
An Investigation into emotional connections to the 
University libraries: informing the practice of the Alumni 

Development Board

This study, a collaboration between the Office of 
Development and Alumni Relations and the Library 
Assessment Department, engages internal and 
external stakeholders to inform the creation of a 
toolkit for Library Development Board members to 
inform personalized unique selling propositions and 
general messaging when working with donors 
through an investigation of emotional connections 
to the University Libraries. 

Members of the Development Board understood 
why they give to the University Libraries, but 
desired to learn why potential donors should give. 
This study aimed at collecting, distilling, and 
providing evidence-based rationale in support of 
their aim. 

• Researchers conducted nine in-person and virtual 
focus groups with undergraduate and graduate 
students, parents, alumni, and library donors.

• Participants were asked a series of up to 12 
questions. They were also given a list of library 
services to comment on for one of the questions.

• The research team developed a multi-step 
approach to code and analyze the transcriptions with 
NVIVO 12 Plus, and reported out the findings to the 
task force.

• The task force and research team work-shopped 
the findings to develop a core slate of keywords and 
phrases for the wider Development Board to create 
personalized “Why I give” statements.

• The keywords, phrases, and report were packaged 
into a toolkit for Development Board members to 
help inform their discussions with potential donors.

Essential w Heart w Success w Welcoming w People
Transformative w Leading w Equalizing

“As the kitchen is the heart of a home, the University Libraries is the heart of Penn State. The library serves 
everyone — students, faculty, our local community, and the academic community nationwide regardless of 
a student’s major, college, personal interests or background. The library not only serves as a hub of accessible 
knowledge and research, but also as a welcoming place for our students to study in a peaceful and safe 
environment.”  – library donor

Reverence for the Libraries
“I can honestly say there’s no place on campus that 
meant more to me and I had more memories of, 
more vivid memories of” – library donor

“[The library is] symbolic of research and study.” – 
graduate student

Conducive work environment
“I feel like it’s the place where I’ve gotten smarter, 
like actually smarter because, in class, you can zone 
out during the lecture, during a PowerPoint, but 
here is where I feel like I’ve tested myself a lot. I’ve 
written some long papers. I’ve done a lot of re-
search.” – undergraduate student

Quiet space
 “...she [daughter] says it’s the best place to go to 
really focus and block everything else out” – parent 
of undergraduate student

A place for all, accommodating social and 
academic needs
“I left the library yesterday at 4 am. I think I know 
the night staff very well [laughter]. But I typically 
come here and I like to reserve those group study 
rooms and sometimes it’s not even to do work. Me 
and my friends will reserve a room and play games 
in there [laughter].” – undergraduate student

“It’s like you can be in an environment to study but 
you can also be in an environment to relax.” – 
undergraduate student

Supporting workplace-ready skills
“At the end of the day, yes we obviously want our 
students to give as much as they can and get a great 
education, but ultimately, we want them to get a job.”  
– parent of undergraduate student

Symbolism of technology
“…I was blown away with how much technology is 
available now within the library. The One-Button 
Studios, and you can go in, practice interviews, and 
view it back, I was really impressed with that and it 
made me very happy that [my son] had chosen Penn 
State and he was going to be able to utilize all of that 
information. So to me it’s night and day really from 
my — I graduated in ’89, so in the last 30 years, it’s 
really come a long way.” – library donor and parent 
of undergraduate student
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“The University Libraries is where learning actually happens…These spaces are constantly transforming, adapt-
ing to emerging technologies and to the evolving needs of students aimed at their successes at Penn State 
and the workplace. The best part about the library is the equalizing role the libraries play. They’re providing all 
students with access to the technology, collections, and services they need to be successful …” – library donor

  “Why I Give”
CORE PHRASES: The Penn State University 
Libraries is...
…continually transforming/evolving
…the place for all Penn Staters
…where students (do the work to) 
graduate and thrive
…supporting and promoting success
…home and a welcoming/caring 
environment …a world-class research 
Library
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