suit. In 

1955, the Florida Legislature created the Community College Council to oversee the growing 

system. Six new colleges joined the system in 1957 after the Legislature authorized the State 

Department of Education to form the Division of Community Colleges. Many changes followed 

as new community and junior colleges were founded throughout the state.  
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Of particular note is the merger of 12 historically Black colleges with established state 

schools. These took place between the years 1963 through 1967 (FLDOE, 2016). 

Understandably, the development and subsequent merger of these institutions (also known as 

“The Magnificent Twelve”) is not without conflict (Johnson, Cobb-Roberts, & Shircliffe, 2007; 

Smith, 1994). Anyone familiar with American history knows these schools were established 

during the Civil Rights era. While this time period in the FCS is a compelling topic, it is beyond 

the scope of this study. However, granting college access to historically underrepresented groups 

of Florida’s population is among the top priorities of the FCS.  

The college system, as it is known in 2016, was established as the result of the Florida 

legislature’s 2001 repeal of the State Board of Community Colleges. Following this, the Florida 

Board of Education governed the 28 two-year institutions. In the same year, several of the now 

FCS schools became baccalaureate-granting institutions earning them the right to drop 

“community” from their name. Twenty-five of these schools now host partnership programs. 

Business and education students are in the majority at state college-university partner programs 

statewide (FCS, 2013). St. Petersburg College earned another first in this regard by becoming the 

first community college to change its status to baccalaureate-granting. All but four of the 28 FCS 

institutions remain community colleges (Table 1). According to documents collected for this 

study, I speculate these four colleges will eventually join their counterparts. 

 
Table 1 

Florida’s 28 Colleges  
 

College Year 
Established 

Palm Beach State College 1933 
St. Petersburg College 1947 
Chipola College 1948 
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Table 1 - continued 

College Year 
Established 

Pensacola State College 1947 
Gulf Coast State College 1957 
College of Central Florida 1957 
Daytona State College 1958 
State College of Florida, Manatee-Sarasota 1958 
North Florida Community College 1958 
St. Johns River State College 1958 
Eastern Florida State College 1960 
Broward College 1960 
Indian River State College 1960 
Miami Dade College 1960 
Edison State College 1962 
Florida Gateway College 1962 
Lake-Sumter State College 1962 
Northwest Florida State College 1964 
Polk State College 1965 
Florida Keys Community College 1966 
Florida State College at Jacksonville 1966 
Santa Fe College 1966 
Tallahassee Community College 1967 
Valencia College 1967 
Hillsborough Community College 1968 
Pasco-Hernando State College 1972 

 
Source: Florida Department of Education (2014). The Fact Book: Report for the Florida College 
System. Retrieved from 
http://www.fldoehub.org/CCTCMIS/c/Documents/Fact%20Books/fb2016.pdf on 07/08/16  
 
 

The question of whether or not the remaining community colleges in Florida will join 

their sister institutions has emerged during the course of this research. Skolnik (2008), a leading 

researcher on the community colleges-to-baccalaureate colleges trend, applied multiple theories 

to the question of the increasing momentum of this trend in the first decade of the 2000s. 

Interestingly, he found that his theory revealed more about the government’s role than that of the 

institutions’.  
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Florida higher education insiders Floyd and Walker (2008) prepared research that offered 

answers to questions about the trend of community colleges towards becoming baccalaureate-

granting institutions. The first question addressed was about changing mission of community 

colleges. There seems to be a concern about “mission creep.” In the case of Florida’s community 

colleges, are resources to deliver four-year degrees threatening vocational and associate in 

science degree programs? The authors advocated that the colleges are actually meeting the needs 

of more people in their service area. They report that Florida residents are increasingly earning 

baccalaureate degrees because state colleges are more accessible (financially and geographically) 

than private or state universities (Floyd & Walker, 2008). While the issue has been covered by 

news media, it will be interesting to see any research that focused on how residents in the service 

areas react to the transition of their local community college to a four-year institution.  

Other literature sought out the insights of the administration of state colleges as they were 

directing the changes associated with offering baccalaureate programs. Here, a major concern is 

ensuring that the identity of the local state college does not get lost in the transition process 

(Levin, 2004). In one study, interviews conducted with campus leaders yielded recommendations 

such as making sure that the new or expanded programs address critical needs of their service 

areas (McKinney & Morris, 2010). This entails being aware of what local industries are lacking 

such as bachelor of science (BSN) nurses or skilled tradespeople. Other issues discussed 

involved the approval process for offering four-year degrees in the State of Florida.  

The four-year degree-granting approval process, established by the state legislature, is 

intended to mitigate unnecessary redundancy created by adding additional bachelor’s programs. 

This process works to protect the interest of large institutions that are the targets of many 

students enrolling in state college transfer programs. The growing population of four-year state 
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colleges was not unanimously supported by state positions. In Spring, 2015, statewide news 

agencies published articles about the negotiations between Senator Joe Negron (R-Stuart, FL) 

and the FCS concerning the one-year ban on the state college approval process. Part of his plan 

was changing the name of the Florida College System to “Florida Community College System” 

(The Florida Senate, 2015). Accordingly, his campaign for the moratorium met resistance from 

college leaders leading up to and during the year it was in effect (T. Mitchell, 2015; Seeger, 

2015). It expired in May 2015, and the college system has retained its name as of the time of this 

study. 

Colleges making the change from two- to four-year college degrees also navigate the 

politics of competing with established upper-level colleges and universities (McKinney & 

Morris, 2010). This study addresses this change and the concern of current university program 

administrators on concurrent-use campuses. The data suggested that the common concern of both 

sides of the state college-university partner dynamic was to maintain a steady stream of students 

(Levin, 2005; Marcus, 2014). This begs the question, “Are there enough to go around?”   

The discussion has also caught the attention of media outlets. Articles about the colleges’ 

transitions give voice to the students living in the service areas of the state colleges. Positive 

aspects of transitions, such as increased educational opportunities without a student’s leaving 

home, tended to sway opinions (Marcus, 2014; Neale, 2013; Whitney, 2016). Some scholars 

advised community college leaders to research what their students and communities really want 

because not all new four-year programs will attract sustainable student populations (Skolnik, 

2008). These more hopeful-sounding articles correlate with scholarly research that focuses on the 

role of national- or state-level policy (Floyd & Walker, 2008).  
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Expanding job opportunities is an expected campaign promise of any governor. However, 

Florida’s Governor Rick Scott has followed this promise up with a challenge to all 28 state 

colleges. Through his  “Ready, Set, Work,” initiative, Governor Scott’s program pushes the 

colleges to guarantee 100 percent completion of all their full-time students (Florida Department 

of Education Press Office, 2015). Scott has issued a similar challenge to state universities to 

guarantee 100 percent job placement after students have completed their top two degree 

programs (FL Governor’s Office, 2015).    

At the time of this study, FCS’s 68 campuses ranged from the Florida’s Panhandle to the 

Keys. Table 2 provides basic FCS statistics including the number of colleges and campus sites. 

As of July 2016, the FCS is led by Chancellor Madeline M. Pumariega. She, in turn, reports to 

the Commissioner of Education who runs the state’s K-20 System. Throughout changes that the 

FCS has seen, its mission has remained relatively stable. In fact, that mission is published in the 

Florida Statutes. As reproduced in the FCS 2016 Fact Book:  

The college’s mission reflects a commitment to be responsive to local educational needs 

and challenges. In achieving this mission, the colleges strive to maintain sufficient local 

authority and flexibility while preserving appropriate legal accountability to the state 

(FLDOE, 2016) .  

The state colleges assert their primary mission of providing access to post-secondary education 

by reporting 65 percent of recent high school graduates matriculate to FCS institutions (FLDOE, 

2014).  

In an effort to fulfill a 2010 campaign promise, Florida’s Governor Rick Scott challenged 

all 28 state colleges to offer select four-year degrees for $10,000 tuition. This has been lauded as 

an effort to increase the amount of educated and skilled labor force in the state (Alvarez, 2012). 
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Table 2 
 
Florida College System Profile (2014–2015)  

 

Colleges 28 
Campuses 68 
Sites 178 
Campus Buildings 2,096 
Acres of Land (Owned & Leased) 13,276 

 
Source: Florida Department of Education (2014). The Fact Book: Report for the Florida College 
System. Retrieved from 
http://www.fldoehub.org/CCTCMIS/c/Documents/Fact%20Books/fb2016.pdf on 07/08/16  

 

A review of the FCS website will show that the colleges are still pursuing this effort. 

More recent challenges from the Governor include programs such as the Ready, Set, Work 

Challenge. Here, he is asking Florida’s colleges and universities to align their degree offerings 

with the priority of boosting job placement rates (FL Governor’s Office, 2015; FCS, 2016).  

Partnership Benefits 

The benefits of state college-university partnerships are two-fold. First, keeping students 

close to home dramatically reduces the costs associated with relocating to another town to 

continue education begun at local schools (Lorenzo, 2005). Access to upper-division course-

work may also be enhanced by eliminating the shock a student sometimes experiences when 

transitioning from the intimate space of a local school to the much larger scale of a four-year 

institution. 

Secondly, the development of a more educated and skilled workforce benefits the local 

community by attracting not only new industries as mentioned earlier, but also more tax income 

generated by place-bound students (Windham et al., 2001). Additionally, a community with a 

university partner campus benefits from the reduction in “brain-drain.” Having access to 

baccalaureate and graduate education may keep talented persons from relocating in search of 
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educational opportunities after completing the typical two years of state college academic 

programming (Lorenzo, 2005). Local colleges also contribute to their communities by offering 

access to on-campus low cost medical programs, meeting space, continuing education, and more 

(Bringle & Hatcher, 2002). Regardless of the level of formal commitment, a state-college’s first 

partner is its community. This dynamic extends to its service area which can cover several 

counties. 

In an ideal situation, everyone benefits. Smaller host schools retain students in their 

service area while minimizing the risk of “brain drain” from nearby communities. Partner 

schools gain more students without having to worry about accommodating them on their main 

campuses.  

Theoretical Framework 

 I used Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness theory as the framework for this research. 

Network embeddedness theory, a social network perspective, introduced five dimensions or “key 

issues” to describe both dyadic and network perspectives within strategic alliances. They are 

listed as follows:  

1. The formation of alliances 

2. The governance of alliances 

3. The evolution of alliances and networks  

4. The performance of alliances, and 

5. Performance advantages for firms entering alliances (Gulati, 1998, p. 312).  

Discussing why she used the same framework for her academic partnership research, 

Kisker (2007) states that “one advantage of network embeddedness is that it makes salient the 

opportunities…and constraints…that can influence partnership creation and evolution” (p. 285).   
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For this study, I chose network embeddedness because it was necessary to address several higher 

educational partnerships within a network: the FCS. Again, the cases involved in this study are 

member colleges embedded within the FCS. While they practice autonomy in their selection and 

governance of university partnerships, no one school is operating as independent of the System. I 

hold that it is the nature of the FCS to bind the colleges in a manner of ways, namely as being 

accountable to a governing body.   

Specifically, I chose the network embeddedness framework because it addresses the state 

college’s role as instigator and host of the partnership. For instance, this collective case study 

examined these roles through the “formation” and “governance” dimensions of Gulati’s (1998) 

theory. The other dimensions used were “evolution” and “performance.” The two performance 

dimensions of the original framework were merged to reflect the scope of this study.  

Purpose of the Study 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine the barriers and aids involved in the 

establishment and governance of university partnerships hosted by FCS institutions. This study 

expands on prior academic strategic alliance research by exploring what happens beyond the 

dyadic unit. I conducted a qualitative study of three partnerships as a bounded system within the 

FCS network. Of particular interest to the research agenda were the mechanisms that aid or 

hinder all phases of partnership development.  

From the outset, I contend that data collected using a qualitative research approach would 

reveal mechanisms at work within the state college-university partnerships I selected. The 

primary interest is filling a gap in higher education literature that addresses community and state 

college issues. Secondly, by learning processes proven effective, I feel this research offers 

practical implications that may inform the development and evolution of university partnership 
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programs. To date, limited published research focusing on state college-hosted university 

partnerships exists. This lack of literature has been noted by Kezar, Lester, and Yang (2010). 

Research Questions 

Three research questions, adapted from Kisker’s (2007) study, guided this study: 

1. What are the processes involved in creating and sustaining a successful state 

college-university partnership? 

2. What barriers or aids do participants identify to developing and maintaining 

partnerships? 

3. How do “social networks of relationships” influence these processes?  

I gained insight to these questions from interviews, observations, and archival documents.  

Design of the Study 

I employed a collective case study design to explore what happens within three university 

partnership programs. Therefore, I selected geographically diverse FCS institutions as the cases. 

It was beneficial to the research that these colleges are members of the same system because it 

opened routes to broader analysis. 

I deemed a qualitative approach appropriate due to the exploratory nature of the research 

questions and its reliance on participants’ perspectives (Creswell, 2007). Additionally, this study 

seeks to examine the relationships within and between the state colleges and their university 

partnerships embedded in their own social network. I followed Yin’s (2003) blueprint on how to 

manage case study research, in part, because he made a compelling case that it is an intensive 

method of investigation. 

Beyond justifying the use of the case study method as a rigorous research strategy for 

social science research, Yin (2003) discussed single- and multiple-case studies as different 
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variations of the case study method. He acknowledged the influence from other disciplines to 

introduce the collective or comparative case method as a further variation of the latter.   

From the outset, Yin (2003) unified these variations under one “technical” definition that 

comes in two parts. It is worth repeating here in its entirety: 

1. A case study is an empirical inquiry that 

 investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

especially when  

 the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. 

2. The case study inquiry 

 copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 

more variables of interest than data points, and as one result  

 relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 

triangulating fashion, and as another result 

 benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide 

data collection and analysis (p. 13-14).   

Yin (2003) made a point to distance case study methodology from the family of 

qualitative strategies with which this method may be commonly grouped (Creswell, 2007). To 

summarize his argument against categorizing the case study strategy as qualitative, Yin (2003) 

held that the studies can be conducted using both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Moreover, he explained how the philosophical debate between scholars concerning the 

categorization of qualitative versus quantitative research strategies may actually have 

emphasized their commonalities (Yin, 2003). I found Yin’s arguments convincing because this 
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study also relied on quantitative data, such as student enrollment figures and completion rates, 

from state agencies and host institutions. 

Definition of Key Terms 

 
Academic Strategic Alliances 

University partnerships arrangements are also referred to as academic strategic alliances 

in higher education literature. This term, taken from higher education and management literature, 

defines the partnership formed between two organizations to extend their own reach by 

combining resources. Accordingly, scholars from both fields emphasize the concept of 

collaboration to explain the chain of strategic decisions of campus leaders to pool their resources 

partnerships (Das & Teng, 1997, 2000, 2002b; Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Inkpen & Currall, 2004; 

Zollo, Reuer, & Singh, 2002).  

Community Colleges versus State Colleges 

 The FCS is comprised of four community colleges, eight colleges, and sixteen state 

colleges. Following the examples of some of FCS administrators, this study will collectively 

refer to these 28 institutions as “state colleges” (FCS, 2014). This will not change the nature of 

the schools selected for this study.  

Concurrent-use Campus 

A concurrent-use campus accommodates university partners in joint-use facilities. The 

amount of allocated space and financial arrangements vary depending on the agreement. “The 

four-year institutions may be either public or private and the sharing may occur in many different 

formats. Current formats [as of 2001] range from a one-term agreement to use certain rooms at 

certain times, to a full shared separate campus” (Windham et al., 2001, pp. 40–41). 
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Direct Transfer  

Administrators refer to “a community or state college student who transfers directly to the upper 

division of the host university at a joint-use facility without attending any other postsecondary 

institution in between” as a direct transfer (Windham et al., 2001, p. 51). 

Dual-enrollment Program 

This type of agreement allows students to be enrolled simultaneously in community 

college and university programs. The model, described by Bontrager et al. (2005), was a 

“comprehensive partnership” that was “designed to give students the opportunity to derive the 

greatest benefits from both institutions, and to provide efficiencies in the areas of admissions, 

financial aid, registration, records, and course articulation” ( p. 3) 

Host and Partner Institution 

The state college is defined as the host institution, and the partnering four-year school is 

defined as the partner institution or partner university (FCS, 2014; Windham et al., 2001).      

Lower Division 

Lower division is the term used to defined the first two years of a four-year college 

education leading to the bachelor’s degree.  

University Partnership  

A university partnership is defined as a curricular joint venture between a state college 

and a public or private university. In this study, the state colleges are the hosts and the off-site 

institutions are university partners.  

Upper Division 

Upper division is the term used to define the second two years of a four-year college 

education leading to the bachelor’s degree.  
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FCS Partnership Models  

“[University center] is a generic term for several fundamentally different models where 

state colleges collaborate with one or more senior institutions to provide more convenient access 

to baccalaureate degrees. Almost all of the models involve the joint use of teaching and office 

space, most commonly situated on the two-year college campus” (Lorenzo, 2005, p. 77). 

Integrated model 

In this partnership model:  

The state college helps plan and identify programming needs and dedicates staff 

to oversee use of space, course offerings, and tech support. [This arrangement 

features] a broad range of baccalaureate- and graduate-degree options either 

through exclusive arrangement with a single senior institution or by collaborating 

with several university partners. Facilities used may range from a few dedicated 

classrooms, to shared buildings, to freestanding complexes (Lorenzo, 2005, pp. 

80–81). 

Hybrid model. The hybrid model, as its name implies, allows state colleges to partner 

with SUS institutions while maintaining their own existing bachelor’s degree programs. This 

model has most, if not all, of the attributes of the integrated model (Lorenzo, 2005). The first 

FCS school to establish this model was the St. Petersburg College (SPC) (Seminole Campus). 

This school also has the dual-distinction of being the first community college in Florida as well 

as the first two-year institution to be declared a baccalaureate-granting college in 2001 (Furlong, 

2005). 
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Summary 

 Of the various types of partnership models described, this study addressed the 

concurrent-use campus programs found throughout the FCS. To help establish context, the 

following chapter reviews literature relevant to the purpose and research questions introduced in 

this chapter. Chiefly, the literature review focuses on how Gulati’s (1998) network 

embeddedness framework will establish the dimensions explored via the collected data. 



 

18 

 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the state college-university partnership 

programs at three FCS member institutions. This provides a brief overview of literature 

beginning with strategic partnerships of the for-profit organizations. These partnerships influence 

academic strategic alliances between higher educational institutions and various types of 

organizations (including other schools). Next, scholarship addressing state college-university 

partnerships within the FCS is summarized. Again, state college-university partnerships are a 

category of academic strategic alliances. Literature concerning the research methodology is of 

particular interest. This includes a discussion of the merits of qualitative versus quantitative 

methods. Finally, the chosen theoretical framework will close the chapter. 

Strategic Alliances 

 

T. K. Das and Bing-Sheng Teng (1997) defined strategic alliances as “interfirm, co-

operative arrangements aimed at pursuing mutual strategic goals” (p. 49). The same article 

proposed a seven-step process to keep strategic alliances productive. Simpler, more direct, online 

articles about the strategic alliance process are readily accessible to the general public (P. Harper, 

2012; Segil, 2002; Wakeam, 2003).  

Often, alliances unite a pair of well-known corporations, such as Barnes & Noble’s 

Bookstores with Starbucks and Sears with Land’s End. Barnes & Noble is comfortably engaged 

within a “co-branding partnership” with Starbucks. Prince and Davies (2002) regarded this 

relationship as a triumph in the benefits of site-sharing. By inhabiting prime location in a heavily 

trafficked retail space, Starbuck attracts higher revenue. Scholarship about Sears’ relationship 

with Land’s End attributed its success to “selective integration.” In other words, Sears did not 
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interfere with what Land’s End was known for–exemplary customer service (Vahie & Paswan, 

2006; Vestring, Rouse, & Rovit, 2004). Other types of alliances join multinational corporations 

with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Environmental concerns have compelled 

companies like Shell to form alliances with vocal NGOs Earth Watch and the UNESCO World 

Heritage Centre (Shell, 2016; see also Yaziji, 2004).   

Major Contributions to the Field 

Since 1998, Das and Teng have offered an impressive number of contributions to alliance 

literature. A simple survey of several online databases identified over a dozen co-authored 

publications. Indeed, one would find it difficult to find a strategic alliance study that does not 

rely heavily on Das and Teng’s findings about partnership development and maintenance. 

Accordingly, their research will comprise a significant portion of any discussion about strategic 

alliance literature.  

In this study, trust was a regularly occurring issue among the interview participants. For 

this reason, Das and Teng’s (1998, 2000) research concerning control and trust within alliance 

relationships is relevant. Other contributions pertaining to this study are the duo’s research 

concerning how alliances are governed including risk management (Das & Teng, 2001, 2000, 

2000, 2004; Teng & Das, 2008). Partner selection, which can be another form of risk 

management, was also discussed during interviews for this study. Avoiding risks by properly 

vetting potential partners is asserted via an evaluation framework that seeks out the compatibility 

between potential partners (Das & Teng, 2003).   

Later, these prolific scholars developed a social exchange theory using a database filled 

with over 2,000 alliances (Das & Teng, 2002a). They reached beyond the two-partner 

relationship to look at more complex networks they named alliance constellations. This article 
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relates to this study because it examines what happens when multiple organizations come 

together. Unlike the collaborative intent of the partnerships addressed in this study, constellations 

are formed for the purpose of competing against the alliance dyads. In another data-heavy study, 

Teng and Das (2008) used empirical methods to mine an extensive database of strategic 

alliances. Four hypotheses were advanced to explore what barriers and aids determined how 

partnering organizations selected governance structures (Teng & Das, 2008). They were as 

follows: 

 Alliances formed to conduct joint research and development activities will have 

more equity-based governance structures (p. 729). 

 Alliances formed to conduct joint marketing will have more equity-based 

governance structures. 

 The greater the previous alliance management experience of the partner firms 

(between themselves or with any other firms), the less equity-based will be their 

alliance structures  

 International alliances will have more equity-based governance structures than 

domestic alliances (pp. 729-731)  

The findings supported all of the hypotheses advanced at the beginning of the study. Their 

findings not only upheld Gulati (1998), but also found a significant relationship between alliance 

objectives, management experience, and global reach to governance selection (Teng & Das, 

2008). Of particular interest to this study was the third hypothesis. This data from this study 

supported the assumption by showing that more experienced institutions exerted more control 

over partnership governance.  
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Gulati (1998) provided an extensive review of the literature in strategic alliances. More 

importantly, he introduced the network embeddedness perspective that frames this study. This 

paper established five dimensions with which scholars following him may explore different 

times of strategic alliances and networks (1998; see also Gulati, 1993). As a research issue, 

alliance formation is followed by: alliance governance, evolution, performance, and performance 

advantages. For each dimension Gulati (1998) offered a means by which to approach either an 

alliance dyad or network empirically. I will use such details used to direct the development of the 

coding scheme used for this study. 

Types of Strategic Alliances 

Strategy literature has identified several distinct types of alliances. The major types that 

have emerged in strategy literature are joint ventures (Inkpen & Currall, 2004), minority equity, 

and contractual (Teng & Das, 2008). Fortunately, there is scholarship that is specifically 

designed to classify the many versions of strategic alliances into a unified list (Albers, 

Wohlgezogen, & Zajac, 2016) 

Joint ventures, as represented by state college-university partnerships explored in this 

study, are also referred to as interorganizational relationships (Barringer & Harrison, 2000) and 

industrial partnerships (Calvert, 2004). For-profit examples of joint ventures include Britain’s 

Jaguar Land Rover and China’s Chery Automobile (BBC News, 2012). Such corporations share 

the same concern as the state colleges selected for this study. Recent research explores how 

organizations consider their reputation and status in identifying potential partners (Chandler, 

Haunschild, Rhee, & Beckman, 2013).   

While equal 50-50 partnerships were ideal arrangements for this study’s partnering 

universities, some scholars recommend that firms consider acquiring a partial stake in their ideal 
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partner candidate. This alliance arrangement is referred to as a minority equity, or more 

commonly known as a minority acquisition or non-equity alliances. In one study, the economic 

benefits were found to protect both the firms involved in partnership negotiations (Ouimet, 

2013). The article does feature engaging discussion about stock prices which is beyond the scope 

of this study. Another study focuses on what governance structures need to be put in place before 

the minority equity arrangement is finalized (J. R. Reuer & Devarakonda, 2016). 

As its name implies, a contractual alliance is governed by a formal agreement. A notable, 

and particularly complex, example is the Wal-Mart and Procter & Gamble alliance (Albers et al., 

2016). The major reference regarding this form of strategic alliance is based on the German 

telecommunications industry. In this case the scholars are working to categorize complex types 

of contractual agreements into manageable categories (J. J. Reuer, Ariño, & Mellewigt, 2006). 

Establishing strategic alliances to gain a competitive edge is commonplace in the for-

profit marketplace. In fact, a simple search of the Harvard Business Review database yielded 

over a hundred publications on the subject. A good portion of the articles examined how 

corporations can best manage and evaluate alliances in which they are bound (Fortgang, Lax, & 

Sebenius, 2003; Hughes & Weiss, 2007). Kaplan, Norton, and Rugelsjoen (2010), armed with 

the statistic that half of all alliances fail, provided measurement tools for managers to determine 

whether their partnerships will meet the same fate. Inkpen and Currall (2004) also explored 

control as a factor. Another alliance dynamic to consider is how competition plays a role in the 

partner selection process as well as within the alliance relationship (Rangan & Yoshino, 1996).   

It seems from the literature that the overarching focus of strategic alliance research is 

success as measured by performance. As expected, strategic alliance literature primarily uses 

profitability and a high return on investment to measure success for the for-profit organizations. 



 

23 

 

Of particular interest, also, is whether or not alliances stimulated new product development or 

improved human relations functions (Dougherty & Bakia, 2000; Gulati & Singh, 1998; Zollo et 

al., 2002). However, there is growing trend of management literature that examines non-financial 

or “hard” issues such as human resources management through the lens of organizational culture 

(Meijer, Duysters, & Ulijn, 2010). There may also be space in future alliance literature for a 

closer look at how the alliance implementation disrupts an employee’s perception of his or her 

firm’s identity. Other topics addressed include how to end a strategic alliance after it proves to be 

no longer sustainable for either party (Gulati, Sytch, & Mehrotra, 2008).  

Academic Strategic Alliances 

Research in the area of academic strategic alliances, also referred to as curricular joint 

ventures, is mostly grounded in management literature (Eckel & Hartley, 2008). Indeed, 

management scholars have contributed their own perspective to this phenomenon (Blumenthal, 

Causino, Campbell, & Louis, 1996). In this study, the term “academic strategic alliance” is used 

to discuss higher institution-involved partnerships in general terms. Research prepared with the 

practitioner in mind offers recommendations for higher education executives. These succinct 

articles make a contribution to partnership literature by condensing the entire partnership cycle 

into manageable portions (Eckel et al., 2004; Johnston & Noftsinger Jr., 2004). The present study 

expanded on the work of Kisker (2007) who applied Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness 

framework to analyze a community college-university transfer partnership. 

Academic versus Business Alliances  

The primary difference between academic alliances and business alliances is motivation. 

The nature of higher education is to choose students over profit. Not surprisingly, access seems 

to be a major motivation discussed in academic alliance literature (Kezar et al., 2010; Kisker, 
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2007). Windham, Perkins, and Rogers’s (2001) article encouraging Florida colleges to 

collaborate more to bring bachelor’s degrees to more place-bound residents, is still relevant in 

2016. 

Additionally, higher education literature regularly investigates access and equity issues 

for ethnically diverse students (Barbatis, 2010; Greene, 2012; S. R. Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 

2009). Kezar (2004) and Tilak (2008) echoes literature that claims higher educational institutions 

are serving the public good. Whereas, society supports the mission of higher education to 

provide knowledge to individuals for the public good. While this sounds ideal, any discussion of 

what services the public good invites debate in literature. Is the idea of higher education as a 

public good timely? The answer to this question is significant because it may influence public 

policy concerning educational spending. Marginson (2011) considered this matter on an 

individual scale. His paper, a reaction to the UK’s government’s 2010 funding cuts to humanities 

and social science majors, called on universities to be more financially autonomous from the 

governments in which they reside. He also advocated less competition between higher 

educational institutions, even casting blame on rankings lists such as US News and World Report 

(see www.usnews.com/rankings).  

Ironically, competition is the motive that academic and business alliances have in 

common. Higher education scholars credit competition between higher educational institutions 

as one of the primary reasons alliances form (S. W. Johnston & Noftsinger Jr., 2004; Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2010). An interesting dynamic noted by Slaughter & Rhoades (2010) is the 

competition between academic departments. This study has found this to be the case between 

partners at all of the member sites. While there were no signs that competition was harmful, 

competition was shown to affect partner dynamics within this study’s cases. Indeed, cultivating 
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alliances has been reported to bolter partner reputation and increase exposure, both necessary to 

attract the most valuable commodity to a higher educational institution.  

Both corporate and higher education leaders rely on consumers whether they are 

shopping for furniture or enrolling in Fall term classes. Academic and alliance-specific literature 

has established that students are a valuable commodity in an arms race between higher 

educational institutions (Levin, 2005). Beyond tuition, students provide prestige, increased 

government funding, and patronage. This notion extends to research that analyzes partnership 

success from the students’ point-of-view (Flores-Mejorado, Edmonson, & Fisher, 2008), a 

perspective that seems lacking in the literature. 

Brief Review of Methods 

The phenomena of various types of academic strategic alliances have also drawn the 

attention of scholars using quantitative methodologies (Locklear, Davis, & Covington, 2009). 

Quantitative opportunities to explore academic strategic alliances seem far more limited due to 

“research obstacles” challenging scholars to find a “magical formula for alliance success” (Gulati 

& Singh, 1998, p. 306). Intriguing theoretical frameworks, used to study for-profit alliances, 

include evolutionary economics reasoning (Zollo et al., 2002) and chaos theory (Koehn, 2012).  

One type of empirical research method that has proved relevant to this study is 

implementation research. This method, used heavily in health research, focuses on the 

effectiveness of how new programs are implemented (Peters, Adam, Alonge, Agyepong, & Tran, 

2013). Higher education scholars have also relied on implementation research methods to study 

policy governance (Enders, 2004; Reale & Seeber, 2013).  

An empirical study using a case study approach used survey data from undergraduate and 

graduate students from a state university in Texas (Flores-Mejorado et al., 2008). The students 
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represented two groups, those attending classes on the main campus and those attending classes 

at an off-campus university center. The survey captured student perspectives of effectiveness to 

see whether off-campus students took issue with the level of services they received. The final 

report boasted data-driven research with a high level of demonstrated statistical reliability. A 

major result showed no statically significant difference between the perception of on- and off-

campus students concerning registration assistance (Flores-Mejorado et al., 2008). This study is 

relevant because it points to competition between higher educational institutions to obtain 

students. In the case of the above-mentioned Texas university, the on- and off- campus programs 

chose to compete by collaborating. 

The qualitative mode of inquiry has been shown to explain phenomena that cannot be 

adequately captured in static data. Creswell (2007), as a means of explaining when qualitative 

research is appropriate, wrote “we conduct qualitative research when we want to empower 

individuals to share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that 

often exist between a researcher and the participants in a study” (p. 40). While predetermined 

measures may report the statistics behind academic strategic alliances, those measures may 

overlook the perceptions of the people involved. 

Yin’s (2003) case study reference text is one of the most referenced guides for scholars 

using this approach. Google Scholar attributes over 114,000 citations to Yin’s reference. Yin’s 

book was designed to equip social science researchers with the means to design, execute, and 

write the results of case study research. He warned his readers that the case study method is a 

challenging means by which to accurately report findings that emerge from a rigorous and well-

documented data-collection process. Yin’s 2003 edition included updates relevant to this study, 
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such as a chapter on computer coding techniques. Because this study used the NVivo software 

program, his chapter concerning the use of analytic tools has proven to be a welcome reference.  

This present study upheld Yin’s (2003) assertion that “[one] would use the case study 

method because [he or she] deliberately wanted to cover contextual conditions—believing that 

they might be highly pertinent to [his or her] phenomenon of study” (p. 13). Thus, this method 

aligns with the present study’s purpose to investigate the present and evolving conditions that 

exist within academic strategic alliances and the networks in which they are embedded. 

University partnership studies show how the case study approach specifically lends itself 

to the tendency for the partnering institutions to rely on documentation (Bontrager et al., 2005; 

Kisker, 2007). Data triangulation, a staple of case studies, uses interviews to anchor other data 

collected from document analysis and observation (C. L. Collins, 2008; Kisker, 2007). The 

nature of data triangulation to draw unified findings from various methods influenced the 

research design for this study. Thus, I collected data from interviews, documents, and 

observation to present the most salient findings possible.  

Florida College System 

The FCS produces literature as part of its responsibility to be held accountable to the 

state. Most of the information is distributed via its web site (see 

https://www.floridacollegesystem.com). Its primary publication is the Annual Report (FCS, 

2014). Currently, the 2014 report is available online. This book, a combined status report and 

prospectus, is designed for visual impact, displaying staged photos of students and college 

campuses. 

Another less colorful publication available to the general public is the FCS Fact Book 

(FLDOE, 2016). Unlike the annual report, the Fact Book is updated more frequently and reports 



 

28 

 

information from the 2015-2016 school year. Both the Annual Report and the Fact Book provide 

brief historical information about the college system and partnership information. For example, a 

simple accountability report on the status of concurrent and concurrent-use partnerships is 

available (FCS, 2013). At the time of this study, the statistics listed in the accountability report 

document were not up-to-date as they were from 2012-2013, however, it does provide insightful 

information about the history of state college-university partnership programs in the state of 

Florida. 

Some studies have a wide scope. One such study, undertaken by college and university 

system insiders, was an effort to stimulate Florida’s spending on concurrent-use campus 

ventures. The authors compiled a database from a questionnaire sent nationwide to higher 

education administrators (Windham et al., 2001). This advocacy piece sought to encourage state 

support of university partnership programs hosted by state colleges. Questions focused on 

policies concerning the sharing of facilities and how the partnership centers were created. 

Researchers sent surveys to higher education agencies in all 50 states (Windham et al., 2001). 

Respondents from 25 states answered questions that addressed issues such as funding, space-

allocation, and program development. Studies such as this informed the selection of which FCS 

schools to target as cases. They offer an objective means to determine which schools had the 

desired criteria such as partnership type.     

Types of Academic Strategic Alliances 

An early stage of the academic alliance process is selecting the type that will best benefit 

the institution. There is no shortage of models from which to choose. Most organizations tend to 

study what has already proven successful at their most similar counterparts (Eckel et al., 2004). 

Lorenzo (2005) compiled a comprehensive list of various types of partnership models including 
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integrated and hybrid, both of which have been included in the Definition of Key terms section 

in Chapter 1 of this study. Either model is used by all FCS state college-university partnerships. 

 Scholars from both higher education and management have presented research on higher 

education partnerships with the private (for-profit) sector (Kisker & Carducci, 2003). Popular 

topics are the ones involving the most profit, such as medical research and patents. During one 

study, particularly rich in data, a team conducted phone surveys with personnel from the life 

sciences industry. The study, which boasts a 69 percent response rate, used an impressive sample 

of respondents drawn from 306 Fortune 500 biotechnology firms engaged in different types of 

alliances with research institutions. 

An interesting finding was that the various industry-university relationships may chill 

scientific collaboration in the life science industry as a whole. This unfortunate consequence is 

substantiated by another survey study (Blumenthal, Campbell, Anderson, Causino, & Louis, 

1997). The authors, however, concluded that industry operators were confident in their 

relationships with their academic partners (Blumenthal et al., 1996). Management literature also 

points to the profitability of universities collaborating with firms to develop patents. 

 Eckel and Hartley (2008) applied concepts of organizational culture to analyze how 

individual institutions within three academic strategic alliances reconcile different cultures. Their 

data came from three types of academic alliances: a pair of universities, a network of five 

institutions, and a network of ten institutions.  

Locklear, Davis, and Covington (2009) ascertained the effectiveness of the East Carolina 

University’s partnership with community colleges in its service area. This university center 

model was tasked with increasing the number of trained K-12 educators in the region. Their 

sample population was drawn from 259 teacher education degree completers from both the on-
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campus and university center programs. The researchers collected statistical data from 

elementary education and special education program completers to compare their “academic 

performance, dispositional indicators, and perceived competence” (Locklear et al., 2009, p. 246). 

Data were also collected from surveys administered to the study participants. The major finding, 

revealed by the extensive analysis of the data, showed the university center programs to be an 

effective alternative to on-campus programs.  

The Locklear et al. (2009) study is relevant because it shows what empirical data may be 

collected to measure the performance of an academic strategic alliance. Additionally, the study 

was able to relate the perceptions of study participants to the data even though the researchers 

did not find a significant statistical difference between the study groups. Ironically, this study 

shares the same limitations that seem to trouble most qualitative studies: a small sample size. The 

others acknowledge this without undermining the impact they claim their research has on higher 

education policy makers (Locklear et al., 2009).  

A partnership type that more closely relates to the cases in this study is the partnership 

between a Southern California university and nine community colleges from its service areas 

Kisker (2007) accessed via a qualitative case study method. In fact, she developed the term 

“transfer partnership” to describe the collaboration between the institutions. Kisker focused on 

the role that faculty involvement plays on the relationship.  

During the course of the study, Kisker (2007) interviewed 13 partnership participants 

using a semi-structured approach. She also analyzed data from available documents and small-

scale direct observation. The data collection process lasted 12 weeks. Subsequently, she reported 

two major findings from the analysis that focused on both the challenge and usefulness of state 

college-university partnerships. For instance, a majority of the interviewees noted that personnel 
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on the university side of the partnership dynamic felt that they had more influence over the 

relationship. A common challenge addressed was resistance from university faculty who were 

concerned that students from their two-year partners were not being held to the same standards 

as their own. Her study is the inspiration and starting point for this research. 

Processes in Creating and Sustaining Partnership 

 As with partnerships between for-profit organizations, arrangements between higher 

education institutions bear the burden of making the relationship profitable for each partner. One 

can even spot language used in human relationship discourse, such as “divorce” (Rangan & 

Yoshino, 1996). Following this trend are articles that read like marriage manuals, listing 

attributes of successful academic alliances (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Eckel et al., 2004; Kisker & 

Carducci, 2003). 

Partnership literature seems to lack discord among authors. One common question 

addressed is the primary reason why university partnerships are sought out. It seems universally 

accepted that university partnership programs financially benefit partnering institutions. Such 

initiatives, as reported by the literature, are critical to an institution’s charge to respond to the 

steady decrease of public funding. Thus, higher education administrators at state and community 

colleges are finding ways to meet State demand for more educated populace while coping with 

budget cuts (Bontrager et al., 2005; Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Floyd & Skolnik, 2005). 

In fact, common themes explored include creation, cooperation, communication, 

competition, and ongoing support/sustenance (Eckel et al., 2004; S. W. Johnston & Noftsinger 

Jr., 2004; Khanna, Gulati, & Nohria, 1998; Kisker, 2007). These scholars also focused on the 

early stages of the partnership. Other literature explored developing assessment models for 

established partnerships (Holland, 2001; Kisker & Carducci, 2003).  
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One particular issue addressed in education literature is the shortage of K-12 teachers. 

Accordingly, scholars have reported the success of partnerships formed between local 

community colleges and universities and multi-level governments (Chambers, Weeks, & 

Chaloupka, 2003; Locklear et al., 2009). 

Barriers and Aids Affecting Partnerships 

 With an eye towards alliance development, Eckel and his colleagues (2004) prepared a 

practical guide for campus administrators to use at every stage of implementation. This guide 

opens by touting the financial advantages for partnerships. Referred to as curricular joint 

ventures (CJVs), these arrangements are also credited with increasing the marketability and 

reputation of participating institutions.    

One notable implication of Kisker’s (2007) study pointed policy makers toward the 

advantages of working collaboratively with partner institutions. Positive results were also 

discovered when internal stakeholders were part of the administration of the partnerships. Thus: 

transfer partnerships that are more collaborative in nature and that involve key 

constituents such as faculty in the design and implementation of partnership practices and 

activities may face less internal resistance from participants and might thus accomplish 

partnership goals more easily (Kisker, 2007, pp. 298–299). 

A later contribution, also written from a practitioner’s viewpoint, offered guidance about 

how to reconcile competing interests on both sides of the partnership dynamic (Eckel & Hartley, 

2008). Using data collected from a comparative case study, the authors compiled practical 

implications encompassing partnership selection, curriculum development, and conflict 

resolution. The cases were all university-led and hosted models including the Great Plains 

Interactive Distance Education Alliance (IDEA). 
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As reported by the authors, the multi-state alliance of public universities designated a 

“Lead Institution” to oversee the IDEA (Eckel & Hartley, 2008). Other studies, responding to the 

authors’ call for research on other alliance models, include transnational arrangements (Koehn, 

2012), shared services between and within universities (Miskon, Fielt, Bandara, & Gable, 2013), 

and secondary school-university pairings (Luter, Lester, & Kronick, 2013). 

The people involved in a state college-university partnership may be perceived as having 

the potential to either impede or aid the relationship between host and partner institutions. Each 

partner institution caters to a group of stakeholders that rely on a successful collaboration to 

guarantee certain outcomes. Likewise, state college-university partnerships as entities depend on 

the harmonious interactions of these various moving parts. Literature relevant to this aspect of 

the state college-university partnership dynamic draws from Freeman’s (1984/2010) stakeholder 

theory to study singular higher educational institutions (Alves, Mainardes, & Raposo, 2010).  

Understandably, higher education stakeholders include the campus population, such as 

administrators, faculty, and students. Stakeholders may also be members of the community 

directly affected by a state college-university partnership, such as business owners, non-profit 

organizations, and local government agencies (Alves et al., 2010; Hogner & Kentworthy, 2010). 

Because this study used the collective case study method, the institutions which comprise 

Florida’s state college-university partnerships were considered stakeholders in their own right. 

Indeed, each institution, through the investment of resources such as finances, personnel, 

physical plant, etc., have a claim on the outcomes expected from the partnerships in which they 

are involved. While each one of these stakeholder groups is significant, this study concentrated 

on higher education administrators. 
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Although I did not directly apply stakeholder theory to this study, I did consult the theory 

to ensure that all relevant stakeholders within the institutions were addressed. By approaching 

the different actors of the state college-university partnerships within this theoretical lens, I 

expect the data to be richer. 

Besides traditional scholarly sources, this study relied on media made available to the 

general public including information published via the Internet, radio, and television. I argue that 

acquiring social media literacy is a practical response to the current state of affairs in higher 

education. Moreover, I consider the effective use of media as an aid to the creation and 

maintenance of state college-university partnerships. It is known that, for Florida’s state and 

local officials, increasing access to higher education answers the demand for more skilled 

workers during this period of economic recovery (FCS, 2016c; Locklear et al., 2009). A good 

portion of this message is distributed using online media including the FCS web site itself. In 

fact, it serves as a gateway to the web sites for all the colleges in its system(FCS, 2016b).  

Competition within the higher education market is also a reason why these outlets–used 

as marketing vehicles–are included in a review of literature (Alves et al., 2010). For example, 

one of the cases in this study maintains its own YouTube channel where it advertises its 

University Partnership Center in a slick commercial. Most importantly, higher education 

institutions maintain web sites as part of a marketing arms race to address the desire for access to 

employer-friendly academic programs. An in depth review of these sources via content analysis 

should yield rich data. Moreover, I expect the effective use of marketing as it relates to 

partnership success to be an emergent theme found in interviews and observation visits to 

participant campuses.  
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Social Networks of Relationships in Partnerships  

This study explored how social networks or partnerships influence the processes of 

partnership creation and maintenance. Gulati (1998), who built the network embeddedness 

framework, defined social networks as “a set of nodes (e.g. persons, organizations) linked by a 

set of social relationships (e.g. friendship, transfer of funds, overlapping membership) of a 

specific type” (p. 295). Gulati (1998) identifies uncertainty as the driving force behind the issue 

of embeddedness. When the concept of uncertainty is applied to the study, it introduces questions 

about what issues host campus administrators are trying to resolve in all phases of partnership 

development. 

Network theory development is still a growing field across several disciplines, from its 

origins in social anthropology (J. C. Mitchell, 1974) to its applications in business (Ciabuschi, 

Perna, & Snehota, 2012; Tichy, Tushman, & Fombrun, 1979) and higher education (Bringle & 

Hatcher, 2002; Kisker, 2007; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2010). Scholarship in networks has room for 

improvement as noted by scholars advocating for more robust theory development and adherence 

(Parkhe, Wasserman, & Ralston, 2006). Such discussion includes a call for more network 

research to be done using qualitative methods (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Jack, 2010). This study 

intends to respond to this need. 

The social networks of this study are bound within the FCS, which is a 28-member 

network in its own right. This network of state colleges and partner universities will comprise of 

three host campuses and their two common partner schools. Thus, data collection focused on 

how the social networks within and between partnering institutions influence the processes that 

shape the relationship. The methods chapter will explain this in more detail.  
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Dimensions of Partnership 

 
 The following summarizes research related to the dimensions found in Gulati’s (1998) 

network embeddedness framework that guided this study: 

Formation 

 

All partnerships begin with an agreement between the host and partnership institutions. 

These may also be referred to as guiding principles. One example of a guiding principles 

document begins with establishing a common goal between the host and partner institution. It 

also includes such details as requiring that all participants (specifically faculty and students) be 

able to speak English (Eckel et al., 2004).  

Effective college administrators ensure that their institutions’ missions do not get lost in 

the changes required to add upper-division programs to the sites (Eckel & Hartley, 2008). Thus, 

the actual implementation process relies on leaders communicating their vision through the terms 

of the agreements (Eckel et al., 2004). Campus leaders are also responsible for communicating 

the policies and terms of the partnership agreements to any faculty or staff that will be 

immediately affected. Doing so eliminates the bouts of confusion that can happen when different 

groups are sharing the same campus space. This is especially relevant considering that the 

creation of a state college-university partnership results in the creation of a new set of social 

networks (Gulati, 1998). 

Effective communication and leadership skills on the part of campus leaders inspire 

commitment from key personnel (Eckel et al., 2004; Lorenzo, 2005). This matters because the 

success of any campus initiative relies on faculty and staff support. One administrator of a 

successfully implemented partnership program (a curriculum joint venture) provided a quotation 

worth emulating: “You cannot do this in a vacuum. You got to get everybody on board, and you 
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have to get their investment in the process and their enthusiasm and willingness to put in the 

extra mile” (Eckel et al., 2004, p. 12). Indeed, an effective leader creates a space in which 

followers can share in developing a common purpose. Methods include creating work groups 

that bring together campus leaders representing diverse areas such as enrollment services, 

faculty, and academic deans (Eckel et al., 2004). 

Governance 

 

Once established, university partnerships present the unique problem of reconciling 

multiple missions and goals (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; S. W. Johnston & Noftsinger Jr., 2004). In 

the case of state college-university partnerships, differing institutional cultures must remain 

independent and mingle on the same campus. Also, the governance structure of the state college-

university partnership must take into account multiple systems including financial aid, 

enrollment services, information technology, student affairs, and more. A review of the FCS 

websites revealed the intent of different systems entwines to offer a seamless transition from 

lower to upper division programs.  

Without doubt, leaders from each institution are held accountable for the ongoing success 

of a university partnership. It goes without saying that a healthy state college-university 

partnership benefits everyone involved. The ultimate goal here is cultivating a culture of 

proactive maintenance for the sake of profitable shared governance (Eckel, 2006; Kisker, 2007). 

Again, this requires a number of departments working in concert with each other. 

This study considered how state college-university partnerships affect human resources 

management, which is governed by the type of model adopted by the partnering institutions. In 

partnership literature, there is a prevailing theme of trust among actors within and between 

higher education institutions involved in academic alliances. For instance, Dougherty and Bakia 
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(2000) warn campus leaders from inadvertently creating an “us” versus “them” dynamic on 

campuses that adopt partnership models. Eckel et al. (2004) address the importance of getting 

faculty to “buy-in” to partnerships. Kisker’s (2007) study looked at the challenges partner 

schools faced when determining which personnel would be in charge of which aspect of the 

relationships. These questions encompassed everything from funding to daily operations. 

Higher education research can benefit from implementation research, a type of empirical 

research method that has proven relevant to this study. This method, used heavily in health 

research, focuses on the effectiveness of how new programs are implemented (Peters et al., 

2013). Higher education scholars have also relied on implementation research methods to study 

policy governance (Enders, 2004; Reale & Seeber, 2013). 

Evolution  

 

As Inkpen and Currall (2004), in a paper examining equity joint ventures, observed, that 

control, along with trust and learning, co-evolves over the time of a relationship. In the equity 

joint venture model, two separate entities or “parents” join together to form a unique entity or 

“child.” Even though this model varies from the structure of this study’s state college-university 

partnerships, its findings remain relevant. The concepts of trust and control are of particular 

interest to this study because they can explain how a dominant partner surfaces in every 

partnership. 

Besides seeking the antecedents of successful university partnerships, higher education 

scholars investigated the common themes of competition, control, and trust in their efforts to find 

a connection between the performance of partnerships and desired outcomes (Eckel & Hartley, 

2008; Kisker, 2007; Kisker & Carducci, 2003; Locklear et al., 2009). Other literature has 

analyzed the decision-making process of higher education executives when vetting potential 



 

39 

 

partner organizations. In fact, Johnston and Noftsinger (2004) listed salient questions for 

governing boards to use as a tool when beginning this process including: “How do our policies 

facilitate or impeded high-quality consortial work?”(p. 18). This article relates to this present 

study because the authors offered implementation-ready advice to administrators. Eckel et al. 

(2004), writing for the American Council on Education, also focused on practical ways to 

implement university partnerships. This study contributes to both practical and scholarly interests 

as a means to help higher education leaders in all stages of partnership implementation.  

Performance 

 

Academic strategic alliance scholars have focused on what aspects make partnerships 

succeed or fail (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; Kisker, 2007; Zollo et al., 2002). Understandably, this 

concerned the FCS campus administrators I interviewed. Typical student-centered outcomes 

targeted by higher education researchers include persistence, retention, and student success 

(Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993; Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Tinto, 2010). Student success encompasses measures such as grade point 

average (GPA), degree completion, and transfer rates (Aitken, 1982; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Kuh, 

Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). Another outcome measures how well graduates 

perform after they complete their studies. One study compared teacher education graduates from 

2+2 university center program with their counterparts from university campuses. The researchers 

found no significant differences between the two groups (Locklear, Davis, & Covington, 2009).  

These measures can be located in one of dimensions that shape the network 

embeddedness framework chosen for this study. Indeed, the performance dimension from 

Gulati’s network embeddedness framework takes into account how the success of any given 

partnership can be measured by a set of desired outcomes. 
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Measuring student success is higher education’s response to the management question of 

how one measures firm performance (Kuh et al., 2006). Higher education scholars have found 

direct correlations to faculty and staff involvement with student success, especially when 

transferring from lower to upper division coursework (Chang, 2005; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; 

Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Lee, Mackie-Lewis, & Marks, 1993; Townsend & Wilson, 2006; 

Wyatt, 2011). Therefore, both faculty and staff play a role in meeting the goals and objectives 

established in the development of the state college-university partnership. 

Summary 

This literature review provided a brief overview of strategic alliance research by 

management scholars. Next, I summarized scholarship addressing various types of academic 

strategic alliances. Following this, I presented literature concerning prevailing research methods. 

This included examples of research using both qualitative and quantitative methods. I found case 

study research to be a common denominator. Finally, I treated the research questions and 

theoretical framework as a lens for further discussion. 

Finding commonalities between academic and management scholars concerning the 

motivations and set-backs of partnerships was interesting. Literature concerning academic 

strategic alliances was surprisingly cohesive from scholar to scholar. Most studies relied on 

Yin’s (2003) case study method. There is plenty of space for academic strategic alliance 

literature to expand using more empirical methods and building frameworks around the problem. 

This is especially the case for state college or community college partnership programs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of how FCS institutions create 

and sustain university partnerships on concurrent-use campuses. In order to develop 

recommendations, I placed emphasis on the barriers and aids to partnership success. The study 

design used data collected from qualitative methods to investigate and illustrate the components 

found within a network of state college-university partnerships. By using the lens of network 

embeddedness theory, I identified the reasons why this type of academic strategic alliance 

succeeds or fails. 

Research Questions 

The following three research questions framed the study: 

1. What are the processes involved in creating and sustaining a successful state 

college-university partnership? 

2. What barriers or aids do participants identify to developing and maintaining 

partnerships? 

3. How do “social networks of relationships” influence these processes?  

Design of the Study 

I used several texts as references to guide the proposed study’s methodological approach 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2003). This present study upheld Yin’s (2003) assertion 

that “[one] would use the case study method because [he or she] deliberately wanted to cover 

contextual conditions—believing that they might be highly pertinent to [his or her] phenomenon 

of study” (p. 13). Thus, this method aligned with the present study’s purpose: to investigate the 
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present and evolving conditions that exist within state college-university partnerships in which 

they are embedded. This research design considered three separate FCS host institutions. This 

small network is joined by multiple partner universities. Indeed, some hosts had partners in 

common (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2003). Accordingly, I compared each host institution against each 

other via cross-case analysis. 

I selected the collective case study approach because it allowed for multiple sources of 

data to be used as part of a strategically diverse inquiry (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2003). In addition 

to interviews, I explored the state college-university partnership cases through available 

documentation and observation. Here, the primary strength of this approach was revealed: depth 

(Creswell, 2007). Ultimately, the qualitative research design was appropriate because the 

research questions explored the interactions between administrators within the partnership 

relationships they inhabited (or in which they were embedded). After the research was complete, 

I presented the results and recommendations to the individuals representing each study site.  

Selection Criteria for Identifying Study Sites 

Because this study employed a collective case study approach, it called for the collection 

of various types of data sources. I used two levels of criteria to determine which study sites to 

select. The first level criteria involved the selection of the institutions representing the targeted 

system or network (Merriam, 2009). The FCS is comprised of 28 member colleges from which I 

selected the three cases. Each study site represented a bounded system that has implemented a 

partnership with at least one university (Merriam, 2009). 

In addition to being FCS institutions, the selected institutions had to represent different 

geographical areas of the state. The criteria also directed that host campuses represent varying 

types of communities. Indeed, the prevailing socio-economic status of a state college’s service 
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area drives one of its primary missions (Dougherty & Bakia, 2000; Dougherty & Townsend, 

2006). The FCS has a mandate to evenly distributed its colleges throughout the state (FLDOE, 

2016; Windham et al., 2001). Thus, I anticipate no difficulty with finding three state colleges in 

different areas of Florida. 

The scope of this study required that at least one of the study sites be classified as a 

member of the FCS, which includes both community and state colleges. Because one of the 

dimensions of the network embeddedness framework, evolution, addresses the social dynamics 

at work within university partnership programs, it was appropriate that this study considered how 

FCS member colleges relate to universities compared to their upper level counterparts (Gulati, 

1998). For this reason, this study also required that at least one of the selected sites be a 

baccalaureate-granting state college. 

Finally, to ensure a measure of similarity between study sites, I selected from FCS 

institutions that host partner classes on site. In other words, partnering universities held lecture-

based classes on their host’s brick and mortar campuses. These selection criteria allowed for a 

variance in the level of support provided to university partners. As I expected, the study sites 

offered accommodations ranging from shared office and classroom space to fully-staffed 

buildings dedicated to university partners. Via partnership agreements and interviews, I validated 

that the chosen institutions met all of these criteria. I compiled a list of promising sites and made 

my final selections based on accessibility and feasibility.  

Selection Criteria for Identifying Interview Participants 

The primary source of data for this study was information from semi-structured 

interviews with administrators identified as primary stakeholders within the state college-

university partnerships. To select ideal participants, I developed a second level of criteria 
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(Merriam, 2009). As I expected, my experience working in higher education gave me an 

advantage when gaining access to the study sites and interview participants. I began the selection 

process by identifying the key host-campus administrator. I chose this sampling method in 

conjunction with the site selection and approval process because asking the interview participant 

very specific questions was necessary (Creswell, 2007). Therefore, the ideal person had direct 

decision-making authority over the daily operations of partnership programs. 

Other criteria I considered were the roles the participant had in the creation of the 

partnership such as campus presidents and vice-presidents. To enrich this study’s pool of 

interview data, I used snowball or chain sampling from requests made to the first round of 

participants to recommend other personnel they believe would contribute to the study (Creswell, 

2007).  

Data Collection Procedures 

Interviews. Each host college required that I submit a formal research proposal before 

communicating with any faculty or staff. Without exception research compliance staff 

interviewed me over the phone as part of the approval process. Once I was granted access to the 

appropriate study sites, I sent e-mail messages to primary interview candidates at the host 

campuses. The Florida State University Human Subjects Committee approved the script of the e-

mail message in advance. In addition, institutional reports and web sites identified key 

stakeholders on both sides of the partnership dynamic. The research office at one study site 

selected my first interview participant in the course of their rigorous vetting process. 

A total of eight host campus and partner institution personnel participated in the study, 

including six women and two men. Due to the small sample of this study, I placed no 

significance on the female to male ratio of my interview participants. Each individual held a key 
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position at the study site at which they operated. Because these administrators were ideal 

participants, they provided rich and salient information about the partnership programs they 

helped manage. I interviewed seven participants on-site in conjunction with observation visits of 

the host campuses. I interviewed one participant via phone because the participant worked 

remotely from the host college.  

I digitally recorded the interviews with the consent of the participants. Additionally, I 

took hand-written notes to record nonverbal cues and generate further discussion. I informed all 

potential interview participants that they would be assigned pseudonyms or codes to protect their 

confidentiality. I also informed them that the dissertation would be submitted for a two-year 

embargo. They all indicated consent by signing an informed consent form before the interview 

began (see Appendix E). 

I ensured copies of interview questions were available to interview participants before the 

interview as part of the recruitment process. In order to mitigate credibility concerns about bias, I 

asked all the participants identical questions. Additionally, I gave all participants the opportunity 

to review and audit transcripts for accuracy. I transcribed the interviews verbatim. 

For the benefit of my interview participants, maintaining the security of all interview data 

remains a priority. Thus, I am the sole custodian of interview data which are stored as both audio 

and text files on my password-protected personal computer. Hardcopies of interview notes and 

transcripts are archived in a locked file cabinet. Backup copies of all scanned documents and 

audio files are stored on encrypted flash drives. 

I informed all participants that maintaining their anonymity may be difficult because the 

FCS has a close-knit network of administrators. I sent informed consent forms to interview 
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participants to review as part of the recruitment process. Part of their consent included the option 

of not responding to questions that proved too sensitive in their case. 

Using an audit trail of memos, I documented the analysis of interviews, along with other 

types of data collected for this study. Memoing, recording notes and ideas about what the 

researcher is learning, is widely regarded as a reliable process to document evolving theory as 

data is collected and analyzed (Creswell, 2007).  

Interview questions. I have obtained permission from Carrie Kisker to use the interview 

protocol from her 2007 study (see Appendix A). I adapted these questions, along with the 

accompanying explanation, to fit the nature of this study. The questions are divided in groups 

that reflect the dimensions from the study’s theoretical framework. In short, they are: 

1. The formation of alliances 

2. The governance of alliances 

3. The evolution of alliances and networks  

4. The performance of alliances; and 

5. Performance advantages for firms entering alliances (Gulati, 1998, p. 312).  

For example, a multi-part question from the “formation of alliances” dimension asks, “Who else 

was involved in creating this partnership? Was there a previous relationship between your 

college and (the partner institution)?” I connected other questions, for example, “Is this 

partnership governed by a formal contract, or is the agreement more informal in nature?”, to 

other data sources collected for this study. This example question references documents that 

served as useful data sources for this study. 

Observations. I used campus visits as opportunities to incorporate field study data into 

this study. Site visits were casual in nature following a pre-determined observational protocol 
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(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2003). I conducted direct observation together with 

traveling to the study’s selected host campus sites to conduct interviews. I identified campus 

facilities and grounds, relevant to the partnership programs, prior to arrival by using campus 

maps found online. At times, interview responses directed me to areas that were significant to the 

respondents. I acted as what is defined as a “complete observer.” I did not interact with host 

campus faculty, staff, or students while I was moving about the campus settings (Merriam, 

2009). I deemed acting as a complete observer appropriate to the focus of the observational visits 

because I was able to describe how host campuses physically accommodated their university 

partners.  

I recorded this fieldwork using a consistent form at each study sites (see Appendix C). 

Therefore, handwritten field notes documented the site location, observation date and time, and 

details about the setting including facilities and grounds (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, field 

visits noted the movement of faculty, staff, and students. Typed field notes included photographs 

taken of campus buildings and surroundings. These photographs acted as artifacts of the 

observation for the sake of mitigating any bias that may result from having to recall visual details 

away from the site (Merriam, 2009). At no time I did I mingle the observation photographs I had 

taken with the photographs collected as part of the document analysis process. They served 

separate functions. I mined the resulting field notes for data as part of the data analysis process.  

 Documents. The use of documentation has been established as a reliable source of data 

for qualitative research. Merriam (2009) suggests “The data can furnish descriptive information, 

verify emerging hypotheses, advance new categories and hypotheses, offer historical 

understanding, track change and development, and so on” (p.155). The selection criteria 

established to determine the document collection process were guided by this study’s purpose to 
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address barriers and aids influencing how state college-university partnerships are created and 

sustained. Understandably, documentation concerning partnership governance was a priority.   

I set no predetermined minimum amount of data to acquire. I collected enough 

documents to reach a state of redundancy (Merriam, 2009). I collected the following types of 

data: 

Memoranda of understanding and handbooks. Memoranda of understanding (MOU) are 

agreements between different parties committed to forming partnerships. In the context of this 

study, an MOU details what each side of the state college-university partnership expects from 

each other. Appropriately, I sought these documents for this study because they addressed each 

dimension network embeddedness framework (formation, governance, evolution, and 

performance).  

Meeting minutes. Together with memoranda of understanding, meeting minutes were 

also a means of exploring the nature of the partnership programs unique to the study sites. 

Chiefly, I collected minutes from boards of trustees and advisory boards. I downloaded all 

meeting minutes documents from the host institutions’ online archives. 

Marketing materials. This type of documentation encompasses printed materials, such as 

advertisements, alumni magazines, newsletters, brochures, and press releases. Selected 

marketing materials also included information made available on the Internet such as 

institutional web sites and social media. I found that host campuses and partnering institutions 

used Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. I collected these materials either on site or 

downloaded via the Internet. One manner in which I analyzed virtual data was by working with 

transcripts of video and radio advertisements. I agree with the literature that finds the primary 
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rationale for using marketing materials is positioning these partnerships in front of target 

audiences (Litten, 1980; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2010; Stensaker, 2007). 

 I authenticated all the documents collected for this study. I kept extensive memos for the 

sake of providing audit trails of the data. I asked questions such as “What is the history of the 

document?” and “Is the document complete, as originally constructed?” about of each no matter 

the type or source (Merriam, 2009).   

 Triangulation. This study relied on data triangulation to offer credibility. In fact, 

triangulation of either data or methods is highly recommended for qualitative research design to 

ensure credibility (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2003). Contrariwise, a multi-method approach is 

considered a means to gain a more in-depth understanding of a phenomenon above the purpose 

of being a research tool (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).   

Data Analysis Procedures 

 

For consistency’s sake, Merriam (2009) directed a significant portion of the data 

collection and analysis for this study. I consulted additional sources specifically to manage the 

interview process (Creswell, 2007; Silverman, 2011). The consistent use of these complementary 

research references guaranteed a level of rigor to the developing study design. I presented data 

from all sources via within-case and cross-case analysis. 

The coding structure for the present study was driven by the data sources as they are 

uploaded to QSR NVivo software. This software represents a class of research tools known as 

qualitative data analysis (QDA) software. The intentionality of QSR NVivo’s design is the 

principle reason why I selected it for analyzing this study’s data. I selected this software, also, 

for its reputation among qualitative specialists (L. Johnston, 2006). However, the use of software 

in qualitative research, no matter how reliable, has drawn some concern and criticism (Bringer, 
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Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2004; Crowley, Harre, & Tagg, 2002). I took measures to approach 

the analysis via NVivo as data-driven. To mitigate credibility concerns stemming from 

technology, I maintained an audit trail to trace the data from collection to input in NVivo, 

coding, and subsequent discussion. 

I constructed the coding scheme for this study around Gulati’s (1998) network 

embeddedness framework. Kisker (2007) stated that “one advantage of network embeddedness is 

that it makes salient the opportunities…and constraints…that can influence partnership creation 

and evolution” (p. 285). Again, Gulati (1998) developed dimensions to explore both dyadic and 

network perspectives within strategic alliances: (a) the formation of alliances, (b) the governance 

of alliances, (c) the evolution of alliances and networks, (d) the performance of alliances, and (e) 

performance advantages for firms entering alliances (p. 312). 

These dimensions framed the entire data interpretation process by becoming not only the 

namesakes of some of the major codes, but also the guiding questions during the initial coding 

pass of the data. Moreover, the research questions were always in mind. Memos tracked efforts 

to find a meaningful coding strategy that relies on a unified approach (Saldana, 2009). 

Threats to Credibility and Dependability 

Merriam (2009) wrote, “qualitative case studies…are limited by the sensitivity and 

integrity of the investigator. The researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis. This has its advantages” (p. 52). With this in mind, I conducted all stages of this 

research with openness about my biases as the researcher. Also, I established measures to protect 

the confidentiality of the participants and the dependability of the data. The protocols included 

collecting data from multiple sources (triangulation), memoing extensively, and using 

pseudonyms in place of and personnel and place names.  
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My priority was to employ rigorous efforts to guarantee that the study faithfully 

described what was occurring at the three study sites. Concerning interview data, I conducted all 

interviews using a standard protocol. This included asking the same questions to all participants 

even though the interviews were semi-structured in nature. I gave all participants a hard copy of 

the questions to reference while I asked questions. I ensured member checking by making their 

recordings and verbatim transcripts available to them. I also guaranteed participants access to 

any portion of the study that used direct quotes from their interviews (Creswell, 2007; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). In regard to the observation and document collection, a detailed audit trail can 

trace each piece of information and its subsequent analysis. 

Role of the Researcher. I have experience working and studying at several types of 

higher education institutions including Florida State University where I was recently employed 

in an academic department. Thus, I identified myself as an insider at the time I collected the data 

for this study. My first job working at my hometown community college’s counseling 

department exposed me to the frustrations of students balancing hectic personal lives with 

academics. 

As a full-time student, I had experienced the same anxiety my peers had of earning 

enough credit hours to claim a limited number of transfer slots at one of Alabama’s sought-after 

state universities. After I had transferred to University of Alabama, I earned a bachelor’s degree 

in art history to be followed by a graduate degree in the same area at Florida State University. 

Throughout the first years of my undergraduate career, I perceived that I was not given adequate 

support from college faculty and staff. With this insight, I approached the topic of the creation 

and maintenance of state college-university partnerships that primarily serve place-bound student 

populations.  
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As a military spouse, I am familiar with the frustrations of being uprooted from familiar 

surroundings to seek new employment or educational opportunities. Currently, I am employed as 

an adjunct at a state college in my new city. During the course of this study, I have benefited 

from my extensive professional experiences and personal contacts at regional and state higher 

education offices.  

I acknowledge my role as an instrument of this study (Creswell, 2007). Hence, I followed 

protocols to mitigate data collector bias. It is reasonable to assume my extensive background in 

higher education exposes data collection to biases (Simon, 2011). One concern during research 

design was how my art history education influenced observation visits. Therefore, I made efforts 

to document and reflect upon the perceptions that emerged as a part of the observation report 

write-ups. For instance, I substantiated all observational notes with photographs.  

 Interpretive credibility. In order to retain credibility, I collected data from multiple 

sources. Because saturation was the goal, the diversity and abundance of the data provided me 

with accurate material. Moreover, an audit trail of memos and reflective journals tracked the 

development of emergent themes. Discussions with colleagues representing other disciplines also 

benefited me by providing insight into the coding schemes. As a means to ensure the data were 

interpreted properly, I employed an independent editor. This allowed another level of 

examination of the coding process. I maintained confidentiality of the study participants during 

consultations with colleagues and the editor. 

Limitations of the Study 

Generalizability is not offered by this study. Working with a small group of cases and 

interview respondents also prevents any claims to the sample for being representative of the 

entire population of state colleges. This was exacerbated by unexpected issues regarding access 
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to desirable study sites and individuals. However, the intent of this collective case study was to 

provide practical implications and recommendations applicable to any administrator in the 

position of establishing concurrent-use partnership initiatives.   

Summary 

 
 This study observed state college-university partnerships as they occur within a network 

in which the three study sites are embedded. Through the collective case study method, this 

study identified the barriers and aids that created and continue to sustain three partnership 

programs. Data collected from interviews, observations, and document analysis were used to 

show how Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness theory may be applied to effectively test the 

health of various types of academic strategic alliances. Data analysis also revealed themes that 

have the potential of informing and cautioning higher education officials on both sides of a 

university partnership. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

This study examined barriers and aids involved in the establishment and governance of 

state college-university partnerships hosted by three FCS institutions. I collected the data for this 

collective study from three FCS schools. All three colleges hosted partnership programs in joint-

use facilities with onsite support staff. Likewise, they all had established transfer partnerships 

with nearby state universities. I used a collective case study approach to identify issues (positive 

and negative) regarding partnership creation and maintenance. The following chapter will 

introduce the colleges that comprise the study.  

After I received permission to conduct on-site research, I contacted interview candidates 

via e-mail. The eventual participants represent both sides of the state college-university dynamic 

at each of the case schools. I scheduled interviews either by phone call or e-mail. Exceptions to 

the interview process included one telephone interview and one interview with two participants. 

In most cases, I coordinated final campus visits through administrative assistants. All interview 

participants signed the informed consent form according to Florida State University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). I conducted interviews and went to observation sites between 

April and September 2015. I took measures to transcribe interview recordings as soon as possible 

after the meetings. 

I framed the interview questions on Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness framework 

and explored the study’s research questions: 

1. What are the processes involved in creating and sustaining a successful state 

college-university partnership? 
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2. What barriers or aids do participants identify to developing and maintaining 

partnerships? 

3. How do “social networks of relationships” influence these processes?  

Organization of Data Analysis 

 This chapter presents the findings derived from the data collected over the course of the 

study. I collected data at three FCS colleges that have been given the following pseudonyms: 

Host College 1 (HC1), Host College 2 (HC2), and Host College 3 (HC3). I organized the 

findings into three sections. 

 The first section provides background information and demographics on the host 

campuses. The second section summarizes observational data, document evidence, and interview 

findings. The third section summarizes interview responses according to the study’s theoretical 

framework.  

Background Information/Demographics 

 I selected the three FCS colleges because they host multiple upper division colleges and 

universities in joint-use facilities. In fact, all three colleges have constructed buildings dedicated 

to housing their partners’ faculty and staff. Moreover, the selected institutions are located in 

different geographical areas of the state reflecting the mission of the FCS to provide access to all 

residents. The host campuses represent different types of communities. Thus, I considered the 

socio-economic status of their service areas. I retrieved data about the community from the U.S. 

Census American Community Survey website, http://www.census.gov/acs, and the official 

website of each city where the host campuses are situated. I retrieved data from the FCS’s 

education information portal (https://edstats.fldoe.org) from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/) and institutional web sites (HC1 web site, 
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retrieved on June7, 2016; HC2 web site, retrieved on June7, 2016; HC3, retrieved on June21, 

2016).  

As I mentioned earlier, I have given all colleges and universities pseudonyms in an effort 

to protect the confidentiality of everyone who participated in this study. I listed the host colleges 

in the order that I visited them. I numbered the partnering institutions in the order in which they 

appeared during my data collection. The pseudonyms range from Partner Institution 1 to Partner 

Institution 11. I kept the names constant from case to case. 

Host College 1  

HC1 is a community college serving a tri-county area. Besides the main campus, each of 

its counties has a service center. The college serves the downtown area with a downtown 

classroom and special events facility. The allied health programs are located in a separate facility 

near a local hospital. The college’s web site boasts that it offers training in high demand jobs 

such as registered nurses, retail sales supervisors, and computer systems analysts. It is a transfer 

institution that has articulation agreements with two nearby state colleges as well as other upper 

division colleges and universities throughout the state. The institution also offers guaranteed 

admission to three state universities after Associate of Arts degree (AA) completion. Agreements 

with The Independent Colleges and Universities of Florida (ICUF) institutions also exist. 

Accordingly, 74% of HC1’s Fall 2015 enrollment were AA majors.  

The college reported an unduplicated headcount of 17,554 (53% Female and 47% Male) 

credit students in the 2014-2015 academic year. Forty-nine percent of the students are Caucasian, 

31% are African American, 12% are Hispanic, 4% are Multiracial, and 2% are Asian/Pacific 

Islander. These enrollment numbers were a small decline from 18,449 the previous year. 

Regardless, HC1’s completion rate remained consistent with 2,253 AA degrees awarded in 2014-
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2015 down from 2,258 in 2013-2014. A majority of these students move on to enroll in four-year 

institutions in Florida. The most recent figures show 77% of the 2012-2013 completers 

transferred to private and state colleges and universities.  

As of July 2016, HC1 housed four university partners in a dedicated University Center 

building. A majority of their classes meet in joint-use classrooms throughout the main campus. 

The larger partners have leased office space off campus. All four are private institutions offering 

bachelor’s and master’s degrees in education, business, law enforcement, and social work.          

Host College 2  

HC2 is a baccalaureate-granting institution that occupies multiple campuses and centers 

throughout its tri-county service area. Here, the most populated programs are Business, Nursing, 

and Early Childhood Education. During the 2014-2015 academic year, 62.6% of 12,572 (61% 

Female and 38% Male) were enrolled in the AA degree program. Fifty-three percent of the 

students are Caucasian, 13% are African American, 13% are Hispanic, and 4% are Asian/Pacific 

Islander. HC2, like HC1, has been experiencing a trend in reduced enrollments. In 2012-2013 the 

credit and non-credit enrollment was 15,470. This dropped to 13,587 in the 2013-2014 academic 

year. 

The school advertises a low 1:19 faculty to student ratio with 118 faculty members. This 

number includes librarians and counselors. Additionally, the school appeals to place-bound 

students by offering access to education spanning from a General Education Diploma to graduate 

degrees on sites throughout its service area, including distance learning programs. Currently, 

7.6% of its student population is enrolled in HC2’s four-year degree programs. Students still 

have the option to take advantage of the DirectConnect program, if they choose to move on to a 

state university. 
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HC2 constructed a facility on one of its campuses as a University Center Building for its 

university partners. At the time of this study, six public and private universities offer bachelor’s 

and graduate degrees at several sites. The University Center is large, capable of housing faculty, 

staff offices, classrooms, meeting rooms, computer labs, and other amenities. Popular university 

partner majors (Business Administration, Elementary Education, and Nursing) are similar to 

their counterparts at HC1. 

Host College 3  

HC3 is located in the largest metropolitan area represented by this study. This 

baccalaureate-granting college’s 2014-2015 count reported a student population of 57,354 

students (59.4% Female and 38.3% Male). According to the school’s Institutional Research 

office, 65% of the students are Caucasian, 13% are African American, 12% are Hispanic, 4% are 

Asian, and 3% are Multi-Racial. Over 17,000 students were enrolled in AA degree programs, 

and transfer students make up the majority of the student population. As with the other two host 

colleges, the top bachelor’s and associate’s in science enrollments are Nursing, Business 

Administration, and Health Sciences.  

The large student population represents the college’s tri-county service area. The students 

are served by over 400 instructional staff across 12 campuses and centers. This includes a health 

education facility and clinical site. HC3 offers the Florida 2+2 program that guarantees AA 

completers transfer to state universities. The institution also offers guaranteed admission to three 

state universities after AA completion. HC3 actively recruits transfer students from other 

colleges as well. 

HC3 encourages lower-division students to stay on after completing their transfer 

degrees. Part of this effort included its transition from a two- to a four-year college. Additionally, 
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this institution dedicated money and space to host university partners on a centrally located 

campus. As of July 2016, 14 universities (public and private) and one other FCS institution have 

offices and classrooms in the university center. The university partners also use classrooms at the 

host college’s other campus locations. The top programs with the university partners are 

Aviation, Business Administration, and Health Sciences.    

Network within a Network 

Each of these state colleges and their partnering institutions are bounded systems within a 

larger network of other FCS schools. Therefore, the cases in this study represent a scaled-down 

version of a state-wide network of university partnerships. During this study, I found that the 

host referred to the partners as a collective while the partners referred to the host as a singular 

entity.  

Summary of Findings 

 
I collected the majority of the data for this study on site during campus visits. I collected 

archival document data from online sources such as institutional and state agency websites. Yin 

(2003) stated that “a major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use many 

different sources of evidence” (p. 97) By using multiple sources of data, this study’s research 

design ensured that the cases were investigated with as much evidence as a possible.   

Observational Data 

 I collected observational data with permission of the host campus research offices. I 

found all of the interview participants amenable to the idea. Several respondents gave me tours 

before the interviews and suggestions of sites to visit as well. The openness of the interview 

participants on both sides of the state college-university partnership dynamic gave me the access 

I needed to collect rich observational data. 
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 Without exception, I allowed myself a few minutes before scheduled interviews to do a 

quick walk around the campus. I mainly wanted to observe how the university center buildings 

relate to the rest of the campus in terms of size, location, and architecture. I was also looking for 

signage, noticing whether the partners’ presence was announced and how.   

 I conducted all observations using a standard form (see Appendix C). I took photographs 

with a digital camera to record visual details. Figures 1 and 2 are examples of these photographs. 

The dates are redacted to ensure confidentiality. I typed up my notes as soon as possible after 

leaving each site. Photos were valuable references during this process; in fact, some are included 

in the final observation reports (see Appendix D). My original handwritten notes are filed with 

the typed final reports. Because I collected the photographs, they were not coded during the 

analysis process.  

 
 

 

Figure 1. Exterior of the University Partnership Building at Host College 2 (2015) 
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Figure 2. Bulletin board inside the University Partnership Building at Host College 2 (2015) 
 
 

Host College 1 observation. Observation visits for HC1 occurred on the same day in 

June 2015. The first site I visited was the main campus. University partnerships share a small 

building on the edge of the campus; this simple single-story facility, identified as the university 

center, is incongruent to brick classroom and administrative buildings. I noticed ample signage 

directing foot and vehicle traffic to the university center. Partner Institution 11 occupied a nearby 

separate brick building. I did try to access it, but no staff were present to admit me. Returning to 

the university center building, I noticed that a large sign with all of the partner university logos 

was posted at the main entrance. 

 It is immediately apparent that there are two dominant partnering schools. The first one I 

noticed, Partner Institution 1, had posted a prominent banner near the university center entrance. 

Upon entering the building, I noticed that the reception area was decorated with Partner 

Institution 1 photographs and memorabilia. This area doubles as an office for a full-time 
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administrative assistant who works for this university. I found her to be amenable to all visitors, 

giving them directions to other university partner staff offices when asked. I did take note that 

this set-up could potentially be confusing for visitors. I made a reasonable assumption that this 

frontline administrative assistant was an HC1 staff member hired to assist all the partner schools 

housed in the building. Therefore, I particularly noted her hospitality. 

 Inside the building were office suites for site administrators for four partner universities. 

No information or signs were posted that indicated university partner lecture classes meet in HC1 

classrooms. Partner institution staff decorated the hallways near their offices with collegiate 

decorations and marketing material. However, Partner Institution 1 had posters, banners, and 

large graduation portraits throughout. One of the smaller partners, Partner Institution 10, seemed 

to have set aside an area in the rear of the building; the room was decorated with a modest 

display of promotional items and brochures. A large Partner Institution 10 banner hung on the 

wall. I noticed an abundance of information related to the Vet Success and Montgomery GI bill 

for potential veteran students. While this is a dedicated university partner building, the host 

campus was well-represented with its school colors in the carpets and painting scheme. 

Additionally, a couple of posters announced emergency procedures. I noticed that these colorful 

HC1 posters worked to tie in the university center building with the rest of the campus.   

 The other dominant partner, Partner Institution 2, has moved its operations off-campus. 

This partner still made its presence known with remaining decorations and signage. Signs in 

Partner Institution 2’s area of the shared building identified the location of its off-campus site. I 

visited this site next. 

 I conducted my observation visit of the off-campus location of Partner Institution 2 on the 

same day I visited the main campus. The secondary site, leased by the partner university, is 
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approximately a 15-minute drive from HC1, but it is accessible via public transportation. My 

interview participant, the director of the site, met me upon my arrival. She had already granted 

me permission to photograph the interior. So, after she signed my consent form for the interview, 

she left me alone for a few minutes to take photographs of the building’s exterior and 

landscaping. 

When I entered the building, a female administrative assistant greeted me in the reception 

area. I found her to be very professional, with her insisting that she formally announce me to my 

interviewee. Out of courtesy, I did ask whether I could take photographs around her work space. 

She consented and gave me a brief tour of the reception area.   

The decoration scheme was wholly that of the partner institution. No obvious indicators 

showed a connection to HC1 as there were at the university center. Most of the décor was related 

to the main campus of the partner; the school colors were the dominant color scheme. Posters 

with photos of the main campus were on a majority of the walls; additionally, bulletin boards 

displayed historical facts about the partner university. The director’s office was also decorated 

with mementoes and posters of the partner university. She pointed out that the office was 

decorated prior to her taking the position, and a bookcase filled with brochures, catalogs, flyers, 

and magazines stood in the corner.   

To me, the most interesting feature of the space was the reception area that I was shown 

earlier. A small section was set aside for a wooden crucifix above the emblem to the university. 

Under this wall display stood a table with a large illuminated bible opened to “The Ten 

Commandments” and “The Magnificant.” At this point, the director was with me. She told me 

that the university had been founded by the Catholic church, and this area honored that.  
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The Partner Institution 2 site was a fully-functional higher educational facility. There 

were classrooms, a computer lab, staff offices, and a break room. I was told that students have 

access to the kitchen because a majority of their classes meet in the evenings. The time of my 

visit and subsequent interview was close to a 5:30 P.M. class start time. In fact, a faculty member 

made a couple of helpful remarks about working with non-traditional students while the director 

was showing me the building. I was offered relatively free access to the building provided I did 

not interfere with or take photographs of faculty or students.  

Host College 2 observation. My observation of HC2 took place in June 2015. As I 

expected during a summer term, the day was quiet. However, faculty, staff, and students moved 

in and out of the campus buildings. I had received permission to conduct a site visit and take 

photographs on the condition that I do not publish photos of people.  

I was immediately impressed with the university center building. The web site for the 

campus makes good use of it for its publicity photographs. The campus has amble street signage 

directing visitors to this two-story structure. While the building does seem to stand apart from the 

other academic departments, the architectural style complements the rest of the campus. During 

the interview the same day, one of the interview participants mentioned visitors sometimes 

confuse the building with the Student Union, so the staff is used to a lot of foot traffic. 

This is a high capacity building with a large parking lot. A few spaces were reserved for 

faculty and staff. The grounds of the campus and building were well-managed. Flags 

representing six university partners were displayed prominently in front of building, but a couple 

of the flags were in disrepair. I learned during the interview that it was the responsibility of the 

partners to maintain their own flags. Inside, logos of the same institutions decorated the lobby 

area.  
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The lobby and commons areas had signage and decorations from all the partners. There 

was plenty of seating and tables around the open floor plan. Amenities included snack and drink 

machines, and copy and printing machines were available for a fee. I noticed that the students 

were quiet and very courteous whether they were on their own or sitting in groups. Most seemed 

to be studying or using their smartphones. Overall, this space felt welcoming. 

My two interview participants gave me a tour of the university center before our meeting, 

and I found them both to be fierce advocates of the partnership program. During the tour, I 

noticed the territories of the individual partner universities marked by assigned bulletin boards 

and office space. The partners share lecture and computer classrooms for the most part, though a 

few classrooms have been set aside for individual programs. HC2’s school colors and signage 

were significant throughout.  

Of particular interest to me was the office space shared by the two dominant partners. 

Partner Institution 5 and Partner Institution 6 share a large suite of offices with common area in 

the middle. Each has its own support staff assigned to cubicles, and each has heavily decorated 

its space with school colors and décor. One of the schools even has a life-sized cardboard cut-out 

of its team mascot. After the interview, I revisited some of the rooms pointed out during the tour 

to take more notes and photographs.  

Host College 3 observation. A great deal of activity was occurring at HC3 when I 

visited in September 2015. The Fall 2015 term was underway so the parking lots were at 

capacity. I arrived early for my interviews to walk around the campus, so one thing I noticed 

immediately was the landscaping. The campus was well laid out with ornamental trees and 

flowers; in fact, the area behind the university center building featured a walking path. On my 
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walk, I also observed how the university center building related to the rest of the campus in 

placement and scale. 

The building scale, substantiated by the campus map, was prominent and gracefully 

designed with three floors and multiple entrances. The building was not only easy to locate 

because of its scale, but the campus also had plenty of strategically placed directories. The 

campus building was named, so it was well marked. Inside, there was a prominent display of 

university partner banners, all of which were in good condition. I noted that the HC3 banner was 

among them. The design on the host institution’s flag was visible throughout the building on 

everything from large banners and official forms to promotional items. Indeed, the office 

manager for the Vice President’s office gave me a gift bag filled with a stress ball, coffee mug, 

pencils, and pens, all bearing the college’s logo.   

On the inside, a two-story atrium featured amenities such as a café, a small art gallery, 

and permanent display of a campus wide science project. A lounge, located in the center of the 

lobby, had a large television tuned to a cable news program. Partner university staff, referred to 

as liaisons on the signage, occupied a wing of the building. A receptionist acted as gatekeeper to 

the offices; later on the same day, I checked in with him before my interview with one of the 

liaison administrators. A staff member, stationed at a large information desk, was available to 

answer general questions about the campus and facility. I found the décor for partnership wing to 

be very balanced; no partner looked more dominant than the others in regard to decoration or 

school colors. Likewise, there was no obvious sign of the host college’s school colors in the area.  

The lead HC3 administrator presides over a suite of offices on the second floor. This area 

of the building was filled with decorations that had the HC3 school colors and logos, but the 

reception area has a wall-sized display case filled with literature about the programs available 
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from the partnerships. The business cards for all of the partnership liaison staff were displayed 

nearby. Forms used to enforce host campus policies for partnership faculty, staff, and students 

were located on a small table near document display. There was also information about the 

bachelor’s programs located at the host campus. Besides the vice president’s and her staff’s 

offices, there was a shared office space with a large table in the center of the room. While I was 

there, an adjunct faculty member was preparing for class. Overall, I found the university center 

building at HC3 to be impressive. The décor was very unified, so the building looked very much 

a part of the campus.  

Document Evidence 

 Documents from this study came from multiple sources. I collected the majority during 

campus visits, but other documents were given to me by interview participants or other host 

college staff. Part of the data collection process included an extensive review of each host 

campus’s official web sites, where I paid particular attention to the university partnership pages. 

I made every effort to account for every piece of information collected, no matter the source.  

The NVivo software program proved useful for organizing and establishing an audit trail. 

Each piece of document data was imported to NVivo and sorted by institution. I also kept memos 

and logs to further record the document collection and analysis. I used initial coding to assess 

how the documentary evidence answered the research questions. I used the following types of 

documents as data for comparisons: 

 mission statements,  

 marketing materials,  

 Board of Trustees minutes, and 

 Memoranda of Understanding. 
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Mission statements. I assessed the mission statements of each host campus for any 

specific mention of academic partnerships. I also reviewed accompanying statements about 

priorities, strategies, and values. In addition, I searched the websites of the partnership programs 

to see whether or not any had its own mission statement. 

The mission statements of all three host colleges complement the statement of their 

governing body. The FCS mission is “to provide access to high-quality, affordable academic and 

career educational programs that maximize student learning and success, develop a globally 

competitive workforce, and respond rapidly to diverse state and community needs” (FCS, 

2016a). The system-wide mission of providing access to higher education cannot be overstated 

as the ruling priority of all three host colleges, so the mission of each host college mirrored this 

goal. 

Academic partnerships were mentioned in accompanying statements for both HC1 and 

HC3. In its priorities and strategies statement, HC1 committed to “[p]artner[ing] with regional 

school districts, higher education institutions and other organizations to increase the number of 

people in [its] region that earn diplomas, certificates and college degrees” (HC1 web site, 

retrieved on August 28, 2016). The most significant discovery was the mission statement for the 

university partnership program at HC3: “The [partnership program] is an alliance of sixteen 

colleges and universities. Its mission is to provide bachelor’s and graduate degrees to more than 

1-million people in the ________County area” (HC3 web site, retrieved on August 28, 2016). 

Interestingly, the statement refers to the gathering of sixteen colleges and universities (including 

itself) as an alliance.  

Marketing materials. The marketing materials I used to make comparisons between the 

host colleges include official websites, catalogs, and posted flyers. I also used social media 
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accounts to see how the state-college university partnership programs presented themselves in a 

more informal medium. I collected the majority of the marketing materials during my campus 

visits. The interview participants at each of the sites set aside documents for me to use as a 

reference. However, I collected documents on my own in the course of my observation rounds. 

Partner interviewees at Host College 1 also sent me photographs via e-mail after I met with 

them. These I handled as marketing documents.in my data analysis. 

Official web sites. All three of the host campuses had separate pages for their university 

partnership programs. The partnership program sites contained links to partnering college 

university official home pages. HC3 had the most comprehensive partnership site featuring an 

embedded YouTube video about available programs. Downloadable files of class schedules, 

partnering university flyers, and campus handbooks were on the main partnership page as well.  

Social media. I authenticated social media sites by navigating to them from the official 

host college web sites. The use of social media such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and 

YouTube was not consistent from case to case. I created a table to present my findings on which 

institution’s staff maintained social media sites. The table illustrates that maintaining a presence 

on social media sites is not a priority to partner administrators. It is worth noting, however, that 

HC3 takes responsibility for sharing information about its university partners on multiple sites.  

Table 3 
 
Social Media Accounts by Study Site (As of June 2016) 

 

Type Host College 1 Host College 2 Host College 3 

Facebook Partner Institution 1 
Partner Institution 5 

Partner Institution 5 Partnership Program  

Instagram Partner Institution 1 — — 
Twitter — — Partnership Program 

YouTube Partner Institution 1 Partner Institution 6 Partnership Program 
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To gather social media examples, I downloaded or printed them directly from the Internet. My 

memos included their website addresses. Each institution or department, represented by a social 

media, account used custom hashtag (#) identifiers and encouraged contributions by students.  

Catalogs. All three host colleges posted online versions of their course catalogs. In the 

case of HC2 and HC3, downloadable versions were also available as Portable Document Format 

(PDF) files. The online versions all included information about the university partner schools. 

One noticeable deviation from the norm was the university center listing in the HC3 online 

catalog. It was a direct link to the university center web site. Also, the PDF version of the HC3 

catalog omits any mention of the university partners beyond the title of the vice president in 

passing. 

 Flyers, Posters, and Other Literature. Marketing efforts for all three host colleges 

consisted of flyers that announced available degree programs and special events. Mostly, they 

were posted around university center buildings. Posters were also employed to advertise specific 

programs. The more colorful ones were used as decoration for individual staff offices. At HC2 

and HC3, special efforts were made to allocate bulletin boards to university partners. A couple of 

the displays were quite elaborate. I took photographs of these as artifacts of this investigation. 

Flyers, including those announcing student groups and club meetings, were also placed around 

campus in public areas such as student unions, so I gathered examples of each type.  

 Among the documents I collected were brochures and handouts about the degree 

programs. All three host colleges provided space in common areas for partners to display their 

literature. During my site visits, I found curriculum sheets, academic calendars, lists of degree 

program, and more. Each host college produced a brochure that advertised its own university 
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partner program Thus, all their individual partners could be considered individual parts of the 

collective whole.  

One example of assembling partners on paper was the university center updates 

distributed by HC2 staff to partnership staff. The weekly news item was simple in design; 

however, it was rich with items that give insight to the efforts applied toward keeping partners 

informed. Indeed, HC2 staff invite partner institution staff to submit announcements to share 

with their counterparts.  

HC3 also associates the partner institutions with each other by producing schedule of 

class handouts that lists all their class meeting times. HC3 takes this construct further by 

publishing documents for faculty and students. During my tour of the administrative offices, the 

staff pointed out forms that are used by faculty and staff to obtain photo identification (ID) cards. 

On the form, there is a place to indicate which partner institution the signee is affiliated with. 

These forms feature the logo of the university partnership programs, a motif seen throughout the 

facility.    

Board of Trustee Meeting Minutes. State colleges are governed, in part, by Boards of 

Trustees. Board members are appointed by the Florida Governor and are representative of the 

college’s service areas. According to the FCS guide for trustees, board priorities include policy 

making, president selection and support, budget approval, and public relations (FCS, 2016b). 

Boards meet monthly, except during summer and winter breaks. As Boards of Trustees are so 

critical to the operations of state colleges, I felt that assessing their meetings’ minutes was 

necessary for any discussion about academic partnerships. 

The data collection process for board of trustees minutes included sorting which meetings 

specifically discussed academic partnerships. I also searched for meetings that noted the 
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presence of university partner administrators. I had considerable access issues with this type of 

document, and finding board of trustee materials from HC2 was most difficult. Of the three 

colleges, HC2 had the least board of trustee information available. As of July 2016, the only 

document it has posted for public viewing is the agenda from the December 2015 meeting. At 

this point, I consider the lack of information just as useful as the document evidence available 

from other sources. I did not consider the lack of publically accessible board of trustee 

information from HC2 a liability to the research of this institution.  

Fortunately, HC1 and HC3 had searchable archives with board of trustees minutes. In the 

case of HC1, all supplementary materials discussed by the trustees are attached to the agendas. 

This rich source of data included notes from a board workshop conducted in August 2013 with 

special guests from two baccalaureate-granting state colleges. The HC1 board, along with the 

provost, invited its colleagues to discuss their experiences transitioning from two-year to four-

year institutions. Discussions with university partners about the possibility of starting a 

Bachelors in Nursing (BSN) program were noted the following month. In the same meeting, a 

suggestion was made to invite university partner representatives to future meetings.  

October 2013 minutes did record that the representatives were in attendance. The 

representative from Partner Institution 2 was named, implying she acted as the spokesperson for 

the group. The record shows a trustee “indicated since baccalaureate degrees cost more, that will 

create an increase to the college and we do not need to take that risk, if we have partners who 

provide the baccalaureate degrees.” (HC1 Board of Trustees Minutes, October 2013). More 

recent HC1 mentions of the university partnership program include a board workshop on the 

topic. This document is valuable to the study because it records partnership enrollment trends for 

each partner from Fall 2011-Fall 2013. Statistics include graduation rates with the percentage of  



 

73 

 

former HC1 students. I found this information at no other host college in this study. 

HC3 meeting minutes noted the presence of the vice president in charge of the university 

baccalaureate and partnership programs. In fact, the vice president is on record for giving regular 

updates, although most updates discuss daily operations, such as copier machine upgrades 

(October 2014). The appointment of the current vice president was announced during the March 

2015 meeting.  

Both HC1 and HC3 board of trustee minutes suggest an ongoing concern to establish 

partnerships within their communities and with other educational institutions. For example, the 

HC3 board of trustees convened a special meeting in February 2010 to establish institutional 

initiatives that included the expansion of partnerships with other higher educational institutions. 

The initiatives shape the board meeting agendas, and they are often referred to regarding 

partnership maintenance. 

Articulation agreements and Memoranda of Understanding (MOU). Host college 

administrators provided me with blank MOU forms used to establish partnerships with colleges 

and universities. Agreements are always in state college-university partner pairs signed by 

presidents or vice president-level administrators. All three schools use separate facilities and 

lease agreements.  

HC1 uses an articulation template for all educational agreements. It allows partners 

ample autonomy by allowing them control over their human resource operations and program 

delivery. However, there are some significant restrictions. First and foremost, HC1 prohibits 

partners from admitting their currently enrolled students before they finish their AA degrees. 

There are limited allowances for students who fail to complete their lower division course work. 

HC2 and HC3 have the same restrictions in their formal partnership agreements. Second, HC1 
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restricts duplication of its course offerings by any partner institution; in addition, HC1 

articulation agreements are reviewed on a biannual basis. Lastly, the partner institution cannot 

offer degree programs outside of those specified in the agreement.  

At HC3, administrators use two types of MOU (named “affiliation agreement” in the 

document) forms for both public and private institutions. I did not find any significant 

differences between the two types. The host college makes a point to agree to comply to federal 

and state laws prohibiting discrimination against anyone affiliated with a partnering institution. 

Just as interesting is the requirement of university partners to make arrangements for their 

students in the event that a program is terminated. A signed agreement is valid for three years. It 

renews automatically every year on the anniversary of the agreement. It is apparent that HC2 

uses a very similar format as HC3 does. However, HC2 allows a level of customization to 

accommodate any special needs any of the partners might have.  

There are articulation agreements that bind all FCS schools to other institutions. Namely, 

the articulation agreement with ICUF. The FCS chancellor and ICUF president signed the 

current agreement in 2013. Similar to host college articulation agreements with public 

institutions, it dictates how AA state college graduates may move on to participating independent 

colleges and universities in Florida. As with their member institutions, the FCS-ICUF 

articulation agreement prohibits partner colleges and universities to admit transfer students 

before they finish their AA degree. In the case of a non-completer, the partner institution agrees 

to not accept students who have fewer than 60 credit hours from the host institution.   

Interview Findings 

 
 The interview data from this study capture both sides of the state college-university 

partner dynamic. Considering that I guaranteed all eight interview participants anonymity, I 
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created the following two-part identifiers. The first part identified the case study site. For 

instance, Host College 1 was abbreviated to HC1 and so on. The second part identifies 

relationship to the site location. I numbered partner institution administrators with the same 

system explained earlier in this chapter. Table 4 displays the naming scheme.  

 
Table 4 
 
Interview Participant Identifiers 

 

Participant ID Gender Title/Role Institution Type 

HC1 – Admin Female Provost Host 

HC1 – Partner 1 Female Academic Advisor/Recruiter Partner 

HC1 – Partner 2 Female Academic Advisor/Recruiter Partner 

HC2 – Admin1 Female Dean Host 

HC2 – Admin2 Female Associate Professor/ Director Host 

HC2 – Partner 3 Male Account Specialist/ Liaison  Partner 

HC3 – Admin Female Vice President Host 

HC3 – Partner 4 Male Dean/ Liaison Partner 
 
 

After I requested interviews from ideal participants, they were vetted by each institution as 

being qualified to discuss their role in the partnerships. At times, selected candidates were not 

permitted to meet with me. In all cases, I received official notification e-mail messages with a 

full explanation as to why permission had not been granted.  

I recorded interviews on my smartphone and uploaded them to a personal computer 

afterward. I have since erased all interviews from the phone. I transcribed the recordings to MS 

Word files using the Express Scribe Pro software. In addition, I sent all interview participants 

thank you notes and information about how to contact either me or the Florida State University 

IRB if they had any questions.  

Following the organization of the interview protocol, I organized the transcripts according  

 



 

76 

 

to four dimensions from Gulati’s (1998) the network embeddedness framework:  

 Partnership Formation,  

 Partnership Governance, 

 Partnership and Network Evolution, and 

 Partnership Performance. 

The coding process began with an in-depth review of the MS Word versions of the 

transcripts. To obtain the most diverse set of codes possible, I coded contrasting data 

(observation field notes) on the same day (Saldana, 2009). I began developing my codes with the 

theoretical framework. From the four dimensions, I developed more specific codes such as 

“trust” under “governance” and “demand” under “formation”. I kept master lists of codes as I 

transitioned to the NVivo software. At one point I had over 83 codes. With assistance from a 

research consultant, I refined the list to 61 codes. Audit trails tracked the process of code 

development and restructuring. 

Common Themes from Interview Responses  

 

Common themes emerged from interview responses during the initial coding of the 

transcripts. Even though the questions were strictly based on the network embeddedness 

framework, I found themes to be fluid. Themes such as “lack of resources hinders” and 

“effective communication aids” fit neatly in the “performance” topic of the abovementioned 

framework. However, other themes such as “independently dependent” originated from multiple 

sets of responses. Tables 5 through 10 identify the themes along with the participants’ responses. 

I redacted institutional names and personal information with blank spaces. Chapter 5 explains 

how the common themes respond to this study’s research questions. I included tables with 

interview response excerpts when appropriate.  
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Partnerships Answered Challenge/Need 

All state college-university partner administrators interviewed for this study indicated 

that the partnerships were formed to provide more opportunities for place-bound students to earn 

baccalaureate degrees. In fact, the words “access” and “opportunity” were frequently used to 

answer the interview question regarding the goal of the both sides of the partnerships. One 

partner institution administrator tied the mission of the university partnership center with that of 

the main campus by stating, “[I]ts mission is to try to provide access to quality higher education 

to people who might not otherwise have access to that. And that’s true.” From this statement, one 

can conclude that partnerships were also regarded as a logical evolution of the mission of the 

state colleges.  

 
Table 5 
 
Interview Responses for Partnerships Answered Needs Theme 

 

HC1–Admin At that time the most specific need was in education majors. There 
was a statewide call for new solutions for getting more students 
prepared to be K12 teachers. 
 

HC1–Partner 1 We have a little bit more of a structure set-up for non-traditional 
students who may not do well in the classes over at ____________. 
 

HC1–Partner 2 That the community college would take on the first two years and that 
we would offer courses right on their campus and have staff and 
faculty on their campus that would enable their students to have a 
smooth transition right into the bachelor’s degree. 
 

HC2–Admin 1 & 2 It’s to serve our tri-county community. To provide bachelor degrees 
and post-bachelor degrees to folks that want to get a degree that are 
place bound. 
 

HC2–Partner 3 It’s really to help the students who complete their associates degree 
move on to their bachelor’s so they would matriculate into a 
bachelor’s program and continue on to their degree and don’t end 
there. That’s probably the primary reason. 
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Table 5 – continued  

HC1–Admin At that time the most specific need was in education majors. There 
was a statewide call for new solutions for getting more students 
prepared to be K12 teachers. 
 

HC1–Partner 1 We have a little bit more of a structure set-up for non-traditional 
students who may not do well in the classes over at ____________. 
 

HC1–Partner 2 That the community college would take on the first two years and that 
we would offer courses right on their campus and have staff and 
faculty on their campus that would enable their students to have a 
smooth transition right into the bachelor’s degree. 
 

HC2–Admin 1 & 2 It’s to serve our tri-county community. To provide bachelor degrees 
and post-bachelor degrees to folks that want to get a degree that are 
place bound. 
 

HC2–Partner 3 It’s really to help the students who complete their associates degree 
move on to their bachelor’s so they would matriculate into a 
bachelor’s program and continue on to their degree and don’t end 
there. That’s probably the primary reason. 
 

HC3–Admin 1 The goal is to serve the community and to provide an avenue for 
perspective students in the community that want to further their 
education and they can’t leave the area. 
 

HC3–Partner 4 A great opportunity for us to provide high quality … education to this 
part of the culture in this state here. 
 

 
Administrators from both sides of host-partner institution dynamic expressed concerns 

about “mission creep,” the perception that two-year community colleges are moving away from 

their original missions when they become four-year state colleges. The HC1 administrator, 

speaking about the positive relationship with the university partners, reported that: 

the sense of harmony was a bit ruffled with the state allowed us to begin our bachelor 

degree programs. Because it was seen as a potential threat, but it was talked about openly. 

Because it really is a threat. 
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The same administrator mentioned ongoing efforts of FCS institutions to reconcile their two-year 

origins to their emerging four-year missions and program offerings.  

Another concern, shared by host and partner institution interview respondents, was the 

perception that state colleges were over-reaching or competing with existing upper division 

colleges and universities. I found references to these concerns in board of trustee minutes 

collected for this study. As recorded during an October 2013 meeting, an HC1 board member 

indicated “since baccalaureate degrees cost more, that will create an increase to the college and 

we do not need to take that risk, if we have partners who will provide the baccalaureate degrees.” 

The FLDOE does have measures in place to prevent the duplication of degree programs within 

service areas. Internal controls have also been established by the state colleges to prevent 

redundancies between and with their partners.   

Independently Dependent 

 
For the partnership to remain productive, partnering institutions need to remain 

independently-dependent within each bounded system or campus site. In the context of this 

study, it means that the partner institution retains a measure of autonomy from its main campus. 

This process also includes remaining independent within the host-partner dynamic. However, the 

partner institution is not entirely on its own. Partner institutions staff should recognize when it 

becomes necessary to communicate its needs to the host or main college contacts. It is worth 

mentioning that main campus web sites refer to their off-campus satellite programs as campus 

centers. This “independently-dependent” theme reveals another dynamic within the state college-

university partnership: the campus center-main campus relationship. 
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Table 6 
 
Interview Responses for Independently Dependent Theme 

 

HC1–Partner 1 The only thing we get is the Florida Residency Access Grant because 
we are a private school and that’s offered to all…it’s really offered to 
the students because we’re not state funded; it’s a grant that 
legislation…put in place to help students be able to afford private 
schools. And it’s very generous…those students get $3,000 a year. 

HC1–Partner 2 We’ve had better access to faculty. You know, to some of the people 
that teach adjunct at __________will find out about us and will come 
and teach adjunct for us. 
 

HC3–Partner 4 We utilize the partnership when any of the decisions that need to be 
made as far as space. Any type of opportunities we want to bring to 
the table to expand for either our students or the __________’s 
students. 
 

 
All four partner institution interview respondents indicated that they enjoyed a sense of 

independence from their main campus. One partner administrator explained: 

You know what we do here is completely different than our main campus. Our students 

are a lot less traditional whereas at the main campus…they’re recruiting, you know, 

straight from high school. They have a lot more different programs than what we offer. 

We only have five…four specifically, but…So it doesn’t really intertwine much other 

than the brand and what we believe in, you know, quality education and that sort. But, for 

the most part, it’s pretty separate. 

On-site observations identified marketing and decorations that were rich with imagery 

tying the partners to their main campuses. The same visits revealed how the host colleges exerted 

a unifying theme through the use of their own school colors and design motifs. A notable 

example is the incorporation of HC3’s design motif in its university partnership logo. The full or 

partial logo appeared throughout the building. The most striking instance of the logo, printed on 
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a banner representing the partnership center, was displayed prominently among banners of the 

resident partner institutions in the university center atrium. 

Concern to Assert Identity 

 
The concern for partnering institutions to assert their identities is similar to the processes 

involved with balancing the need to be independent within their roles as campus site and partner 

institutions. This need means the partnering institution actively asserting its identity during its 

state college residencies. More importantly, it means instilling the values of the institution in its 

students. A concern also exists for the host colleges to assert their identities within their own 

partnership networks. Asserting their role as the host campus ensures host colleges maintain their 

influence over the partner colleges and universities. 

 
Table 7 
 
Interview Responses for Concern to Assert Identity Theme 

 

HC1–Partner 1 We write letters...our students write letters to the legislation to let 
them know how much they appreciate the funding and how much it 
helps them in their personal lives and stuff. So, that really impressed 
me. 
 

HC1–Partner 2 We’re all very identified with our universities. We wear our colors. 
We bring all our goodies to recruit. 
 

HC2–Admin 1 & 2 Right now we are in a position that we offer three bachelor degrees 
and soon to be a fourth one in criminal justice. So, we’re not looking 
to recruit new partners.  
 

HC3–Admin 1 I think that is just the way we work. “What can we do to make this 
happen?” It’s not “Aw, it’s never going to work.” I just don’t think 
people at community colleges have that attitude. 
 

 
 

Asserting partner institution identity. One interview participant of Partner Institution1 

(at HC1) described the tradition of this private institution that students write thank you letters to 
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the Florida Legislature for the Florida Resident Access Grant (FRAG). This grant provides 

Florida residents tuition assistance for undergraduate programs at private, non-profit colleges and 

universities. As an incentive, Partner Institution 1 staff members sponsor a pizza party for the 

letter writers. The same interview participant explained how much she was impressed by the 

hands-on nature of this tradition.  

Wearing academic apparel is also a means by which partnership personnel and students 

identify themselves with their institutions. The social media accounts for an HC2 partner 

university encouraged students to post photographs of themselves around town in collegiate tee-

shirts featuring the local site address and phone number. I noted display cases that featured tee-

shirts, bumper stickers, and other “school spirit” items for multiple partner institutions at HC1.  

Asserting host college identity. The state college-host also benefits from students 

identifying with partner institutions. Engaged university partnership students spend more time on 

state college campuses. Documents and web site data provided examples of the partnering 

institutions’ efforts to get their students to identify with them. Partner Institution 1 (at HC1) 

sponsors regular overnight trips for partnership students to visit its main campus. Other examples 

include special events near university center facilities such as mini-carnivals and graduation 

parties. 

Written agreements binding partner institutions to the policies of the host campus makes 

this influence tangible. In every written agreement form I reviewed for this study, there was 

language indicating the state college campus identified itself as the principle party. In addition, 

every interview participant for this study mentioned policies dictating when partners can recruit 

students.  
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Considering that HC1 is the sole community college in this study, its corresponding 

findings showed how its identity was tested by questions regarding whether or not it will become 

a four-year state college. Addressing this, the administrator I interviewed explained: 

You know, I will say that there are many people on campus who said, ‘Well, if we can 

now offer baccalaureates, why do we need them?’ But, when we really investigated again 

what they offer, what their strengths are…On the surface, you could say, ‘You know we 

are duplicating what somebody else is doing.’ But when you really start to investigate it 

and say, ‘Who are you serving and who does it benefit,’ then I think it doesn’t challenge 

our mission and it doesn’t challenge theirs and doesn’t challenge the universities’.  

As for the two state colleges in this study, remaining “community institutions” was still 

confirmed as a priority. HC2 and HC3 interview participants emphasized the desire for FCS 

institutions to be the first choice of higher education in their service areas.  

Barriers to Partnership Development and Maintenance  

 
The data indicate two key barriers to partnership development and maintenance growth. 

First and foremost, a barrier was the lack of resources, specifically the lack of finances, space, 

and students. The second hindrance was competition between and within partnerships. Both  

placed burdens on the operations of both host colleges and partnering institutions.   

Lack of resources is a barrier. HC1 and HC2 administrators reported a concern that 

they were not receiving state funding for the student population that transfers to their partner 

programs. Moreover, one of the administrators I interviewed said that the host colleges are not 

permitted to count students who transfer to private institutions in performance measures required 

by Florida. Not allowing state colleges to be reimbursed for transfer students enrolling in 

university partnership center programs seems counter-intuitive because the state college-hosts 
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are still supporting the students via their presence on campus. According to the agreement 

documents at all three host colleges, partnership students have relatively unrestricted access to 

campus services such as libraries and computer labs. I believe it would be reasonable to ask 

whether the partnership arrangement adequately covers the expenses of these students. I found 

all interview participants reluctant to divulge detailed financial information about their 

partnership agreements.  

A majority of partner institutions are privately funded, so they are immune to fluctuations 

in state funding for the most part. However, they are still dependent on a steady enrollment of 

tuition-paying students. Administrators of independent institutions included in this study were 

pleased that students were able to access private school education with the FRAG funding 

subsequently putting students in reach of private school tuition rates. The Partner Institution 1 (at 

HC1) administrator interviewed estimated the grant to be $3,000 a year for qualifying students. 

When tuition becomes a deciding factor between public and private schools, this grant was 

credited for making the participating university partners more competitive.   

Lack of space was a major issue identified by hosts and partners. Classroom space is one 

of the primary needs of offering successful “brick and mortar” classes. While online education is 

a popular option for place-bound students, on-ground or lecture classes are still a necessary 

function of state colleges.  

The ideal situation for a university partnership program is having a dedicated facility 

large enough to house all partners’ personnel, classes, and support functions. Support functions, 

as noted during fieldwork, can include anything from food service, advising, computer labs, and 

community meeting rooms. All the state colleges in this study had varying levels of dedicated 

university center facilities.  
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Expectedly, adding partner classes to a busy campus may cause conflicts with the host 

college’s own classes. Host college administrators reported that the conflicts occur on two fronts, 

between partners and between host and partner. I can speak of the conflicts that arise from 

classroom shortages. As a former staff member of a state college, I acted as a liaison between my 

department and the partnering institutions using our classrooms.  

The most recurring complaint was caused by the perception that partner schools were 

being assigned to older, less desirable classrooms. Of course, this was not an issue in newer 

buildings. As with most college campuses, a number of older classrooms were not as well-

equipped or aesthetically pleasing. Assigning partner institution classes to the older rooms 

perpetuated the feeling that preference was being shown to host campus programs. Every 

semester, I had to reconcile the need for my department classes with the partners that were 

paying to use space as part of their agreement with the college. In the case of this study’s state 

college-university partnerships, administrators on each side regularly referred to their individual 

facility usage agreements to resolve most conflicts.  

Low student enrollment is a barrier. The interest in decreasing student enrollment 

numbers appeared on two fronts: recent trends and potential lack. Institutional data, as shown in 

Table 8, corroborate this. Over the past three years, HC1 and HC2 reported a declining trend in 

Fall headcount. During the same period, HC3 saw a spike in enrollment and then a decline a year 

later. 

Enrollment figures troubled particular institutions on both sides of the partnership 

dynamic. To remedy this, HC1 partner institutions actively recruited on and off campus. I found 

a number of Facebook postings with announcements about where to find information booths 
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Table 8 

Fall Headcount Enrollment of Case Study Sites (2013-2016)  

 

Colleges 2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 

Host College 1 13,509 13,049 12,445 
Host College 2 8,162 7,931 7,452 
Host College 3 31,820 32,681 31,767 

 
Source: Florida College System Fact Book (2014, 2015, & 2016). Retrieved from 
http://www.fldoe.org/accountability/data-sys/CCTCMIS/fl-college-data-info-sys/fact-books.stml 
on 07/29/16  
 

The majority of the photos have the partners’ displays sitting side by side. The Partner 

Institution 2 (at HC1) administrator diffused any speculation that the schools are fighting over 

the same students at these recruiting events. She described a collegial atmosphere:  

Oftentimes, one person can’t come and somebody just uses just half of their table and sets 

up the other person’s stuff on their table and because we all know what everybody else 

provides, pretty much, so it’s just not like we’re all grabbing. In my mind, it’s not like we 

are competing for students as much as we’re trying to show a united front so that people 

will see there are all these private colleges in town or universities. And we’re going to get 

more people to come to us when there’s five of us there. 

I have found these comments to be consistent across the partner administrators at the other two 

state college-hosts. Partnership administrators often chose collaboration over competition in their 

dealings with the host colleges and with their peers.    

 I noticed an undercurrent of anxiety about state college transition to baccalaureate 

degree-granting institutions in the discussion about student enrollment. In fact, HC2 has placed a 

hold on partner university recruitment in response to addition of three bachelor degree programs, 

nursing, early childhood education, and business. In August 2013, HC1 hosted a Board 
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Workshop where the topic of discussion was whether or not the community college should 

establish baccalaureate programs. Two FCS presidents attended as special guests to share their 

experiences about making the transition from two- to four-year institutions. At issue was whether 

or not at HC1, they would be duplicating the efforts of larger state universities and their own 

partners.  

At HC3, administrators found a way to work collaboratively with Partner Institution 4 to 

develop a Bachelor of Science degree in Biology. Doing so answered the question about how 

partnership programs can survive the proliferation of baccalaureate degrees throughout the state 

college system. Both sides of this state college-university partner dyad won in this arrangement. 

By design, HC3’s new biology degree is a conduit for graduates to enter the medical degree 

programs at Partner Institution 4. 

Competition is a barrier. The theme of “competition is a barrier” relates to the “lack of 

resources” and “low student enrollment” themes because it thrives in an atmosphere of scarcity. 

From this research, competition seems strongest in any matter concerning students. Indeed, 

students were at the heart of any discussion concerning competition in the interviews. Interviews 

revealed the following patterns: (a) competition for students, (b) competition for facility space, 

and (c) competition for visibility. The last item occurred solely between partnering institutions. 

The other conflicts occurred in various configurations within each case such as partner versus 

partner, all partners versus host, host versus partner, and so on. 

A simple word count analysis with NVivo showed that “students” was the most occurring 

word across all the data sources. Accordingly, the concern over lack of student enrollment 

surfaced alongside the competition for the same. On the host side of the state college-university 

partnership cases, this barrier to partnership development is mitigated by producing 
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Table 9 
 
Interview Responses for Competition Is a Barrier Theme 

 

HC1–Admin I know that there’s more and more conflict as student populations are 
declining. There’s more of this competition going on. And I think 
people really have to start with the student and what kind of student 
and what does that kind of student need. 
 

HC1–Partner 1 There’s always minor conflict, you know, with office space or signs, 
you know, who gets what, you know little things like that. But, for 
the most part, nothing that hasn’t been able to be worked out. 
 

HC1–Partner 2 Now, I do hear that [the host campus administrators] are also 
thinking about IT. If they do that, now, that would hurt us. They can 
probably because they are bigger. I won’t be surprised because they 
could do it better. Although, we are pretty darn good. 
 

HC2–Admin 1 I will also tell you that sense of harmony was little bit ruffled when 
the state allowed us to begin our bachelor degree programs. Because 
it was seen as a potential threat, but it was talked about openly. 
Because it really is a threat.  
 

HC2–Partner 3 It has changed, in the sense that now they offer some four-year 
programs there. And so our goal is not to compete with them for 
those students. 
 

HC3–Admin 1 I think people are starting to see it really is okay to work 
collaboratively. You don’t always have to be butting heads, you don’t 
always have to be competing. You can see “This is what I do well, 
this is what you do well.” 
 

HC3–Partner 4 You know, one wonderful thing of the partnership is we don’t 
compete between programs, so there’s a certain security there, you 
know, for us and a security for _______. 

 

agreements in the creation stage of each relationship. Common policies forbid partnering schools 

from enrolling lower division students before they complete their associate’s degree programs. 

Additional measures prevent program duplication.  

Granting Early Childhood Education bachelor’s degrees is one of the primary missions at 

HC2. Two of its partnering institutions offer Elementary Education programs as well. When 
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discussing the similarity between these degree programs, both HC2 interview participants 

claimed that there is no overt competition among the three programs. HC1 and HC3 have smaller 

university center operations, so program redundancies are unfeasible. Their interview statements 

and written agreements guaranteed that no institution within the partnership programs will have 

competing degree programs. Across all three cases, interview participants agreed that the host 

college has the responsibility to promote diversity of programs among their partners.    

 All the state college-university administrators identified the competition for space as a 

barrier to partnership development. The specific program and solutions differ according to the 

relevant variables. Interview and observation data showed expected correlations between 

available facility space and conflict. HC1 administrators, operating the smallest university center 

facility (approximately 8,900 square feet), reported spending more effort on resolving conflict 

about classroom availability. On the contrary, HC3, with the largest university center facility 

(approximately 88,000 square feet), reported that they had to spend minimal effort dealing with 

space issues. For comparison, the HC2 university center building measures just over 31,000 

square feet.  

Finally, partnership administrators listed competition over visibility or lack thereof as a 

hindrance within partnership relationships. Host college administrators at each study site 

mentioned how they managed competing interest about the main issue of visibility. Specific 

complaints revolved around signage and marketing. During my observation visit to HC1, I 

noticed various sizes of banners, lawn signs, and a-frame signs advertising university partners. 

Partner Institution 1’s banners, posted just outside the university center, were noticeably larger 

than any other partners’ signage. During the interview, the administrator for this university 
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explained that she had a large marketing budget at her disposal. As the HC1 administrator 

reported, the perception of favoritism persists between the other partner schools.  

HC2 administrators field regular complaints from their partner schools about signage 

during their Higher Education Consortium (HEC) meetings. They regarded themselves as 

accommodating by referencing a nearby billboard advertising Partner Institution 5’s degree 

programs. One of the respondents explained, “We support that. Support, meaning we are in 

favor. Advertise whatever you want to do. What we want to do is to make sure that whatever’s 

best for the student or potential student. They’ve got a menu of choices.” In all cases, I noticed 

adequate signage leading car and foot traffic to the university center buildings. From there, 

partners seemed to have control over increasing visibility within the buildings. Usually, this was 

done via decorating by using school colors and symbols to catch the eyes of potential students. 

Effective Communication Is an Aid to Partnership Success  

The primary factor credited with partnership success is fostering effective communication 

between institutions. Evidence of successful communication includes written agreements, 

meetings, problem resolution, and information sharing.  

Written agreements, mainly memoranda of understanding and articulation agreements, 

communicate the expectations of both parties involved in a partnership. Companion agreements 

document the facilities’ usage and leasing terms. Having an effective agreement has the potential 

of preventing conflicts before they arise. Agreements also act as references that are regularly 

cited to ensure that partners are fulfilling requirements. Thus, agreements are living documents 

that serve to provide a necessary and proactive line of communication between state colleges and 

their partnering institutions.  
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All three host colleges in this study had either articulation agreements or memoranda of 

understanding with each of their partners. One of the interview questions specifically asked how 

written agreements governed partnership agreements. In answering, the HC3 administrator 

addressed the evolution of the agreements in her college’s culture:  

It’s what they, in the olden days, what they used to call, just like, a ‘gentleman’s 

agreement’. It’s like…a handshake is your word. You do what you do well, I do what I 

do well and we’re going to be fine. And that’s really what it is. We trust them to run their 

classes the way they are supposed to run their classes, because they have first-class 

programs going. And we know how well…we know what our facilities are like. And we 

know how we can, you know, get them in there.  

Her statement indicates the freedom that partnering institutions enjoy within their individual 

agreements. As a result, partners determine how they relate to each other within each state 

college network.  

Partner administrators said they relied on meetings to maintain relationships with their 

main campuses and each other. Host college administrators at all three sites singularly regarded 

meetings between partner institution staff as key communication aids to governance. During my 

site visit to HC2, I walked past a glass-walled conference room with a meeting in progress. My 

host interview respondents identified the group as staff from one of their university partners.   

From the interview data, I found meetings to be a proactive method of conflict resolution 

to air grievances. Interview participants described disputes relating to perennial topics such as 

classroom assignments and student recruitment. Lack of signage was a popular topic as partner 

administrators regarded them as major sources of marketing around the host campus.HC2 and 

HC3 actually had offices within the university center buildings. They took advantage of their 
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proximity to the resident partners and regularly called meetings to promote open communication 

among the different groups. Likewise, partnership institution administrators reported that 

meetings within their university center network were proactively resolving issues. Doing so 

eliminated the need to bring disputes to the attention of host college administrators.  

Participation in district board of trustee meetings promotes information exchanges 

between partner institutions and host college administrators. On a regional level, it is also 

important for state college-university partnership institutions to meet with external stakeholders. 

One of the HC2 administrators chairs a consortium group comprised of representatives from 

partner institutions, the host college vice president’s office, and the community. An HC2 

administrator described what this diverse group does at a typical meeting:  

There’s an agenda but always opportunity for the partners to share and always open, very 

open, like the family that we said. So that’s the opportunity for the partners to bring their 

needs to us and anything they’re hearing in the community or anything they are doing. So 

that’s the opportunity for everybody to have input on what’s happening here.  

She made a point to state that the consortium members always sit at a round table in the 

university center building. 

Effective problem resolution protocols began at the state college level. This aid to 

partnership maintenance entails establishing policies before partnering institutions take up 

residence. While written agreements govern how conflicts are resolved within host-partner 

dyads, partner-partner dyads are informal by nature. Their conflict resolution protocols evolved 

over time. Across all three cases, the host administrators expected that partnering universities 

would attempt to resolve conflicts with each other before the matter was broached to the host 

college administrators. As an HC1’s partner administrator (Partner Institution 2) explained, 
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“What’s fascinating is that there is no governance body, per se, amongst the five partners, and I 

think it really took a leap of faith and trust that we’re not going to eat each other up.” To forestall 

disputes at HC3, state college university center staff distribute handbooks to partner institution 

faculty and students. They employ a protocol that channels grievances about classroom 

assignments, facilities, and technology through partner institution coordinators or liaisons. 

However, the HC3 university center administrative team respond to requests about classroom 

needs and work orders.    

Sharing information using various methods promotes communication and transparency 

within state college-university partnerships. One example is a newsletter distributed by HC2 

administrators to their partner institutions and other college administrators. Other examples 

include inviting partner institutions to host college Board of Trustees meetings. Meeting minutes 

for HC1 show it consulted partner administrators whenever discussing the feasibility of adding 

four-year degree programs. Moreover, HC1 hosts board workshops where partner administrators 

presented data about their programs. Minutes for HC3 record the attendance of the university 

center administrator (and interview participant) at a majority of the meetings. The agendas show 

that board members gave her the opportunity to make monthly updates about the partnership and 

baccalaureate programs. 

Healthy Competition Was an Unexpected Finding 

An interesting and unexpected theme emerged in response to the question, “What aids 

partnership development and maintenance?” Several interview participants at all three sites 

acknowledged a positive dimension to competition, the logic of “healthy competition,” within 

the state college-university partner relationship. In other words, observing the success of high-

performing partner institutions drives their peers to perform better. The “healthy competition” 
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theme surfaced alongside discussions about competition as a deviation from the expected 

“competition as a barrier” statements.  

The HC2 interview participants, when discussing how their primary university partners 

try to “one up” their graduation and placement rates, stated, “We’re not stupid in our 

presentation of it. And that’s kind of a good competitiveness. But there’s enough for everybody.” 

The Partner Institution 3 administrator conveyed a positive viewpoint of HC2’s transition to a 

baccalaureate-degree. This off-site university partner broadened recruitment efforts to engage 

HC2 faculty and staff members. For instance, faculty without graduate degrees would need 

additional credentials to keep pace with their employer’s expansion.  

At HC1, the Partner Institution 2 administrator recounted observing the successful 

recruiting strategy of a colleague from another partner institution. She stated: 

I came in a year ago and realized that the person next to me…was kind of kicking butt 

and taking names on recruiting. And I’m like, I want to know how to do that! And so we 

became good colleagues and led to several lunches about recruiting. She shared lots of 

ideas.  

Thus, competition not only works as a positive influence driving partnership program success, 

but it also strengthens social networks.  

Partnerships Emulate Family Systems 

At each site, state college and university partner administrators’ descriptions of their 

social networks evoked family systems. I found this theme mostly in the governance dimension 

of the above-mentioned theoretical framework. In the context of this study, family systems have 

a definite leader (such as a mother or father) and subordinates (such as children) who interact 

with each other within a bounded social network. Referring to campus social networks in 
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familial terms is not unusual. A July 2016 article in The Chronicle of Education explained how 

“family” seems to be a common metaphor used by college presidents when talking about their 

campus cultures (2016). 

Table 10 
 
Interview Responses for Partnerships Emulate Family Systems Theme 

 

HC1–Admin But, you know, “you have to work as a unit” and they have bought 
into that and they understand that. They cannot compete with each 
other and they can’t come to us about each other they have to come 
to us as a team. And we work as a team. 
 

HC1–Partner 1 It’s really nice, it’s very much like a family environment. You know, 
you know your instructors, you know your students, you are able to 
build that relationship. 
 

HC1–Partner 2 _______ might view us as five bad children for all I know. 
 

HC2–Admin 1 But it was just like if you’ve got children or students if they see one 
gets something and the other one doesn’t get it, there better be that 
transparency again. If you are transparent, you know what, you pretty 
much don’t have a lot of stress in your life. 
 

HC2–Partner 3 You know when you’ve been working with someone or been 
supporting community colleges for like four years, five years; it’s 
kind of…that’s my baby, as they say. It’s kind of hard to let, like, that 
relationship go. 
 

 

Following this logic, each case is a social network in which the family-like dynamic 

plays out. Generally, the host campus administrators claim the role of the parent while the 

partner institutions collectively claim the role of children. The governance process reinforces this 

dynamic, ensuring that the state college-university partnerships succeed. I noticed that both host 

and partner administrators used traditional familial terms when addressing conflict-resolution. 

While describing a partner versus partner classroom dispute, HC2 interview participants said: 
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[I]t was just like if you’ve got children or students if they see one gets something and the 

other one doesn’t get it, there better be that transparency again. If you are transparent, 

you know what, you pretty much don’t have a lot of stress in your life. 

Additionally, I noticed that administrators used familial terms to describe the ideal day-to-day 

environment of a state college-university relationship where faculty, staff, and students are 

comfortable with each other (see Table 9).  

I found policies in the data that were reminiscent of family rules. Using my own family 

as an example, my parents encouraged my sister and me to resolve conflicts on our own before 

seeking them out. Also, we were not allowed to complain to our parents in private about each 

other. We had to make complaints to our parents while we were both present. I heard about 

similar rules when I was speaking with host college administrators about their partnership 

leaders. As the HC1 administrator stated, “They cannot compete with each other, and they can’t 

come to us about each other; they have to come to us as a team. And we work as a team.” When 

properly enforced, “no tattletaling” rules foster a sense of loyalty among the partner institutions. 

The policies are particularly relevant in cases where individuals from different institutions are 

working under the same roof.  

Dominant Partners Emerge 

Over time, leading partner institutions, the institutions that have the most influence over 

their peers, emerged within the state college-university partnership networks. Thus, this theme of 

leadership occurs also in the governance dimension of the theoretical framework. There were no 

identifiable protocols for designating leading dominant partners. However, the data show that 

each host college in this study recognized either one or two dominant partners.  
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The common qualification among the prevailing partner institutions seems to be 

seniority. Older, more established partners tended to claim leadership roles. Understandably, 

partner institutions with a longer history with the host colleges have cultivated relationships for 

longer periods of time than more recent residents. In the case of HC2, Partner Institutions 1 and 2 

are the senior partnering institutions on campus. Although Partner Institution 2 has moved to 

larger off-campus quarters, the administrator retained her leadership role among the partners. As 

I reported in the previous chapter, both Partner Institutions 1 and 2’s decorations dominate the 

interior of HC1’s university center building.  

As mentioned earlier, the Partner Institution 2 administrator has taken on the leadership 

role amongst her peers at the other HC1 partner schools. I perceived that she claimed her 

leadership role as a means to advocate for all the partnering institutions. During the interview she 

recounted an episode that is worth repeating here: 

I’m getting a little bit of a reputation for kind of being a brat. But I saw that the 

_________ Chamber of Commerce had a business advocacy on higher education 

meeting. They were going to have the people on the panel, [the HC1 president], [the 

Partner Institution 9 president], representatives from the [Partner Institution 7] president’s 

office. I got all the partners on the phone and I say, ‘Okay, here’s the deal. We are going 

to this meeting together. I want everyone to go. Some of you are going to hate me...but I 

want you to put your badges on and I want us to be there for the breakfast at the same 

table together.’ 

The HC1 administrator I interviewed corroborates the leadership status of both Partner 

Institution 1 for its primacy and Partner Institution 2 for its extroverted administrator. Moreover, 
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the social media presence for both of these schools is far more extensive than their HC1 

counterparts, increasing their visibility beyond campus.  

Another qualification seems to be prominence of the main campus partners from larger 

and more prestigious main campuses to claim leadership roles within the state college-university 

partner dynamic. A tour around the HC2 university center showed that Partner Institutions 5 and 

6 formed the majority rule. Their employees shared a large suite of offices filled with 

memorabilia and school colors.  

Even though HC2 interview respondents referred to the schools collectively, they held 

Partner Institution 5 in a slightly higher regard:  

[Partner Institution 5] has been our longest existing partner. [Partner Institution 5] was 

here as the answer for our community when nobody else was here. And they were created 

on a handshake, which is real important to me.  

In such cases, sentiment joins other characteristics that identify influential partners within a state 

college’s university partner network. 

Partner Institution 6, a large SUS school, enjoys prominence at HC2 as its major transfer 

destination. Fall 2014 articulation figures, from the most recent FCS Articulation Report, show 

that 482 out of 1,492 transfer students chose Partner Institution 6 (FCS System, 2016). Using the 

DirectConnect guarantee transfer program, students who complete degrees at HC2 have the 

option of remaining in place or moving on to the main campus. For this reason, prominent (or 

popular) transfer institutions attract more students, and that can mean more visibility on host 

college campuses.  

Another attribute of leading partner institutions is financial wealth. More affluent main 

campuses have the means to support their off-campus sites. Returning to HC1, I noticed that 
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Partner Institution 1 had an abundance of high quality memorabilia and recruitment supplies. The 

Partner Institution 1 interview respondent confirmed this during our meeting. She also sent me 

photos of a well-stocked recruitment table with a home theater-sized popcorn maker. Because 

her job responsibility is recruitment, she has taken advantage of a generous marketing budget by 

producing the first television commercial for the Partner Institution 1 programs at the HC1 site.  

Therefore, the leading partners on all three case sites influence the networks within 

college-university partnership programs. Harnessing the will of these influential groups may 

prove to be beneficial to host college administrators. Likewise, the less powerful partnering 

institutions can ally with the dominant partners to strengthen their position within the partnership 

program.  

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to present the findings from observational, document, 

and interview data. Additionally, the purpose was to provide background information on the 

three colleges selected for this collective case study. The findings provided cross-case analysis in 

the course of discussion. I also provided details from interview responses and used tables to 

display emergent themes from the analysis of participant interviews. The next chapter will report 

how all the data worked together to answer the research questions.
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
In this study, I have responded to three research questions that asked what barriers and 

aids create and sustain state college-university partnerships: 

1. What are the processes involved in creating and sustaining a successful state 

college-university partnership? 

2. What barriers or aids do participants identify to developing and maintaining 

partnerships? 

3. How do “social networks of relationships” influence these processes?  

I identified common themes by using the lens of the network embeddedness theoretical 

framework. This chapter is organized into four sections. First, I highlight the research findings 

presented in the previous chapter. In the second section, I discuss practical implications for state 

college-hosted partnership programs. Third, I make recommendations for both state college and 

university partner administrators. I then conclude the chapter with insights about future areas for 

research. 

Summary and Discussion of Findings 

Research Question 1: What are the processes involved in creating and sustaining a 

successful state college-university partnership?   

Three themes surfaced to describe the processes involved in creating and sustaining state 

college-university partnerships. The data showed:  

 Partnership creation answered challenge or need in the service area. 

 Partnering institutions were independently dependent in regard to both their main 

campuses and their host state colleges. 
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 State colleges and partnering institutions were concerned about asserting their 

identity. 

All administrators interviewed for this study stated that partnerships fulfilled the need for 

increased access to more baccalaureate degree programs throughout the state of Florida. This 

was an expected finding in light of the well-publicized efforts of the current governor (Rick 

Scott) to boost higher education success (FLDOE Press Office, 2015). As expected, their 

responses aligned with the formation dimension of this study’s theoretical framework which 

examines the motivations of individual partners (Gulati, 1998). Indeed, all of the host campus 

administrators interviewed for this student specifically cited an interest for the state colleges to 

serve place-bound students in their service areas.  

I am introducing the term independently dependent to describe the theme that surfaced as 

I was conducting interviews with partnering institution administrators in remote locations. In one 

case, the partner university liaison worked several states away from the main campus. This 

individual described having gained a measure of independence from his employer because he 

was not immersed in the culture of their main campuses. Another partner institution 

administrator worked within a few hours driving distance of her main campus. She explained her 

independence in terms of the degrees of separation between the target market of her employer’s 

main campus and that of its satellite site. Her marketing focused on non-traditional students 

rather than recent high school graduates. Contrariwise, I found that the partnering institution 

administrators remained dependent upon their main campus supervisors for morale and financial 

support.  

In sum, by reconciling the dual role as members of the host campus community and 

representatives of their main campuses, the partnering institutions staff uphold their part in 
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creating a sustainable partnership. Gulati (1998) validates the conclusion that the independent 

and dependent aspects of partnering institutions work in concert in partnership formation. The 

independently dependent aspects of the partnering institutions relate to the concern to assert 

institutional identity of the main campuses.  

The ongoing success of a state college-university partnership program relies, in part, on 

the identities managed by each of its constituent institutions. For a partnership institution, its 

major selling point is offering place-bound students a tangible connection to the main campus 

culture no matter the distance. In the case of host colleges, my site observations showed that they 

maintained a controlling interest in partnership success by asserting their own identity. Kisker 

(2007) identified a similar dynamic in her study where host college personnel perceived they had 

more influence over the partnership programs. Key literature sources support the findings 

connecting identity management to the host campus administrators’ concern for mission creep in 

light of the transition from two- to four-year institutions (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; S. W. Johnston 

& Noftsinger Jr., 2004). Host college personnel employ measures such as controlling facility 

design and enforcing contractual obligations to mitigate the efforts of their partner schools to 

dominate the visual and emotional narrative with elements from their main campus culture.   

Research Question 2: What barriers or aids do participants identity to developing and 

maintaining partnerships?   

Interview participants identified three common barriers and one overarching aid to 

developing and maintaining partnerships:  

 Lack of resources and student enrollment are barriers; 

 Competition is a barrier; and 

 Effective communication aids are needed.  
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In addition to these findings, I noticed an unexpected theme of healthy competition emerging 

from the interview data in the course of transcript analysis. 

The interview findings indicated that the perception of lack was the prevailing cause of 

anxiety among the state college-university partnership administrators. From their responses, two 

barriers emerged to developing and maintaining partnerships. First, the lack of resources as a 

barrier emphasized the reliance that the host institutions have on the state legislature as a funding 

source. Even though state colleges receive a financial benefit from their partners via leasing 

income and services fees, they do not get any supplemental funding from the state. In addition to 

the lack of state funding, the host college administrators expressed discontent at their not being 

able to include partnership students in state-mandated accountability reports. In other words, they 

are not able to claim a measurable credit for partnership student success.  

Most of this study’s partnering institutions are independent or private schools. 

Understandably, the interview respondents representing independent schools expressed less 

concern about state funding than their host counterparts. Indeed, they showed empathy for their 

host campuses. They are not entirely independent of the state legislature funding prioritization. 

Partnering institution administrators count on FRAG scholarship funds for allowing more 

students to enroll in their programs.  

All of the interview participants cited the lack of physical space with almost as much 

frequency as the lack of financial resources. Specifically, all interview participants cited a lack of 

classroom space as a barrier to partnership progress no matter the size of the university center 

buildings or campus. There seems to be an ongoing desire for frank communication between all 

parties about the classroom assignment process. From my conversations with the administrators, 

I inferred complex hierarchical structures in place that undermined whatever written agreements 
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were in place. For their part, host college administrators made a point to tell me that they were 

continually seeking innovative ways to improve the room assignment process. In the case of 

Partner Institution 2, the solution to their lack of space was leasing a modest building apart from 

the host campus site. No interview participant indicated plans for new construction or 

renovations to respond to classroom shortages. 

Second, interview participants cited decreasing student enrollment trends. The unease of 

the host college administrators is validated by their Fall headcount enrollment figures from 2013 

to 2016 (Table 8). HC1 and HC2 saw a steady decline, while HC3 had an increase in their 2014-

2015 academic year before losing a little over a hundred students the following year. HC3 serves 

the most densely populated area among the three schools, so this drop is negligible in 

comparison.    

Because the partnering colleges and universities rely on transfer students from state 

colleges, they share the same interest in declining enrollment. In fact, all but one of the partner 

interview participants detailed their addressing any potential lack in student enrollment with 

marketing and recruitment efforts. At HC1, the partner institutions regularly participate in 

transfer student fairs as a unit. The Facebook site for Partner Institutions 1 and 5 featured 

multiple posts announcing their presence at such events. These posts included photos of festive 

table set-ups with food and promotional items. Apart from the other partner administrators I 

interviewed for this study, the Partner Institution 5 administrator indicated that he was worried 

about not having enough space to accommodate a growing student population.       

Overall, the condition of lack as a barrier highlighted the role that competition plays as a 

hindrance to partnership performance. It was apparent that state college-university partnership 

administrators considered competition a major barrier. Indeed, higher education administrators 
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can reference literature to help navigate what seems to be an inevitable part of managing 

partnerships (Eckel & Hartley, 2008; P. Harper, 2012). For example, I noticed copies of the 

popular management reference on the bookcases of several interview participants (J. C. Collins, 

2001). For the most part, interviewees mentioned competition in conjunction with any type of 

lack. The interview participants from both sides of the host-partner dynamic cited that they 

competed with each other mostly for classroom space and students. As the controlling interest in 

the partnership pairs, the host colleges had the final say whenever a mediator was needed. I 

inferred that the state colleges were on the winning side of most of the conflicts between 

themselves and the partner institutions.  

A review of the written partnership agreements supports this conclusion that state 

colleges act as the governing body within the partnership programs. In fact, the written 

agreements seemed to regard non-competition between state colleges and partnering institutions 

as sacrosanct. This seems to be a standard protocol throughout higher education (Eckel & 

Hartley, 2008; Eckel et al., 2004). As mentioned earlier, the agreements serve as articulation 

agreements that ban partner institutions from enrolling state college students before they 

complete their transfer coursework. Thus, the competition to attract students remained between 

partnering institutions. To reduce the effects of competition, the agreements also prevent the 

partnering schools from offering duplicate programs. 

According to a few persistent individuals among this study’s interview group, they did 

not consider all kinds of competition barriers to partnership development and maintenance. From 

their positive viewpoints, I deduced the unexpected theme of healthy competition. The literature 

points to competition as an incentive for two organizations to combine their resources (Das & 

Teng, 1997). Such is the case with state college-university partnerships that enable smaller 
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schools to gain a larger market share of local transfer students (Eckel et al., 2004). Healthy 

competition was not a universal theme with the state college-university partnership 

administrators. However, the strength of their conviction that healthy competition encourages all 

partnership institutions to perform better cannot be overlooked.    

I found the idea that the absence of something as a barrier to be a compelling, albeit 

ironic, theme. Overall, the data indicated that administrators referred to the barriers listed as 

challenges instead of obstacles. The concern about barriers (lack or competition) was anticipated 

especially in the case of student enrollment. However, I found that the administrators spoke 

about possible barriers with the same energy as ongoing challenges. At the time of my data 

collection, no written agreements governed the partnership programs as an internal social 

network. This is understandable because the host colleges had agreements with each one of their 

partners. I hold that it is in this environment that competition thrives: healthy or hindering.  

As expected, state college-university partnership administrators credited effective 

communication as the foremost aid to partnership success. The interview findings indicated a 

reliance on conflict-resolution protocols. The guidelines implied that the majority of conflicts 

were between partnering institutions. The most common protocol specified that disputing parties 

attempt to resolve their own differences before seeking out the counsel of host college 

administrators. The data further revealed that partnership administrators valued transparency in 

governance as a means to prevent disputes before they occur. Because state college-university 

partnerships are relationship-based, I was not surprised to find how much value the interviewees 

placed on effective communication. The preponderance of the literature in management and 

higher education supports this finding (Eckel et al., 2004; S. W. Johnston & Noftsinger Jr., 2004; 

Khanna et al., 1998; Kisker, 2007; Lorenzo, 2005). From this research, it seems that cultivating a 
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culture of frank and open communication played a critical role in partnership evolution. 

However, I was surprised to find how ubiquitous effective communication was throughout the 

other themes that surfaced from this investigation.   

Research Question 3: How do “social networks of relationships” influence these 
processes?    

In the course of this study, I found themes that explained how relationship dynamics 

within the state college-university partnerships evolved to influence the development and 

maintenance of state college-university partnerships. The data revealed the following as the most 

influential across the cases:   

 The influence of family style relationships, and   

 The influence of leading university partners.  

I was surprised by how often the interviewees referred to themselves and each other in 

familial terms. As a rule, they referred to host campuses as the parents and the partnering 

institutions as the children. The familial terms surfaced in response to questions that triggered 

discussion about conflict resolution. For my part, I was surprised to hear this softening of terms 

from otherwise fastidious higher education executives.   

At the time of this study, The Chronicle of Higher Education published an article that 

validates the conclusion that the familial structure of the social networks embedded in 

partnership programs mirrors the culture found on many college campuses. The author 

acknowledges that the metaphor of the campus as family as unusual at first (Sandoval, 2016). 

Like Sandoval (2016), I found that the influence of family style relationships theme show how 

state college-university partnership administrators employ a relatable dynamic to encourage 

desirable behaviors. In the context of this study, the interview participants applied family-style 
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conflict resolution techniques to partnership governance. One example is the policy that enforces 

“tattletale”-free workplace. In other words, partner institution administrators do not report 

wrongdoings of their peers to their hosts. Instead, the parties involved attempt to resolve the 

dispute first.        

Leading university partners surfaced as a factor that influenced the creation and 

maintenance of partnership programs. While leading university partners were not official 

designations, the data showed that each state college site had two leading partners. I was 

surprised that administrators recognized the leaders within the social network of the partnering 

institutions. Working in the social network of partnership institutions, the leading administrators 

benefited partnership success by serving as advocates for their peers. In this role they were able 

to influence partnership governance by unifying the partnering institutions.  

Board of Trustee meeting minutes and interview data revealed how the host college 

reinforced the informal leadership designation that was either conferred on or claimed. At times, 

the host college leadership invited particular administrators to speak on behalf of the partner 

schools. I found a common denominator among the leading partnering institutions to be seniority 

at the campus site. Also, I found student population and prestige to correlate to institutional 

influence within the partner social network. Finally, I found the designations to stay with the 

institution no matter the seniority of the staff. Teng and Das (2008) validate this finding that 

partnering institutions that are more with the politics of partnership culture wield more influence. 

For instance, the lead partner administrators I interviewed at HC1 were both relatively new hires 

in comparison with their peers. In both cases, both of these partner administrators claimed the 

leadership role as part of their new-hire onboarding process. In essence, they inherited the role of 

leading administrators from their predecessors. 
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Again, the value of effective communication dominates the narrative of state college-

university partnership discussion. My overall conclusion, considering all the findings and the 

themes, is that timely and transparent communication influences the success of a partnership 

program. 

Implications for Practice 

The data from this study reveal practical implications on the institutional and state level. 

FCS institutions established partnership programs to provide increased access to upper division 

education for their service areas. For this reason, I conducted an inquiry into what makes state 

college-university partnerships succeed. 

From this study, I learned that establishing a culture of effective communication within 

each partnership program had the most influence on its creation and ongoing success. I also 

learned that administrators from both sides of the partnership relationships had to manage with 

“growing pains” emerging from FCS four-year degree programs. Thus, the findings and 

recommendations generated from this study will be used to create and sustain successful state 

college-university partnerships that can thrive on bachelor-degree granting campuses.  

As this study progressed, it was evident that open communication needs to drive the 

partnership vetting process. Typically, the host college contacts potential partner institutions 

after determining a need. Host college administrators have also informed me that they are 

approached by upper division colleges and universities interested in partnerships. This process is 

especially important when discussing residency on host college campuses. Details including 

classroom availability, human resources staffing, and office space are important issues to broach 

before agreements are drafted.  
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Considering the comments of the interview participants, the partnership creation process 

should include more comprehensive discussions about facility usage. I believe the influences of 

such practical matters are underestimated in the light of the expected benefits of state college-

university partnerships. Indeed, partners are saving money and increasing their market share; 

however, disregarding the physical effects of adding new programs to an existing campus culture 

is impractical.   

 The issue of sustaining partnership success was a priority to all the administrators I 

interviewed for this study. Understandably, host and partner institutions want to see a high return 

on their investment. For this reason, a continual discourse about expectations needs to be integral 

to the governance of state college-university partnerships. Written agreements, no matter the 

complexity, are not the last word in partnership governance. It is unreasonable to foresee all the 

conflicts before they surface because partnership programs are not merely a grouping of host 

college-partner institution dyads. Instead, the data showed that the programs encompass multiple 

relationships. By encouraging a campus-wide culture of open communication and transparency, 

state college administrators can sustain successful university partnership programs. Partner 

institution administrators share the responsibility of cultivating a culture of proactive 

communication among their peers within the individual university centers.   

Looking beyond the campus level of governance, the study suggests that state college-

university partnership administrators benefit from cultivating relationships with state officials. 

Providing timely response to the FLDOE and FCS is necessary to uphold accountability 

standards. This includes sending data for the annual Concurrent and Joint-Use Report (FCS, 

2013). I believe that this report will be more effective with richer data, such as program-level 

enrollment figures. I noted that there was a lack of statistics that showed how many students 
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were enrolled in partner institution programs. These figures are collected by host colleges to 

report to their Boards of Trustees, so it is possible for this data to be included in FCS 

publications for public consumption. 

The interview data also point to a desire of the host college administrators to receive 

more state support for students who transfer to their on-site partners. Such discourse between 

state college administrators and state officials, namely the FLDOE and the Florida Legislature, 

may include advocating for increased funding and the ability to account for the success of 

transfer students who matriculate to private institutions. I believe that the state will respond to 

unified effort from all the FCS institutions. This study’s partner institutions administrators have 

demonstrated this already at their host campuses. 

This study takes an important step toward identifying the barriers and aids that create and 

sustain state college-university partnerships. While the findings are not generalizable, they can 

still prove useful to host college and partner institution administrators at any stage of the 

partnership process. 

Recommendations 

The overall goal of this study was to explore what happens within successful state 

college-university partnerships. Data from three state college sites taught me a great deal about 

practices that ensure successful partnerships. I based the following recommendations on the 

findings and identified barriers and aids. 

First, I have learned that effective communication was one of the unifying themes of this 

study. Accordingly, the first recommendation calls for host and partner administrators to 

regularly evaluate each other. The evaluation process conducted by state colleges can adopt the 

360-degree assessment approach. This human resources tool obtains input from multiple sources 
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to evaluate management personnel. No evaluation method is infallible. In fact, management 

authors have disputed issues such as evaluator bias and rushed implementation (Toegel & 

Conger, 2003; Waldman, Atwater, & Antonioni, 1998). I recommend that individual evaluations 

of partner institutions include feedback from multiple host campus departments. The items on the 

assessment can directly relate to the written agreements signed by both parties. For example, the 

facilities manager can provide an assessment of shared-use facilities. Library and bookstore staff 

can also provide feedback about their experiences working with partner institution students.   

The 360-degree assessment can also strengthen communication between partnering 

institutions and their host colleges. Acting as the evaluator, partner institution administrators can 

assess the performance of their host. Additionally, the university center may want to present a 

unified evaluation of the university center staff or host college services. No matter the selected 

method, multi-rater evaluations can proactively manage the issues that caused friction within 

state college-university partnerships.  

Second, state college administrators should develop a system to better manage classroom 

assignments. Failure to acknowledge the impact scheduling conflicts have in partnership 

relationships contributes to distrust between institutions. As this study’s findings suggest, 

transparency is key. The proper management of classroom scheduling may include incorporating 

university partners in the enrollment plan for the entire host college. State college administrators 

can also improve classroom management plans, such as assigning dedicated classrooms, with a 

more open and collaborative process. 

Third, nurturing leading partnering institutions can be instrumental in the success of state 

college-university partnership governance. The staff of the more senior partners should mentor 

their newer peers. Likewise, partnership staff of prestigious institutions are in the position of 
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sharing valuable information with lesser performing counterparts. I found this to be the case 

among several administrators interviewed for this study. In one case, one administrator sought 

out the advice of a fellow partner institution administrator after she observed the high 

recruitment traffic to her office. Such collaborations should work as long as program duplication 

is managed. I believe competition between two institutions within a state college-university 

partnership program will suppress any exchange of knowledge. 

Senior administrators at long-lived partnership institutions have more experience 

collaborating with host college administrators. Thus, they can serve as models to newer 

institutions. Likewise, they can act as spokespersons for the entire group of partnering 

institutions. A designated spokesperson on-site can be especially beneficial to a non-resident 

partner institution. As a group, partner institutions should designate lead administrators from 

their own ranks to act as spokespersons. I recommend that the selection process consider all 

partnership institution administrators willing to take a leadership role. Cultivating leadership 

amongst the university partners can promote a successful and more unified university partnership 

program. 

Areas for Future Research 

This study identified the key barriers and aids that created and sustained state college-

university partnerships at three FCS institutions. The findings from observational data, document 

evidence, and interviews answered the research questions of this study. However, I encountered 

more questions as the study progressed.  

I propose the following areas for future research:  
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 Conduct a system-wide study of a state or region’s state college-university 

partnership programs. This will provide a more comprehensive view of their 

condition. 

 Study why a state college-university partnership dissolves. A single-case 

study will explore what happens when the relationship fails to accomplish its 

goals. 

 Complete a qualitative study of how residents in the service areas react to the 

transition of their local community college to a four-year institution. 

 Expand the present study to consider the influence of the addition of 

baccalaureate degrees on state college-university partnerships.  

 Answer the question of whether proximity of partner institution sites to main 

campuses makes a significant difference in identity and performance. This 

study can either be qualitative or mixed-methods.  

 Conduct a quantitative survey of faculty teaching at university partnership 

centers. 

 Document the evolution of the state college-university partnership program as 

a separate entity within the social network of a host college. This study can 

use a single-case study approach.  

 Finally, consider visual elicitation research on state college sites. There was a 

surprising visual element to some of the interviews regarding issues about 

classrooms, decoration, and signage. It would be interesting to explore 

partnership dynamics using photographs taken by the researcher (see Prosser, 

2011). 
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Conclusion 

 

In this study, I attempted to contribute to higher education literature by filling a gap left 

by scholars who tend to focus on university-led partnerships. My intent was to help state college 

practitioners and their partners make the best decision to support the mission of their institutions. 

I found Gulati’s (1998) network embeddedness theory an effective means to approach the three 

cases. The formation, evolution, governance, and performance dimensions of the framework 

enabled me to discover compelling themes at all phases of data collection and analysis. 

Subsequently, these themes made salient the overarching barriers and aids to the partnerships: 

lack and effective communication.  

The purpose of state college-university partnerships seems to be threatened by the 

transition of FCS community colleges to baccalaureate-granting state colleges. Inkpen and 

Currall (2004) stated that, “Negotiating and forming a joint venture initiates a dynamic 

relationship that must evolve if it is to be success” (p. 586). That being said, Florida’s host 

colleges and partnering institutions must adapt to this new reality and avoid the risks associated 

with mission creep. Therefore, this study is both timely and relevant. In the final analysis, 

understanding what makes a state college-university partnerships thrive can help state higher 

education administrators better serve the stake holders who matter: their students. 

 

  

 



 

116 

 

APPENDIX A 

 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

 
Adapted, with permission, from C. Kisker, 2007 

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. Before we begin, I would like to give you 
the opportunity to read and sign the consent form. As we discussed, the purpose of this study is 
to gain an in-depth understanding of the processes by which transfer partnerships between 
community colleges and four-year institutions form, develop, and evolve. During the interview, I 
will ask you about the development, evolution, and operation of {name of partnership}, as well 
as the forces that have facilitated or hindered achievement of partnership goals. 
Although all names and identifying characteristics will be excluded from the data, because so 
few people are involved in this partnership, it may not be possible for me to protect your identity 
from others involved in or familiar with the collaboration. Therefore, if you feel uncomfortable 
answering any of the questions, please feel free to elect not to answer. I would like your 
permission to digitally record our conversation so that I can more accurately record your 
comments and perceptions.  
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 What is the purpose or goals of this partnership? 
Partnership Formation 

 Who initiated this partnership?  
 What needs were it designed to meet? 

Who else was involved in creating this partnership? Was there a previous relationship 
between your college and {the partner institution}? 

 Was the state involved in forming this partnership? How? 
Was there start-up funding for this partnership? Where did it come from? How was the 
funding agency involved in the formation of the partnerships? 

Partnership Management & Governance 

Is this partnership governed by a formal contract, or is the agreement more informal in 
nature? 

 How was partnership governance decided and agreed upon? 
 Who was in charge of overseeing the partnership? Are other actors involved?  

Is responsibility for the operation of the partnership shared equally or does it lie primarily 
at your college or at the partner institution? 
Are there other actors or agencies involved in the management of governance of this 
partnership? Who? 

 Is the partnership funded on a continual basis? By the same funding agency?  
 What is the role of the funding agency in managing or governing the partnership? 
 How supportive are each of the actors? 
 How do the actors work together? 
Partnership Evolution Over Time 

 How has this partnership grown or expanded? 
 How have the purposed or goals of the partnership changed or evolved?  
 What, if any, changes have been made in how this partnership operates or is managed? 
 Have any actors increased their levels of participation? Decreased? In what ways?  
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 Has funding remained steady or has it fluctuated? 
What, if any, changes in regulation or oversight by state or funding agencies have this 
partnership experience? 

 How has the level of support for this partnership changed over time?  
Barriers and Aids that have Aided or Hindered the Partnership 

Do you feel that the partnership accomplishes its goals? How? Has this changed over 
time? 
What actors, agencies, or events have helped to facilitate achievement of partnership 
goals? How did this occur? 
What actors, agencies, or event have proven to be barriers to the achievement of 
partnership goals? How did this occur? 
Has there been any conflict between actors involved in the partnership? How has this 
been resolved?  
How has funding or involvement of the funding agency affected achievement of 
partnership goals? 

 How has the state affected achievement of partnership goals?  
 
Relationship Between Partnership & Performance of Institution 

How has your college been affected by the formation and ongoing operation of the 
partnership? 
Has the partnership enabled your college to focus on its mission or what it does best? 
How? 

 Has the partnership detracted from your college mission or outcomes? How? 
Are there any other ways in which the formation or ongoing operation of this partnership 
has affected or changed the institution? 

Questions about the Future? 

 Where do you see the partnership going? 
 Do you think the importance of the partnership increases or decreased in the future? 
 What barriers do you foresee to continuing this partnership? 
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APPENDIX B 

 
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT 

 
 

Email and Phone Script 
 
 
Greetings Dr./Mr./Ms.______________,  

I am a doctoral student within the Educational and Leadership & Policy Studies department at 
Florida State University conducting research about state college -university partnerships within 
the Florida College System. I am interested in how the [name of institution] has established and 
maintains partnerships with its partnering universities.    

I would love to talk with you about it. The interview will be structured with a list of 
questions.  There will be opportunity for you to check the transcription of the interview before 
anything is used for my research.   

If you have any questions regarding this study and would like to speak with someone at the 
Florida State University Human Subjects Committee office, call 850.644.7900 or e-mail xxxxxx. 
Please reference application number 2015.15084.  

Looking forward to hearing from you,  

 Sharon Murray  

Doctoral Candidate FSU ELPS, Higher Education  
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APPENDIX C 

 

OBSERVATION FORM 

 

Campus Site:  Purpose: Site visit Date/Time:   

Observer Comments  

Purpose:  

 

Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes Photo/ Audio 

   

   

   

   

Template adapted from Creswell, 2007  
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APPENDIX D 

 
EXCERPT OF COMPLETED OBSERVATION FORM 
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APPENDIX E 

 

INFORMED CONSENT LETTER 
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APPENDIX F 

 
FSU HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX G 

 
FSU HUMAN SUBJECTS RE-APPROVAL 
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