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ABSTRACT 

Student organizations are present in practically every college across the country. These 
organizations engage student leaders in a constant process of organizational learning as 
students respond to a continuous stream of organizational challenges and questions. This 
study explores how four processes underlying organizational learning develop over time: 
strategies for resource acquisition, elaboration of a governance structure, increased 
specification of leadership succession systems, and development of organizational 
routines. The purpose of this study was to understand how these processes evolve in ways 
that contribute to overall organizational growth and development. Interview and archival 
data were collected from twelve student organizations in three different “birth cohorts” to 
identify how each organizational process developed. Findings from the study suggest that 
the number and complexity of resource acquisition strategies, supporting organizational 
structures, specifications in the leadership selection process, and the number and 
complexity of organizational routines increase over time. The study provides implications 
for leaders of student organizations as well as scholars examining organizational learning 
or student organizations.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Student organizations are present on nearly every college campus and represent a 

variety of student interests such as community service, political activism, Greek 

organizations, multicultural initiatives, the fine arts, and many others. They are 

celebrations of the talents, passions, and diversity of the student body that make up each 

university. These organizations also offer a “hidden curriculum” that not only allows 

students to become skilled players in organizational arenas, but also provides benefits to 

their communities. This “hidden curriculum” increases overall satisfaction with the 

college experience and provides a means for students to enhance their organizational and 

general life skills (Astin & Sax, 1998). Research shows that participation in student 

organizations contributes to a stronger commitment to “helping others, serving their 

communities, promoting racial understanding, doing volunteer work, and working for 

nonprofit organizations” (Astin & Sax, 1998).  

 Students learn how to make decisions and changes that lead to substantial growth 

in their own organizations. Whether an organization raises more money, involves more 

participants, or increases a sense of awareness, these organizations are evolving as the 

students learn. The benefits to the community are not inconsequential. For example, a 

Dance Marathon called “Thon,” the mission of which is to raise money for pediatric 

cancer, started at Penn State in 1973. Almost forty years later, the organization has raised 

over $78 million, engaged 15,000 students each year, and grown to be the largest student-

run philanthropy in the country. “Thon” sparked a national movement of Dance 

Marathons that engages students in real organizational questions and challenges.  
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Model of Organizational Learning 

While student organizations provide a wide range of benefits to the participants 

and the surrounding community, student organizations are often very fragile. They face 

challenges of frequent leadership changes, financial constraints, a continuing need to 

attract members, and inexperienced leadership. Because of these challenges, student 

organizations must engage in a constant process of organizational learning (Levitt and 

March, 1988) in order to continue to cope with an often uncertain environment and 

changing personnel.  

Levitt and March (1988) suggest that organizational learning occurs through 

history based learning. History based learning consists of allowing outcomes of past 

organizational behavior to guide future organizational choices. This requires actors 

within the organization to embed certain organizational routines in an organization often 

through recording them in organizational rulebooks or through stories that get passed 

down orally. History based learning involves constantly analyzing the outcomes of past 

organizational behavior to determine whether these outcomes are beneficial enough to 

continue in future organizational action (Cyert and March, 1963). This type of learning is 

often vulnerable to information getting lost as a result of leadership transitions or the 

inability to properly record organizational memories. In addition, organizations are 

sensitive to competency traps, the idea that organizations become adept in certain 

processes and are blinded to potentially more efficient processes (Arthur, 1984). 

 The process of organizational learning is complex and comprised of many 

organizational sub-processes. The literature suggests four key processes are crucial to 

organizational learning: resource acquisition strategies (Hodge and Piccolo, 2005 & 
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Walker and McCarthy, 2010), governance structures (Smith and Shen, 1996), leadership 

succession systems (Friedman, 1984), and organizational routines (Cohen and Bacdayan, 

1994 & Pentland and Feldman, 2002). I propose that these four organizational processes 

are connected through core organizational elements in student organizations to form an 

overall process of organizational learning as shown in Figure 1 below.  

Figure 1: Process of Organizational Learning in Student Organizations

 

 

In Figure 1 three core components are depicted: the governing board (Kole and 

Lehn, 1997), material and symbolic resources needed for organizational functioning 

(Walker and McCarthy, 2010), and programming activities (Salipante and Golden-

Biddle, 1995). At the most basic level, organizations operate through the actions of 

members converting resources into organizational action (Herman and Renz, 1998). In 

Figure 1 these cornerstones of organizations are linked through organizational processes 

of leadership succession, resource acquisition, governance, and development and 

maintenance of organizational routines. By studying organizational learning in student 

organizations at different points in their learning and development, I propose to test 

hypotheses about how each of the four processes changes over time.  
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Resource Acquisition Strategies 

 Student service organizations face a myriad of challenges acquiring resources, 

and their survival depends on their ability to do so. Resources are defined as any valued 

material entity that contributes to the growth and survival of an organization (Bielefeld, 

1993). Resource acquisition strategies consist of the tactics through which an 

organization attempts to acquire resources it identifies as necessary as well as ways in 

which it maintains these resources over time. Examples of resource acquisition strategies 

include securing a sponsorship with a local business to help with printing needs or 

applying for grants to secure funds to support student organization activities. In a student 

organization, strategic resource acquisition requires answering four questions: what do 

we need, who will get it, how will they get it, and how do we keep it? (Walker and 

McCarthy, 2010). 

Froelich (1999) suggests nonprofit organizations form strong relationships with a 

small number of resource sources early in their development and often become dependent 

on those sources. To avoid dependency, they need to establish a range of resources and 

acquisition strategies. Acquiring different material resources requires different strategies. 

Over time, as individuals within organizations identify new available resources, they will 

use additional resource acquisition strategies (Walker and McCarthy, 2010).   

Hypothesis 1: The number of resource acquisition strategies will increase with 

the age of the student organization. 

Resources drive organizational activity and therefore require more complex governance 

of the organization as the acquisition processes become more complex (Hodge and 
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Piccolo, 2005).  As student organizations continue to learn and develop more complex 

strategies, they will develop more specialization in carrying out these tasks. 

Hypothesis 2: Resource acquisition strategies will become the responsibility of 

specific governance roles over time.  

Governance Structure 

The governance structure of an organization is defined as the roles, rights, 

reporting relationships and duties prescribed for the purpose of governance. These roles 

as well as the ways in which an organization allocates rights and duties to these roles are 

often defined by an organization’s founding documents (Dalton, 1998).  

As an organization expands, duties and responsibilities evolve in response to 

changing demands and opportunities in the environment. These changes can include 

creating additional roles or substructures to help support the new organizational demands. 

In this sense, the governance structure becomes a means to accomplish new tasks and 

enhance the organizational accomplishments.  

Hypothesis 3: The number of roles that make up this governing body will increase 

over time. 

Hypothesis 4: The number of supporting organizational substructures that make 

up this governing body will increase over time. 

As the organization’s activity and ways in which it can pursue its mission 

continue to expand, the governance responsibilities and tasks will increase (Smith and 

Shen, 1996). Kole and Lehn (1997) show that as the amount of responsibilities increase 

task specialization in the governing body will also increase.  
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Hypothesis 5: Specialization of responsibilities of the governing body will be 

greater in older organizations than younger organizations. 

Leadership Succession Systems  

 Student organizations face leadership challenges because leaders change 

frequently—students often remain at school for only four years. To remain stable and 

grow, student organizations must develop leadership succession systems that both 

determine the ways in which leaders are selected and transmit the information needed to 

fulfill their duties (Friedman, 1984). Leadership succession systems include: establishing 

who is eligible to participate in the leadership selection process, when the selection will 

take place, the method by which leaders will be chosen (application, election, etc.), and 

finally, the process by which organizations transmit knowledge, responsibilities, and 

relationships to incoming leaders (Center for Nonprofits, 2010). 

Succession planning often begins with early identification of talented individuals 

in lower positions who can learn the responsibilities necessary to pursue a leadership 

position in the future (Greer and Virick, 2008). Student organizations limit eligibility for 

leadership positions as an attempt to ensure that only qualified individuals will fill 

leadership positions.  Formalizing the requirements for leadership can enhance the talent 

and knowledge of incoming leaders (Rothwell, 2005). 

Hypothesis 6: The specificity of criteria defining who is eligible to participate in 

the leadership selection process will increase with time.  

Because there are frequent leadership changes in student organizations, Olshansky 

(2010) suggests that the scheduling of leaders’ replacements each year becomes 
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increasingly well defined and understood by current members. In addition, he suggests 

that the method by which leaders will be determined will become increasingly accepted 

and documented in procedural documents so that the process is standardized from year to 

year. The bylaws of student organizations play a key role in this. They should “be clear 

regarding the organization’s leadership structure, process for nominations, elections, and 

responsibilities of leadership” (Olshansky, 2010).  

Hypothesis 7: The timing of selection will be more clearly specified in older 

organizations.  

Hypothesis 8: The method by which leaders are selected will become more 

specific over time.  

Once new leaders are selected, they need to be given the knowledge to fulfill their 

role effectively (Price, 2008). The transmission of knowledge is not only limited to 

responsibilities but also to knowledge about key resources, connections, people, and 

processes that incoming leaders must maintain and fully understand (Bielefeld, 1993). 

Organizational learning and growth depend on these knowledge transfers so that new 

leaders can use past experience as a guide for future behavior. 

Hypothesis 9: The process by which organizations transmit knowledge to 

incoming leaders will become more comprehensive as organizations age.  

Organizational Routines 

 Organizational routines are the building blocks of all organizational behavior and 

are present in all organizational processes (Cohen, 1996). They are patterns of actions 

and beliefs that have been developed in an organization’s past and help shape the 
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decisions the organization makes in the future (Cohen and Bacdayan, 1994). 

Organizations develop routines through “reflect[ing] on what they are doing [and] 

decid[ing] to alter what they do in future iterations of the routine” (Feldman, 2000). 

Levitt and March (1988) have shown that organizational routines are a fundamental 

source of organizational learning.  

Hypothesis 10: The number and complexity of organizational routines will 

increase as an organization gets older. 

Student Organization Population 

 This study aims to test my model of organizational learning in student 

organizations using a population of student service organizations on the University of 

Michigan campus. As I am studying a process that occurs over time, I will take a cross-

sectional sample of organizations in three different age groups. By comparing the 

organizations at different life stages in the way they manage leadership succession, 

resource acquisition, governance processes and organizational routines, I hope to better 

understand what contributes to their organizational learning and development. 

METHOD 

Study Design. Information for this study was collected using a comparative case 

study design, collecting both archival and interview data in twelve community service 

student organizations at the University of Michigan. Qualitative case studies were an 

appropriate method to explore my research question for many reasons. My research 

question examines an organizational development process, which is not easily 

controllable or easily observable over an extended time period. The case study method 

allowed me to collect “rich, empirical descriptions of phenomena” (Yin, 1994) that are 
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not easily simulated through manipulation. Analyzing my data as well as extant literature 

enabled me to create “theoretical constructs, propositions, and/or midrange theory” 

(Eisendhardt & Graebner, 2007) that help explain the progression of organizational 

learning and development in a real-world setting.  

Using the multiple comparative case study approach increases the likelihood that 

my conclusions and propositions will be robust as they are “deeply grounded in varied 

empirical evidence” (Eisenhardt & Garebner, 2007). Collecting data from multiple 

organizations not only allowed me to develop inferences about processes within 

organizations, but also gave me the ability to compare student organizations of widely 

different ages; this approach affords an opportunity to observe differences in the range 

and complexity of organizational learning and development. Having multiple sources of 

data also increases the likelihood that conclusions will have greater generalizability 

across different organizational environments (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  

Sampling strategy. The University of Michigan has 1253 registered student 

organizations (www.maizepages.org), one of the highest concentrations of student 

organizations on a single campus in the United States. In light of the existence of so 

many different kinds of organizations, with varying missions, national affiliation status, 

and organizational demands, I chose to limit my study to one type of organization. 

Limiting my study to community service organizations was an attempt to reduce the 

influence of confounding variables stemming from the range of demands different types 

of student organizations face. 

I identified 117 service organizations but observed that these widely disparate 

organizations could make comparisons across organizations difficult. Specific types of 
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organizations that I thought could produce unwanted heterogeneity in my sample were 

national affiliates (n=39), organizations that stemmed from pre-existing organizations 

(n=10), “dead” organizations or organizations whose current status was unknown (n=15), 

and atypically large organizations containing more than 150 members (n=1). 

Several factors support the rationale to use these exclusion factors. National 

affiliates often have increased access to resources and different organizational demands 

based on their contractual obligations to their parent organization. Organizations that 

stemmed from pre-existing organizations presented potentially confounding variables 

because many of the organizational processes I was studying could have occurred as part 

of the development of the organization in its previous form. Organizations that had 

recently died or whose status was unknown prevented me from gathering adequate 

information on their organizational development. Finally, because only one organization 

was atypically large, I knew I would not be able to generalize any conclusions about how 

size influences organizational learning. To prevent these comparison limitations, I chose 

to eliminate these organizations from my sample.  The resulting sample contained 52 

student service organizations at the University of Michigan.   

The principal phenomenon of interest in this study is how organizations develop 

over time. Therefore, the study design allowed for a comparison of organizations across 

widely different ages. The sample was divided into three “birth cohorts”: 0-2 years old, 6-

8 years old, and 12 years and older.1 Four years between birth cohorts helped ensure that 

organizations in the widely different age groups had gone through multiple leadership 

                                                        
1 Note: 14 out of the 52 organizations in the sample did not fit into these designated age ranges. 
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successions and had adequate amounts of time to develop resource acquisition strategies 

and organizational routines.  

I randomly selected four organizations that fell within each of these birth cohorts, 

for a final total sample of twelve organizations. Including four organizations in each birth 

cohort provides enough empirical data to allow me to identify consistent observations 

related to organizational development within and across birth cohorts. Appendix A 

contains demographic information for each organization in the study. 

Data collection. Time constraints required me to limit the types of data I gathered 

from the organizations. Of the four organizations in each birth cohort, I randomly 

selected two organizations to intensively study. The intensive data collection approach 

involved conducting interviews with multiple members of the organization’s leadership 

team and collecting a representative sample of the archival materials the organization had 

available. For the two remaining organizations in each birth cohort, I did not conduct 

interviews and collected only archival materials. 

Table 1: 
Sampling Frame: Student Organization Age and Data Collection Method 
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 Before contacting any of these organizations, I performed a pilot study on an 

organization that fell in the oldest birth cohort, but was not one of my randomly selected 

organizations. The pilot study involved interviewing a Chair of the organization to ensure 

that my interview questions would provide adequate information about key processes. 

This pilot allowed me to identify a list of questions that would provide sufficient 

information from which I could draw conclusions before I contacted the organizations I 

had randomly selected for my actual sample. Appendix B provides a summary of key 

informants I used throughout my study, including the pilot study organization.  

The contact person for each randomly selected organization (as denoted on the 

student organization catalogue online) received an email with a short description of the 

study. The email concluded with an invitation to meet in person to discuss further details 

about participation in the study. Of the initial twelve organizations contacted, two 

organizations declined and one organization never responded. I replaced these 

organizations by randomly selecting other organizations in the appropriate birth cohorts.  

 I met with one officer from each of the 12 organizations to elaborate on what 

participation in the study would entail and get verbal agreement that the organization 

would participate. I then asked the leader to provide a brief version of the organization’s 

“story” to provide background knowledge when conducting in-depth interviews or 

analyzing documents. Appendix C includes a sample initial email and outlines generally 

the conversation that took place at these initial meetings.  

Identifying Interviewees and Documents 

 My strategy was to conduct interviews with people who would have a detailed 

knowledge of diverse functions of the organizations. With the help of the initial contact 
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from each organization, I attempted to locate key informants related to resource 

acquisition, organizational routines, governance structure, and leadership succession 

systems. Table 2 includes a list of interviewees’ organization, and role within each 

organization. Interviews were conducted in person between November 2010 and January 

2011 on the University of Michigan’s campus.  

Table 2:  
Interview List for Student Organizations 

 
 Analyzing organizational archives required me to identify documents and 

information sources that are available across all twelve organizations. The Assistant 

Director at the Office of Student Activities and Leadership, the office responsible for 

registering student organizations, directed me to documents that most organizations 

possess or are required to create. Table 3 contains a list of the documents I was able to 

collect from all 12 organizations. 
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Table 3:  
Data Source for Student Organizations 

 
 

Interview Protocol: 

 The interviews attempted to assess the level of organizational development 

reflected in governance structure, succession systems, resource acquisition strategies, and 

organizational routines. In addition, the interviewees explained their personal 

responsibilities in the organization as well as their motivations for getting involved and 

staying involved in the organization. Appendix C contains the script for the interviews as 

well a list of questions asked at most interviews. 

Analysis of interview and archival data. All interview and archival data were 

organized into raw data tables containing answers to interview questions or quotes from 

archival data that pertained to each hypothesis. These tables can be found in Appendix D. 

I used these raw data tables as a guide to form the summary tables found in the results 

section. These results tables contain descriptive statistics that summarize the ways in 

which the organizations develop over time.   
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I created these descriptive measures through counting applicable information 

when appropriate. In some cases, the information was coded into different categories2, 

such as different types of resource acquisition strategies. Once I was able to develop a 

counting system for all of my hypotheses, I calculated means for all of the age groups so 

that trends over time could be clearly observed for each hypothesis.   

RESULTS 

In each interview, I asked the student leader questions that would help identify the 

state of the organizational processes relevant to each organizational dimension: resource 

acquisition strategies, governance structure, leadership succession systems, and 

organizational routines.  These qualitative data along with archival materials from each 

organization were used to evaluate the hypotheses I proposed for how each process 

changes as organizations age. Appendix D provides the raw data related to each 

hypothesis. Interview transcripts are available upon request.  

Resource Acquisition Strategies 

 Student leaders were asked to identify the material resources on which their 

organization depends as well as the ways in which the leaders acquire these resources 

(the resource acquisition strategies). In addition, I coded statements within the archival 

materials indicating tactics organization members used to acquire resources. Table 4 

summarizes the results from these interview questions and archival materials. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
2 In some cases I was able to get two raters, and in others, only one.  
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Table 4:  

Hypothesis 1- The number of Resource Acquisition Strategies* will increase with 
age 

 

The number of resource acquisition strategies increased with age in 9 out of the 

12 organizations. Student Book Exchange (SBE), an organization in the oldest birth 

cohort, has fewer acquisition strategies than organizations in the younger birth cohorts. In 

addition, Volunteers in Action (VIA) employs fewer resource acquisition strategies than 

organizations in the younger birth cohort. A possible explanation for the finding in the 

case of VIA is that VIA is a suffering organization. After meeting with a leader of VIA, it 

was clear that the organization was “falling apart,” and no longer attempts to acquire 

many resources essential to its survival. The results for VIA are not consistent with many 
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of my hypotheses due to the challenges currently facing the organization. In this way, 

VIA’s failure to grow and develop as a student organization, in fact, supports my 

hypotheses by providing data that is inconsistent with many of them.  

The second organization where results appear to be inconsistent with my 

hypothesis, Student Book Exchange, organizes two exchanges each year and has 

concentrated sources of resources needed to run these events. Over time, the organization 

has learned to make the exchange process much more efficient. For example, early in the 

organization’s history, leaders of SBE formed a partnership with Alpha Phi Omega 

(APO), a service fraternity on campus. Since the formation of the partnership, APO 

provides the majority of the volunteers needed to run the exchanges, and thus strategies 

to acquire volunteers—a resource that many organizations attempt to acquire in multiple 

ways—are acquired through one strategy, a longstanding partnership. 

Gronbjerg (1991) argues that the management of resource acquisition strategies is 

as important as the strategy itself. In this case, SBE has effectively managed this 

partnership so that they can exert less effort to acquire volunteers in other ways. The 

leaders of SBE acknowledge that this partnership is crucial to their organization’s 

efficiency, and thus they focus their efforts on maintaining this resource rather than 

acquiring volunteers in diverse ways.  

On the other hand, reliance on APO for volunteers is also an example of the risks 

of excessive resource dependence. Froelich (1999) asserts that organizations often fall 

into a trap of resource dependence, relying “on few sources for vital inputs [and] 

becom[ing] highly dependent on and beholden to those providers for survival.” SBE’s 

dependence on APO volunteers has not negatively impacted the overall organization. It 
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seems SBE has been able to “manage rather than be controlled by its resource 

dependencies” (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). 

Newer organizations also exhibited a high degree of resource dependence. DUDE 

coaches debate in Detroit schools. In order to recruit partner schools in Detroit to coach 

in, DUDE formed a partnership with the Detroit Urban Debate League (DUDL). DUDL 

initiates contact with all of the Detroit schools in which DUDE provides coaching. One 

student leader in DUDE described the partnership as, “they [DUDL] provide the schools 

and students, and we provide the coaches.”  The partnership with DUDL saves DUDE 

time and provides a crucial part of its programming. DUDE is dependent on DUDL for 

these resources, and without this partnership the survival of DUDE’s tutoring program 

would undoubtedly be threatened.   

Since it appears that the number of resource acquisition strategies increases as 

organizations get older, it would seem that organizations face an increased need to put 

additional organizational infrastructure in place to manage these resources and 

partnerships. I hypothesized that in order to accomplish this, student organizations would 

delegate specific resource acquisition strategies to particular governance roles over time. 
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Table 5: 
Hypothesis 2- Resource Acquisition Strategies will become the responsibility of 

specific governance roles over time 

 

Results in Table 2 support this hypothesis. The number of roles dedicated to 

acquiring resources increases over time. In many of these cases, the resource acquiring 

roles are tied to specific events that require a particular set of resources. For instance, 

SFF holds an auction every year, the proceeds of which go toward the grants it disburses. 

The event is open to all law school students, staff, and faculty and features a live and 

silent auction as well as open bar and buffet. Almost every aspect of the event requires a 

different resource. In order to effectively acquire all the needed resources, SFF has two 

Auction Chairs supported by an Auction Committee. The Auction Committee contains 

multiple roles all dedicated to acquiring different needed resources. Examples of these 

roles include: Food Coordinator, Firm Donation Coordinator, Small Business Donation 

Coordinator, and Faculty Donation Coordinator. Each one of these roles was created for 

the sole purpose of acquiring a certain set of resources.  

My findings on resource acquisitions strategies support the hypotheses that the 

number of resource acquisition strategies and resource acquiring roles increase as 
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organizations get older. These findings reflect increases in organizational learning and 

development to respond to changing resource demands.  

Governance Structure 

In each interview, I asked the student leaders to outline the roles and supporting 

structures in the organization’s governing body as well as the tasks for which each role is 

responsible. I used information from the organizations’ constitutions and responsibility 

guides to supplement the information gathered in the interviews. My hypothesis is that 

the number of roles comprising the governance structure would increase over time. Table 

6 summarizes the interview and archival material I obtained. 

Table 6:  
Hypothesis 3- The number of roles that make up the governing body will 

increase over time 
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These tables show no difference over time in the number of roles that make up 

organizations’ governance structure. Institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) offers 

a possible explanation for why the numbers of positions in the governance structures are 

more similar than I hypothesized. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) introduce the concept of 

mimetic isomorphism, the idea that when organizations are unsure of what actions are 

appropriate, they copy models from more legitimate organizations. For example, 

CoitusLove, an organization that was born a little over 6 months ago has 7-8 different 

board positions. When I asked their founder how she decided which positions were 

necessary she said she took them from an older organization’s constitution. One of the 

positions on the board is a Historian, whose responsibilities so far have included “taking 

pictures at the one event we had.” It appears that newer organizations sometimes create 

positions for legitimacy’s sake rather than efficiency or effectiveness. Imitating what 

other organizations do in the face of uncertainty may be a potential explanation for the 

influx of board positions in newer organizations.  

One trend that is roughly consistent with the data, however, is that the number of 

people making up the governing body increases over time with more than one person 

filling the same role. This could be a reflection of the increased amount of responsibility 

that develops when organizations increase the amount of programming or activity. In 

addition to adding people to the board, I hypothesized that over time organizations would 

respond to the increase in organizational activity by adding supporting organizational 

structures. 
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Table 7:  

Hypothesis 4- The number of organizational supporting structures will increase 
with time

Organizational Structures can be defined as committees that sit under the governing board and 
enhance the organizational structure 

 

These results support my hypothesis. All of the organizations in the oldest birth 

cohort as well as one organization in the middle birth cohort have multiple committees 

that support the main governing body. Due to increased organizational activity, 

organizations appear to add supporting structures to enhance efficiency and increase the 

number of organizational tasks that can be accomplished.  

The results in Table 8 test the hypothesis that specialization of responsibilities of 

the governing body will increase over time. In testing this hypothesis, I included only 

results for positions that existed in all organizations so that accurate comparisons could 

be made. 
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Table 8:  
Hypothesis 5- Specialization of responsibilities of the governing body will be greater 

in older organizations 

 

  Results in Table 8, while generally consistent with my hypothesis, exhibit 

substantial variability, and the hypothesis seems to be more applicable for some positions 

than others. The Secretary responsibilities tend to increase over time while the number of 

responsibilities of the President varies with organizational age and shows no consistent 

trend.  

 While many of the results on governance structure were mixed, it appears that 

structures begin to be supported by additional substructures as organizations age. I 
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suspect that this is a result of the increase of organizational activity and overall number of 

responsibilities to be met as organizations get older, learn and develop. 

Leadership Succession Systems 

 The older an organization is, the more leadership transitions it will have 

undergone. Each additional leadership transition informs changes that can be made to 

increase effectiveness for the following leadership group. I predict that much of the 

evolution that occurs within leadership succession systems involves adding additional 

specifications or steps in particular processes associated with leadership succession. 

Table 9:  
Hypothesis 6- The specificity of criteria defining who is eligible to participate in the 

leadership selection process will increase over time 

 

 Results in Table 9 generally support my hypothesis. In the instances that are not 

consistent with my hypothesis, I was able to discern the reasons that may account for the 
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variability. For example, SFF’s eligibility specifications have evolved to increase the 

diversity of perspectives in members attracted to serve on the board. SFF provides grants 

to first year law students pursuing internships in public service. One of the stipulations 

required to be a board member is ineligibility to receive these grants. Acknowledging that 

this can reduce the attractiveness of the role, SFF recruited the majority of its board 

members from the group of students who had received Darrow Scholarships. Darrow 

scholars receive full tuition and board, so the inability to apply for a grant was not a 

detractor. SFF recently changed this expectation and decided to recruit more heavily from 

the general law school population. This decision was made to increase the diversity of 

perspectives on the board in the hopes that SFF could grow as an organization. 

 This change explains why there are so few eligibility criteria in this older 

organization. USAAC, however, takes an opposite approach and imposes stringent 

eligibility criteria to ensure that qualified and experienced people are filling the 

organization’s top positions. While both cases are inconsistent with my hypothesis, there 

is a logic behind these decisions, which reflects the older organization’s adaptive 

development. 

 My second hypothesis regarding leadership succession systems proposes that the 

timing of the leadership transition will become more clearly specified as organizations 

get older. Table 10 summarizes the results.    
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Table 10: 
Hypothesis 7- The timing of selection will be more clearly specified in older 

organizations 

Specifications include: Naming specific date, specific month, conditional timing (when x happens)  

These results provide data consistent with my hypothesis. The data also allowed 

me to see the logic behind certain timing decisions. Leadership selection timing is often a 

reflection of how organizations transmit information to incoming leaders. For example, 

SEEDS selects leaders before the members’ yearly trip so that on the trip they can 

“transition important relationships to incoming leaders through introducing them to our 

important contacts on the trip.” Older organizations appear to have learned when these 

important transition opportunities will occur and in turn when the leadership selection 

process would most effectively take place.  

 As the timing of leadership selection evolves, so does the process by which 

leaders are selected.  Table 11 summarizes the results pertaining to my hypothesis that 
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the methods through which leaders are selected will become increasingly detailed and 

specific over time.  

Table 11:  
Hypothesis 8- The method by which leaders are selected will become increasingly 

specified as time goes on

 
Specifications include: # of steps in selection process, including both what potential leaders have to 
do to be considered and also what the people selecting them have to do  
 

The number of steps in the selection process does tend to increase over time, but 

again results from certain organizations, namely SFF and SBE, are inconsistent with my 

hypothesis. A potential explanation for the findings is that increasing steps in the 

selection process can be a response to increasing competition for the positions. In the 

case of the exception, SFF, Chairs are chosen from the existing board. The existing board 

consists of only 20 people; the pool of potential leadership candidates is thus smaller, 

which leads to less competition and a less formal selection process.  
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 For organizations to maintain consistency when leadership transitions occur, they 

need an effective way to transmit knowledge to incoming leaders. As organizational 

activity becomes increasingly complex with age and development, I hypothesized that the 

methods through which outgoing leaders pass on knowledge to incoming leaders will 

become increasingly comprehensive. Table 12 summarizes results for this hypothesis.  

Table 12:  
Hypothesis 9- The process through which organizations transmit knowledge to 

incoming leaders will become more comprehensive with age 

Methods include: contact lists, ctools sites, binders, guidebooks, transition meeting, retreat, verbal 
transition, emails, having experienced board members on board 
 

Although this table supports my hypothesis, there is only a small difference 

between the middle and oldest birth cohorts. Perhaps, once leaders establish a set of 

effective methods to transmit knowledge about leadership, motivation to alter methods 

decreases. The decision to change transmission methods most likely occurs when 
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organizations observe effective tactics in other organizations (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). This also may explain why there is not a substantial range in types of tools 

organizations use to pass on this knowledge.  

 Overall, leadership succession systems seem to become increasingly complex 

with age. The number of eligibility specifications tends to increase, as does the specificity 

of the leadership selection process and the comprehensiveness of the knowledge 

transmission process. Since older organizations inevitably will have gone through more 

leadership transitions, they will have developed a more complex system that effectively 

meets their needs. 

Organizational Routines 

 Organizational routines are a function of organizational growth and time, since 

they are, by definition, repeated activities. Table 13 assesses the hypothesis that the 

number and complexity of organizational routines increase over time. 
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Table 13:  
Hypothesis 10- The number and complexity of organizational routines will increase 

with age

 
Results in Table 13 support my hypothesis. Both the number of total routines and 

complex routines increase over time. Older organizations have had the time to receive 

feedback on their outputs to make an educated decision of what activities are worth 

making routine (Cohen, 1991). DUDE, for example, held its first conference in 2010 with 

the goal of encouraging professors to do more research on the benefits of debate. The 

conference, however, was not well attended, resulting in feedback on the need to alter the 

activity in the hopes that future activities associated with the conference will become 

more routine.  
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 Conversely, USAAC appears to have received enough feedback on certain 

activities to form routines. Every year, the organization “will participate in Relay for 

Life, the Great American Smokeout, Light the Night, and execute their Cancer 

Awareness Week events.” This increase in routines appears to be solely a reflection of 

USAAC having the time and history to make these activities more routine (Cyert and 

March, 1963). 

DISCUSSION 

 This study explored the process of organizational learning in student 

organizations by examining how four aspects of organizational learning -- 1] resource 

acquisition strategies, 2] governance structure, 3] leadership succession systems, and 

organizational routines -- change over time.  

 My results suggest several conclusions. First, the number of resource acquisition 

strategies tends to increase with age and often the resources come from a wider variety of 

sources in older organizations. Second, as organizations age, governance structures are 

elaborated with additional supporting organizational structures as the overall amount of 

organizational activity increases. Third, leadership succession systems grow to include 

more detailed steps in the leadership selection process as well as more comprehensive 

methods to transmit knowledge to incoming leaders. Fourth, the overall number and 

complexity of organizational routines increase with age.  

Limitations of this Study 

 This study was aimed at examining how organizational processes unfold over 

time. Ideally, I would have been able to perform a longitudinal study and examine the 

same organizations over a long period of time. Given my time constraints I had to employ 
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a cross-sectional research strategy by looking at organizations in several different age 

groups. This method, however, leaves the differences I observed in my results vulnerable 

to alternate explanations, namely cohort effects. Unobserved specific historical events in 

the age cohort of some organizations could have occurred at a particular moment in time 

and contributed to the results I observed (Menard, 2002). For example, organizations in 

older birth cohorts might have been subject to particular rules that did not end up 

affecting newer birth cohorts. While I believe that the changes that I observed could be 

attributed to organizational learning, these differences could actually have been due to 

specific past historical events.  

Another limitation in my methods comes from my data source. Using interviews 

as a primary information source means my conclusions can only be drawn from what the 

interviewees are willing or able to share. There will always be an inherent bias and 

subjectivity in their statements as well as a possibility that they will not disclose all 

pertinent information. Because of these limitations, the archival data were intended to 

help me draw more reliable conclusions. In certain situations, though, the documents to 

which I had access were not detailed or comprehensive, so I was not able to access all the 

information relevant to my hypotheses.  

 Another limitation of this study is that I only studied organizations at the 

University of Michigan. This limits my ability to generalize across different university 

environments. Other campuses will have different organizational restraints, demands, and 

access to resources.  
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Implications for Research on Organizational Learning 

 My findings show that organizational learning is a complex, detailed phenomenon 

made up of multiple organizational processes that change over time. The results reveal 

changes on multiple levels, and, this, in turn is a reflection of organizational learning that 

occurs over time. I view organizational learning as a complex phenomenon that integrates 

organizational theories, such as resource dependence (Pfeffer & Salanick, 1978) and 

institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), to provide an overall explanation for 

how organizations grow and learn to thrive.  

 SBE and DUDE demonstrate that some aspects of organizational learning may 

actually increase resource dependence putting the organization at increasing risk. 

Nevertheless, it is an organization’s ability to learn that also helps in managing the risks 

associated with resource dependence. My study also provided results that support the idea 

that organizations expand their resource acquisition strategies over time and often this 

includes creating a larger net of sources of resources. This idea opens the door for future 

research on the intersection of resource dependence theory and organizational learning, 

exploring how organizations learn to manage their dependencies or expand the sources 

through which they acquire resources.  

 One explanation for some of my results that did not support my hypotheses was 

that, facing uncertainty, organizations may imitate other organizations in unexpected 

ways. Mimetic isomorphism seems to be a large source of organizational learning for 

many organizations, especially at a young age. Additional research in organizational 

learning could examine the applicability of institutionalism mechanisms in student 
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organizations. Studies could examine the implications that learning from other 

organizations has on long-term survival.  

 Lastly, the case of VIA introduces questions that deserve further attention. 

Leaders of VIA acknowledge that it is a failing organization. As a result, and despite its 

age, data from VIA do not support many of my hypotheses. At the same time VIA’s 

results suggest that unraveling organizations have failed to learn and develop in ways that 

would ensure their continuation and growth. Future studies could address the question of 

what prevents organizations from learning effectively and the effects of a failure to learn.  

Implications for Research on Student Organizations 

 There is little literature recognizing the importance of student organizations or 

how student organizations grow and survive. My study attempts to fill this need and 

recognizes the challenges and organizational questions student leaders and members face 

along the way. It also suggests other leads for research. For instance, there seems to be a 

critical period for development when student organizations reach the “middle age.” If an 

organization can grow and survive past this age, it may have a higher likelihood of long-

term survival. Two organizations within the middle age group demonstrate the challenges 

presented at this age. Volunteers In Action has faced substantial tribulations in recent 

months and its organizational development has suffered. Conversely, SEEDS decided 

recently to take its group, formerly named Health in Action, and redirect its focus to a 

different community, traveling to Guatemala instead of the Dominican Republic. While 

the organization contains all of the same students and many of the same organizational 

practices, it was at this crucial “middle age” that the leaders saw a need to refocus their 
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efforts, rewrite their constitution and begin to establish more concrete organizational 

practices so that the organization has a higher chance of long-term survival.  

Implications for Student Leaders 

 The conclusions drawn from my study can also assist student leaders running their 

organization’s day-to-day operations. The study encourages leaders to understand the 

significance of some of their actions on overall organizational development. With this 

new understanding, leaders will be better equipped to run their organizations effectively 

(Astin et. al, 1999). My study provides some insight into effectively managing one’s 

resource dependencies and optimizing leadership succession systems. In addition, the 

study demonstrates how organizations can alter their governance structures in response to 

changing organizational needs or demands. 

 If student leaders are aware of these organizational processes, they will be better 

able to diagnose vulnerable areas within their organization and find ways to operate more 

effectively. My results could also allow them to identify their key organizational assets, 

such as important partnerships or resources. Student leaders will be more equipped to 

deal with the organizational challenges and questions that arise on a daily basis within 

their organizations. 

Lastly, I believe many results from this study can be applied to increase a student 

organization’s chances for long-term survival. Additional research is needed to predict 

which organizational practices increase an organization’s ability to become 

institutionalized and alternatively what causes student organizations to fail. I hope that 

this study has provided a context for future research on student organizations. 
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Student organizations are worthy of attention for the benefits they provide 

students, but also because there are still more questions to be answered. I was unable to 

measure how exactly resource acquisition strategies, governance structure, leadership 

succession systems, and organizational routines are connected to one another. I proposed 

a model that also suggested that these processes influenced each other in particular ways. 

However, it is worth studying whether these processes are linked through a cyclical or 

stage model.  This could serve as a tangible guide to direct students through the process 

of organizational learning.  

This project has not only added to my overall understanding of organizational 

learning in student organizations but also has enhanced my ability to think about 

organizations in a more analytical manner. I hope that this work will help to convince 

people of the benefits of studying and preserving student organizations; they have 

certainly helped define aspects of my own life. 

  



     

 

37 

REFERENCES 

Arthur, W. B. (1984). “Competing Technologies and Economic Prediction”. IIASA  

Options, 2, pp. 10-13. 

Astin, A. W. et. Al. (1999). “Long-term Effects of Volunteerism During the  

Undergraduate Year”. The Review of Higher Education, 22(2), pp. 187-202.  

Astin, A. W. & Sax, L. J. (1998). “How Undergraduates are Affected by Service  

Participation”. Journal of College Student Development, 39(3), pp. 251-263 

Baxter, P. & Jack, S. (2008). “Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design and  

Implementation for Novice Researchers”. The Qualitative Report, 13(4), pp. 544-

559.  

Bielefeld, W. (1994), What affects nonprofit survival?. Nonprofit Management and  

Leadership, 5: 19–36. doi: 10.1002/nml.4130050104.  

Center for Nonprofits, (2010). “Succession Planning”. United Ways Center for  

Nonprofits, pp. 1-2 

Cohen, M. D. (1991). “Individual Learning and Organizational Routine: Emerging  

Connections”. Organizational Science, 2(1), pp. 135-139.  

Cohen, M. D. & Bacdayan, P. (1994). Organizational Routines Are Stored As Procedural  

Memory: Evidence from a Laboratory Study. Organization Science, 5(4), 554-

568.  

Cohen, M. D. et. Al. (1996). Routines and Other Recurring Action Patterns of  

Organizations: Contemporary Research Issues. Working Paper: International 

Institute for Applied Systems Analysis, pp 1-46.  

Cyert, R. M. and J. G. March (1963, 1992), A behavioral theory of the firm,  



     

 

38 

2nd edition. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1992. 

Dalton, D. R. et al. (1998). Meta-Analytic Reviews of Board Composition, Leadership  

Structure, and Financial Performance. Strategic Management Journal, 19(3), pp 

269-290.  

DiMaggio, P. J. & Powell, W. W. (1983). “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional  

Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields”. American  

Sociological Review, 48(2), pp. 147-160.  

Eisenhardt, K. M. & Graebner, M. E. (2007). “Theory Building from Cases:  

Opportunities and Challenges”. Academy of Management Journal, 50(1), pp. 25-

32.  

Feldman, M. (2000). “Organizational Routines as a Source of Continuous Change”.  

Organization Science 11(6): 611-629.  

Friedman, S. D. (1984), Succession systems and organizational performance in large  

corporations.  

Froelich, K. A. (1999). "Diversification of revenue strategies: Evolving resource  

dependence in nonprofit organizations." Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 

Quarterly, 28(3), 246-268.  

Greer, C. & Virick, M. (2008). “Diverse Succession Planning: Lessons from the Industry  

Leaders”. Human Resource Management, 47(2), pp. 351-367.  

Gronbjerg, K. A. (1991). Managing grants and contracts: The case of four nonprofit  

social service organizations. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 20, 5-24. 

Herman, R. D. & Renz, D. O. (1998). “Nonprofit Organizational Effectiveness: Contrasts  



     

 

39 

Between Especially Effective and Less Effective Organizations”. Nonprofit 

Management and Leadership, 9(1), pp. 23-38. 

Hodge, M. H. & Piccolo, R. F. (2005). “Funding Source, Board Involvement Techniques,  

and Financial Vulnerability in Nonprofit Organizations”. Nonprofit Management 

and Leadership, 16(2), pp. 171-190 

Kole, S. & Lehn, K. (1997). “Deregulation, the Evolution of Corporate Governance  

Structure, and Survival”. The American Economic Review, 87(2), pp. 421-425.  

Levitt, B. & March, J. G. (1988). “Organizational Learning”. Annual Review of  

Sociology, 14, pp. 319-340.  

Menard, S. (2002). Longitudinal Research (2nd Ed). Sage Publications, INC. 

Meyer, J. W. & Rowan, B. (1977). “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as  

Myth and Ceremony”. American Journal of Sociology, 83(2), pp. 340-363. 

Olshanksy, N. (2010). “Tips on Volunteer Leadership Succession for Nonprofits”. NFP  

Consulting Resources, INC.  

Pentland, B. & Feldman, M. (2002). “Organizational Routines as a Unit of Analysis”.   

Industrial and Corporate Change, 293C, pp. 1-35.  

Pfeffer, J.,& Salancik, G. R. (1978). The external control of organizations. NewYork:  

Harper and Row. 

Price, M. (2008). “Succession Planning and Sustainability in Nonprofit Organizations”.  

Executive Transition Initiative, pp. 1-5.  

Rothwell, W. 2005. Effective succession planning: ensuring leadership continuity and  

building talent from within. New York, American Management Association, 3rd 

ed.  



     

 

40 

Salipante, P. F. and Golden-Biddle, K. (1995), Managing traditionality and strategic  

change in nonprofit organizations. Nonprofit Management and Leadership, 6: 3–

20. doi: 10.1002/nml.4130060103 

Smith, D. H. & Shen, C. (1996). “Factors Characterizing the Most Effective Nonprofits  

Managed by Volunteers”. Nonprofit Management and Leadership, 6(3), pp. 271-

289. 

Walker, E. T. & McCarthy, J.D. (2010). “Legitimacy, Strategy, and Resources in the  

Survival of Community-Based Organizations.” Social Problems, 57(3), 315-340.  

Yin, R. K. (1994). Case study research: Design and Methods. (2nd ed.). Newbury Park,  

CA: Sage.  

 



     

 

I 

Appendix A: Student Organization Profiles 
 

CoitusLove 
 
Mission The purpose of this organization shall be to function as an intercommunity 

service organization designed to promote sexual awareness, safety, and 
knowledge at the University of Michigan. CoitusLove is designed to reach 
the community and the University of Michigan campus to promote safe sex. 
Through meetings and discussions, CoitusLove hopes to gain a infinite level 
of what the community infers the organization to suffice to, to achieve 
success on the University of Michigan campus. CoitusLove provides sexual 
protection to those sexually active and health information that is needed to 
prevent STDs and HIV. 

# of Members 25 
History CoitusLove was founded in the Winter semester of 2010. They work closely 

with the Washtenaw Department of Community Health to help educate the 
Michigan Community about sexual health issues. 

Established 2010 
Typical 
Activities 

- Provide students and people condoms and important information on sexual 
health 

 
Detroit Urban Debate Education (DUDE) 

 
Mission To promote urban debate opportunities for all students in the Detroit-metro 

area. 
# of Members 25 
History DUDE was founded as an organization that works with Detroit public and 

charter schools to provide teaching, coaching, and research assistance for 
urban debate programs.  The organization also provides professional 
development and training workshops for aspiring debate teachers and 
coaches and organizations interested in learning more about public speaking, 
advanced research skills and argument construction, as well as offering 
consultation to develop debate curricula and program structures.  In 2009, 
they were granted non profit status.  In the summer of 2010, DUDE 
organized its first annual summer debate institute.  In the fall of 2010, they 
organized a two-day academic conference on urban debate and activism. 

Established 2008 
Typical 
Activities 

‐ Middle school debate programs (classes, extracurriculars) 
‐ High school debate programs (classes, extracurriculars) 
‐ Coach workshops 
‐ Judge workshops and tournaments 
‐ Evidence/research cooperatives 
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Wikipedians 
 
Mission Similar to the mission statement of The Wikimedia Foundation, our mission 

is to empower and engage students at the University of Michigan to collect 
and develop educational content under a free license or in the public domain 
and to disseminate it effectively and globally. 

# of Members 10 
History A graduate student in Chemistry, founded the Wikipedians in order to 

educate undergraduate and graduate students on the creation and 
development of Wikipedia pages.  The Wikipedians is the first Wikipedia 
student club in the United States. 

Established 2010 
Typical 
Activities 

‐ Wikipedia tutorials 
‐ Sponsor trivia night to collect funds to donate to the Wikimedia 

Foundation 
 

The Ypsilanti Health Initiative (YHI) 
 
Mission To engage students, community members, and community organizations in 

building a strong foundation of community health in Ypsilanti. To making 
healthy living more accessible and more affordable. To increase the 
consumption of healthy foods, to improve health awareness, to reduce fast 
food intake, and to boost physical activity and exercise. 

# of Members 30 
History YHI was founded at the LeaderShape conference in 2008.  YHI members 

meet with Ypsilanti community members on Saturdays.  Participants in the 
YHI can receive course credit for Sociology or Psychology. 

Established 2008 
Typical 
Activities 

- Incentivized grocery shopping trips 
- Health-education discussions 
- Exercise classes 
- Cultural competency workshops 
- Nutritious lunches 

 
Intellectual Minds Making A Difference (IMMAD) 

 
Mission Our purpose is to assist in the eradication of the academic achievement gap 

continuing to disempower students in the state of Michigan; we specifically 
focus on college preparation amongst Detroit Public School students, mainly 
for the ACT examination. 

# of Members 30 
History IMMAD was founded by a group of undergraduate students and is still 

student run.  IMMAD members facilitate ACT and college admissions 
preparation workshops in downtown Detroit on Saturdays.  The organization 
also provides free breakfast and lunch for all participants. 

Established 2002 
Typical 
Activities 

- Black Welcome Week (Black Pre-Professional Organization Day, Gimme 
5 On The Black Hand Side), Community Service, Sleepover 
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Students for Education, Empowerment, Development, and Sustainability (SEEDS) 
 
Mission Our mission is to develop community health in a sustainable manner.  We  

seek to build a network of collaborators to ensure the effectiveness  of our 
projects and promote the community's ownership of development  solutions.  
Through student-driven service, we aim to develop our members' cultural 
awareness, professional skills, and ethics. 

# of Members 30 
History From 2002 until 2008, SEEDS worked with Rancho al Medio, a rural 

community in the Dominican Republic.  Over the course of several spring 
breaks, SEEDS installed and tested water filtration systems, taught a variety 
of academic subjects, educated the community about nutrition and healthy 
lifestyles, and aided a clinic supported by a contingent of students from UM 
Medical School.  Since 2008, SEEDS has sustained a collaboration with the 
community of Samox San Lucas in Alta Verapaz, Guatemala.  In the spring 
of 2009, SEEDS teams implemented programs including water collection 
and containment, hygiene education, and needs assessment in the 
community.  SEEDS is partnered with the CasaSito association, an NGO 
based in Guatemala.  SEEDS is also partnered with the organization GEAR 
UP at UM.  In collaborating with GEAR UP, SEEDS has been involved in 
organizing classes that expose Detroit-area high school students to many of 
the technical components of SEEDS’s international work. 

Established 2002 
Typical 

Activities 
- Summer service projects in Latin America Health education and service 
projects in Ann Arbor and Detroit 

 
M Stars 

 
Mission M Stars aims to enrich the lives of children facing life-threatening illnesses 

by providing financial, inspirational, and motivational support while 
providing college students with an outlet for making a difference in the lives 
of others. 

# of Members 120 
History M Stars was founded as a contributing organization to the national Make-a-

Wish organization.  M Stars members participate in fundraising activities 
throughout the year in order to sponsor as many wishes as possible.  
Throughout the fundraising process, members develop relationships with 
wish kids and their families. 

Established 2004 
Typical 
Activities 

- Organizing the annual Wish Ball 
- Fundraising for wish grants 
- Sending monthly gifts to children 
- Goodbye/welcome home parties 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



     

 

IV 

Volunteers In Action (VIA) 
 
Mission Volunteers in Action is a student group based out of Hillel that provides 

volunteer opportunities throughout the community. 
# of Members 0 
# of Board 
Members 

2 

History VIA is the volunteer arm of Hillel.  VIA organizes volunteer opportunities 
for students, specifically tutoring sessions at local schools. 

Established 2003 
Typical 
Activities 

- Volunteering at Food Gatherers' Soup Kitchen by either cooking or 
serving 

- Tutoring children at the Peace Neighborhood Center 
- Mitzvah Madness, a day full of community service activities 
- Latke Vegas, a celebration of Hanukkah for charity 
- Sponsoring Shabbat dinner at Hillel (greet people, lead prayers, make 

announcements) 
- Co-sponsoring Waffle Wednesday at Hillel (get supplies, mingle at the 

event) 
- Making baked goods for the families at Ronald McDonald House 

monthly 
 

University Students Acting Against Cancer (USAAC) 
 
Mission USAAC's main goal is to provide cancer awareness to the U of M 

community. Through volunteer work, support groups, and financial 
donations, we assist those whose lives have been affected by cancer. 

# of Members 150 
History USAAC was founded by Robert Guttman, a former Michigan student whose 

mother had been diagnosed with cancer.  When he founded USAAC, it was 
the first student group on campus with a direct connection to the American 
Cancer Society. 

Established 1989 
Typical 
Activities 

‐ Opportunities to volunteer on and around campus 
‐ Educational events to increase student and community awareness about 

cancer prevention and research 
‐ Cancer Awareness Week 
‐ Breast Cancer Awareness 
‐ Ronald McDonald House volunteer opportunities 
‐ Locks of Love 
‐ Elementary Outreach program 
‐ Skin Cancer Awareness 
‐ Smokeout 
‐ LUNGevity 
‐ C.H.E.E.R.S and Sunshine activities 
‐ Opportunities for anyone impacted by cancer (survivors, family 

members, medical staff) to share their stories 
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Student Funded Fellowships (SFF) 
 
Mission Student Funded Fellowships conducts fundraisers to provide grants to 

Michigan Law students who take unpaid or low-paying summer jobs serving 
the public interest. 

# of Members 20 (Members are board Members) 
History Since its founding in 1977, SFF has provided over 1,000 grants totaling over 

$2.5 million.  These grants make public interest work a more viable option 
for those students who wish to pursue it by alleviating some of the financial 
hardship of accepting such a summer position.  In 2010, SFF awarded grants 
of over $4,000 each to more than 50 UM law students.  Through these 
substantial distributions, SFF has helped to foster MI law students’ 
commitment to important public interest work. 

Established 1977 
Typical 
Activities 

‐ Sponsors the annual SFF Auction 
‐ Facilitates the LSTAR program 
‐ Regular fundraising activities including a Student-Faculty basketball 

game 
 

Student Book Exchange (SBE) 
 
Mission The Student Book Exchange provides students an alternative to shopping 

and selling books at bookstores.  SBE is run by students, for students. 
# of Members 40 
History SBE holds a book exchange in the Michigan Union in order to facilitate the 

sale of affordable used textbooks from one student to another.  The exchange 
takes place for four days each semester—two days of selling books followed 
by two days of buying books.  Although SBE began as its own entity, 
volunteers must now be associated with its affiliate, Alpha Phi Omega, a 
national service fraternity. 

Established 1989 
Typical 
Activities 

- The Student Book Exchange Book Drive: an event during the first week of 
the Fall and Winter semester to help students buy and sell books that they 
need for their upcoming classes. 
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Galens Medical Society 
 
Mission Galens Medical Society raises money to donate to child support 

organizations in Washtenaw County. Our annual Tag Days fundraiser is an 
important source of income for many local non-profit agencies, and a 
longstanding Ann Arbor tradition. 

# of Members 115 
History Galens Medical Society is a medical student organization at the University 

of Michigan founded as an honorary society that brought together medical 
students and faculty.  In 1918, Galens Medical Society members organized 
the first “All-Medic Smoker” in the Michigan Union.  The mission of Galens 
Medical Society evolved to focus on charity work for children in 1927.  The 
organization sponsored the construction of the 8th floor of C.S. Mott Hospital 
in 1964.  Four years later, they donated enough to create the Galens 
Intensive Care Unit for Children in Mott Hospital.  Today Galens Medical 
Society is the largest and longest running service and social organization at 
the University of Michigan’s Medical School. 

Established 1914 
Typical 
Activities 

- Tag Days fundraiser 
- Blood drives 
- "The Smoker" annual musical 
- Annual banquet 
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Appendix B: Interview List for Key Informants on Student Organizations 
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Appendix C: Contact Scripts and Interview Protocol 
 
Initial Email: 
 
Hi _______, 
 
I hope this email finds you well. My name is Lea Wender, and I am a senior in the 
Organizational Studies Program. I am currently working on my senior honors thesis on 
the process of development in student organizations. In order to study this process, I am 
taking an in depth look at organizations born at different times. I am looking specifically 
at community service orgs on campus, and thus I found your information on Maize Pages 
as the contact person for the _________.  
 
I would love the opportunity to learn more about  _______ and tell you more about the 
research I'm conducting and what role your organization might be able to play in it if 
you're interested. Please let me know if you would be willing to spare a half hour so that I 
can fully explain my research and the ways in which we would be able to help one 
another-- I can't tell you how much I would appreciate it.  
 
Thanks so much! 
Lea Wender 
 
Initial Meeting Script: 
 
As I said in my email, I am doing an honors thesis on how student organizations develop 
over time. I am studying twelve student organizations in three different age groups, and 
you fall in the ___________ age group. I am curious to find out more about how your 
organization functions on a daily basis, and I want to learn about things like how you 
select new leaders, what types of activities your organization does, and how you get the 
resources necessary to operate. Participation in my study would require: 

• Interview and Archival Data Organization: About an hour and a half long 
interview with you and some of the leaders in your organization that you help me 
identify. In addition, I’ll want to collect some organizational documents, such as 
your constitution, access to your ctools site if you have one, funding applications, 
and other documents relevant to your organization’s functioning.  

• Archival Data Only Organization: Providing access to multiple organizational 
documents, such as your constitution, access to your ctools site if you have one, 
funding applications, and other documents relevant to your organization’s 
functioning. 

If you choose to participate, you will receive a copy of my final paper and any other 
conclusions I was able to draw that are more specific to your organization.  
 
(If the organization is wiling to participate)  
 



     

 

IX 

In order for me to get some context going into the more indepth interviews and looking at 
your organization’s documents, do you want to tell me about what your organization 
does? 
 
Beginning of Interview: 
 
Thanks so much for participating in my study. (If not initial contact person I ask the 
following…) Did ______ tell you about my study at all? (If no, then I repeat the 
beginning of the initial meting script). Today I’m going to ask you questions about what 
exactly your organization does, what a typical year (if there is such a thing) looks like in 
your organization, how you acquire your main resources, and also how you select new 
leaders. I am trying to find out as much about the everyday operations of your 
organization as possible, so please do not hesitate to share small details. If you need any 
clarification on any of my questions, please feel free to ask. Does that sound okay? 
 
Frequently Asked Questions: 
Interview questions varied, depending on the interviewee’s role and what the interviewee 
said about the specific organization. However, the following questions were frequently asked 
of interviewees.  

1. Tell me about your organization’s mission?  
a. Fundraising, volunteering, awareness? 
b. Has it changed? 

2. What events does your organization hold? Do these change year-to-year? 
3. What positions make up your organization’s governing body? 

a. What are the responsibilities of each position? 
4. What is your position in the organization? 
5. How often do you meet with the board and other members?  

a. What happens at these meetings? 
6. What is the process for selecting new leaders? 
7. When does the personnel transition take place? 
8. What is the process of transmitting relevant knowledge to incoming leaders? 
9. What are the main resources (money, people, supplies, space, etc.) your 

organization depends on? 
10. Have these resources changed? 
11. How do you go about acquiring each of these resources? 
12. Do you ever worry you won’t get the resources you need to operate? 
13. What people/organizations does your organization interact with on a daily, 

weekly, monthly, yearly basis?  
14. Which outside people/organizations are most crucial to your organization’s 

success? Why? 
15. Why do you think your organization continues to survive? Was there ever a time 

that your organization’s survival was threatened? 
16. Why did you join the organization and why do you stay involved? 

 
End of Interview: 
 



     

 

X 

Thanks so much for the great information. If you think of anything that might be 
applicable that you forgot, feel free to send me an email or call me anytime. I will 
definitely contact you with any follow up questions that may come up [Provide my own 
contact information]. Let me know if you need anything else from me, and I’ll be sure to 
send you a copy of my final report as soon as it’s finished.  
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Appendix C: Raw Data Tables for Each Hypothesis 
 
Hypothesis 1- The number of Resource Acquisition Strategies will increase with age 

 



     

 

XII 

 
 
 
 
 

Hypothesis 2- Resource Acquisition Strategies will become the responsibility of 
specific governance roles over time 
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Hypothesis 3- The number of roles that make up the governing body will increase 
over time 
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Hypothesis 4- The number of organizational supporting structures will increase with time
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Hypothesis 5- Specialization of responsibilities of the governing body will be greater in older 

organizations 
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      Hypothesis 6- The specificity of criteria defining who is eligible to participate in the leadership 
selection process will increase over time 
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Hypothesis 7- The timing of selection will be more clearly specified in older organizations 
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Hypothesis 8- The method by which leaders are selected will become increasingly specified over 
time 
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Hypothesis 9- The process through which organizations transmit knowledge to 
incoming leaders will become more comprehensive with age 
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Hypothesis 10- The number and complexity of organizational routines will increase with age 
 

 


