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ABSTRACT 

Competition for a variety of resources is prevalent throughout higher education. 

For many universities, including research one Land-Grant institutions, the desire to 

compete is driven by a desire to be preeminent. The purpose of this study was to 

understand and operationalize the contextual dimensions of preeminence at AAU Land-

Grant universities. This study was conducted in two phases. Phase I was a qualitative 

content analysis of mission and vision statements of AAU Land-Grants. The results of 

Phase I were used to develop a basic qualitative interview study of current and former 

administrators of AAU Land-Grants. Overall, 11 distinct themes were found in the 

mission and vision statements. The results of the interviews showed that administrators 

largely agreed and shared similar perspectives on topics related to their interpretation of 

the Land-Grant mission, the priority at Land Grant and their interpretation of terms like 

preeminence, eminence, premier, and excellence.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1. Operationalizing Preeminence in Higher Education 

Competition for resources, accreditation, top performing students, and nationally 

acclaimed faculty dominate today’s higher education strategic planning initiatives at tier 

one research institutions (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014; Saichaie & Morphew, 2014). 

These institutions compete against each other in their quest to become preeminent 

entities of higher education in their state, region(s), and athletic conference affiliations 

and across disciplines, both nationally and internationally. With the 2013 designation by 

the State of Florida legislature to announce the University of Florida (UF) as the premier 

institution in the state, administrators at the university made it their goal to transform UF 

from a flagship state land-grant institution into a world class research university (UF, 

2015). Preeminence aspirations are not unique to UF. As other universities have 

experienced, “… [TAMU] seeks to assume a place of preeminence among public 

universities…” (TAMU, n. d.), and the Graduate School at Penn State aspires for the 

institution to be “…one of the nation’s preeminent universities in graduate education and 

research…” (Penn State Graduate School, 2018).  

The Miriam Webster dictionary defines preeminent as “having paramount rank, 

dignity, or importance” (2018). Nevertheless, understanding the preeminence aspirations 

of universities is a challenge due to the absence of a widely accepted, single definition of 

preeminence in higher education literature. A search results in a void of a denotative 

meaning. However, inferences can be made about its connotative interpretations based 

on its usage. Prominence, the image of an institution based on its reputation (Dholakia & 
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Acciardo, 2014; Ivy, 2008) is the term most similar to preeminence found in the 

literature. Excellence is another term often used within the same context as preeminence 

and prominence. It is unclear if these terms mean the same thing in the eyes of higher 

education administrators or if there are other terms that are interchangeable.  

The aforementioned statements from UF, TAMU, and Penn State, infer 

preeminence is a destination; a place one aspires to get to; a vision; or a status that 

differentiates one institution from another. These are my interpretations. However, 

according to Edwards (2011), the messages I interpret from the institution may differ 

from the interpretation of another person. Therefore, it is unclear if these are the 

interpretations university administrators hold when speaking of preeminence. 

Furthermore, it is more unclear what meaning faculty, students, and stakeholders 

attribute to preeminence.  Even standard denotative definitions can be insufficient, as the 

interpretation of preeminent from Miriam Webster is vague and eludes to the possible 

multidimensionality of the term. One thing is clear, the term preeminence needs to be 

operationalized within the context of higher education.  

With preeminence as the long-term goal for tier one research universities, outside 

stakeholders and accreditation organizations and state legislators have strategically 

developed primary and secondary bibliometric and key performance indicators (KPIs) 

believed by actors within the academy, such as university provosts and presidents and 

lawmakers to be fundamental to achieving preeminence. Administrators at higher 

education institutions view these organizations as thought leaders on excellence and 

university performance. An example of a stakeholder group is the Association of 
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American Universities (AAU), a “prestigious and prominent” (Lewin, 2011, p. A10) 

organization comprising of the top 62 public and private research institutions in the 

United States and Canada (AAU, n. d). 

1.2. The AAU Effect 

Founded in 1900, the AAU brought together early colonial colleges and the first 

research universities to establish a unified group of top Ph.D. granting institutions to 

establish metrics that would have allowed them to be on the same playing field as their 

European counterparts (Deutsch, 2016). Today, the AAU primarily focuses on research 

and other higher education policy initiatives. As one of the leading associations serving 

research universities, the AAU is/has become an exclusive, invitation only, who’s who 

club in higher education that distinguishes its members from nonmembers based on the 

“breadth and quality of their programs of research and graduate education” (AAU, 2010) 

The AAU is arguably the preeminent accreditation organization for tier one 

research intuitions and one of the most influential higher education organizations in 

America (Carey, 2014). Its Phase I and Phase II indicators (Association of American 

Universities, 2012) are often viewed as “de facto national standards of higher education 

excellence” (Carey, 2014, pp.2). These indicators are used to evaluate current members, 

as well as to extend an invitation for membership (AAU, 2012) for those who aspire to 

be part of what is viewed as an exclusive club.   

Phase I indicators are the primary metrics used to assess research quality and 

impact for members and candidates for membership (AAU, 2012). As shown in Table 1, 

these metrics include: competitively funded research dollars from entities such as the 
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National Science Foundation (NSF) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH); 

membership in the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine; faculty 

fellowships and awards; and citations (AAU, 2012). Current AAU and aspiring member 

institutions use these indicators to self-assess current faculty, departmental, collegiate, 

and university wide performance and, to strategically plan for the future. One can infer 

that using AAU indicators to self-assess and plan might help an institution maintain or 

gain an invitation for membership. In its current strategic plan, North Carolina State 

University (NC State; a non-AAU member and Land-Grant institution), hopes to 

develop metrics (for evaluating faculty and departments) that will be “accepted by AAU 

members” (NC State, 2011, pp. 7, para 2). Examples of these desired metrics include:  

“…faculty retention; percent of faculty involved/participating in research and 

scholarship; number of interdisciplinary grants (such as seed funding, multi-institutional 

sub-awards, or public or private planning grants); amount of federal research support; 

number, quality, and impact of peer-reviewed publications…” (NC State, 2011, pp. 7, 

para 2). 

At least four of NC State’s desired metrics can be categorized as AAU Phase I 

indicators. This discovery is consistent with sentiments from NC State’s chancellor, 

Randy Woodson. Fain (2010) wrote that upon Woodson’s arrival as the new chancellor, 

he shared that State of North Carolina legislators expressed their desire to see NC State 

join rival, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill (UNC), as an AAU member on 

multiple occasions (despite him only being on the job for two weeks, at the time). What 
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better way to drive/ensure an AAU invitation that to include its membership indicators in 

institutional strategic plans? 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), state and industrial research 

funding; the annual number of doctoral degrees granted; the number of post-doctoral 

researchers, and overall undergraduate education make up the Phase II AAU indicators 

(AAU, 2012). These secondary metrics appear to be more focused on the educational 

programs of an institution; however, three out of the four indicators are very much 

associated with research. Like the Phase I indicators, these may also be used by 

institutions to self-evaluate and plan ahead. Referring back to NC State’s strategic plan, 

“positions obtained by students completing their doctorates and post-doctoral 

fellowships” (NC State, 2011, p. 7) are areas the institution wishes to develop AAU 

approved performance metrics. 

Performance indicators like those of the AAU have become pervasive. Across 

the nation, state legislatures are developing their own performance indicators to allocate 

additional state funding to institutions. Furthermore, the performance metrics are used to 

crown universities in the state as the flagship preeminent entity. The indicators also 

serve as a blueprint for other schools to follow to achieve the same status. In 2013 the 

State of Florida legislator created the Preeminent State Research Universities Program 

(PSRUP; Cornelius & Cavanaugh, 2016). The program created 12 performance metrics 

that would be used to evaluate the 12 state public universities. Schools meeting 11 out of 

12 metrics were announced as being preeminent (Irwin, 2018). Florida State University 
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(FSU) and UF met that criteria from the genesis and thus received the most funding from 

the state.  

In 2016, the legislature created a new category called “emerging preeminent” 

(Bakeman, 2016). This move allowed other state tier one institutions like the University 

of South Florida (USF) and the University of Central Florida (UCF) to qualify for a 

separate pool of money that was less than that of FSU and UF but more than the other 

state schools qualified for. Other state institutions like Florida Gulf Coast University 

(FGCU), University of West Florida (UWF), University of North Florida (UNF) and 

others may never achieve the preeminent or emerging preeminent criteria due to 

specialized and/or regional missions (Bakeman, 2016). As of summer 2018, USF joined 

UF and FSU as being preeminent (Irwin, 2018).  

So, what is the driver behind this approach to performance funding from the 

State of Florida? A desire to see more state institutions join the ranks of the AAU. In the 

eyes of many administrators across the state, AAU membership is synonymous with 

preeminence or being elite. In 2016, President of the Florida Senate, Joe Negron, shared 

his vision of wanting to see more state institutions achieve nationwide elite status, like 

UF (Menzel, 2016). Dr. Ralph Wilcox, provost of the University of South Florida, 

pointed out that of the most populated states in the U.S., Florida was the only state to 

have one AAU member. States including California, Texas, and New York have 

multiple institutions with AAU status (Menzel, 2016). Dr. Wilcox and Sally McRorie, 

provost at FSU, both believe that more state AAU member institutions would further 

enhance the state economy through more federal research dollars and stop the brain drain 
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in the state and increase the number of out of state students seeking high quality 

education (Menzel, 2016). 

1.3. A Brief Overview of Land-Grant Universities 

Since the founding of the first college in the early colonies, the purpose and role 

of higher education in the American republic has continued to transform with the 

evolution of society; if history serves as a blueprint, this cycle of change will continue 

throughout the near and distant future (Ford, 2017). Although the colleges of the colonial 

period were rooted in European approaches to higher education, their purpose at the time 

was to address the needs of a young and growing American republic (Cole, 2012). Early 

colonial colleges were founded by the various ruling religious factions of the time. These 

colleges emphasized liberal arts education that was primarily accessible to the children 

of the wealthy class due to expensive tuition and limited scholarship opportunities 

(Edmond, 1978). Overtime, the citizenry interpreted access to education as a public 

rather than private good (Ford, 2017), and as a result advocated for a new education 

system that “would meet the practical needs of all the citizens” (Edmond, 1978, pp.5). 

The conceptualization and emergence of the land-grant system has been 

interpreted as a natural educational evolution stemming from the need to meet the 

educational demands of a growing working class at the turn of the Civil War (Herren & 

Edwards, 2002; Key, 1996). The “Magnificent Charter” or the Morrill Land-Grant 

College Act of 1862 birthed a new chapter in American education; it called for the 

reallocation of federally owned public lands to the states for the creation of state 

operated public institutions (Ford, 2017). The sole purpose was to (at the time) provide 
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practical skills (Ford, 2017) through agricultural and mechanical education to “the 

common man” (Edmond, 1978, p.15). The creation of one public space of higher 

education in each state across the republic did not pose a threat to the historically 

established liberal arts colleges. However, the creation of the land-grant system did 

establish a precedent for the continued metamorphosis of higher education in the United 

States. (Ford, 2017).  

The land-grant system as we know it today is framed by three foundational 

pillars – teaching, research, and extension. The Morrill Act of 1862 established teaching 

colleges and universities. However, lawmakers soon realized these institutions could 

(and should) play a vital role in the advancement and dissemination of knowledge in 

their respective communities. The Hatch Act of 1887 established agricultural experiment 

stations across the territories that were beneficiaries of the 1862 Morrill Act (Campbell, 

1998). These stations were meant to further advance the teaching of the colleges and 

universities by providing a space to conduct experiments on practices (to advance 

knowledge) related to agriculture and engineering.  

Twenty-seven years later, the Smith-Lever Act of 1914 paved a way for 

information to be distributed (or extended) from the university and experiment stations 

to the communities where people lived (Campbell, 1998). This extension system was 

fundamental to connecting the universities to the people. After all, “the land-grant 

system [was]… built on behalf of the people, who [had] invested in these public 

universities their hopes, their support, and their confidence” (as cited by Campbell, 

1998). 
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Collectively these three acts are referred to as the land-grant mission. The land-

grant system, however, comprises of two other entities: institutions created under the 

Morrill Land-Grant Act of 1890 and the 1994 Land-Grant Colleges Act. Twenty-eight 

years after the original legislation, the 1890 Morrill Act established provisions for 1862 

institutions to set up separate facilities for students of color (Campbell, 1998). At the 

time, persons identified as African American were not allowed to attend colleges in 

confederate states because of race based admissions (1890 Universities, n. d.). Today, 

many of these 1890 institutions are known as Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs) and often partner with their state 1862 university for research and 

a variety of extension services and programs (1890 Universities, n. d.). Lastly, Land-

Grant status (which gave access to federal financial support and resources), was 

extended to 36 tribal colleges in 1994 (Halvorson, 2015). This was done in effort to 

conduct research and extend educational programs that would impact the lives of the 

Native American communities served by these colleges (NIFA, 2015). The 1862, 1890, 

and 1994 land-grants work individually and collectively to educate and serve the people 

of their state.  

Today, Land-Grant institutions are public and private, their Carnegie 

classification ranges from tier one to three, and are present in all 50 states and U.S. 

territories. The land-grant mission is still alive, but its context has changed; universities 

now teach and research in disciplines beyond agriculture and engineering. Cole (2017) 

attributes this change to evolving values and attitudes towards “science and engineering, 

industrialization, social reform, social mobility and opportunity, healthcare and national 
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security” (p.12). But this evolution does not come without criticism. In the competitive 

landscape of higher education today, Land-Grant universities face the challenge of 

balancing history, identity, and current relevance. As a result, the current state and future 

of land universities has been a point of discussion and concern (Herren & Edwards, 

2002).   

1.4. Preeminence, the AAU, and the Land-Grant Mission 

Universities of today serve multiple missions and purposes (Lowman, 2010). 

One can infer they serve multiple purposes to better meet the needs of a growing and 

changing nation and world. The most known distinction amongst universities are public 

versus private. While both types of institutions must follow uniform policies regarding 

grants, state funding, and financial aid, public institutions are more beholden to the 

people of their state (AAU, 2013). Universities can also have other distinctions and 

purposes. For example, the National Space Grant College and Fellowship Program, 

founded by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), is a consortium 

of universities that expand and extend the STEM research and public outreach efforts of 

NASA (NASA, n.d.). The National Sea Grant College Program established a 

relationship between the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 

and universities, which were labeled as Sea Grant institutions, to aid these agencies in 

better understanding the nation’s coastal resources (NOAA, n. d.). Land-Grant 

universities serve the working-class people of their state. There are institutions such as 

TAMU, UF, and others who serve all three of these purposes. As universities continue to 
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aspire towards “more complex and more prestigious purposes” (Lowman, 2010, p.237) 

the dangers of mission creep are becoming more profound.  

For some universities with specialized and unique missions (Bakeman, 2016), 

specifically, land-grant universities, the quest for preeminence appears to be a challenge. 

Some researchers say these land-grants are facing an identity crisis and are forced to 

straddle the line between staying true to their history/heritage and modern-day relevance 

and competition. At the heart of the argument is the belief that the principles of 

preeminence directly clash with the tripartite mission unique to Land-Grant institutions. 

Herren and Edwards (2002) and Campbell (1998) discussed the pursuit and adoption of 

rigorous research agendas in the quest to become premier or elite research institutions, as 

the primary reason Land-Grants have been abandoning their teaching and 

extension/service identities. Collins (2015) attributes this shift to a desire to mirror “elite 

research institutions and focus less on the diffusion of knowledge or cater to large 

businesses that provide significant funding” (p. 42). 

It can be argued that being preeminent in research and operating within the 

confines of the Land-Grant mission are not mutually exclusive; both can exist together. 

If research, teaching, and extension/service are interdependent (given the sequencing of 

the Morrill, Smith-Lever, and Hatch Acts), an institution that is premier in research 

would also be premier in teaching and service. Thus, eliminating any conflict with the 

Land-Grant tradition. Nevertheless, recent developments imply that stakeholder groups 

such as the AAU believe the nature of land-grant institutions impede their ability to be 

premier research institutions and, thus, perhaps members of the AAU.   
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In 2011, The University of Nebraska at Lincoln (UNL) became the first 

institution to be voted out of the AAU (Deutsch, 2016). This was the first time a flagship 

state research university had its membership revoked (Selingo & Stripling, 2011). At the 

time of UNL’s ousting, The University of Missouri (MU) at Columbia, another flagship 

state research institution, was thought to be following a similar path. Both institutions 

were under scrutiny for allocating too much time and resources on what was deemed as 

non-scientific research agendas (Deutsch, 2016). 

In the case of UNL, its AAU membership was previously applicable to the entire 

University of Nebraska System. However, the AAU rating was adjusted to the Lincoln 

campus which did not house its medical facilities – a crucial element when considering 

the number of competitive federal research dollars generally brought in by medical and 

science-based programs and the research nature and productivity of such programs. As 

earlier stated, federal research dollars from agencies like the NSF and NIH, and, research 

publications and citations are Phase I indicators. These are the primary metrics used to 

evaluate performance and membership.  

Perhaps the most significant reason for UNL’s removal from the AAU (and 

Missouri’s seemingly pending demise) is one that is alarming because it strikes at the 

core of both of these institutions. When discussing reasons for UNL’s demise Deutsch 

(2016) wrote: 

“…the university focuses heavily on agriculture research, a priority for a land-

grant institution. But in the eyes of the AAU, most agricultural research is not 

peer-reviewed, competitive research, so it is “not considered as highly,” AAU 
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spokesman Barry Toiv said, compared with medical and economic research. 

(2016)”  

 Actors at Land-Grant institutions believe that being premier in research and 

operating as a land-grant is possible. It is unclear if the AAU shares the same 

perspective. The statement from the AAU implies that for land-grant institutions, being 

preeminent means part of the Land-Grant mission must be abandoned, sacrificed, or 

modified. Agricultural-based research initiatives are at the core of all Land-Grant 

institutions. If the gatekeeper of preeminence believes agricultural research is not 

competitive or as important when compared to other scientific disciplines, it is difficult 

to comprehend how a land-grant institution can be preeminent in research when a lot of 

its research agenda is rooted in the core identity of the institution.  

1.5. Statement of the Problem 

Limited resources, pressure to achieve selected performance benchmarks, 

increased emphasis on rankings, and institutional mission creep are all factors 

contributing to increased status competition among institutions of higher education. This 

trend is especially concerning for land-grant universities. For many institutions, the goal 

is preeminence - but there is a lack of consensus on the contextual dimensions of the 

phenomena.  Although the term is frequently used across the academy, is not evident in 

the literature and administrators, faculty, and stakeholders do not have a single, widely 

agreed upon definition. Furthermore, the implications of the adoption of preeminence 

agendas at land-grant institutions have not been adequately explored. Actors at land-

grants are primarily concerned with if it is possible to be preeminent while remaining 
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true to the foundational principles of the land-grant system. Is preeminence (whatever it 

may be/means) possible for all intuitions or is it just for a select few? If universities are 

centering their strategic plans, and mission and vision statements on this singular 

phenomenon, it is imperative that its contexts, dimensions, and implications are fully 

understood. 

1.6. Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to operationalize and explain the contextual 

dimensions and implications of preeminence within the context of land-grant 

universities. To achieve this purpose, the study will be conducted in two phases. In 

Phase I, I want to observe and summarize the language used to communicate the identity 

and aspirations of the institution. Building upon the results of Phase I, in Phase II I will 

seek to obtain a deeper understanding of the meaning university officials ascribe to 

aspirations of the institution within the context of the core identity of the institutions.  

1.7. Research Questions and Objectives 

RQ.1. What are the dimensions of mission statements of AAU member-Land-Grant 

institutions? 

RQ.2. What are the dimensions of vision statements of AAU member Land-Grant 

institutions? 

RQ.3. What meaning do administrators of AAU Land-Grant institutions ascribe to 

preeminence within the context of the Land-Grant mission? 

RO.3.1. Describe how administrators define preeminence. 
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RO.3.2. Describe how administrators interpret the land-grant mission. 

RO.3.3. Examine how administrators perceive the impact of the pursuit of 

preeminence on land-grant institutions/the land-grant mission. 

1.8. Significance of Study 

The competitive environment for limited resources in higher education has led to 

institutions enacting measures believed to propel them to the forefront of the crowded 

field of universities. After all, even for state universities, higher education is now a 

global game (Selingo, 2017). Understanding the meaning and components of 

preeminence and how its pursuit impacts the mission and identity of an institution may 

help administrators and stakeholders determine if this kind of aspiration is in the best 

interest of the institution and the audience it serves. This is particularly important when 

current public perceptions about higher education institutions are considered.  

Public perceptions of higher education are shifting. Overall, Americans appear to 

see the value of a college degree, but they are growing increasingly unhappy with the 

current direction of the higher education system (Fain, 2017; Selingo, 2017). In a 2017 

study by the New America Foundation, one in four respondents had a favorable view of 

the current state of higher education. When asked why, 58% of respondents believed 

universities often put their own self-interests over those of the students (Fishman, 

Ekowo, & Ezeugo 2017). This perception was strongest amongst millennials—a group 

on track to be the most college educated generation yet and arguably the most 

experienced with the current landscape of higher education.  
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Universities have been able to be successful largely because of the social capital 

they have in their communities. It is important to realize that preeminence aspirations are 

not possible without buy-in and support from the people the institution serves. A more 

in-depth analysis of preeminence may equip administrators and stakeholders with the 

information needed to obtain more buy in/support from persons who are skeptical or 

critical of the direction of higher education. Lastly, allocation of competitive research 

dollars from federal entities and appropriated funding from state legislatures appear to be 

key factors in the pursuit of preeminence. A better understanding of the dimensions of 

preeminence may affect how those dollars are allocated in the future.  



 17 

2. OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATORS AND MISSION/VISION STATEMENTS IN

HIGHER EDUCATION 

2.1. The Rise of Administration in Higher Education 

The rise of the manufacturing industry in the 1970s led to a reassessment of the 

hierarchical structure of organizations across various industries such as automotive, 

healthcare, and other service sectors (Eisenberg, Murphy, & Andrews, 2009). Increased 

governmental oversight/regulation, consumer demand, public access and public scrutiny 

were all factors contributing to the reordering of organizational structure across the 

nation. During the same period, a similar phenomenon was occurring amongst 

institutions of higher education.  

Higher education institutions have grown into increasingly complex 

organizations (Stich & Reeves, 2016). One of the areas within the university to 

experience the most dynamic and complex growth is the area commonly referred to as 

higher education administration. Bergman (1991) defined administration as 

“collaborating with faculty in setting policies for and supervising the institutions…” (p. 

12). According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, “postsecondary education 

administrators oversee student services, academics, and faculty research” (n.d.) at both 

public and private institutions. Administrators, persons working within administration, 

are the leaders of higher education institutions. Baldwin (2009) described administrators 

as the keepers of the infrastructure and the adhesive that holds the university together. 

Others view administrators as a balancing act between faculty demands and public 
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expectations (Dressel, 1987). In the most extreme of interpretations, administrators are 

viewed as the keepers of power. Kelly (2009) wrote: 

In America, administrators rather than faculty appear to run the show. They have 

enormous power, massive budgets, huge salaries, and vast armies of personnel 

who not only run the place but control admissions and have been known to 

dictate course content. Dammit, they have even made it to President. 

Depending on organizational structure, these administrators typically serve within the 

capacity of dean (at college and university wide levels), vice president, president, 

provost, vice chancellor and chancellor. 

Higher education administration has experienced growth in both the number of 

administrative personnel, as well as the number of dollars spent on administrative related 

expenditures (Hogan, 2011). Increased student and faculty population, increased services 

provided, globalization, and the transition from being suppliers of knowledge to service 

providers (Brown, 1981) are some of many factors that have contributed to the growth of 

administration. As a result of this growth, senior leading administrators in higher 

education wear multiple hats. These hats they wear often call on administrators to 

manage the day-to-day operations of their institutions. Additionally, they are responsible 

for developing mission statements, visions, and goals for a university and ensuring that 

these goals are achieved (Gayle, Tawarie, & White, 2003).  

2.2. Introduction to Mission and Vision Statements 

The development of mission and vision statements are widely believed to be 

critical steps in the strategic planning and management practices of an organization 



 

 

 

19 

(Green and Medlin, 2003; Morphew & Hartley, 2006). Since the early 1990s, the 

development and use of these statements spiked after they were believed to convey 

critical information to stakeholders (both internal and external) about an organizations 

purpose, identity, intentions (Green & Medlin, 2003). Despite their widespread use, the 

literature indicates there is a lack of consensus about the definitions, distinctions, 

purposes, and usefulness of these statements.  

2.2.1.  Defining Mission Statements 

The development of a mission statement is viewed as the initial or a critical step 

in the strategic planning process for an organization (Bart, 1997; Cochran & David, 

1986; Green & Medlin, 2003; Kalifa, 2011; Pearce, 1982). These statements are often 

viewed as the foundations of organizations and a core component of organizational 

identity; their formulation is a prerequisite to doing business (Ellis & Miller,). Most 

businesses and organizations today have a mission statement. Want (1986) wrote that 

mission statements are the most common management tool, where more than 90% of 

companies have had a mission statement. 

Despite the consensus on the perceived role and importance of mission 

statements, the literature is saturated with varying definitions for this term. Of the 

definitions offered, some are simple, comprising of just a few words, while others are 

broader and more complex. For example, Bart (1997) defined mission statements as the 

“sex-drive” (p. 9) of an organization.  David and David (2003) explained mission 

statement as enduring statements of purpose of that distinguish one organization from 

other similar enterprises. In a more comprehensive interpretation, David (1989) 
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operationalized the term as “… a creed statement, a statement of purpose,…philosophy, 

….beliefs,…business principles, or a statement of defining our business, a mission 

statement reveals the long term vision of an organization in terms of what it wants to be 

and who it wants to serve” (p. 90).  These definitions assert that mission statements give 

us insight to the purpose or reason why an organization exists.  

2.2.2. Components of a Mission Statement 

The lack of consensus on a definition for mission statements can be attributed to 

the debate on what are the essential elements or components of a good statement. There 

is not a lot of empirical evidence in the literature about the various elements that should 

be found or included in a mission statement. Pearce and David (1987) identified eight 

key components of mission statements, including, “target customer and market, 

identification of principal products/services, the specification of geographic domain, the 

identification of core technologies, the expression of commitment to survival growth, 

and profitability, the specification of key elements in the company philosophy, the 

identification of the company self-concept, and the identification of the firms desired 

public image” (p. 109).  

In a study aimed at assessing what components in a mission statement leads to 

mission satisfaction, Bart (1997) used a list of twenty potential components of a mission 

statement. In a content analysis of mission statements of corporations and universities, 

Cochran and David (1986) sought to identify the use and inclusion of eight components, 

including target customer, products and services, primary markets, principal technology, 
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concern for survival, growth and profitability; company philosophy, company self-

concept, and concern for public image (p. 109).  

Want (1986) stated that the primary components of a corporate mission’s 

statement are purpose, principle business aims, corporate identity, policies of the 

company, and values. David and Davis (2003) suggested that there are nine essential 

components to a mission statement, including: target customers, offered products and 

services, ideal geographic markets, technology, concern for survival and growth, the 

organization’s philosophy, public image, the importance of employees, and how distinct 

is that organization from its competitors.  

2.2.3. Characteristics and Features of Mission Statements 

Another factor contributing to the varying definitions of mission statements is the 

lack of consensus on the quality and form of a mission statement (Khalifa, 2011). 

Khalifa (2011) explained that the “literature offers a number of requirements for a 

quality mission statement. These can be classified into three categories: function-related, 

content – or focus-related, and form-related characteristics” (p.28). However, Khalifa 

further explained that the current literature on mission statements does not provide any 

useful or reliable recommendations to organizational leaders due to the lack of 

consensus about the function, focus, and form of these statements. The lack of consensus 

of best practices with regard to function, focus and form often leads to mission 

statements being criticized for being “a plain lie, superfluous, or irrelevant; to being 

vague, dull or shallow” (Khalifa, 2011, p.28). The crux of this perspective is the belief 
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that there is a huge gap between the ideals expressed in a mission statement and the 

realities of what currently ‘is’ within an organization.  

 

2.3. Mission Statements in Higher Education 

Mission statements are pervasive in higher education (Ableman, 2014; Morphew 

& Hartley, 2006) and exist at the university, college, departmental, and student 

organization level of higher education institutions. According to Morphew and Hartley 

(2006), “accreditation agencies demand them, strategic planning is predicated on their 

formulation, and virtually every college and university has one available for review” (p. 

456). Despite the widespread use of mission statements in higher education, most of the 

literature argues that mission statements are perhaps more harmful than good to 

institutions of higher education. In a 2006 study, Morphew and Hartley wrote…  

rather than providing focus to colleges and universities, [mission statements] 

offer precisely the opposite. Instead of direction and constraint, college and 

university mission statements provide a means to an uncertain end…They 

communicate that nothing is beyond the reach of an organization in question. In 

doing so, they ignore institutional limitations and side step any effort at 

prioritizing current activities or future initiatives (pp. 457-458).  

Although mission statements are widely used in higher education and their use is 

often criticized, the literature is sparse with studies seeking to understand the use, 

structure, elements, effectiveness, and implications of these statements at higher 

education institutions. In the aforementioned 2006 study, Morphew and Hartley sought 
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to determine how do mission statements differ across different types of universities. To 

do this, they did a content analysis of 300 randomly selected mission statements from 

four-year universities. In their findings, they noted that institutional type, as in public or 

private, were more useful in predicting the elements and structure of a mission statement 

rather than accreditation agencies such as the Carnegie Classification. Furthermore, they 

found that the concept of service, whether it is service to the university or the university 

serving others, was a dominant theme across the mission statements they analyzed. 

However, the definition of the term service appeared to differ between public and private 

institutions.  

2.4. Overview of Vision Statements  

In short, a vision statement is a declaration of an organization’s future aspiration. 

Similar to mission statements, the development and presence of a vision statement is 

believed to be a core component of a well-functioning organization. However, despite 

this widely accepted perspective, the literature on visions statement in higher education 

is even more sparse than the literature on mission statements. However, there is reason 

for this. Khalifa (2006) explained. “… the literature shows a good deal of confusion and 

overlap between varying concepts such as mission, vision, values, and identity” (p. 31). 

In explanations of mission statements apparent in the literature, it is very common to see 

the term vision used interchangeably.  
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3. OVERVIEW OF METHOD OF STUDY 

3.1. Method Rationale 

Social science research may be conducted from an inductive, deductive, or 

abductive perspective/theoretical drive. In deductive research, hypotheses or research 

questions are deduced based on what is known about the phenomenon of interest (Vogt, 

Gardner & Haeffele, 2012). What is known may be derived from literature, theories, 

experience, or positional authority (Vogt, et al., 2012). This approach is referred to as 

explanatory (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ultimately, the goal in deductive research is to 

explain phenomenon or behavior within the context of prior known information. In 

contrast, inductive research is focused on understanding phenomena. This approach can 

be referred to as exploratory (Natasi, Hitchcock & Brown, 2010). Various research tools 

can be employed to observe, explore, or better understand the phenomenon of interest, 

through the detection of patterns and themes. The results are then used to establish 

context, build theory, test theory, and further empirically explore the phenomenon. 

The scope of this study was a design challenge. As presented in the introductory 

section, preeminence was a phenomenon I sought to understand and explain within the 

context of Land-Grant institutions. Based on the research questions, the overarching 

outcomes included generating a pool of descriptions that universities used to convey 

their aspirations toward preeminence. Then, use that information to obtain a deeper 

understanding of the reasons and implications of their aspirations. To holistically address 

the research questions, this study was divided into two pieces that will be referred to as 

Phase I and Phase II. Each phase included specific research questions and specific 
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methods will be used in each phase. The results of each phase were used to frame the 

design of the subsequent phases and the instrument(s) used. Each phase will build upon 

the previous phase(s). These individual phases may be conducted from an inductive 

and/or deductive perspective. This cyclical back and forth between inductive and 

deductive is called abductive reasoning (Johnson & Gray, 2010). Overall, I will use an 

inductive theoretical drive to frame this study. However, the individual phases may be 

abductive because of the types of methodological tools used to address the research 

question. 

3.2. Design Rationale 

I used basic qualitative research tools to address the questions and objectives in 

this study. I used a cross sectional approach in each phase, where data were collected at 

one point in time with a specific sample (Bryman, 2016). This approach was selected 

based on the research questions I developed. According to Vogt, et al.  (2012) the 

research question ultimately determines what design and method(s) is/are most 

appropriate to fulfill the aims of a study.  

I used a modified sequential exploratory approach for this study. A traditional 

sequential exploratory design is a multi-phase approach that uses the qualitative findings 

of a first phase to inform and build the quantitatively tested instrument used in a latter 

phase (Creswell & Clark, 2017). However, in this study, the second phase was also be 

qualitative. I selected this design approach because of the abductive theoretical drive I 

used to frame this study. Furthermore, the nature of the questions was indicative that 

they were not able to be tested simultaneously. Therefore, the sequential orientation 
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allowed me to use qualitative approaches in “consecutive strands” (Nastasi, et al., 2010, 

p. 320)  

3.3. Positionality Statement 

According to Merriam and Tisdale (2016), there are three interrelated issues that 

must be considered in reference to the relationship between the researcher and the 

participants. These issues are: “insider/outsider issues; positionality issues” (p. 63) and 

the intersectionality between the aforementioned two. My positionality is how my “race, 

gender, social class, background, and sexual orientation – particularly with respect to the 

purposes of the study” (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016, pp. 63-64) influenced my ability to 

access the population of interests, but also framed how I contextualized this study and 

how I interpret and understand the results. To be transparent how my identity and 

experiences shaped this study, I included positionality statement. In my statement, I 

addressed who I am, my beliefs about the topic, my history and personal interaction with 

the topic, my connection to participants, what I thought I would find, and my hopes for 

the study. 

I am a black, 29-year-old, cis-gender female. I am also a first-generation college 

student on both my maternal and paternal side. I was born and raised on the small 

French/Dutch Caribbean island of St. Maarten. My father dropped out of school in grade 

five (this is how we say it back home) to help his parents to provide for his siblings.  I do 

not know how he did it, but he raised me on his own for the first 15 years of my life. At 

his encouragement, I migrated to the continental United States at 16 years old in search 
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of what many others who came before me sought—the pursuit of the American dream 

by way of access to education. 

My journey to this country and the education I have had access to have been 

possible because of my access and proximity to privilege. Although my father dropped 

out of school at a very young age, he was a successful business man. As a result of his 

success, I had the financial resources required to move to this country. My home country 

is a European territory, thus making me a citizen of a European country. A European 

nationality also made it easier for me to work through the immigration barriers on my 

path to access education.  

In my pursuit of education, I had the privilege of attending two large, public, 

land-grant institutions—The University of Florida (UF) and Texas A&M University 

(TAMU). In fact, the inspiration for this research topic came to me when I was a 

master’s student at UF. I was enrolled in a community development course and on that 

day, we were discussing the role of public universities in public engagement. I recall the 

lecture highlighting a certain type of institution—the land-grants—as having an already 

built in mechanism for public engagement. Until that day, I had no idea I had been 

attending a land-grant university. I had never heard of the Morrill Act. I did not know of 

the responsibility my institution had to the people of the state of Florida.  

What I did know was that my university was changing. Between my 

undergraduate years and my time as a graduate student, there was a shift. I read that 

admissions requirements were becoming more difficult for future students. I heard from 

graduate students about the increasing pressure to produce research. I saw the local 



 

 

 

28 

community protest the university’s acquisition of local property (needed for expansion) 

in an effort to battle gentrification in low-income areas. I remember the public outcry 

after admission and enrollment of persons identified as African American declined 

across the baccalaureate, graduate, and professional levels. I heard our state governor 

propose redirecting funding from social science to STEM programs. I recall a particular 

term being used to explain (and at times justify) why some of these things were 

happening. That term is preeminence.  

I had no idea what preeminence meant. However, I knew it was something we 

were aspiring to as a university. I did not know where we were on that journey, but I 

knew we further along than other schools across the state. As a student, my peers and I 

used it as a talking point to make ourselves and our dear university appear to be better 

than the other institutions across the state. On the surface level, it appeared to be a good 

thing. However, I could not understand how this good thing was also being cited as a 

reason for why certain people in the state were no longer able to access the university or 

for why our governor was bashing social science programs in favor of STEM or why our 

universities were seemingly becoming less diverse in terms of race and socio-economic 

status.  

As time passed, I observed that this term (and some of the assumptions attached 

to it) were not unique to UF. I eventually transitioned to TAMU to pursue doctoral 

studies. With time, I realized that the term was also widely used at my new institution. 

However, I was still unsure of what it meant. Over time, I began to question what a 

seemingly ambitious and exclusive aspiration could possibly mean the land-grant 
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mission. A desire to understand the meaning of preeminence and the implications of its 

pursuit is what ultimately led me to pursue this as a line of inquiry for my dissertation. 

The idea that the pursuit of preeminence could have elements of exclusivity was 

concerning to me.  

In Phase II, there are some differences between myself and the participants. The 

participants are almost entirely white, male, middle aged, and have had long careers in 

higher education. They are administrators with access to power and I am graduate 

student with limited access and power. They are U.S. citizens, and most have not lived 

outside of the United States. In contrast, I am a permanent resident who has grown up in 

and experienced education systems in three different countries. Most of the participants 

have a hard science educational background. I have long considered myself to be a social 

scientist/an applied organizational sociologist. However, in spite of these differences, 

there are quite a few commonalities. Like many of them, I have been educated by land-

grant universities. Many of them were also first-generation college students.  

3.4. Epistemological Considerations 

The way we view and interpret reality, the world around us, and its problems can 

be explained and addressed from many philosophical perspectives. Researchers refer to 

this as a research paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 19885). Guba (1990) explained these 

paradigms can be understood through their ontological—how we view reality and 

epistemological—how we acquire knowledge considerations. Traditionally, approaches 

to research problems are drawn from one of several paradigms—positivist/post 
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positivist, interpretive/constructivist, critical, and postmodern/post structural (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016, pp 8-12). 

In qualitative research, the naturalistic perspective posits that phenomena and 

their reality are best understood contextually (Sandelowski, 2000). The researcher serves 

as the instrument because non-human instruments are unable to fully comprehend 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) the breadth and depth of the contextual dimensions of the 

phenomena of interest. Based on the purpose of this study and the research questions, I 

chose to adopt an interpretive/constructivist ontological approach. The 

interpretive/constructivist approach posits that there are multiple realities and knowledge 

of these realities are best understood by studying events, people, and phenomena within 

their context and/or environment (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 2013; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I chose this approach because the purpose of this study was 

to describe, understand, and/or interpret (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016) the experiences of the population of interest.  
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4. PHASE I: A CONTENT ANALYSIS OF MISSION AND VISION STATEMENTS 

OF SELECTED AAU MEMBER LAND-GRANT UNIVERSITIES 

 

4.1. About Phase I 

Phase I of this study was an exploratory qualitative content analysis of mission 

and vision statements of randomly selected AAU member Land-Grant universities. The 

research questions used to guide this phase were:  

RQ.1. What are the dimensions of mission statements at AAU member land-

grant institutions? 

RQ.2. What are the dimensions of the vision AAU Land-Grant institutions? 

Multiple analysis tools were considered for phase I (e.g., interviews, case study, 

content analysis) to ensure the generation of useful and applicable results for the 

phenomena of interest. Because I sought to better understand what university created 

textual information tells researchers, members of the university community, policy 

makers, and stakeholders about the current state of being and future focus of an 

institution, a content analysis was chosen as the methodological framework for phase I. 

An empirically supported method, a content analysis uses both direct observation and 

inference to qualitatively and quantitatively identify messages and themes 

(Krippendorff, 2004) from visual and textual artifacts. Furthermore, this approach was 

most suitable if the scope of a study is concerned with how “a…group’s conscious and 

unconscious beliefs, attitudes, values, and ideas often are reveled in their 

communications” (Fraenkel, Wallen & Hyan, 2012, pp.478). In the first phase, I 
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conducted a qualitative content analysis (QCA), using an open and axial coding 

approach to divide the artifacts into units to classify, assign meanings, and reduce data 

(Schreier, 2017).  

4.2.  Population 

The population of interest in the first phase were public and private land-grant 

AAU member institutions. Institutions meeting this criterion were the population of 

interest because they are considered to be the best of the best of land-grant universities. 

A census of the targeted population was obtained by screening the AAU’s list of 

members (obtained from the official website) for universities meeting the target criteria. 

Seventeen institutions fit this profile. As shown in Table 2, the population of interest 

yielded institutions representing 15 different states; two private and 13 public 

institutions.  

Using an approach adapted from Peruta and Shields (2012) and Peruta, Ryan, 

and Engelsman (2013), I ranked the selected institutions (highest to lowest), based on the 

U.S. News and World Report (USNWR) Top National Universities for 2018. I chose the 

USWNR because it is a globally recognized ranking entity (Peters, 2017). The national 

universities rankings list was chosen because they are characterized as those that offer a 

full range of undergraduate degree programs, masters and doctoral programs, has at least 

one professional school (medical, law, pharmacy, dental, veterinary) and emphasizes 

faculty research (Morse, Brooks, & Mason, 2017). These criteria are consistent with the 

characteristics of AAU member land-grant institutions.  
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Although these rankings are widely used as a benchmark of institutional 

performance, reputation, and perception, there is still debate and conjecture about 

rankings and the systems used to rank them. Questions arise, most notably, when 

institutions that differ in scope, mission, student population, and resources (Shin & 

Toutkoushian, 2011) are ranked against each other. Additional concerns from university 

administrators, the general public, students, outside interest groups and other 

stakeholders about ranking HEIs center on the reliability and validity of the measures 

used by entities such as USNWR (Peruta, Ryan & Engelsman, 2013). 

According to the methodology section of the rankings list, USNWR uses both 

quantitative and qualitative data generated from 15 indicators of academic excellence 

identified by higher education professionals (USNWR, 2018).  Further explained: 

“…the indicators are scored, normalized and assigned weights that reflect U.S. 

News' judgment about how much the measures matter. Next, the weighted values 

are summed and transformed so that each eligible school receives an overall 

score between 0 and 100, with the top school(s) in each category scoring 100. 

Finally, colleges and universities are ranked against their peers in descending 

order of their overall scores (USNWR, 2018)” (para. 6). 

Critics may suggest that the rankings are not entirely objective or grounded in empirical 

practices and/or evaluation approaches. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this study, these 

rankings will be used to frame the sampling because it is one of the most widely used 

and recognized measures when discussing merit, perception, and excellence of 

institutions. 
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Table 1 AAU Member Land-Gant Universities 

 

4.3. Sampling Procedures for Mission and Vision Statements 

I used a stratified random sampling procedure for the content analysis. A 

stratified random sample is an approach that divides members of the population into 

groups referred to as a strata (Bryman, 2016). After the strata or groups are created, a 

simple random sample is conducted within each group to obtain what would be the 

 

 

 

Institution Location AAU Member 

Since 

Type Rank 

Cornell University Ithaca, NY 1900 Private 14 

Iowa State University Ames, IA 1958 Public 115 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology Cambridge, MA 1934 Private 5 

Michigan State University Lansing, MI 1964 Public 81 

Purdue University West Lafayette, IN 1958 Public 56 

Rutgers University New Brunswick, NJ 1989 Public 69 

Texas A&M University College Station, TX 2001 Public 69 

The Ohio State University Columbus, OH 1916 Public 54 

The Pennsylvania State University State College, PA 1958 Public 52 

The University of Arizona Tucson, AZ 1985 Public 124 

The University of Wisconsin, Madison Madison, WI 1900 Public 46 

University of California, Berkeley Berkeley, CA 1900 Public 21 

University of Florida Gainesville, FL 1985 Public 42 

University of Illinois, Urbana – Champaign  Champaign County, IL 1908 Public 52 

University of Maryland, College Park College Park, MD 1969 Public 61 

University of Minnesota, Twin Cities Minneapolis, MN 1908 Public 69 

University of Missouri Columbia, MO 1908 Public 120 

Note. Institutions were listed in alphabetical order 
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sample for the study. The frame used to create the strata’s can be derived from literature, 

experience, or the knowledge of the researcher.  

In this study, the strata’s created are referred to as quartiles. I arranged the 

institutions into quartiles based on their rankings. I chose to arrange the institutions into 

quartiles because I wanted to ensure that universities at the top, middle, and bottom of 

the rankings list were represented in the content analysis. The first quartile was 

comprised of 25% of the lowest ranked universities and the second had the next lowest 

25% of institutions. The third quartile comprised of the second highest 25% and the 

fourth had the highest 25%. Figure 1 shows which quartile each institution was sorted 

into.  

IV III 

University of Wisconsin, Madison (46) Purdue University (56) 

University of Florida (42) Ohio State University (54) 

University of California, Berkeley (21) Pennsylvania State University (52) 

Cornell University (14) University of Illinois, Urbana Champaign 

(52) 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (5)  

  

II I 

Rutgers University (69) University of Arizona (124) 

Texas A&M University (69) University of Missouri (120) 

University of Minnesota, Twin Cities (69) Iowa State University (115) 

University of Maryland, College Park 

(61) 

 

  

Figure 1 Illustration of How AAU Land-Grants Were Divided into Quartiles 

 

From each quartile, I drew a simple random sample. A simple random sample is 

a probabilistic procedure that allows for each unit in a population to have an equal and 

likely chance of selection (Bryman, 2016). Although the probabilistic random sample 

does not completely eliminate error in sampling, it does greatly reduce error when 
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compared to its non-probabilistic counterparts (Lohr, 1999). In many qualitative research 

studies, a non-probabilistic or purposive sampling approach is common. This approach 

could/would have been appropriate for this study. However, I chose to use a probabilistic 

approach because the scope of this study is not concerned with understanding the 

institutions individually. As an introductory exploratory study, I am most concerned with 

obtaining a baseline understanding from the collective institutions. Therefore, I 

proceeded with the probabilistic approach because I believe a random sample of 

institutions would be best for acquiring a holistic baseline understanding.  

I used an online randomizer, radomizer.org, to draw the random sample from 

each quartile. I used the online randomizer to further protect against threats to internal 

validity (which may be caused by sampling error or researcher bias). Institutions in each 

quartile were assigned a number from one to four based on their rankings (where one 

was assigned to the highest ranked institution in each quartile, two the second highest, 

etc.). The range of one through four was selected because each quartile (excluding IV) 

had at least four institutions. After being numbered, the randomizer was used to 
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generatefour sets of numbers, with two unique numbers in each set, yielding a total 

sample of eight institutions. Figure 2 is an image of the randomizer results.  

4.3.1. Sample Characteristics 

Of the eight institutions in the sample, one is private and seven are public. All are 

located in different states across the United States. The combined total undergraduate 

and graduate student enrollment ranges from 11, 400 to 65,302. All eight are 

comprehensive institutions. Additional descriptive information about the sample can be 

viewed in Table 2. Artifacts from this sample of institutions was used to conduct the 

qualitative content analysis.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 Randomizer Results 
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Table 2 Characteristics of Institutions Used in Content Analysis 

 

 

Institution Type Total Enrollment 
Fall 2016  

Acceptance Rate (%) 
Endowment ($) 

UNI1 Public 30,671 87 699.4 million 

UNI2 Private 11,376 8 13.2 billion 

UNI3 Public 50,146 57 865.9 million 

UNI4 Public 65,302 66 9.9 billion 

UNI5 Public 59,482 54 3.7 billion 

UNI6 Public 47,789 56 1.8 billion 

UNI7 Public 43,625 79 - 

UNI8 Public 52,367 46 1.5 billion 

Note. Data for total enrollment, fall 2016 acceptance rate, and endowment were obtained 

from U.S. News and World Report 2018 

 

4.4. Selection, Definition, and Justification of Artifacts 

In a qualitative content analysis, the textual and visual information used to 

extract meaning and information are often referred to as artifacts (Schreier, 2012). 

Norum (2012) wrote that “artifacts become data through the questions posed about them 

and the meanings assigned to them by the researcher” (p. 2). I selected and used two 

types of textual artifacts in this qualitative content analysis. These artifacts are mission 

and vision statements of the aforementioned eight randomly selected AAU member 

land-grant universities.  A list of these institutions can be viewed in table blank in 

section 4.2.1.  

As written in section 2.3.1, the literature is plagued with a variety of definitions 

for mission and vision statements. The lack of consensus in definitions can be attributed 

to several reasons including, inconsistencies about the appropriate elements of a mission 
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and vision statement, as well as, the continued debate about what truly distinguishes a 

mission statement from a vision statement. 

For consistency and context, the terms mission and vision statements have been 

operationalized for this study. Mission statements will be defined as the official textual 

declaration from an institution which describes its current state of being, identity, and/or 

purpose.  A vision statement will be defined as an official textual declaration from an 

institution which describes where the institution envisions itself as being in the future.  

As described in section 2.4, mission and vision statements are pervasive in the 

higher education arena (Abelman, 2014; Abelman, Atkin, Dalessandro, Snyder-Suhy & 

Janstova, 2007; Morphew & Hartley, 2006). They are viewed as the driver of 

organizational activity and decision making and therefore fundamental to the strategic 

planning process (Morphew & Hartley, (2006). Both within and outside the higher 

education discipline, studies (Castro & Louhmann, 2014; Elias & Philippi, 2015; Gurley, 

Peters, Collins & Fifolt, 2015; Leggat & Homes, 2015) have been conducted to better 

understand the inner workings and perceptions of organizations through analysis of their 

mission and vision statements. I selected these artifacts because the literature indicated 

they are some of the most useful documents to better understand how higher education 

institutions communicate their identities and agendas.   

4.4.1. Identification and Collection of the Artifacts 

From October through December 2018, eight mission and five vision statements 

were identified and recorded for this study. The identification of the artifacts for each 

institution in the sample began with a google search. In my preferred internet search 
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browser, I searched for ‘mission statement’ or ‘vision statement’ in conjunction with the 

name of the university. For example, for the University of Nowhere, I typed ‘mission 

statement University of Nowhere’ into the search bar. When the results were generated, I 

selected the link that directed me to the official page of the university that housed the 

official textual statements. After the artifacts were identified and confirmed, they are 

copied and pasted into Airtable, a 3-D excel spreadsheet, for storage, organization, and 

analysis. I was able to confirm the authenticity of the artifacts by ensuring they were 

from an official university sanctioned website that ended with  ‘.edu.’ 
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4.4.2. Artifact Characteristics 

4.4.2.1. Mission Statement Characteristics 

Eight mission statements were collected for this content analysis. The statements 

varied in length. Some statements were as short as one sentence, while others were as 

long as four paragraphs. The mean word count for the statements is 85.875, where the 

smallest word count was 14 words and largest containing 157 words.. 

4.4.2.2. Vision Statement Characteristics 

Five vision statements were collected for this content analysis. I was unable to 

locate a vision statement for three of the institutions in the sample. A possible 

explanation for this will be addressed in the discussion section. The vision statements 

were generally shorter that the mission statements. They were all one sentence long. The 

mean word count for the statements is 24.4, where the smallest word count was 16 words 

and the largest containing 35 words.
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4.5. Organizing Mission and Vision Statements into Airtable for Analysis 

I used Airtable to organize the mission and vision statements. Airtable is cloud 

based “spreadsheet-database hybrid, with the features of a database but applied to a 

spreadsheet (Air table, n.d.).” The cells in Airtable are similar to those of an Excel 

spreadsheet. The spreadsheets are relationally connected similar to the structure of a 

Microsoft Access database. Airtable allowed me to create columns and assign desired 

labels. Airtable also allowed me to create a record of tasks (like an audit trail) and 

relationally link columns. I chose to use Airtable to store and organize the mission and 

vision statements because the cloud-based storage was easy for to access from many 

locations at any time. Furthermore, the relational capabilities of the columns/cells made 

it easy for me to see how the codes I assigned for the units of data created were 

manifested throughout all of the institutions.  

To guide my data storage, organization, and analysis, I created two separate 

spreadsheets—one for mission statements and the other for vision statements.  I created 

seven columns in each spreadsheet. Column names in each spreadsheet included 

institution name, mission/vision statement, source, coding progress, units/raw data, 

preliminary code, and final code. Each column served a specific purpose. The column 

titles and purposes are detailed below in table 3 
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Table 3 Airtable Columns and Descriptions 

 

 

Column Title Function of Column 

Institution Name To record the name of the institution the 

forthcoming mission/vision statement 

belonged to. 

 

Mission/Vision Statement To record the full ‘as-is’ statement from 

the institution. To eliminate error in 

recording, the statement was copied and 

pasted from the website. 

 

Source To record the web address/location of the 

mission/vision statement. 

 

Coding Progress To record the current status or progress 

with coding for a particular unit of data. 

To do this, I created a drop-down menu 

comprising of four options: Not Started, 

In Progress, Finished, and Needs 

Revision. 

 

Units/Raw Data To separate and record the statements into 

into multiple smaller or workable 

sections. These smaller sections are called 

units.  

 

Open Codes To record the initial descriptor assigned 

to a unit of data. 

 

Final Codes To record the final category/categories 

assigned to a unit of data.  

 

4.6. Data Analysis 

My approach to data analysis was inductive or exploratory, where I allowed the 

themes to emerge from the data rather than having predetermined (deductive) themes or 
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categories. To this, I first developed open codes for each unit of data from the mission 

and vision statements. According to (Schierer, 2012) open codes are descriptive terms, 

names, or phrases that are used to capture the essence of the phenomena being studied or 

observed. In the air table sheet, I typed the initial open code name in the column titled 

‘code name’. The spreadsheet automatically saved and created name icons for each code 

I created. This allowed me to easily view and apply a code to another unit of data as I 

made my way through each mission and vision statement. After the completion of open 

coding, I then began to reduce or condense the open codes into categories/themes. To do 

this, I used an axial coding and constant comparative method approach. I reduced the 

data while simultaneously using the various initial codes I created to assign final 

categories, define the categories and establish criteria for inclusion and exclusion for 

each category.  

4.6.1. Credibility, Consistency, and Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, internal validity – the measure of how accurate findings 

are or how closely findings mirror reality – is described by the term credibility. To 

ensure credibility of the findings, I used the peer review approach. This approach 

occurred in two forms. The first source of peer review was done by and with the 

experienced faculty members guiding this research study. After I created the first draft of 

themes, I met with each faculty member to review the process I used to arrive at the 

themes, my definition and justification for each theme, and description of how each 

theme was unique and independent of the other themes. I used the feedback of the 

faculty to revisit the coding process to further refine my themes. The second round of 



 

 

 

45 

peer review was with a fellow doctoral student who had experience with qualitative 

research, content analysis, but was unfamiliar with the topic of this research inquiry. 

This doctoral student looked through the raw data and initial codes to create their own 

themes. The list of themes was then compared to the themes I created to assess 

consistency. The doctoral student and I engaged in an iterative discussion to clarify and 

justify our rationale for each theme that was created. The feedback and learning of this 

process was used to further condense and solidify the themes I created.  

Reliability – or consistency – is used to describe the extent to which research 

process and findings can be replicated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To ensure consistency 

of this study, I used a research notebook and audit trail for the entire duration of this 

research study – from conceptualization to completion. In this audit trail, I included 

information about how I collected data, my reactions to the findings as they emerged, 

my decision-making during coding, and my solutions to the problems I encountered.  

Lastly, external validity or transferability is concerned with applying findings to 

other contexts or future research studies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To ensure 

transferability of the findings of this study, I provided detailed descriptions of my 

research method and the tools I used. I also described the findings in thorough details 

and provided examples to justify the findings.  

4.7. Summary 

Phase I of this study was qualitative content analysis of mission and vision 

statements. Eight AAU member land-grant universities were selected via a stratified 

random sample. From these institutions eight mission and five mission statements were 
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identified.  The statements were stored and organized in Airtable, a cloud-based 3-D 

spreadsheet. The statements were divided into multiple units of data to allow for ease of 

analysis. A constant comparative process of open and axial coding was used to reduce, 

label and categorize the data.   
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5. PHASE I: RESULTS  

5.1. Results Overview 

In this section, I present the main findings of the content analysis of mission 

statements. Mission statements from eight AAU member land-grant institutions were 

analyzed to better understand how these universities are communicating about 

institutional purpose and goals. A cyclical process of inductive and deductive open and 

axial coding was used to form the categories/themes. Eight distinct themes emerged 

during analysis. The themes are presented in order of most to least prominent amongst 

the mission statements. For example, the first theme, knowledge pathways, was common 

within most of the mission statements.   

5.2. Mission Statement Thematic Results 

5.2.1. Theme 1: The Charges of Knowledge  

The most dominant theme to emerge from the content analysis centered on the 

role and intended use of knowledge at a university. This theme was actualized in five out 

of eight mission statements. Traditionally, the charge a university has been to transfer 

knowledge through education or teaching. However, analysis of the statements indicated 

the institutions have possibly deviated or evolved from a unidimensional to a 

multifaceted perspective about the role of knowledge. Charges of Knowledge can be 

defined as the various activities an institution aims to conduct with regard to knowledge. 

 In total, there were ten different charges associated with knowledge: discovery, 

development, communication, application, generating, disseminating, preserving, 

creating, sharing, and expansion. The number of charges associated with the term 
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knowledge within a mission statement ranged from one to four. Of the ten charges, only 

two, application and creating, were present in more than one mission statement. All of 

the other charges appeared only once across the different mission statements analyzed. 

Examples of how these themes were present in the artifacts include… 

[Redacted] university is dedicated to the discovery, development, 

communication, and application of knowledge (UNI4) 

 

This institute is committed to generating, disseminating, and preserving 

knowledge… (UNI2) 

 

Create, share, and apply knowledge – (UNI1) 

 

Creating and discovering knowledge (UNI5) 

 

…the expansion of knowledge – (UNI6) 

5.2.2. Theme 2: Comprehensive Educational Institutions 

5.2.2.1. Sub categories: Programs, Delivery 

The second most present theme to emerge from the analysis of mission 

statements captures the levels of educational programs/programing the institution(s) 

offered and the modes of program delivery. This theme was present in five of the eight 

statements analyzed. Comprehensive education means that the universities offer degree 
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programs at the undergraduate, graduate and professional levels. They also provide 

continuing education opportunities.  

Considering the nature of institutions in the sample, it was not surprising that 

they self-identified as comprehensive universities. Carnegie classified tier 1 and AAU 

member institutions are typically known to confer bachelor’s, master’s, Doctor of 

Philosophy, and professional doctorates including law, medicine, pharmacy, dentistry, 

and veterinary degrees. Some of the institutions explicitly self-identified as a 

comprehensive institution:  

 

[Redacted university name]  is a comprehensive learning institution (UNI8) 

 

Educating students through a comprehensive array of distinguished academic  

programs… (UNI 5) 

 

Whereas, others institutions listed the various programmatic focus areas: 

 

Our instructional mission includes undergraduate, graduate, professional, and 

continuing education…(UNI6) 

 

Through its undergraduate, graduate, and continuing education programs… 

(UNI3) 
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The comprehensive nature of these institutions extended beyond the various 

degree/program’s levels. These programs were also offered in a comprehensive manner. 

The analysis of mission statements showed that degree programs were delivered across 

two mediums: in person and online. An example of this in the mission statement is: 

…offered through both resident instruction and online delivery…(UNI6) 

It is important yet surprising to note that this specification about how educational 

programs are delivered was only specified and implied in one mission statement.  

5.2.3. Theme 3: Multidimensional Missions 

5.2.3.1. Subthemes 1: Teaching, Research, Creativity/Service 

The third most prominent theme to emerge from the analysis of mission 

statements captured the diverse types of activities an institution is or desires to be 

engaged in. Multidimensional mission describes mission statements as having multiple, 

distinct institutional focus areas or as I prefer to say, ‘dimensions.’ This theme was 

apparent across four mission statements. These focus areas encompassed the core 

activities of the institutions.  Some institutions were explicit that their mission statements 

were segmented into multiple, specific parts: 

 

[Redacted], has the threefold mission… (UNI3) 

 

Whereas, other institutions were implicit in their communication about the purpose of 

their university and the activities the institution engaged in. There were three dimensions 
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or subthemes associated with this theme. The first two were explicitly stated and 

uniformed across the statements, whereas, the third was less consistent.  

The first dimension was teaching. Teaching or the transfer or knowledge from 

instructor to student is generally perceived to be the most basic function of an 

educational institution. This basic function was evident in at least three mission 

statements. The purpose of teaching or providing an education was centered on 

improving the lives of persons the institution served, including  

…educates people from…(UNI6) 

…enrich the lives of people…through education…(UNI5) 

…providing for the instructional needs of [redacted] Citizens…(UNI3) 

The second dimension was research. Research seemed to focus on generating new 

knowledge in an innovative manner.  

…its mission of providing the highest quality undergraduate and graduate 

programs is inseparable from its mission of developing new 

understandings through research and creativity…(UNI4)  

 

As the premier comprehensive public research university…has the three-

fold mission of providing for the instructional needs of [redacted] 

Citizens…. conducting the cutting-edge research that 

contributes…(UNI3) 

Although the first two dimensions were explicitly clear, and arguably uniform in 

language used (to express that dimension) across the statements, the third dimension was 
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less uniform and tended to be more implicit rather than explicit. The lack of uniformity 

or clarity on this third mission is a result of the different terms the universities used to 

express their third activity. For some institutions, the third priority of the university was 

creativity or creative expression, 

To improve prospects, enrich lives of people…through education, 

research and creative expression (UNI7). 

Whereas, for other institutions, the third dimension focused more on serving and being 

engaged with the general public. 

…and providing for public service in support of the needs of 

citizens…(UNI3). 

Although there appeared to be consistency across institutions desire to provide an 

education through teaching and discover new information through research, there are 

different manifestations of the third charge. Additionally, with regard to teaching and 

research, there was no distinct order in how these dimensions appeared in the mission 

statements. Some institutions listed teaching first. Whereas, others began with research. 

However, the third dimension, whether it be creativity or public service, was always the 

final institutional activity of the mission statements. What is unclear is if the order of 

these dimensions is an indicator of institutional priority.  

  What is most notable about the multidimensional mission theme, was how the 

institutions described the importance of one dimension/focus area in relation to the 

others. In some of the mission statements, it was indicated that the dimensions were 

interdependent rather than independent of each other.  An example of this is: 
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…its mission of providing the highest quality undergraduate and graduate 

programs is inseparable from its mission of developing new 

understandings through research and creativity… (UNI4) 

 

…integrated programs of teaching, research, and service (UNI6) 

 

Each component of the university’s mission reinforces and supports the 

other two (UNI3) 

Although it is unclear if the order the dimensions appear is an indicator of institutional 

priority, it is clear some institutions envision these dimensions being practiced and 

actualized concurrently.  

5.2.4. Theme 4: Dichotomy of Land-Grant Identity  

5.2.4.1. Sub Theme: State of Being; Foundation 

Dichotomy of land-grant identity refers to the manner in which an institution self 

identifies and owns its identity as a land-grant university. Although only two statements 

contained the term “land-grant”, the context used around the term appeared to be 

different. Specifically, there were two distinct contexts used in relation to the term land-

grant. Hence, the use of the word ‘dichotomy’ in the title of this theme.  

The first manifestation of the dichotomy is a state of being. State of being means 

the institution actively identifies as a land-grant university. When the term land-grant 

appeared in the mission statement, there was an inference of ownership in relation to the 

term. For example, 
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As [redacted]’s land-grant university… (UNI6). 

The second component of this dichotomy is what I refer to as foundational. Foundational 

because the institution refers to the land-grant mission as the foundation or a building 

block of the institution. In contrast to the first dimension of the dichotomy, there appears 

to be less active ownership. For example,  

…built on a land-grant foundation…(UNI8). 

Even more apparent (and perhaps surprising) than the distinction between the different 

contexts surrounding the use of the term land-grant, was the general lack of use of the 

term land-grant across the eight mission statements.  

5.2.5. Theme 5: Intended Audience  

The next theme to emerge from the content analysis of mission statements 

describes the intended reach of the universities. Historically, land-grant institutions were 

founded to serve the people of their local communities and states. However, in the 

analysis of statements, it appeared that the historical audience of land-grant institutions 

had expanded. Although many of the statements indicated a continued commitment to 

serving the people of the state, there were some additions that would extend the reach of 

the institutions beyond state lines. Through the language used, universities seemed to be 

focused on local, state, regional, national, and global audiences. For example,   

[The University] …will best serve the nation and the world…(UNI2); 

 

[The University will] …improve the well-being of our state, regional, 

national, and global communities…(UNI5); 
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[The University will] …Enrich the lives of the people of [redacted state 

name] and the world…(UNI7); and 

 

[The University is]…shaping a better future for [redacted state name] the 

nation, and the world (UNI8). 

5.2.6. Theme 6: Diversity Matters 

The next theme to emerge from the content analysis of mission statements 

centers on the role institutions ascribe to diversity in the university community. This 

theme was present for three out of eight statements. Diversity matters because through 

the statements, the institutions conveyed that diversity played an integral role in their 

identity, purpose, and work. Inclusion criteria for this theme included the appearance of 

diversity within the context of the types of people who were welcomed at the institution, 

the people the institution seeks to include in the university community, the people the 

institution desires to serve, and the general role or importance of diversity at the 

institution.  

The most typical exemplar for this theme was the explicit declaration that the 

institution was open and wished to provide a service to persons from various ethnic, 

racial, and geographic backgrounds. For example,  

[The University] welcomes and seeks to serve persons of all racial, 

ethnic, and geographic groups (UNI4), 
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as it addresses the needs of an increasingly diverse population and a 

global economy (UNI4), and 

[prepares] a diverse student body (UNI5) 

A second exemplar of this theme was the appearance of diversity within the context of 

its contribution to the excellence of the institution: 

We understand that diversity and inclusion are essential components of 

our excellence (UNI5),  

[including] …a diverse community dedicated to excellence in education 

and research (UNI8). 

5.2.7. Theme 7: 21st Century Context 

 The next theme to emerge from the analysis of mission statements was 21st 

century context. The 21st Century context refers to the time period the mission 

statements were created for. In several of the mission statements, it was clear that the 

universities wanted to be prepared to execute its missions in the 21st century. 

Furthermore, the mission statements indicated that the universities wanted to be prepared 

to function in and meet the needs of the future of the 21st century. Examples of how this 

theme manifested in the mission statements include: 

The mission of [redacted] is to advance knowledge and educate students in 

science, technology, and other areas of scholarship that will best serve the nation 

and the world in the 21st century (UNI2). 
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In the 21st century, [redacted] University seeks to assume a place of preeminence 

among public universities while respecting its history and traditions (UNI4). 

5.2.8. Theme 8: Collective Identity 

The next theme to emerge from the analysis of mission statements was actualized 

in only one mission statement. Nevertheless, it was selected as a theme because its lack 

of prominence is just as noteworthy as it would have been if it was prominent. Collective 

identity is the term or phrase a university uses to refer to, name, or identify with the 

members of its community. This is not just limited to the on-campus community of 

students, faculty, and staff. This community can be extended to former students, 

graduated students, and general supporters of the university. The name of the 

university’s mascot is the most common term used to refer to this collective identity. It 

was surprising this was not a more common occurrence across the mission statements 

because these mascot names are almost always used in tandem with the name or mention 

of a university. An example of how this theme manifested in the mission statement was,  

We are the [redacted mascot name] nation (UNI8).  

5.3. Vision Statements Thematic Results 

In this section, I present my findings for the content analysis of vision statements. 

Vision statements were analyzed to better understand where AAU land-grants aspired to 

be in the future. Of the eight institutions of interest for analysis, only five schools were 

identified as having a vision statement. As noted in the methods section, an open coding 

approach was used for analysis, where themes were allowed to emerge from the data.  
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 Three distinct themes emerged from my analysis of the qualitative data generated 

from the vision statements.  These themes were: Desire to Lead; Engaged Universities; 

Land-Grant Acknowledgement 

5.3.1. Theme: Desire to Lead 

 The first theme to emerge from the analysis of vision statements focuses on the 

leadership aspirations of the institutions. This theme was apparent in all five of the 

vision statements analyzed. Desire to Lead means that the institutions desired to be 

leaders amongst its peers. Inclusion criteria for this theme includes the appearance of 

leadership within the context of geography or the areas the university wants to lead, 

specific activities they want to be leaders in, and various types of/categories of 

universities they want to be viewed as leaders of.  

 The most typical exemplar of this theme was the appearance of the desire to lead 

within the context of geography. These universities did not just want to be leaders in the 

communities or states they are located in. The institutions desired to be leaders locally, 

nationally, and globally. 

[Redacted university name] will lead the world – (UNI1)  

… the state, nation, and world look to [the University] for leadership (UNI8) 

There was a difference in how the institutions expressed this desire to lead. Most 

of the institutions used future tense when talking about wanting to lead. However, one 

the mission statement described this desire in the present tense. For example: 

Present tense: [Redacted] university is the model 21st-century (UNI5) 

Future tense: [Redacted university name] will be a leader (UNI6) 
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5.3.2. Theme 2: Engaged Universities 

The next theme to emerge from the analysis of vision statements was the concept 

of engagement. Unsurprisingly, it is unclear exactly what the concept of engagement or 

engaged universities specifically meant. This uncertainty can be attributed to the brief 

nature and composition of the vision statements. However, what was clear was the 

universities have a desire to be engaged. The desire for engagement manifested in 

several contexts, including student engagement, community engagement, and a general 

desire to lead in engagement. For example,  

…we will expand student experience through engagement (UNI7); 

 

… [the University will] be a leader in research, learning, and 

engagement…(UNI6) 

 

[Redacted university name] is the model 21st century…. community engaged 

institution (UNI6). 

5.3.3. Theme 3: Land-Grant Acknowledgement 

 A third theme to emerge from the analysis of vision statements was the 

acknowledgement of land-grant identity. Similarly, to the land-grant dichotomy theme 

from the mission statements, the land-grant acknowledgement occurred in two vision 

statements. However, these vision statements were not from the same institutions as the 

mission statements. These were two completely different universities.  
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Similarly, to the occurrence in the mission statement, one of the references to Land-

Grant in the visions statements was the ownership of being land-grant as state-of-being 

or an active component of the institution’s identity. For example, 

[Redacted university name] is the model…Land Grant…institution (UNI5) 

The second occurrence is within the context of an ideal that the institution is aiming to 

live up to or fulfill. For example, 

[Redacted university] will lead the world in advancing the land-grant ideals of 

putting science, technology, and human creativity to work (UNI1) 
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6. PHASE II: ADMINISTRATORS PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THE LAND-GRANT 

MISSION AND OTHER THINGS 

6.1. About Phase II 

Phase II of this study consisted of basic qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews with administrators across various levels (i.e., university-wide and college) at 

land-grant institutions. One research question was used to guide this phase of the study: 

RQ.3: What meaning do administrators of AAU Land-Grant institutions ascribe 

to preeminence within the context of the Land-Grant mission? 

RO.3.1: Describe how administrators interpret the land-grant mission. 

RO.3.2: Describe how administrators define preeminence. 

RO.3.3: Examine how administrators perceive the impact of the pursuit of 

preeminence on land-grant institutions/the land-grant mission. 

6.2. Method Selection and Rationale 

Multiple analysis tools were considered for phase II, including interviews 

(structured, semi-structured, unstructured) focus groups, ethnography, and case study, to 

ensure the generation of useful and applicable information for the phenomena of interest. 

However, I believed a semi-structured interview format was most suitable for pursuing 

the research questions and objectives. A semi-structured interview is the middle ground 

between a structured and an unstructured approach, where the interview is guided by a 

list of predetermined open-ended questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). However, the 

exact wording or order of the questions are not determined ahead of time.  
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I believed the semi-structured approach was best for several reasons. Firstly, 

when considering the research questions and the results of the content analysis, I knew 

there were specific, open-ended questions I wanted to explore with the participants. A 

semi-structured approach allowed me the opportunity to obtain answers to those 

questions while sequentially asking probing and follow-up questions based on the 

responses of the participants. Secondly, this was an exploratory study that sought to 

understand a phenomenon that was sparsely covered in the literature. Furthermore, of the 

information that is in the literature, very little of it is from the perspective of 

administrators. As a result, I believed a semi-structured approach was best for allowing 

the participants the space needed to speak on the phenomena based on their individual 

thoughts, experiences, and perspectives.    

6.3. Population 

In qualitative research, the population is typically defined as a set of objects or a 

group of people that possess the characteristics outlined by a sampling criterion 

(Bryman, 2012). In the case of this study, the target population of interest for phase II 

were university administrators. Within the context of this study, administrators were 

defined as persons who hold senior level administrative posts from division chairperson 

or dean level upward. However, the term is broad and the people who embody it 

included persons serving at many types of universities for a variety of time periods. 

Therefore, my accessible population for this study were persons who were currently 

serving or had previously served as an administrator for a minimum of two years at a 

Land-Grant university. 
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I selected administrators at land-grant institutions as the population of interest for 

two reasons. First, administrators are the persons who are typically charged with 

creating, setting, disseminating, and evaluating the vision and agenda of the institution. 

When considering that preeminence is typically an institutional aspiration that is set by 

administrators, it seemed most fitting to speak with persons in this role about the 

connotative interpretations of preeminence as it relates to Land-Grant universities. 

Secondly, studies about perceptions of the land-grant mission and other institutional 

planning activities are rarely conducted from the perspective of administrators. By 

selecting administrators as the population of interest, I hoped to further contribute to the 

literature associated with this line of inquiry.  

6.4. Sampling and Selection Procedures for Participants 

Traditionally, most qualitative studies include a purposive or purposeful 

sampling procedure. A purposeful/purposive sampling procedure in qualitative research 

typically involves “identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are 

especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” 

(Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & Hoagwood, 2016). To meet this criterion, 

I used a combination of two sampling procedures. I initially began by self-identifying 

administrators at the institutions featured in the content analysis. Secondly, I asked long 

tenured faculty and administrators to identify and recommended persons whom they 

believe would have the experiential expertise to answer the questions I proposed for this 

study.  
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6.5. Participant Summary Characteristics and Individual Descriptions 

I interviewed six people for this study. Of the six, four were men and two were 

women. Five of the participants self-identified as White and one self-identified as 

Hispanic. Their current positions ranged from Vice President of Research, Executive 

Vice President and Provost, Vice Provost and Dean, Associate Dean, Associate Vice 

President, and a former university president who has maintained an active administrative 

role in the university. The participants represented institutions that are primarily located 

in the South, East, and West US. Combined, the participants had more than 106 years of 

higher education administrative experience 

For this section, I developed a brief description of each participant. To protect 

confidentiality, some participant summaries are briefer than others. Additionally, their 

and they will be used in place of cis-gender pronouns (he/she and his/her). 

6.5.1. Participant 1 (P1) 

 P1 has been serving in a university side administrative position at a large public 

land-grant university for the past two years. Their academic background is the general 

field of Engineering. They have previously held administrative positions at one land-

grant and one non-land-grant institution. Combined, they have 12 years of higher 

education administration experience. They did not obtain any of his degrees from land-

grant institutions.  

6.5.2. Participant 2 (P2) 

 P2’s academic career spans four land-grant universities. They currently in a 

university wide administrative position at a large public land-grant university. They has 
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held this position for the past three years. Prior to their current role, they served as in 

numerous college level administrative positions. He has also served as a dean for the 

College of Agriculture at another public large land-grant institution. Their academic 

background is in Entomology. They obtained his undergraduate, graduate, and post-

doctoral training from land-grant institutions. They have more than 20 years of 

combined higher education administration experience.  

6.5.3. Participant 3 (P3) 

 P3 has previously served in a university wide administrative position at a large 

public land-grant university. Their academic background is in Microbiology. Combined, 

they have over 20 years of combined higher education administration experience. 

6.5.4. Participant 4 (P4) 

P4 currently serves in a university wide programmatic administrative position. 

Their has an academic career that spans five land-grant institutions. They have 

previously held college level and extension administrative positions. They have an 

academic background in agricultural education and has received their undergraduate and 

graduate training at land-grant institutions. Combined, they have over 20 combined years 

of higher education administration experience.  

6.5.5. Participant 5 (P5) 

 P5 currently serves in a college level administrative position at a large public 

land-grant institution. They have held this position for the past eight years. Their 

previous administrative experience included serving as a Department Head for seven 

years. Their academic career spans two land-grant institutions. Their academic 
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background is in Animal Science and Agricultural Education. They received their 

graduate training at land-grant institution. Combined, they have 15 years of higher 

education administrative experience.  

6.5.6. Participant 6 (P6) 

 P6 currently serves in a university wide administrative position at a public land-

grant university. Their academic background is in Agricultural Economics. They have 

previous experience in both the private sector and higher education administration. 

Combined, they have 19 years of higher education administration experience.
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6.6. Development of Interview Protocol 

To guide interviews for phase II, I developed and used an interview protocol. An 

interview protocol is an instrument used to ask questions about specific information that 

is related to the purpose of the study (Patton, 2015). To create the protocol, I followed a 

template developed by Creswell and Poth (2018), in which a combination of opening, 

transition, key, and closing questions were used to guide the interview/conversation. 

The questions in the protocol were derived from two sources. The first source of 

interview questions was the research questions guiding phase II of the study. The 

research questions were rephrased into a manner that would be more understandable to 

participants and allow for smooth conversation. This was done based on 

recommendations made by Creswell and Poth (2018). The second source of interview 

questions was the results and findings of phase I. As stated in section 2.3, this is a 

modified exploratory sequential study that used the results for phase I to drive 

instrument development in phase II. There were many notable findings and themes in 

phase I of the study. However, what was lacking was the context needed to understand 

the nuances of the themes. To further understand and provide context to some of the 

findings from the participant’s point of view (Creswell & Poth, 2018), some of whom 

represented institutions used for the content analysis, I created interview questions based 

on some of the themes and findings. 
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6.7. Interview Procedures 

  I conducted interviews during the spring and summer of 2019. According to 

Creswell and Poth (2018), determining how an interview takes place will depend on a 

variety of factors. Several factors including time zone differences, the schedules of 

participants, and distance were considered when determining how the interviews would 

be conducted. Due to the geographic location differences between myself and the 

interviewees, different mediums of communication were used. Interviews were 

conducted in-person, by phone, and by web-based video conferencing. For the 

participants who were not local, they had the option to choose between a phone or video 

interview. All phone and video interviews were conducted using Zoom, a cloud-based 

phone and video service. I interviewed local participants in person.   

 I provided the participants with the interview protocol in advance for two 

reasons. The first was to allow them time to think about the questions, prepare more 

well-rounded responses, and consult resources, if needed. The second reason was to aid 

the prospective participants in deciding whether or not they wanted to participate in the 

study. Consent for the study was obtained at the beginning of the scheduled interview 

and in accordance with the protocol approved by the Texas A&M University Human 

Research Protection Program. To protect the confidentiality of the participants, I used a 

waiver of signed consent process. To minimize participant and researcher fatigue and to 

be respectful of their time, interviews were kept to a maximum of one hour. 
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6.7.1. Interview Recordings 

 To aid in the subsequent analysis, I recorded the interviews after obtaining the 

consent of each participant. I used my hand-written notes as a supplement to the 

recordings. Due to the various mediums of communication (i.e., in person, phone, and 

video) used to conduct the interviews, I used different approaches to record the 

interviews. For interviews conducted in person, I used a small hand-held recording 

device. For the phone and video interviews, I used the recording feature available via the 

Zoom platform. This recording feature allowed me to download an audio recording at 

the conclusion of each Zoom session.   

At the conclusion of each interview, the recordings were labeled and uploaded 

into a secured cloud folder for storage. To keep track of which recording belonged to 

which participant, I labeled the recordings with the pseudonym I created for each 

participant followed by the date for the interview. For example, if I interviewed ‘Saturn’ 

on July 18th, 2019, the recording was labeled as Saturn_071819. The transcript for each 

interview was also stored in the same folder and were labeled similarly to the recordings.  

6.7.2. Transcribing of Interviews 

According to Merriam and Tisdale (2016) “verbatim transcription of recorded 

interviews provides the best database for analysis” (p. 131). To aid in data analysis and 

as a supplement to handwritten notes, all recorded interviews were transcribed. To 

transcribe the interviews, I used the transcription program, Descript. Descript is an app-

based audio and video transcription service.  Descript works by allowing the user to 

upload the audio or video file into the app. Within one minute of uploading, the app 

https://www.descript.com/
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transcribes the recording. According to the application website, the transcriptions are 

approximately 95% accurate. To ensure the trustworthiness, I read through each 

transcript with the audio playing in-order to make edits and changes to words and 

grammatical cues that were not picked up during the transcription.  

At the conclusion of text editing, I exported the transcript into a Microsoft Word 

document. Each document was labeled in a similar naming style as the audio recordings 

to keep track of which transcript belonged to each participant. I followed transcript 

formatting guidelines outlined by Merriam and Tisdale (2016). These formatting 

suggestions called for double space between speakers and single space within each 

speaker. Additionally, I included line numbers and adjusted the margins to allow for 

space to write during coding and analysis. At the conclusion of formatting, I saved each 

transcribed Word document to same cloud based secured folder as the audio recordings. 

The final document was then saved and printed for analysis.  

6.8. Data Analysis Approach 

6.8.1. Narrative Analysis Rationale 

Although each of the interview participants had several years of higher education 

administrative experience, there were differences in the journey to and manifestation of 

those experiences. As a result, I recognized that the responses of the participants would 

be influenced by the path they took to their administrative careers and the types of 

administrative positions they held. Therefore, I adopted a modified narrative analysis 

approach for analyzing the interview data. The term narrative analysis is derived from 
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the terms narrate and narrative – both more commonly known as storytelling. More 

specifically Wiles, Rosenberg, and Kearns (2005) explained: 

Narrative analysis is designed to take up the challenge of interpreting and 

understanding layers of meaning in interview talk and the connections among 

them. It is a form of interpreting a conversation or story in which attention is paid 

to the embedded meanings and evaluations of the speaker and their context. 

Through narrative analysis researchers can understand” the contingent, the local, 

and the particular” (p. 90).  

Due to the different perspectives of the participants, I did not believe it was sufficient to 

simply separate and present the data into themes. Rather, I opted for an approach that 

allowed me to tell a story or narrate how the participants responded to the questions 

asked in contrast to the other interviewees.  

6.8.2. Data Analysis Procedure 

To achieve the aforementioned narrative approach to interpreting the data, I 

aggregated the interview data by each interview question asked to the interviewees. 

Under each question, I inserted the transcribed response for each participant. I did this 

because it was easier to see the similarities and differences in the responses while they 

were grouped together (under one question), rather than having the responses on separate 

transcribed documents.  Next, I wrote notes (some may refer to these as codes) next to 

each response to capture or summarize the essence of what each participant said in 

response in the question. I used these summarized notes to create a narrative of how the 

participants responded to each question. The responses that were most similar were 
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group together (in the middle of the narrative).  Whereas, the most polar responses were 

used as bookends to the narrative. To enhance the narrative, direct quotes were used to 

capture essence and distinctiveness of how the interviewees individually and collectively 

responded to each question.  
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7. PHASE II RESULTS 

7.1. Results Overview 

In this section, I present the main findings of the semi-structured interviews. Six 

administrators across several public AAU member land-grant universities were 

interviewed. The purpose of these interviews was to better understand the meaning of 

preeminence and to contextualize some of the findings of the content analysis in phase I. 

The results for this phase will be presented in order of the research question, followed by 

the interview questions that correspond with that particular research question.   

7.2.  Interpretation of the Land-Grant Mission 

 To begin the interviews, I first asked the interviewees to consider and share their 

interpretation of the land-grant mission. The purpose of this question was not to obtain a 

denotative expression of the land-grant mission. Rather, I sought to understand their 

connotative interpretations. I asked this question because I knew their interpretation 

would be the foundation for how they framed and responded to the subsequent questions 

of the interview. 

 Collectively, the administrators had a variety of interpretations of the Land-

Grant mission. For many, the Land-Grant mission was about access to education. This 

sentiment was present in the responses for four of the six interviewees. For the 

administrators, access to education meant providing educational opportunities to the 

masses or the general public. However, the participants explained that access was not the 

end goal. Rather providing access was the genesis or the catalyst for future opportunity. 
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P6 explained, the creators of the land-grant mission understood that “the great equalizer 

would be education.” P6 further explained, 

…It was about reconstruction. About bringing the country together. It was about 

education as a future. But I also think it was also about, if we are true to our 

constitution and if we are true to the formation of our country, then we have to 

create (without calling it this at the time), the American dream. We have to create 

that opportunity. 

Although some of the participants expressed providing access to people was and 

is still the intent of the land-grant mission, many shared concerns that some land-grants 

have or are in the processing of migrating away from the principle of providing access. 

Furthermore, other types of institutions have adopted land-grant principles in an effort to 

become more imbedded in their communities 

P4 passionately spoke on the concern that was echoed by many of his peer 

interviewees:  

in the eighties and nineties some of our institutions forgot what was central to the 

mission and migrated away from some of that activity. Interestingly enough, state 

universities that were non-Land-Grants began to emulate land-grant philosophy, 

mission, and vision. They added outreach to their activities. Not extension per se, 

but the same type of function to make their universities more relevant to the 

general public, which I think was very much in keeping with the idea behind the 

land-grant mission.  
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Another perspective shared by the administrators on the interpretation of the land-grant 

mission was one rooted in the concept of public engagement and service. The concepts 

were multidimensional, where multiple groups are beneficiaries of service and 

engagement from Land-grant universities. For example, when speaking on service, P5 

explained “it’s just what we do – serve our students and clientele groups.” P1 further 

elaborated on the role of service and public engagement as it relates to the land-grant 

mission:  

You know, I think again it’s public engagement and you know some of that is the 

traditional kind of extension mission. But really, it’s you know, it’s not just 

service to the farmers of the citizenry. It’s to the state government. 

7.3. Differentiating between Premier, Preeminence, Excellence, and Eminence 

The second question I asked participants centered on the need understand the 

meaning of and differences between terms that are often used to describe the aspirations 

of land-grant institutions. I asked each term one at a time in an effort to capture an 

authentic reaction. I did not give them all of the terms upfront because I did not want 

them to overthink and bias their responses. My summary of their interpretations will be 

presented by each term asked,  

7.3.1. Premier 

Four of the six administrators defined premier as being number one or at the top 

in terms of rankings. For example:  P4 ascribed premier to “an institution that has 

matured and grown and might be if you will in the top ranking.” Other interpretations 

included…  
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Premier means being the number one ranked program…and if you are good 

enough, a number one ranked institution – P2 

 

…the top one percent… - P1 

 

 

I would think premier would be number one. You would be first in something… 

– P5  

Some administrators specified how that top ranking manifested. For example, P5 alluded 

that the top ranking may not necessarily be attributed to the entire institution but 

designated to a specific field of study: 

 

…you know, maybe you’re the premier institution in marine biology… – P5 

 

In a contrasting perspective, some administrators defined the term less within the context 

of the current status of the institution, but more in line with a historical lens. For 

example, P4 stated: 

I think the premier institutions are some of those that have been around for a long 

time. You know, I use Harvard as the example and maybe MIT, Yale or some of 

the other Ivy Leagues. And I think they’ve seen themselves as having been there 

early and having developed programs that are considered excellent by many and 

would then quality them to be or refer to themselves as premier institutions. 
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It is important to note that this administrator did not list any public land-grant 

institutions in this explanation. However, he did reference Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (MIT), one of the few private institutions with a land-grant history.  

In a contrasting interpretation, some administrators used AAU metrics as an 

indicator to determine if an institution is premier. Participants stated that university 

officials are generally referring to AAU performance metrics when they use the term 

premier. For example, P6 stated:  

…when I hear [premier], I believe we as administrators are talking about the kind 

of metrics and parameters that AAU prescribes. High rate of scholarly 

productivity as defined mostly by acceptance in the academy, publications in 

journals, national academy memberships…- P6 

In another contrasting perspective, some administrators operationalized premier as a 

term that should be used to identity or describe as a go-to resource for information. For 

example, P6 stated: 

I believe it should be the university of choice when any community – not defined 

geographically, it could be a community of people, could be an industry, could 

be folks with a problem they would like to solve– feel as though they can get 

access to a top conversation. And to be the premier public university, that to me 

seems like it should be the measurement.  

7.3.2. Preeminence 

Similarly, to premier, the administrators shared a variety of interpretations for the 

term preeminence. In fact, many of the responses given for this term were similar to the 
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interpretations given for premier. However, based on the data, it is unclear what 

separates premier from preeminence. For some administrators, preeminence is not a term 

an institution gives itself. Rather, preeminence is a perception that others ascribe to an 

institution. For example, P1 stated: 

I would say for me, that word [i.e., preeminence] is weighted more toward an 

external perception…this is the place where the world goes to for opinion and 

solution – P1. 

This explanation appears to be similar to the interpretation offered by P6 for premier, 

who stated that a premier institution is where communities go to for problem solving. 

However, what appears to be different is the idea that an institution’s preeminence is 

ascribed based on the perceptions of persons who are external to the institution.  

 Another interpretation of preeminence offered by an administrator appears to be 

less focused on the overall university, and more specific to actors (faculty members) 

and/or agencies (departments, colleges and fields of study) within an institution. For 

example, P5 shared preeminence “…has to do with superior quality…that cuts across 

maybe colleges and disciplines.” In a similar take, P3 stated,  

…in my mind, usually it is defined within a certain field of study. So, what I 

mean is that a university can be preeminent in agriculture for example. [But that] 

doesn’t mean it’s preeminent in all the other areas. So, preeminence, usually it is 

a word that they use to recognize you know within a certain category of study – 

P3. 

In similar explanation, P6 stated, 
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To me, preeminent says if I’m looking for the best chemistry…okay, this is 

probably down to the faculty member level. This is the faculty member, or this is 

the place where that research is happening – P6.  

This interpretation by P6 is also similar to one that was given for premier. However, P6 

further explained we typically do not think about how these individual preeminent 

faculty or programs collectively drive overall university preeminence. Particularly non-

mainstream or traditional programs. P6 explained, 

You know there are a lot of people who like meat who know the meat science 

program at [redacted school name] is preeminent. Other fields who are thinking 

about premier would never think of meat science as helping drive a university’s 

preeminence. We have amazing folks in [redacted city name] working with sea 

turtles. Many people in the sea turtle community or those that are worried about 

maritime conservation would say that this is [the place for] preeminent faculty in 

sea turtles. But I don’t think we would ever say as a university [that] because 

we’re preeminent in sea turtles [research]…you know, we’re becoming more 

premier as an institution – P6. 

The aforementioned quote by the administrator highlights a few things. In an attempt to 

explain preeminence, the administrator uses the term premier twice. What is unclear is if 

he is using the term premier as a synonym of preeminence, and thus indicating that these 

terms are very similar or perhaps mean the same thing. A second phenomena in P6’s 

statement is the assertation that university administrators typically do not attribute 
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individual/departmental preeminence as a contributing factor to overall university 

preeminence.  

 In a different take on the term, another administrator shared that the institutions 

who use the term preeminence or those who these terms are ascribed to, are a particular 

type of institution. P4 passionately shared: 

I think preeminence…some of the institutions that would use that word are not 

only elitist, but they have an air of superiority like, you know, they’re better than 

anybody else and they’re going to be very selective in who they admit and 

they’re going to maintain that sort of elitist superior concept. And there are a 

number of AAU institutions that would qualify as using that terminology in a 

very self-perpetuating way. I think they target certain clientele groups that 

are…predecessors to land-grants. They were the ones that were available to the 

wealthy, that people of stature, people of royalty, or some kind of nobility – P4. 

7.3.3. Excellence 

Excellence was the third term I asked the administrators to define. In total, there 

were six different explanations/interpretations participants gave for this term. In the first 

interpretation, P3 explained that an institution or department can have excellent 

programs. However, having excellent programs does not mean that the program is 

preeminent. She explained that factors such as other institutions within a state and 

institutions in other countries are things that should be considered when ascribing 

excellence to a university. She stated,  
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You know, preeminence means that compared to others you’re at the top. 

Whereas, excellence you be can be excellent and not necessarily be preeminent. 

You know you may not be recognized by your peers as being at the top, but you 

can still have an excellent program, but it depends on what you’re comparing it 

with. You know, are you excellent compared to institutions in your state? Are 

you excellent compared to other institutions in the country? Are you excellent 

only in the academic programs versus the research? Excellence in my mind, the 

definition is where you may not be recognized in comparison to others, but you 

can still have excellent programs. It’s just that they may not be at the very top – 

P3. 

These sentiments were affirmed and complimented by statements some of the other 

participants shared. For example, P1 stated “being among the very best…you know 

every institution aspires to that and usually all of them claim it” – P1.  P1 further 

explained excellence is measured by “people keep[ing] score by research dollars…the 

national academy memberships…quality and employability of graduates…” – P1.  

 Some participants defined excellence not as a state of being or something an 

institution or department attains. Rather, they operationalized excellence as a process. 

For example, P6 stated: 

When I think about excellence, for me, personally, it’s about process over 

personality. It’s conducting ourselves in a manner that speaks to and addresses 

and embraces continuous improvement. [It is] something that you can repeat, that 

you can stand on and that excellence emerges from doing these things – I don’t 
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want to say the right way. But…in a manner that points to continuous 

improvement. – P6.  

Some interpretations of the term excellence were more concrete and less abstract (when 

considering the aforementioned interpretations). For example, P4 defined excellence as 

having “quality standards in teaching and research” – P4.  

7.3.4. Eminence 

To conclude this question, the final term I asked administrators to define was 

eminence. Overall, most of the administrators shared the sentiment that this term was 

perhaps the least used/common out of all the terms I asked them to define. This 

sentiment was echoed in statements such as “I don’t think most people know what 

eminence is” by P5 and “…to be honest with you, I haven’t seen people use, you know, 

eminence…” by P3.  

Nevertheless, the participants did offer some insight into what eminence means 

including, P5’s perspective that eminence is “just another term for…being superior or 

something like that.” One administrator attributed the term to be an individual accolade 

because their institution has an eminent scholar award. P6 explained: 

At [redacted university name] we seem to apply it to an individual accolade, 

individual accomplishment, and I feel comfortable saying I don’t believe we’ve 

applied it universally or university-wide. I think it’s an interesting exercise that it 

probably allows us a different opportunity to talking about accomplishment that 

preeminence doesn’t [allow]. You know, we have somethings that we label. We 
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have an eminent scholar award that its actually given by [redacted name] and 

their premise was you need several eminent scholars to create preeminence – P6.  

7.4. The Relationship between the AAU and Land-Grant Universities 

For this question, I asked the administrators to share their thoughts on whether or 

not they saw the values of the AAU and the Land-Grant universities as working together 

or separately. To briefly recap, some scholars express a concern that organizations like 

the AAU force land-grant institutions to support research at the expense of the other two 

components of the land-grant mission. This perception was further fueled by the 

rationale given by the AAU for the ousting of the University of Nebraska. Therefore, I 

asked this question to obtain a better understanding about the perceptions surrounding 

land-grant universities and their memberships in the AAU. Overall, the administrators 

believed the Land-Grant mission and the values of the AAU can and should co-exist. 

However, many of the administrators acknowledged that there are some concerns about 

the AAU but explained why Land-Grant membership necessary in-spite of those 

concerns.  

Among the administrators, the primary criticisms about the AAU included its 

homogeneity, lack of inclusivity, and the lack of turnover with regard to some of the 

original founding institutions. For example, P1 shared “I think you know, AAU is kind 

of interesting. I don’t like the idea that it’s sort of this exclusive club”.  P1 further 

elaborated:  
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I think it would be healthy if there were more turnover in the AAU. I don’t think 

the land-grants are at a disadvantage. You know there are some of them that were 

there for historical reasons that probably shouldn’t be any longer – P1. 

Although the administrators were hesitant to say that there was incompatibility between 

the AAU and the Land-Grant mission, many of them did point to an event involving the 

AAU and a Land-Grant University that served as a catalyst for much of the conversation 

about the AAU and its purpose today. For example, P6 stated: 

[I see] the AAU as a club you’ve achieved eligibility for. And I said eligibility 

because they vote themselves…you know, they vote to let you in, and they vote 

to take you out, and I was very close to the process when they removed Nebraska 

and Syracuse. And Syracuse…they wanted their dignity intact and didn’t allow a 

vote. But Nebraska took it to a vote and, to me, that’s the moment where much of 

the nation, particularly higher education community, began to say, “wait a 

minute…” P6.  

Further elaborating on the circumstances of Nebraska’s ouster, P6 stated: 

Now, we also know there’s politics behind it. We know there were people in 

power, you know, and so forth. But we felt that that decision… particularly that 

moment was…the onset of this public question. Whether it’s distrust-trust…with 

certainly a question about the value of higher education -P6. 

Many of the administrators acknowledged that the current relationship with the AAU is 

one of necessity because it gives land-grants a seat at the table for important 

conversations. P1 candidly elaborated on this perspective: 
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I don’t see it as incompatible and in-fact, I actually think [land-grant membership 

is] essential for the reason that the AAU, because of its exclusivity, does carry a 

lot of weight in Washington. Yeah, and if that is the voice of the Ivy League 

telling the feds how to run higher education or research, then the rest of us will 

lose. Yeah so, I don’t think it is incompatible. And I think it is very important 

that we have a wide spectrum of the top research institutions - P1 

Keeping along the lines of having a voice at the table, other administrators expressed 

that the varying types of institutions in the AAU, prevented the organization from having 

a singular voice, thus contributing to concerns about compatibility.  P6 elaborated on this 

dilemma: 

I think they have struggled, in my opinion, as a body to unify voice on anything 

but research, because their missions are so different. And their geographic 

realities are so different. Their histories are so different and so research is the one 

thing and some obvious education policy. Yeah, that is the one thing they can 

really sort of come together on – P6.  

7.5. The Role and Placement of the Land-Grant Mission  

The third question I asked the administrators was in reference to one of the 

findings from the content analysis in phase I. The data from the content analysis showed 

institutions referenced the land-grant mission in two distinct ways in their mission and/or 

vision statement. The first reference was explicit ownership of and identification as a 

land-grant institution. Whereas, the second reference was mostly within the context of 

making reference to the institutions land-grant history but indicating being on a modified 
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path in the present and future. Therefore, for this question, I wanted to understand how 

administrators perceived the use of and identification with the term land-grant at land-

grant universities.  

In their responses, all of the participants believed the institutions they currently 

and have previously served each actively embraced and identified with the land-grant 

mission. For example, P5 stated  

we’re proud…we are a land-grant. If you look at our [redacted school name] 

feeds, that comes up every day. We have a very good [land-grant] presence…and 

it’s not just the college [of agriculture]. It’s our students. It’s our staff. It’s our 

faculty winning awards for the research that they’re doing. It’s featured broadly 

and widely on the [redacted university name] website at the university level – P5. 

This sentiment was also shared by participant P1 who stated: 

In the case of [redacted university name], I think it’s been part of the DNA from 

the beginning and especially with the, you know, the emphasis on our [redacted] 

values – P1 

And also, P3 who said: 

Well at this institution, at [redacted university name], we [are] very proud of that 

land-grant mission – P3 

Beyond expressing their beliefs that institutions are proud to be land-grant, the 

administrators did share reasons why it may appear that universities are disowning the 

term. Several of the participants made reference to the identities of various actors at an 

institution and the role they play in wordsmithing process that is common when official 
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university mission/vision statements, strategic plans documents, and speeches (given by 

presidents, chancellors, provosts, and vice presidents of research) are written. The 

administrators also posited that the lack of knowledge, awareness, and misconceptions 

about the term land-grant are also reasons why the use of the term is at times omitted 

from official institution documents. P6 eloquently spoke on this dilemma: 

The final products of reports, strategic plans, president transcripts, and other 

materials gets boiled through lots of different players within the institution. And 

I…believe that land-grant is an unknown term to the society, the population. And 

if it is known, it’s probably misunderstood as a funding [source], you know. So, 

you say you’re land, sea, and space grant – you must be getting a lot of money 

from the federal government. And so, some of the folks who contribute to the 

language say you don’t want to send the perception that you’ve got an alternative 

revenue source. Because we need to ask them for philanthropy. We need to ask 

the state for more support. We need to tell the parents of students that tuition is 

going to go up. And so, you know be careful…if it’s only perceived in the public 

as a revenue source then it hurts other messages. And I think here at [redacted 

institution name], that has been the debate as opposed to thinking of it as a 

principle of our mission – P6.  

 The administrators did however caution that the process of wordsmithing and 

omitting does have consequences because practice becomes reality and thus, it is truth. 

As P6 stated:  
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…at the same time, wordsmith becomes reality because what does the president 

repeat? He doesn’t repeat the intent. He repeats the last speech. So, I think that’s 

a truth there – P6.  

This sentiment was expanded upon by P6: 

…Now, I would also say that, you know as time goes by if you neglect talking 

about it, and showcasing it, as we have, [redacted institution name] as well as 

other land-grant universities can fall into the danger of forgetting where they 

came from, if you will, and trying to become something they’re not. And if they 

do that it’s going to be to the detriment of society – P6.  

Some administrators also cited that certain characteristics about the institutions and its 

leaders may also factor into the frequency of use and the active embodiment of the land-

grant mission. With regard to the identity of leaders, some of the participants discussed 

that administrators or other university leaders who have life paths that were not always 

in tandem with land-grant universities, may not frequently use the term. P6 used an 

example of what could have been his life to express this sentiment: 

I mean…I thought of going to work for Cargill and then gone to work for a 

hedge fund and the going to work in New York City….my geographic reality 

would have been different. Would I still harken to the role of the land-grants and 

this kind of Friday afternoon poetry? I don’t know. (P6, Line 744) 

In contrast to some of the aforementioned perspectives, some administrators explained 

that there was no excuse for not using the term because there are certain obligations an 
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institution has and is mandated to due to the identity and implications of that term. For 

example, P4 stated: 

I think if we approach it from the standpoint that we are assisted institutions…we 

have federal money. We have state money, county money, whatever the sources 

of funding…we have an obligation to the taxpaying public. And I think its 

central to the mission that we serve others. We’re not self-serving (P4) 

7.6. What is the Priority: Teaching, Research, and the ‘Other” 

The fourth and final question I asked administrators was also in reference to 

findings from the content analysis in phase I. The data for the content analysis showed 

that all of the institutions identified themselves as both teaching and research 

universities. There was also a third identifier the universities used. However, that 

identifier was not consistent in name. The terms ranged from extension, outreach, 

service, engagement, and even creativity. With regard to teaching and research, there 

was no consistent order in how they written throughout the mission statements. Some 

listed teaching first, whereas, others listed research first. What was consistent was the 

placement of the third identifier – it was always last thing institutions addressed in the 

mission statements. Given all of the aforementioned observations, I asked the 

administrators to share their perspective on whether or not there is a priority, with regard 

to teaching, research, and ‘other’, at AAU land-grant universities.  

The administrators gave a range of responses to this question. All of the 

administrators were of the belief that the idea of one aspect of the mission being held to 

a higher stature at the expense of another was simply inaccurate. P1 explained: 
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There is sometimes a perception that you know…research comes at the expense 

of education. I believe that’s a false perception. But I think if that kind of 

perception of were to become widespread here, it would certainly present a 

challenge to the research enterprise – P1.  

Echoing and building upon P1’s sentiments, P5 believed that the nature of faculty 

appoints serve as a natural check and balance system to ensure that one aspect of the 

three-part mission is not given more weight than another. P5 explained: 

Every academic unit we have…they all have faculty that carry a dual 

appointment. Our faculty are either, you know, research and extension, extension 

and teaching, or teaching and research. But we have very few faculty who don’t 

have what we call split appointments. And it’s not one is favored over the other – 

you can’t do that. You can’t. What we want to do, right, you know you need to 

research to inform your teaching and extension, and you need what your students 

are bring to the classroom and what our - P5  

In short, P5, expressed that all three aspects are “all equally important” (P5). Overall, 

this was the shared by all of the administrators.  

However, in a more candid assessment P6 shared the belief that “functionally, 

teaching will always be [the] priority” (P6) of his institution. However, P6 gave a 

broader explanation for how the wordsmithing process further contributes to the false 

narrative of prioritization. Speaking specifically on the extension/engagement aspects of 

the mission, P6 shared: 



 

 

 

91 

So, it becomes the “other” because when you’re trying to write for a university, 

[redacted] colleges and schools, all of the different visions…and levels of 

importance. They have to boil it up to something that will be universally 

accepted. And that’s where it ends up. And then the wordsmiths take over. Yeah, 

and they’re like, wait a minute. I don’t think the public is going to understand 

extension. No, I don’t think they’re gonna understand engagement. Yeah. 

They’re going to think you’re talking about getting engaged and getting married. 

You know, I don’t think they know partnership, really. You know what they 

like? Impact. So, then you see it start to emerge as you know, as the word of the 

day. 

In a more apathetic and succinct take, P1, shared the belief that “the priorities are a 

function of heritage. [Or] they may be a function of what’s a hot topic at the time, either 

in the particular institution or field] (P1, Lines 30-33). P1 did not believe this was a 

debate that was worth “read[ing] a whole lot into” (P1, Lines 33-34).  
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8.  CONCLUSION 

8.1. Review of Study 

This was a basic qualitative modified exploratory sequential designed study that 

was conducted in two phases. In Phase I, I conducted a content analysis of eight mission 

and five vision statements belonging to AAU member Land-Grant universities. A total 

of eleven distinct themes emerged during the analysis of the statements. The themes 

were then used as a reference to build a semi-structured interview protocol for Phase II. 

In this phase, I interviewed six current and former administrators at AAU Land-Grant 

universities. I used a narrative analysis approach when reviewing the interview data. The 

story told by the administrators indicate that there is much consensus and variation with 

regard to the interpretation of the Land-Grant mission, the priorities of Land-Grant 

institutions, and the aspirations of these institutions.  

8.2. Discussion for Phase I and Phase II 

8.2.1. Discussion Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to operationalize and explain the contextual 

dimensions and implications of preeminence within the context of land-grant 

universities. However, the results of this study tell the story of tradition, evolution, and 

aspiration. It difficult for me to conclusively say I achieved the purpose of the study. 

However, I can confidently say this study has created a foundation for a line of inquiry 

and guided a light to carefully guarded perspectives, from thought leaders and actors, 

that warrant continued thought, discussion, and study. 
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8.3. The Tradition 

One of the primary claims this study drew upon was the perspective that Land-

Grant universities have deviated from what is commonly referred to as the Land-Grant 

mission. Now, I do not believe the proponents of this claim are drawing from a strict 

constructionist interpretation of the Morrill, Smith-Lever, and Hatch Acts, when they 

speak on this perspective. Rather, I believe the proponents of this ‘abandonment 

hypothesis’, are referencing a loose interpretation of the Land-Grant mission. This 

interpretation is simple: Land-Grant universities are to be accessible to the masses, 

particularly working-class people, and are to be of service to others. I also believe that 

the proponents of this ‘abandonment hypothesis’ think the three pillars of the mission are 

to be held to equal value and treated as such.  

If proponents of this abandonment hypothesis believe that the Land-Grant 

mission is inherently about accessibility and service, then I believe there is data in this 

study to support the notion that AAU Land-Grant institutions are indeed fulfilling this 

part of the mission. A common and recurring theme in both the mission and vision 

statements was a desire to serve and be of service. The AAU Land-Grants desire to serve 

at local, national, and global levels. This globalized approach to the mission means that 

people everywhere can benefit from world-class education and resources these 

institutions have to offer. However, this accessibility is not just limited to location or 

geography - it also extends to different types of people.  

The mission statements had a clear theme of diversity – a recognition that their 

communities of place and people are stronger and better when people of different racial, 
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ethnic, thought, gender, religious, and disciplinary backgrounds are engaged in serving 

and being served. Thus, I think I can make the argument that this mission is perhaps 

more efficiently and effectively executed today, than when it was initially created. The 

original Land-Grant universities were localized and exclusive rather than inclusive. 

Therefore, with regard to being of service and being accessible, I think the data supports 

that AAU member Land-Grant institutions are excelling on this front.  

The primary driver of the ‘abandonment hypothesis’ is the belief that one aspect 

of the Land-Grant mission is held to a higher regard than the other two. More 

specifically, there is the belief that research enterprises are more championed than 

teaching and/or service/engagement. I believe the data in this study indicate that AAU-

Land-Grant institutions may not have a vested interest in only one aspect of the mission. 

Now, based on my personal experiences, I do believe there is merit to this claim. I have 

attended, taught, and researched at two AAU member Land-Grant universities. Recalling 

on my experiences, research productivity and achievement was always the priority. 

However, the interview with administrators suggest that the notion of ‘research is king’ 

is a fallacy.  

It is a fallacy because one pillar cannot effectively function without the other 

two. They are all interdependent and thus, one cannot be held to a higher regard than the 

other If this is indeed true, then once again, proponents of the ‘abandonment hypothesis’ 

have reason to celebrate because the data indicates their concerns are unfounded. The 

multi-dimensional mission theme from the content analysis further supports this. With 

exception of the ‘other’ there was no consistency in how teaching or research appeared 
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in the statements. We can infer that if one of these (specifically research) was THE 

priority, then perhaps it would have been prioritized in ALL of the statements. However, 

this was not the case. There does not appear to be any clear logic or rationale to indicate 

that the institutions listed their most prioritized pillar first in their mission statements. 

Therefore, when it comes to the matter of whether or not AAU Land-Grants have 

equally vested interest in all aspects of the mission, the data indicates that the institutions 

are excelling on this front. 

8.4. The Aspiration 

Whether is it to be ‘at the top’, ‘the top one percent’ or ‘to get a seat at the table’, 

I think the consensus here is that AAU-member Land-Grant universities all want to go or 

be somewhere. What is unknown is which term – excellence, premier, eminence, 

preeminence - best describes where they want to be. Although, it is difficult to determine 

which term best describes the desired destination, if administrators are unable to come to 

a consensus interpretation on the aforementioned terms.  

So, what are the implications of these aspirations for Land-Grant institutions? 

Based on the findings of this study, it is difficult to give a definitive response. To be 

honest, I am unsure if that question was answered. However, what I can say, based on 

the findings, is, it will be detrimental to the well-being of an institution to aspire towards 

a concept, whether it be excellence, premier, eminence, or preeminence, without first 

truly understanding and agreeing upon what that term means specifically to that 

institution. Even more detrimental, is the practice of comparing or benchmarking one’s 

institution, against another that is perceived to be on the same quest or already at the 



 

 

 

96 

desired destination, without first fully understanding that target institution’s own 

interpretation of said term.  

Now, this detriment that I speak of does not necessarily mean a catastrophic 

event. The detriment I refer to here is simply a lack of trust and buy in from the persons 

an institution needs to help them drive that vision forward Failure to inspire, articulate, 

and communicate a shared vision is detrimental to an institution. Failure to obtain buy-in 

from the greater university community due to a lack of understanding or agreement on 

said vision is detrimental to an institution. So, I think the more important question here 

is:  what are the implications of poorly defined preeminence aspirations on AAU-

member Land-Grant institutions? 

8.5. Recommendations for Practice 

8.5.1. The Wordsmithing Process 

Sometimes, things are not what they appear to be. Sometimes, things appear to 

be what they are due to wordsmithing. Or at least, that is what I learned from the 

interviews. On one hand, I understand the wordsmithing process. At the end of the day, 

universities are a business and like all businesses, materials are marketed with a specific 

message for a particular purpose. The difficult part for universities is that they have 

multiple audiences, including students, faculty, staff, former students, donors, 

legislators, and others. Hence, the wordsmithing process. On the other hand, I question 

how much intended message is lost in the wordsmithing process So, what is the take-

away here?  
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I think the recommendation here is to ensure that too much intended message is 

not being lost in the wordsmithing process. This can be done by ensuring that everyone 

is hands-on when materials, speeches, etc., are being created/written. I also think having 

a sense of faith or trust in the audience’s ability to understand language is important 

here. I understand having concerns about people’s ability to understand specific terms. 

However, I do not necessarily know if that is reason enough to omit certain words or 

language that are core, fundamental, or symbolic to the institution. If the concern is 

understanding of message, I think universities can benefit from using focus groups or 

other market research methods to test messages (specifically, the big ones) prior to 

publication.  

8.5.2. A Consensus Definition for Excellence, Premier, Preeminence, and Eminence 

Although there were similarities across the administrators in their interpretations 

for excellence, premier, preeminence, and eminence, they all struggled to articulate what 

these terms individually meant. Even more problematic was their inability to distinguish 

one term from another. It was clear during the interviews that the administrators were 

unable to define one term without making reference to one of the other terms I asked 

them to define.  

I think it is somewhat ironic that the wordsmithing process is used to cleanse 

words like service, engagement, and Land-Grant from mission statements or other 

distribution pieces. Nevertheless, universities insist on using equally or even more vague 

terms, including preeminence, when there is no consensus definition for the term in 

practice or in the academic literature on higher education planning.  
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Moving forward, I believe higher education planning officials could greatly 

benefit from developing consensus definitions for the aforementioned terms. Developing 

consensus definitions will go a long way in helping officials obtain buy-in when 

communicating their vision Furthermore, having a set definition will give them a starting 

point to create benchmarks. An easy starting point would be referencing the dictionary 

definitions. I understand that the dictionary definitions may not capture all of what 

higher education planning officials wish to ascribe to these terms. However, the 

dictionary is a starting point. Overall, so long as universities continue to use or make 

reference to these terms, procedures, such as a Delphi, need to be enacted to create 

definitions and benchmarks.  

8.6. Recommendations for Future Research 

This was an exploratory study aimed at understanding the current landscape of 

what is happening at AAU Land-Grant universities. Overall, I believe there is enough 

here for it to be its own line of inquiry. If I were to pursue this line of research, outlined 

in the subsections below are some of the topics I would initially pursue.  

8.6.1. More Content Analysis 

Future studies along this line of inquiry should focus on a content analysis on the 

remaining mission and vision statements that were not included in this study. 

Additionally, a content analysis should also be conducted on the mission and vision 

statements of land-grant universities that are non-AAU members. Specifically, content 

analysis findings from the AAU land-grants and non-AAU land-grants should be 



compared to determine what are the similarities and different in mission and vision 

statements across the two groups.  

8.6.2. The Effects of Preeminence Aspirations on Non-AAU Land-Grants 

As AAU member Land-Grant Universities continue to remain selective in 

admissions criteria and the number of students they admit, future studies should explore 

how non-AAU Land-Grants and non-Land-Grant universities are preparing to attract, 

accept, and engage with studies who are unable to attend state flagship institutions.  

8.7. Limitations of Study 

One of the primary limitations in this study is homogeneity across the 

universities in the sample and ultimately, the administrators I interviewed. When 

analyzing the mission and visions statements, I observed the statements were very 

similar in length, wording, and structure. It almost felt like I could remove one university 

name from a mission statement and replace it with another and it would be the same. On 

one hand, I recognize a lot of this can be attributed to the vague and poorly constructed 

nature of mission statements. However, I also recognize that the homogeneity I observed 

across the statements can be attributed to the nature of the institutions in my sample. 

They were all AAU member Land-Grants. Most were similar in size, and they were all 

comprehensive research institutions. Therefore, it is not surprise that their statements 

were similar.  

The second point of homogeneity was amongst the administrators. As stated in 

the results, most gave the same or similar responses to the interview question. As I dug 

into the background of the administrators, I observed that they all had very similar 
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background. Most obtained their educational training for Land-Grants. Many of them 

had even attended some of the other institutions in the sample. Many have been 

employed at many Land-Grant institution Most were from STEM backgrounds. In short, 

the administrators had very similar experiences. Therefore, it is not a surprise that their 

responses were similar. However, I do recognize that having such a homogeneous 

population contribute to the lack of variation in the data.  

A second limitation to this study was the limited number of administrators I was 

able to interview. In total, I interviewed six administrators. Although the population was 

homogenous, I was unable to hit data saturation with this limited number of participants. 

The lack of additional participants can be attributed to the gate keeping activities I 

encountered while recruiting for this study.   
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