\"4

VANDERBILT
Peabody College

Analyzing the Field
Force Volunteer
Program at the U.S.
Military Academy at
West Point

Kimberly Abel, Maria Affinito,
Franklin Banegas, and GeAndra Imoudu
Peabody College, Vanderbilt University

December 4, 2024




ANALYZING THE FIELD FORCE VOLUNTEER PROGRAM AT THE

U.S. MILITARY ACADEMY AT WESTPOINT

By

Kimberly Abel
Maria Affinito
Franklin Banegas

GeAndra Imoudu

Capstone Project
Submitted to the Faculty of the
Peabody College of Education of Vanderbilt University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION
in
Leadership and Learning in Organizations
December 4, 2024

Nashville, Tennessee

Advisor:

Jeanie Forray, Ph.D.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vk@’;{&?&{gﬁ% December 4, 2024



Acknowledgments

The team is profoundly grateful to their families who have provided long-standing support and
constant encouragement throughout this learning experience.

We are also thankful to the USMA community and the Field Force program who lent their time,
experience, and knowledge to make this project possible.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wk@ﬁ.‘&;&:ﬁ% December 4, 2024



About the Authors

Kimberly Abel is the Head of School at Optima Academy Online, an innovative
K-12 school that uses virtual reality to connect and inspire students. Kim is
National Board Certified with a B.S. in Elementary Education from Utah State
University and a MA in Education from William Carey University. She received
state recognition for her classroom practices and is a published author through the
Waterford Institute. She is in continual pursuit of creative ways to reach a broad
range of learners.

Maria Affinito is the Mental Health Quality Improvement Manager for the VA
Northern California Health Care System. Maria is a Licensed Clinical Social
Worker with a B.A. in Psychology and an M.S.W. from UC Berkeley. She trains
topics in child welfare with UC Davis Continuing and Professional Education
Services, among other training academies across the state. She has worked as a
clinician, child welfare worker, supervisor, and trainer in the San Francisco Bay
Avrea for over 20 years. Specialty areas include process improvement, facilitation,
team building, policy, child abuse investigations, and case planning.

Franklin Banegas is a Major in the United States Army. He is an armor officer
with operational experience in mechanized units both stateside and abroad. His
most recent assignment was as an instructor and executive officer at the United
States Military Academy. Franklin holds a Bachelor's in History from the Virginia
Military Institute, an M.S. in Organizational Leadership from Columbus State
University, and an M.S. in Education from Fordham University.

GeAndra Imoudu is the founder and executive director at STEM Skool, Inc., a
North Carolina-based non-profit organization that delivers educational
programming to pre-kindergarten through 12th-grade students. GeAndra holds a
B.S. in Science, Technology, and Society with a concentration in Chemistry from
Stanford University, an M.S. in Chemical Engineering from Tulane University,
and a graduate certificate in Design Thinking from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wﬁﬁ.‘&;&:ﬁ% December 4, 2024



VI.

Contents

EXecutive SUMMATY..cceutiiiiieiiiiieiiiiisrieienstcssssssosssssossssssosssssssssssssssssssssssse 7

INtroduction.....ccoueiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiittiittiiateietcistcinsscsscnsns 11
Organizational CoONtEXT.... ...ttt et e e e e e et ereea e e e aeeens 11
USMA Admissions Challenges. ..........coeiiiiiieiiiiie i e e e e 11

The Field Force Program.......... ..o e 13
Problem of PractiCe. ........oouiniiiii 14

Project QUeStioNS.....covveiiiiiniiiiiiniiiieneiesissteosssstossssscssssssossssssosssssssssssssssns 15
Literature RevVIieW....cccviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiieiieteistctecensscnnsens 17
Social EXchange Theory. ...ttt e 17
Volunteerism and Volunteer Management...............coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniinnnennen. 18
A (S 0] ¢ 11 o PP 20
College Application ASSISTANCE. .. ...euutnteiet ettt et e e e e, 22
Higher Ed Admissions PractiCes............o.ovuiiiiiniiiiiii i 23
Conceptual Framework and Concept Map....cccccceiieiiiiinrinsennneccssstcsenssccssnscons 25
Volunteer Satisfaction and Cost Benefit Analysis............c.ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii, 25
Member ADIIIIES. . .....one 26
COMNCEPE VAP . .t 26
Project Desi@n.....cceeiiiiiiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiieiiieieiuiieeiiestetercistoesremmascsnsscesscnses 28
Recruitment and Sample Population..............c.ooiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 28
INERIVIBWS . .ot e e 28

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vt;’;{f\?&{t:iw December 4, 2024



Field FOrce SUIVeY.....oiii e e e e 29

VII.  Findings and AnalysiS......cceeiiiuiiiieiiinieiiiiieiosnecssetossssssssossssssssssssssssssssssnss 35
Findings from IntervIewWs........oiuiii e e e e 36

Survey Response ANalySiS. .. ..uueenriitieiei et e 39

VI Discussion of Findings.....ccceviiiiiieiiiniiiieiiinioiietssaiosesssstossscssssossssssssssssssnss 50
IX.  RecommendationS.........coeiieiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiieieiieteneciesestcnsnnees 59
DA GRS 11111 10 (1) 1 L 66

Do PR 671 1 10 11 T3 1) 1 68
XIL. ReferenCes...cccuiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiietiieietiateteststsncssisnssnsnn 70
XL APPENAICES.cieuuiiiriiiieiiinieireteeatessscssstossssssssosssossssssssosssssssssssssssssssnssssssssss 80
F N 0] 1S3 116 2 80
APPENAiX B e 81
APPENAIX €t e 82
APPENdix Do e 83
APPendix B .o 88
APPeNdix F oo e 90

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vk;i{f\?&{t:iw December 4, 2024



I. Executive Summary

Introduction

The United States Military Academy's (USMA) admissions process is highly selective,
with an acceptance rate of only 12%. In recent years, there has been a decline in the number of
qualified applicants applying and accepting an offer of admission to USMA. For example, over
the last 10 years, the number of qualified applicants accepting admission has declined by 18%
(Personal Communication, March 2024). In 1970, USMA established the Field Force program to
provide community outreach to prospective cadets and help them navigate USMA’s complex
admissions process. The Field Force's mission and personal approach support USMA in meeting

admission goals.
Problem of Practice

With over 700 members, the Field Force program consists of highly committed and
dedicated alumni and affiliates uniquely positioned to optimize admission efforts. However, the
ongoing implementation of the Field Force program faces several challenges that may hinder the
program’s effectiveness in supporting prospective cadets and increasing the number of qualified
applicants applying and accepting admission offers. As the Field Force volunteer chooses their
level of engagement, the immediacy and level of support the volunteer provides to the prospective
cadet varies widely from volunteer to volunteer. Additionally, training is limited and some
stakeholders express concern about relatability due to a lack of diversity across the Field Force.
Project Questions

By exploring the Field Force program through the volunteers’ experiences, perceptions,

and promising practices, this project aims to highlight insights and practices that can be replicated
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or scaled to achieve admission goals. The following questions serve to further explore the Field
Force program:
1. How do Field Force members perceive their
a. volunteer experience?

b. mentoring abilities?

2. What promising practices do Field Force members identify as beneficial in assisting
prospective cadets through the application process at USMA?

Methodology

This project used a mixed-methods approach with semi-structured interviews and surveys.
The USMA Admissions Department, which is the organization's sponsor, identified 12 interview
participants. Interview questions addressed the Field Force program, Field Force members’
responsibilities, demographics, focus, and engagement styles. Disseminated to all active Field
Force members, with a 63% response rate, the survey was based on a modified version of the
Mentoring Competency Assessment and the Volunteer Satisfaction Index (Galindo-Kuhn &
Guzley, 2001; Hyun et al., 2022; Ling et al., 2019; Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al., 2021; Wong et al.,
2011). In addition to the Likert-type survey questions, additional questions were included to
capture promising practices, type, and frequency of communication, and demographic
information. The project advised that information would be confidential, as themes and aggregate
summaries would be used throughout the project. Descriptive statistics and both deductive and

inductive coding were used to analyze the responses.
Findings
There are eight primary findings in this project:
1. Field Force members state that they determine their own level of involvement with the

prospective cadet, with the degree of involvement varying from member to member.
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While Field Force members express being prepared and having strong abilities, they
perceive a high variability in their training content, delivery, and attendance.

Field Force members perceive that their skills and knowledge are well-suited for their
volunteer work, as they enjoy the freedom to perform tasks with a high degree of
autonomy.

The relationship between USMA Admissions and Field Force regarding feedback,
acknowledgment, and communication of objectives and goals was the area with the
lowest satisfaction levels.

Field Force members perceive that establishing a relationship based on trust, actively
listening, and providing constructive feedback are their strongest mentoring abilities.

Communication is valued by the Field Force, but the communication type, frequency,
and medium differ.

The most promising practices identified by the Field Force members include a personal
approach with early and frequent contact by providing guidance on college and
academic goals, assessing progress along the application, and providing resources or
college preparation referrals.

A promising practice identified by Field Force members include collecting and
analyzing data to improve processes, encourage Field Force membership, and increase
qualified candidates applying and accepting admission.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, the following five recommendations serve to optimize the Field

Force program’s effectiveness in supporting prospective cadets and increasing the number of

qualified applicants applying and accepting admission offers.

1.

Formally define the Field Force’s purpose, structure, and goals.

Improve volunteer education through incentivized training modules that implement
feedback and reward to encourage engagement and completion.

Improve vertical communication with Field Force through regular feedback on goals
and progress.

Implement a volunteer appreciation program.
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5. Establish standardized key performance indicators (KPIs) to track prospective cadet
data and measure outcomes of Field Force members across congressional districts,
regions, and West Point at large.

Conclusion

USMA can enhance its recruitment efforts and create a more inclusive educational
environment by establishing a strong relationship with the Field Force program and promoting the
use of best practices. As the number of qualified applicants declines, the commitment to fostering

community and supporting prospective cadets will be essential in navigating the complexities of

the current enrollment landscape.
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Il. Introduction

Organizational Context

The United States Military Academy, commonly referred to as USMA, West Point, or The
Academy, is a four-year coeducational federal service academy located in Orange County, New
York, approximately 50 miles north of New York City on the Hudson River. Founded on March
16, 1802, as the nation's first engineering college, West Point is continuously ranked among the
top U.S. universities. The Academy has a stated goal of educating, training, and inspiring its Corps
of Cadets to become leaders of character who are commissioned and dedicated to the values of
Duty, Honor, and Country and go on to serve as officers in the U.S. Army (West Point Public
Affairs, 2023).

West Point has a student body of approximately 4,500 cadets and a student-to-faculty ratio
of 8:1. The student body is composed of roughly 61% White, 12% Hispanic or Latino, 11% Black
or African American, 9% Asian, 2% biracial or multiracial, 1% American Indian or Alaska Native,
and 1% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. The current gender ratio at the United
States Military Academy at West Point is approximately 78.1% male and 21.9% female (United
States Military Academy, 2022).

USMA Admissions Challenges

West Point's admissions process is highly selective, with an acceptance rate of 12%. The
Academy’s admissions process (detailed in Appendix A) consists of approximately seven highly
coordinated steps, the complexity of which potentially favors applicants who have preexisting
relationships with USMA alumni or members of the military or Congress (Hurwitz, 2011). In

addition to submitting standardized test scores, GPAs, admissions essays, and letters of
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recommendation, prospective cadets must pass a medical evaluation, complete a physical fitness
test, and provide a congressional nomination (United States Military Academy, n.d.).

In recent years, the number of prospective cadets applying and accepting an offer of
admission to West Point see Figure 1) has declined. The overall number of qualified candidates is
decreasing, while the number of applicants declining offer of admission after acceptance to West
Point is increasing. Over the last 10 years, the number of qualified applicants has decreased by
approximately 18% (Personal Communication, March 2024). For the Class of 2017, 190 applicants
declined admission, while 344 declined admission for the Class of 2027 (Personal Communication,
March 2024).

Figure 1

Comparison of Qualified Applicants and Offer Declinations, West Point Classes 2015-2027

2500

(AT

CL2015 ClL2016 CL2017 CL2018 CL2019 CL2020 Cl2021 CL2022 L2023 CL2024 CL2025 CL2026 CL2027

Number of Applicants or Declinations

g

Class Year

m Qualified Applicants m Declinations

Downward trending enrollment is not unique to USMA. For eight consecutive years, U.S.

colleges and universities have experienced a decline in enrollment, which is now below 18 million
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for the first time in a decade. Additionally, demographic indicators predict a 15% decrease in the
college-age population between 2025 and 2029 (Copley & Douthett 2020). This “enrollment cliff"
is not due to rising costs or the declining value of a college degree but rather the declining birth
rate and the decreasing number of high school graduates choosing to attend college due to cost or
inclination (Copley & Douthett, 2020; Rosowsky, 2024). Key leaders within USMA Admissions
provided insight into specific challenges surrounding West Point’s application process, including
recruiting a broader talent pool and increasing efforts to usher qualified prospective cadets through
the admissions process.
The Field Force Program

In 1970, West Point established the Field Force (FF) program alongside the Military
Academy Liaison Officer (MALO) program to provide community outreach to prospective cadets
and help them navigate USMA’s complex admissions process. Although MALO and volunteer
Field Force members have the same duties and responsibilities, MALO program participants are
reserve officers, whereas Field Force volunteers are civilians. Like other military academies that
employ a mentor or application advisor to assist a prospective cadet through the application
process, a West Point Field Force volunteer may be an alum, veteran, parent of a cadet, or anyone
who supports the military academy. At the time of this paper, there are 785 volunteers nationwide,
most of whom are USMA alumni. As for the Field Force program demographics, more than half
of the volunteers are white males over 50 years old (Personal Communication, March 2024).

The Field Force program is housed in the USMA Office of Admissions, which, under the
leadership of the Director of Admissions, is divided into five teams arranged by geographic region
within the U.S.: Far West, Great Lakes, Southwest, Northeast, and Southeast. Each team includes

a Regional Commander, Candidate Technician, and Candidate Support Assistant. USMA

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu W“N'VERS"“’ December 4, 2024



14

Admissions interacts with applicants who live outside the U.S. through the U.S. Defense Attache
Office of the American Embassy in their respective countries.

Regional Commanders interface with the Field Force members who are assigned to U.S.
congressional districts (United States Military Academy, n.d). Within these congressional districts,
Field Force members’ responsibilities include mentoring candidates throughout the admissions
and nomination processes, partnering with assigned Regional Commanders stationed in the USMA
Office of Admissions, supporting and augmenting the work of West Point’s Regional Diversity
Outreach Officers, developing informational networks among guidance counselors and school
administrators throughout assigned districts, and encouraging candidates to apply to West Point
and ROTC scholarship programs.

Problem of Practice

West Point’s Field Force consists of 785 experienced, impactful, and dedicated alumni and
affiliates who are currently underutilized in addressing enrollment challenges at USMA. Presently,
the Office of Admissions relies heavily on the Field Force to form and cultivate connections with
prospective cadets, communities, and schools. The minimum requirement of a Field Force member
is to interview prospective cadets living in the member’s congressional district. Additionally, Field
Force members may attend local recruitment events to share information about USMA and its
application process. However, beyond this minimum requirement and optional attendance at
recruitment events, the nature and level of involvement of each Field Force member varies.

The mode of communication from Field Force members to prospective cadets throughout
the admissions process ranges from in-person meetings to phone calls, emails, text messaging, and
videoconferencing; the frequency of communication between the volunteers and prospective

cadets varies as well. Additionally, training for the Field Force members largely focuses on the
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application process and minimally on volunteerism or mentoring. Furthermore, Field Force
membership is primarily composed of older retired white male alumni, and the lack of diversity
across the Field Force may pose a barrier to recruiting and relating to a younger and more diverse
West Point applicant pool (Participant Interviews, June 26-July 29, 2024).

USMA Admissions leadership believes the challenges surrounding design, standardization,
and implementation of the Field Force program serve as an opportunity to improve its effectiveness
in supporting prospective cadets through the West Point admissions process and, thereby,
supporting USMA’s efforts to increase the number of qualified applicants applying and accepting

admission.

I11.  Project Questions

We have partnered with West Point to explore how the Field Force may be optimally
utilized in the West Point admissions process. This exploration required a three-pronged
investigation into the Field Force program. First, we captured the Field Force members’
perceptions of their volunteer experience under the management of the USMA Office of
Admissions. Second, we gained insight into the Field Force members’ perceptions of their role as
shepherds or mentors to prospective cadets. Third, we analyzed how current recruitment,
mentoring, and shepherding practices, as described by Field Force members in different regions,
may be replicated or scaled program-wide to achieve the goals of USMA Admissions. To this end,
we used the following project questions to guide our investigation:

Q) How do Field Force members perceive their:

(A)  Volunteer experience?

(B)  Mentoring abilities?
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2 What promising practices do field force members identify as beneficial in

assisting prospective cadets through the application process of USMA?

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wk@ﬁ.‘&;&:ﬁ% December 4, 2024



17

IV. Literature Review

We reviewed the literature to explore topics related to volunteerism, volunteer
management, mentorship, college application assistance, and admissions practices in higher
education. We began with an overarching view of relational interactions through the lens of social
exchange theory. Social exchange theory provides a framework for investigating volunteerism and
mentorship. These perspectives, combined with research on college application assistance and
higher education admission practices, provide depth and scope in investigating the practices of
USMA Field Force members.

Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory was selected as the theoretical framework to further understand the
dynamics of the Field Force members’ experience, as the Field Force facilitates the exchange while
the prospective cadet “is expected to take an active role in their learning” (Corrigan & Martin,
2004; Dominguez & Hager, 2013, p.178; Kim et al., 2019; Rutti et al., 2013). The theory has
served as a standard in understanding workplace behavior, as well as exchanges across diverse
relationships at the macro, mezzo, and micro levels, both personal and professional (Akdere, 2005;
Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). As Homans (1958) described social behavior as an exchange, Blau
(1986) further enumerated that “social exchange is limited to actions that are contingent on
rewarding reactions from others, and the exchange behavior means voluntary actions of individuals
that are motivated by the returns they are expected to bring” (Ahmed et al., 2023, p. 2). Subsequent
relationships formed through the exchange build recognition, loyalty, and trust, leading to
increased personal development and growth (Akdere, 2005; Lin, 2001).

The premise of social exchange theory is that a subjective cost-benefit analysis determines

the relationship, where the rewards outweigh the costs (Blau, 1994; Dominguez & Hager, 2013).
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Those in the relationship compare the expected outcomes of an interaction and aim to minimize
the costs or negative outcomes and maximize the positive outcomes (rewards). The theory builds
on the idea that social behavior is an exchange, and within the exchange, one individual can
influence another with the give and take of material and non-material goods. (Ahmed et al., 2023,
Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).
Volunteerism and Volunteer Management
The social exchange theory has additional applications in the arena of volunteer
management (Cropanzano et al., 2017). The social exchange relationship between a volunteer and
an organization has a positive cost-benefit analysis when appropriately handled (Wang et al.,
2020). One example of research on positive volunteer efforts focused on volunteers at the 2008
Olympics. Fifteen volunteers participated in qualitative interviews after the 2008 Olympics, and
their responses were analyzed to reveal that the participating volunteers identified four categories
of benefits (Wang et al., 2020):
e Career-related benefits from learning certain competencies and being in a position to
network;
e Training benefits related to understanding sporting events;
e Olympic-related benefits described in symbolic terms such as honor, reputation, fame, and
prestige;
e Psychological benefits of pride, belonging, and ownership that extended eight years past
the event.
These benefits themes can also be included in the research into other volunteer participation
areas. Before participating in an activity, volunteers weigh benefits (such as the aforementioned

benefits) and costs, which may involve travel, food, training, and time (Wang et al., 2020).
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Individuals may use the Rationality Proposition to make volunteer decisions by subtracting the
costs from the benefits of the activity (Lee & Brudney, 2009). Within this model, volunteerism
decreases as the opportunity cost of volunteerism increases. For instance, cost benefits decrease
with the loss of hourly wages and work hours. However, cost benefits increase when individuals
trust the organization and are active in society. (Lee & Brudney, 2009). Another consideration for
volunteers involves the Overload Theory (Markham & Bonjean,1996). Overload occurs when an
individual has more responsibilities than time available in a day. This may lead to individuals
avoiding volunteer opportunities or performing volunteer responsibilities ineffectively or
inefficiently (Markham & Bonjean,1996).

Understanding the cost-benefit relationship helps define volunteer satisfaction. Effective
management that takes the cost-benefit ratio into account can improve volunteer satisfaction.
Effective management can be assessed through three categories: orientation, training, and
resources; leadership; and engagement and tasks (Prince & Piatak, 2023). First, orientation,
training, and resources are critical to volunteer satisfaction. Organizations that want to retain more
volunteers should focus on training programs, screening volunteers to match their strengths, and
providing sufficient resources for success (Hager & Brudney, 2004). Second, effective leadership
is needed to ensure volunteer satisfaction. The American Red Cross learned this lesson from
qualitative research after finding that negative satisfaction rates led to volunteer turnover.
Interview responses revealed that volunteers were satisfied with helping people but experienced
dissatisfaction with disorganization, procedural rigidity, inept managers, and lack of
communication (Smith, 2017). Third, effective management understands the importance of
engagement and appropriate tasks. Leaders should place volunteers in positions where they have

expertise and interest (Einolf & Yung, 2018). In a qualitative study of “super-volunteers,” who
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spend an average of 10-25 hours per week volunteering, researchers identified top volunteers as
highly educated individuals who retired from careers where they were leading or helping other
people (Einolf & Yung, 2018). Managers found success with these volunteers when allowing them
to grow in ownership (Prince & Piatak, 2023). This creates a social exchange where volunteers in
industries and non-profit organizations feel valued and are valuable contributors to building the
volunteer community (Prince & Piatak, 2023).
Mentorship

Social exchange occurs when a mentee accesses a mentor appropriately positioned to
provide the resources and knowledge for social and instructional support, leading to positive
outcomes (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Mentorship is gaining momentum in higher education
institutions to improve enrollment through mentors who provide information, guidance, and
encouragement to potential applicants (Coles, 2011). To create a successful mentorship program
that will ultimately benefit an institution's admissions process, organizers should consider factors
such as relationship, age, structure, and goals
Relationship

Trust impacts the effectiveness of mentor-mentee relationships. Students interact more
with their mentor when they need help, have a relationship based on trust, and when a mentor can
be easily reached. Technology can improve communication availability and frequency, which
raises levels of trust (Arnold et al., 2022). Best practices among mentors involve building
relationship connections and frequency of contacts (Karcher, 2005).
Age

The impact of the age difference between the mentor and the mentee varies according to

the situation. For instance, near-age peer mentors can increase interaction between prospective
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college students and mentors. One study found that 17% of students interacted with an older adult
advisor while 48% interacted with a mentor closer to their age (Castleman & Page, 2015). Near-
age peer mentors correlate to a sense of community (San Antonio et al., 2020). However, younger
mentors may have hectic home, school, and work schedules that interrupt or cancel mentee
meetings, leading to adverse effects on mentees’ self-worth, social skills, and behavioral
competence (San Antonio et al., 2020; Karcher, 2005). Through the Big Brother/Big Sister
program, adult-to-youth one-to-one mentor relationships have been shown to decrease youth drug
use by 46%; youth participants are 27% less likely to initiate alcohol use, show better attitudes
towards school, show improved social attitudes, and are more likely to enroll in college (Turner &
Scherman, 1996). Thus, peer-aged mentors may or may not be the best option for every mentor
relationship.
Structure

Structure impacts the physical way mentorship happens and how the mentorship meetings
are organized, either field- or site-based (Karcher et al., 2006). Field-based mentoring is when an
agency or organization specifically sponsors the mentoring program. The organization coordinates
matching mentors with mentees but facilitates a less structured process. The mentor and mentee
maintain ownership of the meeting site and times and share ownership of the goals of the meetings
(Karcher et al., 2006). USMA uses this structure with the Field Force members.
Goals

The goals describe the outcome or objective the mentor aims to achieve. Mentorship of
youths tends to take one of two different kinds of focus: a developmental or instrumental and
task/skills-based focus or a relational/development focus (Karcher et al., 2006). Developmental

refers to mentoring to promote personal development amongst mentees, which the mentor
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facilitates through building relationships. Instrumental mentorship refers to focusing on skills or
tasks that the mentor hopes to teach to the mentee (Karcher et al., 2006). In the case of Field Force
volunteer mentorship, the goal of the Field Force volunteer is to focus on the skills and tasks
needed for USMA admission.
College Application Assistance

To successfully navigate the college application process, students need to know what steps
they must complete, and when and how to complete them. The more selective the college, the
more “elaborate” the application process (Holzman et al., 2020, p.799). Early involvement by the
mentor or admissions department in the application process and reviewing the steps of the
application can help students stay on the path to college admission (Holzman et al., 2020;
Oreopoulos & Ford, 2019). Specifically, high-achieving under-served high school students benefit
from college application support. Help from a mentor in breaking down the step-by-step process
of college applications and identifying areas of the process unfamiliar to students, particularly for
first-generation college students, was the most effective type of support (Arnold et al., 2022).

This is particularly important given the complexity of the application, as the college
application process can limit access to a college education. As more selective colleges require that
prospective students complete more challenging admission steps, students may disqualify
themselves from admission by simply not completing one of the tasks (Holzman et al., 2020;
Oreopoulos & Ford, 2019). The more steps the student completes, the more enroliment options
become available (Oreopoulos & Ford, 2019).

Some of the most effective support strategies for the college application process can
include reviewing the steps of the application process, highlighting any steps that might be missed,

meetings with a mentor, text reminders, and in-class workshops. These strategies have measurable
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impacts. The most effective is in-class workshops which research shows increased application
completion by 15%, and matriculation rates by 5%, followed by face-to-face meetings with a
mentor which increased completed applications by 6%, and text reminders increasing college
enrollment by 1.1-2% (Bird et al., 2017, as cited in Oreopoulos & Ford, 2019; Carrell & Sacerdote,
2017). However, the results can vary. According to one study, both male and female students
benefited from meeting face-to-face with a mentor, but the impact was greater for female students
(Carrell & Sacerdote, 2017). Another study found that students from a low socioeconomic
background who were paired with a mentor who focused on college applications experienced
greater ease in completing their college applications (O’Sullivan et al., 2017).

The higher education industry’s virtual engagement with students has exponentially
increased in the post-pandemic world and could hold promise for the future. In a recent study,
prospective students currently report a lack of familiarity with the application process as a primary
barrier to applying to college (Hanover Research, 2024). Also, prospective students preferred to
receive communication from higher education institutions via email as opposed to text messages
(Hanover Research, 2024). Yet, students and universities may both benefit from having several
modalities available for communication. Offering a variety of user-friendly modalities, such as
open appointment calendars to schedule a session with an admission advisor and Zoom meetings,
while still maintaining a human element, were identified as best practices (Hanover Research,
2024; Hernandez, 2021). In addition, virtual mentoring sessions remain just as effective as face-
to-face sessions (Arnold et al., 2022).

Higher Ed Admissions Practices
Some higher education admissions departments are implementing mentor programs to

assist applicants through the admissions program. One such program is the City University of New
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York (CUNY). The New York Public School System partnered with CUNY’s College and Career

Bridge for All (CCB4A) to support students by working to reduce the summer melt phenomenon,

which occurs when students anticipate going to college in the spring but lose interest over the

summer, and by working to increase postsecondary enrollment (Liu et al., 2024). Mentors in this

program assist seniors with such activities as late applications, enrollment paperwork, financial

aid paperwork, course registration, and socio-emotional support (Liu et al., 2024). Mentors have

access to student data to track admissions processes. They provide personal outreach to students

through email, text, social media, and virtual meetings (Liu et al., 2024). Research on this program

shows the following successes:

77% of mentees attended college compared to 69% of non-participants.

CCBA4A participants were seven percentage points more likely to matriculate than
non-participants.

CCBA4A participants are 1.7 percent more likely to apply and be accepted to public
colleges in the city than non-participants.

The impact of connecting with a mentor doubled for Black, Hispanic, and low-

income students (Liu et al., 2024).

CCB4A is a model that could serve as a guide for admissions departments at other

institutions of higher education as evidence of their success in student enrollment with CUNY'.
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V. Conceptual Framework and Concept Map

The conceptual framework that guides this project pulls connections from volunteer
satisfaction, cost-benefit analysis, and mentor ability. These connections were informed by the

informational meetings, extant literature, and research involving volunteer work.
Volunteer Satisfaction and Cost Benefit Analysis

The Field Force program is staffed by volunteers who contribute their individual time and
resources. Volunteerism is described as choosing to “act in recognition of a need, with an attitude
of social responsibility and without concern for monetary profit, going beyond one’s basic
obligations” (Ellis & Noyes, 1990, p. 4, as cited in Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 2001). Ultimately,
the volunteer’s participation benefits someone else. Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley (2001) further
elaborate that, in addition to fulfilling social responsibility, the volunteer is rewarded by intrinsic
factors, including psychological benefits of contribution, wanting to help others, and personal
satisfaction. Volunteer satisfaction levels have been associated with predicting time spent
volunteering, tenure at organizations, and intention to continue volunteering (Cheung, Tang, &
Yan 2006; Finkelstein 2007; Kim et al. 2019; Omoto & Snyder 1995). Successful volunteer
management—the processes that an organization uses to recruit, identify skills, engage, train, and
retain volunteers—uses relevant measurements, such as volunteer satisfaction (Brudney & Sink,

2017; Einolf, 2018; Kim et al., 2019).

The volunteer satisfaction levels are further explored through a cost benefit analysis rooted
in social exchange theory. This analysis can be applied to any type of relationship including
romantic relationships, friendships, and professional relationships. In this case, the social

behavior— volunteering and helping the prospective cadet—is influenced by the rewards or benefits
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that outweigh any potential costs of the volunteering. In other words, the exchange of non-material
goods includes the Field Force member providing support in the application process, which results
in the Field Force member’s feelings of satisfaction. When the benefits outweigh the costs, the
volunteer is motivated to continue volunteering. The gains and rewards of volunteering are further
compounded by volunteer satisfaction, as itemized by the VVolunteer Satisfaction Index. The index
defines the rewards as personal gains (impact, contribution, learning), and benefits provided by
the agency (support, feedback, connection, and recognition). The index further contextualizes what
the volunteer internally gains from the experience.
Member Abilities

As a volunteer, the Field Force member directs the prospective cadet through the
application process. Although the Field Force member’s relationship with the prospective cadet is
narrowly focused on attending USMA, the Field Force member counsels the prospective cadet in
making the best personal academic decision, which may or may not include attending USMA
(Field Force, personal communication, June 2024). The Field Force member also employs an array
of behaviors such as engagement, encouragement, and guidance which reflect the primary
functions of a mentor (Byars-Winston & Dahlberg, 2019; Harris, 2013). Much like a mentor, the
Field Force member interacts with the prospective cadet through “the provision of career and

psychosocial support” during the application process (Byars-Winston & Dahlberg, 2019, p. 37).
Concept Map

Below is an illustration of the conceptual framework. The concept map highlights the Field
Force member’s experience through an internal (cost-benefit analysis) and external (abilities and
strategies) perspective. The internal experience is understood through the member’s level of

satisfaction with volunteering. The Field Force member’s external experience is characterized by
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their perception of their abilities and effective strategies that they feel positively influence the

prospective cadet’s application process.
Figure 2

Theory and Conceptual Framework Illustration

Field Force Experience
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V1. Project Design

This project used a mixed-methods approach, using surveys and information interviews to
generate an understanding of the Field Force program. Prior to the distribution of surveys to the
Field Force members, the team conducted information interviews with regional commanders, Field
Force members, and other key leaders and stakeholders involved in the admissions process. Formal
and informal meetings with stakeholders and electronic correspondence further provided insight
into the functions and context of Field Force operations. With the survey results, we evaluated
self-reported mentorship skills, volunteer satisfaction, type and frequency of communication
between prospective cadets and Field Force, and demographic information concerning Field Force

members.
Recruitment and Sample Population

The USMA Admissions Department sent an email inviting all Field Force members to
participate in the survey. Admissions department personnel reported the active Field Force
population to be 785 active members. We received 381 total responses, accounting for a 63%
response rate. Data validation brought the number of usable responses to 286 complete surveys

due to missing or mistyped answers.
Interviews

The project team met with 12 participants and Field Force program leaders to learn more
about the Field Force members' relationships with prospective cadets. The organization's sponsor
identified the participants and provided the team with names and contact information. We

interviewed Regional Commanders, administrative staff, state coordinators, and several Field
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Force members. Participants represented various regions in the country, covering the west, east,
south, and northern regions of the country. Appendix B provides a table describing each of the
participants in general terms. Questions addressed the Field Force program, Field Force member's
responsibilities, demographics, focus, and engagement styles with the prospective cadets. These
meetings included semi-structured and in-depth open-ended questions, using additional prompts
such as "You said X, tell me more about X." The complete list of interview questions is provided
in Appendix C. Each interview was 45-60 minutes long and occurred during a two-month time in
2024 via the Microsoft Teams video conferencing platform. We obtained participants' consent,
recordings, and written transcriptions for analysis, reference, and accuracy. The team explained
that the information would be confidential, while themes or aggregate meeting summaries would

be used throughout the project.
Field Force Survey

The survey used a modified version of the Mentoring Competency Assessment (MCA-21)
and the Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI) (Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 200; Hyun et al., 2022; Ling
et al., 2019; Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2011). It was created in Qualtrics and
emailed to the Field Force. The survey took approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. The

complete survey is found in Appendix D.

Mentoring Competency Assessment

The original Mentoring Competency Assessment (MCA) is a 26-item skill assessment
aligned to 6 components: maintaining effective communication, aligning expectations, assessing

understanding, addressing diversity, fostering independence, and promoting professional
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development (Fleming et al., 2013). The MCA-21 index revalidated the original MCA by dropping
5 items. The alpha coefficient of the 6 components ranges from 0.77 to 0.86 (Hyun et al., 2022).

We selected seven items from two components in the assessment: maintaining effective
communication and addressing diversity. These items came from the common themes around
demographics and relationships mentioned in the preliminary interviews. The first component,
maintaining effective communication, was shown to have an alpha coefficient of 0.80, and the
second component, addressing diversity, had an alpha coefficient of 0.77, suggesting that both
components have relatively high internal consistency (Hyun et al., 2022).

The survey uses a 7-point Likert-type scale with the following lead-in statement: “Thinking
of your work with prospective cadets, please rate your skill level in each of the following areas
from not at all skilled to extremely skilled.” The non-applicable option was provided to replicate

the MCA. The items below are referenced by their listed number from MCA-21.

Table 1
MCA Items
Component Item
Maintaining Effective Communication 1. Active listening
(4 Items) 2. Providing constructive feedback

3. Establishing a relationship based on trust
4. ldentifying and accommodating different

communication styles

VANDERBILT
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Addressing Diversity 9. Considering how personal and professional
(3 Items) differences may impact expectations

20. Taking into account the biases and
prejudices you bring to the mentor/mentee
relationship

21. Working effectively with mentees whose
personal background is different from your
own (age, race, gender, class, region, culture,

religion, family composition, etc)

Volunteer Satisfaction Index

The original Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI) comprises 26 items that assess four
dimensions: organizational support, empowerment, participation efficacy, and group integration
(Galindo-Kuhn & Guzley, 2001; Martins et al., 2022). The VSI has been adapted and used in
different settings and countries, demonstrating that it is applicable and generalizable to diverse
cultures and settings (Kim et al., 2019; Ling et al., 2019; Martins et al., 2022; Peri¢-Prkosovacki
et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2011; Ye et al., 2022). The generalizability of the VSI is of note since

83% of respondents from the original Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley study were Caucasian (2001).

Researchers suggest omitting several items or only selecting a few items in the original
version that are more accurate for evaluation (Kim et al., 2019; Ling et al., 2019; Wong et al.,
2011; Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al., 2021). While the scale developers, Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley, did

not provide reliability statistics, they provided predictive validity and factor analyses. By
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confirming reliability and validity, additional studies completed factor analyses on 24 items,
mirroring the dimensions, with specific focused areas including communication quality, work
assignment, participation efficacy, organizational support, and group integration (Kim et al., 2019;
Ling et al., 2019; Martins et al., 2022; Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2011; Ye et al.,

2022).

For this study, we used the 24-item VSI with three factors (described as a relationship with
the organization, personal gain, and relationship with peers), as proposed by Wong et al. (2011)
and subsequently studied by Ling et al. (2019) and Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al. (2021). Relationship
with organization and personal gain are the most relevant domains for this project. These two
domains contain 10 items that address organizational support functions, skill use, contribution,
communication quality, work assignment, and contribution (Wong et al., 2011; Peri¢-Prkosovacki
et al., 2021). The survey uses a 7-point Likert-type scale with a lead-in statement, “Reflecting on
your volunteer experience as a Field Force member, please indicate your level of satisfaction with
the following statements from very dissatisfied to very satisfied,”" preceding each item. The items
are referenced by the number listed in the original factor analysis (Ling et al., 2019; Wong et al.,

2011; Peri¢-Prkosovacki et al., 2021).

Table 2

VSI Items

Relationship with Organization (10 Items) 1. The amount of information | receive about

what the organization is doing
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2. The flow of communication coming to me
from paid staff and board members

3. The support | receive from people in the
organization

4. The way in which the agency provides me
with performance feedback

5. How often the organization acknowledges
the work | do

6. My relationship with paid staff

7. The degree to which the organization
communicates its goals and objectives to
volunteers

8. The support network that is in place for me
when | have volunteer-related problems

9. The amount of permission | need to get to
do the things | need to do on this job

10. The degree of cohesiveness | experience

within the organization

Personal Gain (10 Items) 11. The difference my volunteer work is
making
12. The chance | have to utilize my

knowledge and skills in my volunteer work
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13. My ability to do this job as well as anyone
else

14. How worthwhile my contribution is

15. The amount of effort | put in as equaling
the amount of change I influence

16. The opportunities | have to learn new
things

17. The fit of the volunteer work to my skills
18. The progress that | have seen in the
clientele served by my organization

19. The access | have to information
concerning the organization

20. The freedom | have in deciding how to

carry out my volunteer assignment
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VII. Findings and Analysis

Findings from Interviews

The team took an integrated approach to qualitative data analysis of the interviews, using
both deductive and inductive coding to identify themes and summarize findings. Transcripts served
as the primary record for analysis. We analyzed each interview, focusing on themes derived from
the conceptual framework and our three project questions. After deliberation, we summarized
themes, highlighted salient points, and identified commonalities (See Appendix E for the themes
and subsequent groupings). The information garnered from these interviews served to provide a
better understanding of the program and problem of practice. Furthermore, the participants’ unique
perspectives provided valuable data to examine the perceptions of the program, strategies and

attitudes, relationships with prospective cadets, and challenges.
Perceptions of Program

As previously mentioned, it’s not unique to have someone assist a prospective cadet
through the application process as all military academies have their own version of an application
advisor. However, interview participants highlighted that USMA provides access to the
candidates’ admission data, which is not the case with other military academies. One of the
participants described the admission process as “decentralized” given that only a finite number of
prospective cadets per district can receive nominations and can then subsequently apply to USMA.
Consequently, admissions rely heavily on the volunteers to be the “arms, legs, eyes, and ears” in
the field, forming a connection with prospective cadets, communities, and schools. Participants

also mentioned that the Field Force member serves as an “advocate,” and the level of involvement
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rests on what “the volunteer makes it.” The participants acknowledged that the Field Force
members are mostly older retired white male alumni. Several participants mentioned that this lack
of diversity does not necessarily pose a barrier relating to a younger and more diverse applicant
pool of prospective cadets, while others expressed concern that the lack of diversity was a barrier.
Some participants mentioned that age, rather than gender and ethnicity, posed more of a barrier
which could be mitigated by facilitating contact between prospective cadets and current cadets.
Lastly, while there is no formal induction training, participants mentioned that additional training
was recently being offered via monthly virtual webinars that help to highlight changes in the
admission process and the Field Force portal software. The admissions office also sends emails

with updates, and there is a Facebook group for Field Force members.
Effective Strategies and Attitudes

In addition to being described as an advocate, the ideal Field Force member was referred
to as a “trusted advisor.” The engagement strategies of the entire group of Field Force members
ranged from minimal contact with the prospective cadet to frequent and very involved contact. The
interview participants described the practices that they felt most effectively supported prospective
cadets, initiate immediate and frequent contact with the prospective cadet, assist in the application
process, maintain weekly or twice-monthly contact with the prospective cadet, routinely review
the prospective cadet’s file to assess areas of growth, and provide resources, referrals, and books
to improve scholastic scores, fitness tests, and essay submissions.

The table below lists the effective strategies from most commonly cited to least mentioned.
While the strategies are organized by most to least mentioned, those least mentioned were

identified as important and effective by the participants who highlighted those particular strategies.
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Table 3

Field Force Effective Strategies

Effective Strategies

Serve as a liaison to USMA and the application process

Initiate immediate and frequent contact with prospective cadets weekly or at least twice a
month

Review a prospective cadet’s file and assess areas of growth

Provide resources, referrals, and books to improve scholastic scores, fitness test performance,
etc.

Review timeline for critical submission items

Guide and help develop college/academic goals

Meet routinely with parents

Facilitate meeting between prospective and current cadets

Respond to questions quickly and provide additional information and resources

Establish relationship and connection to cadet’s community

Commemorate acceptance at high school ceremony

When discussing the ideal Field Force member, interview participants explained that in
addition to helping the prospective cadet navigate the challenging application process, the ideal
member embodied certain beliefs and attitudes. These included believing in USMA and its
mission, being a strong representative of USMA, modeling strong leadership and character, and
recognizing the opportunity and commitment to impact a prospective cadet’s life. The table below
lists all the ideal beliefs and attitudes.

Table 4

Field Force Ideal Attitudes
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Ideal Attitudes

Belief in USMA’s mission

Strong USMA representative

Model leadership and character

Opportunity to impact prospective cadet’s life

Commitment to prospective cadet

Relationship with Prospective Cadet

When asked about the relationship quality between members and prospective cadets, the
interview participants explained that it varies from member to member. While the relationship is
mostly transactional, participants described different degrees, with a mentorship-like relationship
on one end of the continuum. Some participants mentioned that the relationship can start out
contextually based (focused on the application) and then progress to a more holistic mentorship-
like connection. In other situations, Field Force members may adopt a mentorship-like role from
the onset as they enjoy being part of the youth’s journey.
Challenges

Participants also mentioned several challenges about the program and the expectations of
the individual Field Force member. Some participants mentioned that it is challenging to adhere
to expectations or outcomes because the volunteer workforce is not obligated to meet
requirements, since they are not paid nor assigned. Furthermore, there is a general sense that
whatever the Field Force member contributes is a benefit regardless of how minimal the
contribution. Several participants explained that some districts may have more volunteers and/or

stronger relationships with schools that result in more applicants in comparison, while other
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districts or regions that have fewer applicants are met with the challenge of bolstering visibility
and recruitment efforts. Recruitment of Field Force members is by word of mouth, and it often
attracts retirees who tend to have more leisure time. There is also a lack of standardized training
and orientation for the members. A few districts do orient the new Field Force member and
collectively meet to discuss progress, assess areas of improvement, and share best practices.
However, not every district has a formal training program in place for Field Force volunteers.
Interview participants also alluded to a possible gap left by the admissions office as there
is no formal recognition of the Field Force members’ contributions, as some districts established
their own recognition system of the Field Force members. Lastly, the interview participants also
surmised that Field Force may not be fully utilized, because prospective cadets may not understand
the Field Force member’s role, and/or may not require assistance with application. Consequently,

the prospective cadet would not have any contact with a Field Force member.
Survey Response Analysis
Open-Ended Survey Questions

The team relied on word analysis and both inductive and deductive thematic coding for the
open-ended survey questions using Qualtrics software and word count. This coding was used with
Question 10, which asked Field Force members what they considered successful strategies for
supporting prospective candidates through the application process. This question received 247
responses, which were analyzed through coding of mentor practices and strategy and word
analysis. Question 10 was coded to reflect mentor practices and strategies. Question 10 was coded

based on the MCA survey component “maintaining effective communications” (Hyun et al., 2022).
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Of the 247 responses, 55% stated communication style, 35% referred to feedback, 20%
emphasized relationships and trust, and 3% mentioned listening.

Though communication was mentioned most frequently in responses, the types of
communication differed. In 251 responses to the question about how often a Field Force member
meets with prospective cadets (Q12), 6% said once a week, 18% said every other week, 31% said
once a month, and 44% said “other”. Among responses to “other,” Field Force members reported
30% met with prospective cadets when needed, 11% considered contacting the prospective cadet’s
responsibility, 4% met with prospective cadets for interviews only, and 14% said they met with
the prospective cadets at least once during the application process. Also, 6% of “other” responses
did not match those of prospective cadets. Reasons for not being matched included being new to
the volunteer program, in a district that does not match, and looking for prospective cadets.

A word analysis on Question 10 yielded thematic words related to strategies. Thematic
words included related words or synonyms in five categories: timeliness, application requirements,
Field Force role, Field Force skills, and communication. In 206 responses, 100% of Field Force
members listed communication as a successful strategy, while 33% designated timeliness, 20%
emphasized the relationship between the prospective cadet and the Field Force member, 16%
referred to their skills as a Field Force member, and 14% mentioned assistance with specific skills

the prospective cadet needs for the application process.
Survey: Multiple Choice and Likert Questions

Our data analysis employed descriptive statistics to summarize and interpret responses to
Likert-scale and multiple-choice items effectively. The analytical process commenced with

validation procedures to ensure data completeness and accuracy. Following validation, each survey
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item was analyzed, focusing on challenges and insights identified through corresponding interview

responses, allowing us to refine and contextualize the emerging findings.

The survey sample consisted of 214 (76%) men and 32 (11%) women. White males were
the largest demographic, representing 67% of respondents, while white females constituted the
most significant segment among female respondents at 8%. The average age of participants was

61.7 years (SD = 12.3).

We analyzed respondents' affiliation with the United States Military Academy (USMA) to
gain further insight into the sample population. USMA alumni represented 72% of the participants,
averaging 38 years since graduation (SD = 12.12). Our analysis indicated an average tenure of
12.9 years (SD = 10.15) for Field Force. Leadership noted that some members of the Field Forces

serve in these roles for extended periods.

The survey contained 20 items from the Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI) about the
relationship with the organization and personal gain. We completed descriptive statistics for each
item (N=281). The averages for the VVolunteer Satisfaction Survey, sorted from highest satisfaction
to lowest, are summarized in Appendix F. Out of the 20 items, 14 scored above a 5, indicating
high satisfaction amongst the field force. Figure 3 displays the top two scoring items which scored
above a 5.9 on the Likert scale: the fit of the volunteer work to my skills (Item 17), the freedom |

have to decide how to carry out volunteer assignments (Item 20).

Figure 3

Two Highest Scoring VSI Items
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The average level for VSI item 17 Satisfaction Level with the fit of volunteer work to my

skills is 5.98 with a mode of 7. Average for VSI item 20 Satisfaction Level with the freedom to

carry out volunteer assignment is 5.96 with a mode of 7.

The three lowest-scoring items on the volunteer satisfaction survey were below 4.9

averages. Figure 4 illustrates these three findings. The first item was performance feedback

provided by USMA Admissions (Item 4), USMA Admissions acknowledging volunteer work

(Item 5), and the degree to which USMA communicates goals and objectives to the Field Force

(Item 7).

Figure 4

Three Lowest Scoring VSI Items
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The average for Item 4 Satisfaction Level with Feedback Provided by USMA Admissions
is 4.2. The item peaks at neutral responses with a mode of 4. The average for item 5 Satisfaction
Level with Acknowledging Work is 4.4 with a mode of 4. Item 8 Satisfaction Level on the degree
to which USMA Communicates Goals and Objectives to Field Force averaged 4.62. This item had

a mode of 6.

Despite not being in the top or bottom of the VSI, we highlight Permission Allowed to
Complete Work (Item 9), the Chance to Utilize Knowledge and Skills (Item 12), and Ability to do
the Job as Well as Anyone Else (Item 13) due to these items reinforcing findings found in the

interviews. These three items are discussed further in the findings section.

Figure 5
Permission Allowed to Complete Work, Ability to do the Job as Well as Anyone Else, The Chance

to Utilize Knowledge and Skills
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The average for Item 9 Permission Allowed to Complete Work is 5.4 with a mode of 6. The
average for item 12 Ability to do the Job as Well as Anyone Else is 5.8 with a mode of 6. Item 13

The Chance to Utilize Knowledge and Skills averaged 5.8. This item had a mode of 6.

The Mentoring Competency Assessment’s items measured skills in the two dimensions of
maintaining effective communication and addressing diversity. We completed descriptive

statistics for the seven items and averaged the skill levels of the respondents (N=254).

Figure 6
Mentoring Competency Assessment: Communication and Addressing Diversity Components
Establishing a relationship based on trust I 6.13
Active listening IS 6.00
Providing constructive feedback IS 5,98
Working effectively with mentees whose. . I 5.95
Identifying and accommodating different.. I 5,72

Taking into account the biases and prejudices. . I 5.67
Considering how personal and professional .. I 5.67

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Self Reported Average Skill Level

The highest scoring skill was establishing relationships based on trust, with an average of
6.13, followed by active listening, with an average of 6.00. The lowest scoring skill was taking
into account biases and considering how personal and professional differences may impact
expectations, with averages of 5.67. All questions remained within the average standard deviation
between .9 to 1.2, showing low variability in responses. All seven items had negative skewness
between -.9 and -1.17, showing that many of those responses landed in the very skilled to highly

skilled categories.
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The survey asked about Field Force members' familiarity with the admissions process. The
three questions concerned Field Force members' feelings on preparedness after training and the
frequency of attending training sessions. We completed descriptive statistics and summarized the

data below (N= 249).

Figure 7

Field Force Survey Respondents’ Feelings of Preparedness After Initial Training
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The average feeling of preparedness (Q6) was 5.46 with a mode of 6 and a negative skew

distribution indicating high levels of feelings of preparedness.

Figure 8

Frequency of Field Force Attending Training
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Frequency of Field Force Attending Training
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Figure 9

Number of Events Attended by Field Force During a Recruiting Season
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Questions 7 and 11 of the survey gauged the involvement levels of Field Force members
in relation to training and recruitment. These two questions stemmed from reports from the
interview concerning a disparity between involvement across districts. Concerning training

attendance, the survey found that most respondents attended training annually (n=237), followed

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu megggw December 4, 2024



47

by quarterly, monthly, and never. The “never” option constituted 18% of the responses. We found
the average number of events attended was 6.8, with a standard deviation of 7.9 (n=186). The
majority of the values lie between 0 to 6 with a negative trendline. Two events per season was the

mode and accounted for 13% of respondents with three at a close second with 12% of respondents.

Contact between cadets and the Field Force volunteers was a salient theme during the
interviews leading up to the survey. We analyzed the frequency, duration, and methods of contact

between Field Force members and prospective cadets, as shown in Figures 10, 11, and 12 below.
Figure 10
Frequency of Contact between Field Force and Prospective Cadets

Frequency of Contact with Cadets
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Figure 11

Contact Methods between Field Force and Prospective Cadets

Most Used Form of Contact with P/Cadets

54%
24%
17%
= l
Phone Email Zoom Face to Face
Figure 12

Length of Time Spent with Prospective Cadets
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Concerning frequency of contact (N=251), the “other” selection had the highest percentage

at 44% (n=110), with “once a month” coming in second with 31% (n=78). Results for the “other”

category were highlighted in the open-ended analysis section above and included remarks such as

.. VANDERBILT
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“when needed,” “when they contact me,” or “for the interview only.” In addition, while 6% had
contact once a week, 6% also reported having only one contact. For the form of contact (N=249),
we found email (n=134, 54%) was the most used, followed by phone (n=60, 24%) and face-to-
face (n=42, 17%). Zoom was the least used form of contact (h=12, 5%). Analyzing the duration of
contact, we found that most respondents kept their contact either between 30 to 60 minutes (n=105,

42%) or under 30 minutes (n=97, 39%).

Questions 8 and 9 asked respondents to self-report how many applicants they have helped
through the admissions process and how many of those they have helped receive admission into
USMA. Responses ranged from a couple hundred to a few thousand. We decided to discard these
two questions due to their self-reported free-text nature and the extremely high numbers, which

would not provide valuable data for our project questions.

VANDERBILT
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VIIIl.  Discussion of Findings

Eight primary outcomes reflect the findings of this project: (1) Field Force members’
involvement varies from member to member, (2) there is a high variability in Field Force training,
(3) Field Force skills and knowledge are well suited to the work, (4) Field Force members are less
satisfied with USMA’s overall communication, (5) Field Force members believe themselves to
have strong mentoring abilities, (6) Field Force members highly value communicating with
prospective cadets, (7) Field Force members believe the most promising practices to help
prospective cadets include a personal approach with early and frequent contact, and (8) Field Force
members desire routine use of outcome metrics for quality improvement. These findings, depicted

below, are explained with evidentiary data from interviews and surveys for each question posed.

PQ 1A. How do Field Force members perceive their volunteer experience?
Finding 1. Field Force members highlight that they determine their own level of involvement
with the prospective cadet, with the degree of involvement varying from member to member.
While there is a minimum expectation of an interview, the Field Force member’s level of
involvement with the prospective cadet varies widely and is determined by each individual Field
Force member. The Admissions department’s minimal expectation involves the Field Force
member contacting the prospective cadet to arrange for an interview, when main areas of the
application are complete, and/or when the application is identified as “competitive.” To review,
the prospective cadet’s application level is determined by completed sections of the application,
submitted grades and scores, as the subsequent notes from the Field Force interview are provided
to the admission office to assist the office in their final evaluation. There is an understanding that

some Field Force members will have little to no contact with the prospective cadet and their only
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involvement will consist of the interview or appearing at the high school graduation to
commemorate the cadet’s acceptance to USMA. This was described as some “volunteers go
through the motions.” Others mentioned that the Field Force member’s involvement 1S to answer
questions but not necessarily initiate the contact because the initiative in the application process
should be demonstrated by the prospective cadet, as the progress in completing the application
successfully should also be an independent reflection of the prospective cadet’s qualifications. As
one Field Force member may just interview the prospective cadet, another may not only interview
the prospective cadet but will also track the prospective cadet’s progress along the application, and
review areas of weakness. Another Field Force member may take on all of these tasks and also
provide referrals to help candidates improve their test scores and their performance on the
Candidate Fitness Assessment (CFA). The level of involvement rests on what “the volunteer
makes it.”

Apart from the interview, expectations for Field Force volunteers are not consistent, and
there may be challenges with establishing expectations or standards. For example, in one
interview, one participant mentioned that setting a greater expectation is not necessarily a feasible
option because the Field Force workforce consists of volunteers. In another interview, one
participant acknowledged the hesitancy to make higher demands or expectations of Field Force
members because they are volunteers, although they ultimately disagreed with this approach. This
participant further explained that in their respective district, Field Force members are dedicated
and subsequently understand that they have a responsibility and involvement with the prospective

cadet by preparing and helping the youth make important decisions in their life.
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Finding 2: While Field Force members express being prepared and having strong abilities, they
perceive high variability in their training content, delivery, and attendance.

Findings indicate that training in the Field Force program varies across districts. Both
survey and interview results reinforce the variability in training attendance and how training is
conducted. Admissions staff explained that they schedule Field Force training monthly online, but
participation is optional. Furthermore, there is no standardized onboarding procedure to ensure a
baseline in knowledge and training. Onboarding training across districts varies, with some districts
creating “comprehensive PowerPoint presentations” while others rely on email or other less
personal approaches. The survey highlighted the variability in Field Force attending training, with
12% attending monthly, 32% attending quarterly, 38% attending annually, and 18% reporting
never attending training. Taking together the Field Force who report attending training sessions
only annually or never accounts for 56% of the Field Force member corps. Despite the variability
in training, the Field Force volunteers largely reported feeling prepared to do the job. The
Mentoring Competency Assessment reinforced these findings by showing self-reported high skill
levels across all items. Despite the confidence in the ability of the Field Force to mentor, some
interviewees expressed frustration at the variability across districts. Admissions staff repeatedly
noted that it is challenging to make sure all districts are informed of policy changes and strategies
for maximizing engagement with the potential cadets, and proper standardized training became a

solution to the persistent problem.

Finding 3. Field Force members perceive that their skills and knowledge are well suited for

their volunteer work, as they enjoy the freedom to perform tasks with a high degree of autonomy.
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Field Force members report high levels of satisfaction with their volunteer experience
matching their skill set and the ability to use their skills autonomously. According to the responses
in the VSI section of the Field Force survey, 55% of respondents felt they were mostly satisfied
or very satisfied with the level of permission allowed to complete volunteer work; 72% reported
that they were mostly satisfied or very satisfied with their chance to utilize their knowledge and
skill in their volunteer work; 70% reported being mostly satisfied or very satisfied with their ability
to do their volunteer work as well as everyone else; 74% reported that they were mostly satisfied
or very satisfied with the level of volunteer work fitting their skills; and 76% reported that they
were mostly satisfied or very satisfied with the level of freedom they had to carry out their
volunteer assignments. These findings are consistent with Field Force member interviews, during
which volunteers reported high levels of satisfaction with structuring their activities around the

needs of their unique congressional districts.

Finding 4: The VSI revealed that the relationship between USMA Admissions and Field Force
regarding feedback, acknowledgment, and communication of objectives and goals was the area
with the lowest satisfaction levels.

Interviews with key leaders and Field Force members also support this finding. While the
VSl indicated a high level of satisfaction on most items, our analysis indicates a concerning trend
in the relationship between USMA admissions and Field Force. The relationship with the partner
organization dimension of the VSI contained the three items with the lowest satisfaction ratings.
These findings aligned with the interviews completed, where feedback, communication, and
recognition became salient themes. The item with the lowest satisfaction score was how the

organization provides feedback to Field Force members. This item had the lowest average score
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of 4.2 and peaked at a neutral response of 4. The item was also the most symmetrical, with a
skewness of -0.058, indicating low variability among respondents. The second lowest-scoring item
concerned how admissions acknowledge the work of the Field Force. This item had an average of
4.4 and peaked at neutral responses and a mode of 4. During interviews, some Field Force members
confirmed the findings from the survey, explaining there is no formal system of recognition from
admissions. Districts took it upon themselves to employ reward systems to recognize high
achievement. The third item concerned how admissions communicate their goals and objectives.
This item averaged 4.26 and peaked at negative responses with a mode of 4. The shape of this
graph has a negative skew of -0.37 with a platykurtic distribution, indicating more variability in
the responses than the previous two items. Interviews reinforced the survey findings. One of the
district representatives we interviewed explained that no defined metric for success exists. They
suggested that Admissions need to provide them with a quota or explain if they are doing well or
not. Combining the findings of the two data points indicates a need for more general guidance and

direction from the admissions department to the Field Force.

PQ 1B. How do Field Force members perceive their mentoring abilities?
Finding 5. Field Force members perceive that establishing a relationship based on trust, actively
listening, and providing constructive feedback are their strongest mentoring abilities.

Similar to the responses to the VSI, the responses to the Mentorship Competency
Assessment were generally positive, with the volunteers expressing confidence in their abilities.
Three abilities were shown to be the highest, revealing that many Field Force members felt that
they were very skilled in the areas of establishing a relationship based on trust (average 6.13),

actively listening (average 6), and providing constructive feedback (average 5.98). For these
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abilities, most responses included “5-skilled,” “6-very skilled,” and “7-extremely skilled.” While
the members were provided a scale from 1-7 with a N/A option, no one selected “1-not at all
skilled,” in these areas, and very few indicated that these abilities were not applicable. Specifically,
19 responded “N/A” for establishing relationships based on trust, 18 for active listening, and 21
for providing constructive feedback. Definitions or examples of the abilities were not described
other than what was listed in the survey, and Field Force members were not given any other

instructions other than to scale their own skill in the referenced ability.

Finding 6: Field Force members value communication. However, the communication type,
frequency, and medium differ.

Members had an overall positive perception of their mentoring abilities in the MCA survey
component maintaining effective communication. Responses to the four skills of effective
communication ranged from 5.72 to 6.13 on the 7-point Likert scale. On question 10 of the open-
ended survey responses, the word communication or words synonymous with communication
appeared most often, specifically 100% of the time, indicating a level of importance for this
interaction. ldeas of how to communicate and how often to communicate vary. Question 12
underscores the variability in communication. 6% of respondents contacted cadets once a week
while 31% made contact once a month. The option for “other” received the most responses with
44%. The responses in the “other” category ranged from “daily” to “per the district coordinator’s
instructions, only when asked.” Analysis indicates that 30% of Field Force who selected “other”
communicate with their prospective candidates “when needed.” The responses vary in a way that
indicates an unclear expectation of communication. Through the interviews, one effective strategy

was to initiate immediate and frequent contact with prospective cadets weekly or at least twice a
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month. This suggestion indicates a clear number of contacts with prospective candidates.
Consistent with research, clarifying the number and times of communication in a mentor
relationship increases the effectiveness of the mentoring program (Karcher, 2005).

Additionally, the component that scored the lowest on the MCA 21 category of
communication was “identifying and accommodating different communication styles” with an
average score of 5.72. Despite being a high score on a 7-point Likert scale, 5.72 was still the lowest
self-reported communication skill. Analyzing the form of contact between prospective cadets and
Field Force provides some insight into the lower score in accommodating different communication
styles. The most used form of contact was email with 53% responses followed by phone with 24%.
Face-to-face and Zoom were used by 16.8% and 5.2% of the respondents respectively. Studies of
communication habits of Generation Z show email and phone are their least preferred form of
contact (Janssen & Carradini, 2021). This disparity highlights the difference between how Field

Force makes contact and how the target demographic, Gen Z, prefers contact.

PQ 2. What promising practices could Field Force members employ to assist
prospective cadets through the application process at USMA?
Finding 7. The most promising practices identified by the Field Force members include a
personal approach with early and frequent contact by providing guidance on college and
academic goals, assessing progress along the application, and providing resources or college
preparation referrals.

Participant interviews and survey results identified several effective practices, all of which
include an approach tailored to the prospective cadet’s needs. As a “trusted advisor,” the Field

Force member helps the prospective cadet develop their college/academic goals and assesses the
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prospective cadet’s fit with USMA. Both the interviews and surveys acknowledge that the
application process is challenging, and the Field Force member provides “mentoring through the
process,” and helps to “navigate from start to finish.” One survey response mentioned “individual
counseling,” and in an interview, one participant described taking on a “support role.” It was also
mentioned several times that the Field Force member explains the application process, and reviews
timelines by using forms or other tools, along with routine meetings with the parents, high school
staff, and community members. Additional promising practices that were identified included
subsequently reviewing the application and the required steps with the prospective cadet to address
overall areas of growth, tasks, and resources to meet the application requirements, along with
preparing the prospective cadet for the congressional interview. Common resources or support
provided to prospective cadets included referrals to gyms or SAT prep courses.

29 ¢¢

Early and immediate contact that is frequent and described as “weekly check-in,” “close,”
and “constant” were consistently mentioned throughout the surveys and interviews. While early
and frequent contact were highlighted as promising practices, these practices were the least
reported in the survey results. For example, among the choices of “every week,” “every other
week,” “once a month,” and “other” for frequency of contact, “other” was the most frequently
cited. The “other” option encapsulated such remarks as “when needed,” “when they contact me,”
or “for the interview only.” Similarly, there is no consistent expectation or consistency of practice,
yet effective strategies were enumerated by participant interviews.

A complete list of effective practices is provided in the data analysis section. These effective
practices also corroborate those best practices found in the relevant research. The research

highlights the supportive nature of a mentor, early and frequent meetings, explaining and

reviewing the steps of the application, and different virtual options.
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Finding 8. Other promising practices identified by Field Force members was collecting and
analyzing data to improve processes, increase the number of qualified candidates applying to
and accepting admission to West Point, and encourage community members associated with
The Academy to join the Field Force.

Leadership representing three of the Field Force congressional districts revealed during
interviews that their district had been, for several years, tracking Field Force member and
prospective cadet data, including gender, ethnicity, interview and fitness assessment status,
standardized test scores, and level of engagement. Field Force members in these districts perceived
this tracking to be immensely beneficial as Field Force members play a crucial role in shaping
grassroots efforts within congressional districts, particularly in capturing the dynamics of member
activities, prospective cadet outreach, and enrollment trends. The volunteers gain valuable insights
into the applicant's preferences, concerns, and issues relevant to congressional districts by
interacting with potential and prospective cadets thus allowing personable relationships and
specialized coordination of events with high school counselors and administrators. These
activities, inadvertently, enhance the long-term relationships between West Point and individual
high schools. Thus, the cooperation between the Field Force members, future cadets, and the

community as a whole only strengthens USMA’s enrollment strategies.
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IX. Recommendations

Based on the findings of this project, five recommendations were identified. These five
recommendations serve to optimize the Field Force program’s effectiveness in supporting
prospective cadets and increasing the number of qualified applicants applying and accepting
admission offers: (1) formally define the Field Force’s purpose, structure, and goals, (2) improve
volunteer training through incentivized modules, (3) improve vertical communication with Field
Force through regular feedback on goals and progress, (4) implement an appreciation program,
and (5) establish key performance indicators to measure outcomes and Successes across

congressional districts, regions, and West Point at-large.

Recommendation 1: Formally define the Field Force’s purpose, structure, and goals.

We recommend a formal document defining the Field Force’s purpose, structure, and goals.
An effective volunteer program “rests on a serious consideration by the agency of the rationale for
citizen involvement and the development of a philosophy of policy to guide this effort” (Brudney,
2016). We recommend that USMA could begin defining Field Force by identifying the desired
results of the program through an explicit statement of goals, the purposeful placement of Field
Force within the admissions structure, and key contacts (Brudney, 2016).

Next, create a list of clear expectations to be accomplished for each Field Force member
that will be contained within a “written description of that work” (Herman, 2005). Interviews
indicated various definitions of the role of a Field Force member with open-ended questions using
terms such as advisor, advocate, coach, counselor, guide, motivator, shepherd, partner, support,
and mentor. We suggest clearly defining the role of Field Force in relation to the prospective cadet.

This can be done using the following guiding principles: the work is meaningful, the work gives a

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wk@ﬁ.‘&;&:ﬁ% December 4, 2024



60

sense of autonomy, the work is part-time to fit a volunteer’s life schedule, and the work fits
USMA’s strategic goals, mission statement, physical logistics, and management procedures
(Herman, 2005). Interviews revealed hesitations about enforcing specific guidelines for someone
in a volunteer position. However, a formal description of setting high standards for volunteers
“demonstrates that the agency takes their participation seriously” and “builds trust and credibility”

(Brudney, 2016).

Recommendation 2: Improve volunteer education and preparation through incentivized
and gamified training modules that implement feedback and rewards to encourage
engagement and completion.

It can be stated that the effective volunteer training programs are student-centered and use
a combination of approaches, including incentivized and gamified learning modules, to ensure that
participants are well informed (Kerka, 2003). Elements such as points, badges, and leaderboards
where people are rewarded for their contributions, can make training exciting and engaging, thus
improving learning and relationships across teams (Landers et al., 2015). When designing training
content, identifying the needs of the volunteers and their backgrounds, skills, and interests helps
to create a tailored experience (Kerka, 2003; Walk et al., 2015). Online modules should be
designed in a way that ensures that all multiple learning styles are addressed to enhance
participation (Skurkova et al., 2014). Additionally, incorporating real-life scenarios and role-
playing exercises helps volunteers apply their knowledge in practical settings, making the training
more relevant and memorable (Walk et al., 2015).

Recommendation 3: Improve vertical communication with the Field Force through

regular feedback on goals and progress.
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Communication is an “important predictor of volunteer engagement and commitment”
(Trent et al., 2020). Value is added to a volunteer’s social contract through vertical communication,
referred to as upward and downward communication. Upward communication describes the flow
of communication from the volunteer up to the organizational members. This path of
communication gives the volunteer the opportunity to provide input, which tends to result in an
increased feeling of belonging and a decreased sense of burnout and frustration (Trent et al., 2020).
Downward communication established a pattern of correspondence from the organization to the
volunteers, which resulted in feelings of engagement and commitment (Trent et al., 2020). Using
both upward and downward communication helps to establish a “psychological contract” (Trent
et al., 2020). To accomplish this, we offer the following suggestions:
1. Create a monthly newsletter that welcomes new volunteers and spotlights the positive ideas
and accomplishments in regions or congressional districts that meet goals and objectives.
This creates a pathway of downward communication that shows recognition of progression
within the Field Force. Using a newsletter is one type of communication that highlights
objectives, raises awareness of organizational goals, and builds trust (Windon et al, 2024).
2. Provide space for Field Force to provide upward communication. Allowing a place to voice
opinions, ideas, or input on goals and progress can ‘“heighten perceived procedural
fairness” (Avery & Quifiones, 2002). Methods to collect this type of feedback might
include surveys, group discussions, or personal interviews.
3. Create an evaluation program that gives individual feedback. The evaluation program
should emphasize the established Field Force purpose and goals. Creating a system of
evaluation brings merit to volunteer work (Brudney, 2016; Herman, 2005). It also allows

members of the Field Force to identify and develop new skills (Brudney, 2016).
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Recommendation 4. Implement a volunteer appreciation program.

In a successful volunteer program, volunteers are “accorded appropriate recognition”
(Brudney, 2016). A volunteer appreciation program increases the cost-benefit social exchange for
the volunteer bringing motivation for effective outcomes and longevity of volunteer service. Best
practices for organizations using volunteers emphasize a strong appreciation program that may
include the following:

1. Create title changes to show promotion from reaching Field Force goals (Herman,
2005).

2. Award certificates for years of volunteer service (Herman, 2005). These
recognitions can also be included in the monthly newsletter mentioned in
Recommendation 3.

3. Write thank you notes to volunteers. Volunteers respond well to “a personal touch
to communication,” adding to a positive volunteer environment (Billes, 2007).
Research also shows an increase in the perceived value of the volunteer and the
value felt from the community for volunteers when thank you cards are written and
sent (Gui et al., 2022). Additionally, a personal phone call or face-to-face visit can
be motivational (Billes, 2007).

The key to a volunteer appreciation program is to give the volunteer a sense of value.

Recommendation 5: Establish standardized key performance indicators (KPIs) to track
prospective cadet data and measure outcomes of Field Force members across

congressional districts, regions, and West Point at large.
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Field Force leaders from congressional districts implemented both prospective cadet and
volunteer tracking alongside detailed data analysis reported high levels of volunteer satisfaction.
They were also pleased with the applicants’ quality and matriculation into West Point. Tracking
methodologies differed across regions. However, standardized key performance indicators (KPIs)
could be implemented at the district level for local and national performance evaluation. In
volunteer management, metrics are used to monitor data and evaluate results to ensure that a
volunteer program runs smoothly and meets its objectives (Badawy et al., 2018; Lipsey & Cordray,
2000; Sechrest & Figueredo, 1993). This methodology improves the organization's effectiveness
while promoting accountability, openness, and involvement among stakeholders and volunteers.

1. Assessing effectiveness. One of the leading reasons to utilize metrics is to evaluate the
effectiveness of volunteer initiatives. Organizations can quantify their impact by
establishing KPIs, such as volunteer hours contributed, the number of beneficiaries served,
and the types of activities completed. Doing so would allow Field Force program
administrators and congressional district leaders to carry out more thorough program
evaluations and assess the degree to which they are meeting goals and objectives and
impacting the communities they serve (Brudney & Nezhina, 2011).

2. Tailoring strategies to local needs. The Field Force is structured similarly to a multi-
location volunteer program, and each congressional district faces unique and distinctive
challenges and opportunities. Tailoring strategies to address the needs of each district
enables a targeted approach that ensures efficient resource allocation and allows a more
significant impact across all locations (Brudney, 2016; Brudney & Nezhina, 2011; Brudney

& Yoon, 2021).
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Implementing informed decision-making. Measuring KPIs facilitates informed
decision-making and would allow the Field Force to make evidence-based decisions
concerning resource allocation, program development, and volunteer training, thus
maximizing impact and ensuring responsiveness to communities served (Skurkova et al.,
2014; Walk et al., 2015).

Enhancing accountability and transparency. Data tracking enhances organizational
transparency at a time when stakeholders are insistent on accountability (Lipsey &
Cordray, 2000). It is important for volunteers, donors and community members to know
how resources are being used and what results are being produced. Organizations can
effectively improve their image, as well as the relations with their stakeholders, by sharing
success stories and measurement parameters (Walk et al., 2015). This transparency is
especially helpful when looking for funds since the potential donors will only fund
programs that are effective and which have a proper management of resources if they are
to be measured against certain success rates.

Boosting volunteer engagement and retention. Offering volunteers insight into where
and how their contributions are making a difference, whether through the number of
prospective cadets admitted or other milestones achieved, offers motivation, strengthens
purpose, and boosts retention. (Walk et al., 2015).

Continuous improvement. Finally, KPIs provide a foundation for a culture of continuous
improvement (Garcia & Cerado, 2020). Thus, organizations should periodically evaluate
the data to determine trends, problems, and possible areas for improvement. In the case of
a certain location or a certain congressional district performing below the expected level,

the leaders can investigate to find out the cause and come up with solutions. This is because
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this is a never-ending process of evaluation and adjustment so that the volunteer programs

can continue to be relevant in the community.
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X. Limitations

A key potential project limitation involves data collection. The survey data consisted of
self-reported insights and personal perceptions. The Mentoring Competency Assessment collected
data on the perceived effectiveness of communication and addressing diversity. Similarly, the
Volunteer Satisfaction Index reported opinions on volunteer satisfaction. These subjective
responses were depicted in Likert scales. The Likert scales helped identify perceptions or
sentiments that might hold a social desirability bias, as those who chose to complete the survey
tended to report their skills and attitudes positively. In addition, the Likert scales do not reveal
motives or reasons behind actions or thoughts.

An additional limitation to this project may be found within the research samples and the
selection of the interviews. Interviews were given to a small sample size of participants selected
by USMA Admissions leadership. Although this approach helped us gain knowledge of the Field
Force, identify practices of the Field Force, and understand motivations to belong to the Field
Force, the data collected represented a small number of those involved in Admissions or the Field
Force. The small number of interviewees selected did not capture a full range of Field Force
perspectives, limiting generalizability.

This project had a limited sample size for interviews and participants in the survey due to
USMA compliance constraints. Additional projects may want access to the prospective cadets or
first-year cadets. These sample populations would give objective survey answers to the
effectiveness of the Field Force and add a depth of understanding reaching beyond this project’s
perceptions.

A fundamental problem identified by the parent organization concerns the lack of diversity

in race, gender, and age within the Field Force, which may impact efforts to recruit
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underrepresented groups into the USMA. The survey data revealed a predominantly older white
male demographic among respondents, though no specific metrics were available to assess its
positive or negative influence conclusively. Our research highlighted studies showing the benefits
of older mentors and volunteers despite interviews with Field Force members and other
stakeholders yielding mixed perspectives (Turner & Scherman, 1996). While some interviewees
expressed concerns over the diversity gap, others viewed it as inconsequential. This inconclusive
finding was also reflected in the MCA component, Addressing Diversity. Although the lowest
scores in the MCA were in items such as biases and considering how personal and professional
differences may impact expectations, the difference between the highest and lowest scoring items
was minimal, as many responses reflected high skills across the MCA. Further research must
validate these perspectives and assess the relationship between Field Force diversity and

recruitment effectiveness.
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XI. Conclusions

The projected enrollment cliff that U.S. universities are facing has been attributed to a
sharply declining birth rate and a changing demographic, which, in turn, appears to be lowering
the number of high school graduates flowing into the college application pool. This will lead to
the financial unsustainability of many organizations and increased competition between
universities for the best students. This is a challenge which can only be addressed by new
approaches if these institutions are to have a chance of surviving. Alumni volunteer organizations
are one of the practical solutions to these challenges that have been identified. Such organizations
can serve as a strategic tool for improving university outreach, thus increasing the pool of qualified
applicants and the number of students who enroll. Alumni bring valuable perspectives and
experiences that are relatable to prospective students, especially for those who may feel
apprehensive about the admission process or the college atmosphere. In this way, through the roles
of shepherds, mentors and advocates, the alumni can bridge the gap between the prospectus and
the institution.

Volunteer programs, such as the Field Force, can play a critical role in promoting diversity
in the student body by strategically fostering relationships with underrepresented groups living
within congressional districts. In turn, this specific help from alumni and other community
members may be helpful for the underrepresented students to deal with the process which is
sometimes quite challenging and confusing. In this way, a proactive approach also contributes to
the creation of a more setting. Many universities have complex enrollment procedures that can be
quite confusing to the applicants. Thus, the volunteers should undergo comprehensive training to
help them understand the current trends in admissions, how to answer any questions that the

candidates may have, and how to accompany them through all the stages of the process, including
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the creation of personal statements and preparation for interviews. This support can help make the
admissions process less complex and, thus, help candidates to feel confident to market themselves.

In establishing the Field Force as a structured and formalized program, West Point can
create a systematic approach to volunteer engagement that includes regular evaluations of the
program’s practices. This assessment will enable the university to monitor the success of the
outreach and support initiatives and link them with student enrollment and retention. The
establishment of the Field Force ensures the continuity of the work of volunteers and establishes
accountability for it. Defining success metrics allows West Point to understand the impact of its
volunteers in enhancing the institution’s goals of attracting and keeping students, particularly those
from underrepresented groups. This data-driven approach will enable the institution to
continuously refine its practices to keep volunteer initiatives aligned with the greater mission and
objectives. Such creative strategies can help to ensure the success and sustainability of West Point

and other institutions looking to overcome the negative effects of the enroliment cliff.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wkﬁ-ﬂ.ﬂ?&iﬁ% December 4, 2024



70

References

Ahmad, R., Nawaz, M. R., Ishag, M. I., Khan, M. M., & Ashraf, H. A. (2023). Social exchange
theory: Systematic review and future directions. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1015921

1015921. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyq.2022.1015921

Akdere, M. (2005). Social capital theory and implications for human resource development.

Singapore Management Review, 27(2). https://go-gale-

com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=tel a vanderbilt&id=GALE%7C

A133910199&v=2.1&it=r

Arnold, K. D., Deutschlander, D. T., & Lewis, J. S. (2022). Someone on my side: The
experiences of high-achieving, underserved high school students in an e-mentoring
college access intervention. Mentoring & Tutoring, 30(4), 381-408.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13611267.2022.2091193

Avery, D. R., & Quifiones, M. A. (2002). Disentangling the Effects of VVoice: The Incremental
Roles of Opportunity, Behavior, and Instrumentality in Predicting Procedural Fairness.

Journal of Applied Psychology, 87(1), 81-86. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.87.1.81

Badawy, M., EI-Aziz, A., & Hefny, H. (2018). Exploring and measuring the key performance
indicators in higher education institutions. International Journal of Intelligent Computing

and Information Sciences, 18(1), 37-47. http://dx.doi.org/10.21608/ijicis.2018.15914

Beam, M. R., Chen, C., & Greenberger, E. (2002). The Nature of Adolescents’ Relationships
with Their “Very Important” Nonparental Adults. American Journal of Community

Psychology, 30(2), 305-325. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014641213440

Billes, S. (2007). Factors contributing to the effectiveness of small, volunteer-run, non-profit

organizations. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses.

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu VUN'VERS'W December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1015921
https://go-gale-com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=tel_a_vanderbilt&id=GALE%7CA133910199&v=2.1&it=r
https://go-gale-com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=tel_a_vanderbilt&id=GALE%7CA133910199&v=2.1&it=r
https://go-gale-com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=tel_a_vanderbilt&id=GALE%7CA133910199&v=2.1&it=r
https://doi.org/10.1080/13611267.2022.2091193
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.87.1.81
http://dx.doi.org/10.21608/ijicis.2018.15914
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014641213440

71

Blau, P. M. (1994). Structural Contexts of Opportunities. University of Chicago Press.

Blau, P. M. (1986). Exchange and power in social life. (Second edition.). Routledge.

Brudney, J. L., & Nezhina, T. G. (2011). Evaluating the volunteer program: Contexts and
models. The volunteer management handbook: Leadership strategies for success, 361-

387. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118386194.ch15

Brudney, J. L. (2016). Designing and Managing Volunteer Programs. In The Jossey-Bass
Handbook of Nonprofit Leadership and Management (pp. 688—733). John Wiley & Sons,

Inc. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119176558.ch24

Brudney, J. L., & Sink, H. K. (2017). Volunteer management: It all depends. The
nonprofit human resource management handbook, 204-222.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315181585

Brudney, J. L., & Yoon, N. (2021). Don’t you want my help? Volunteer involvement and
management in local government. The American Review of Public Administration,

51(5), 331-344. https://doi.org/10.1177/02750740211002343

Byars-Winston, A., & Dahlberg, M. L. (2019). The Science of Effective Mentorship in
STEMM. Consensus Study Report. National Academies Press. Washington, DC 20001.

http://doi.org/10.17226/25568

Carrell, S., & Sacerdote, B. (2017). Why do college-going interventions work? American
Economic Journal, Applied Economics, 9(3), 124-151.

https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20150530

Castleman, B. L., & Page, L. C. (2015). Summer nudging: Can personalized text

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu vﬁ-ﬂ?\?é‘:&:i% December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118386194.ch15
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119176558.ch24
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315181585
https://doi.org/10.1177/02750740211002343
http://doi.org/10.17226/25568
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20150530

72

messages and peer mentor outreach increase college going among low-income high
school graduates? Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 115, 144-160.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeb0.2014.12.008

Cheung, F. Y. lok, Tang, C.S.kum, and Yan, E.C.W. (2006). A Study of Older Chinese in Hong
Kong: Factors Influencing Intention to Continue Volunteering. Journal of Social Service

Research 32 (4): 193-209. https://doi.org/10.1300/J079v32n04 11

Copley, P., & Douthett, E. (2020). The enrollment cliff, mega-universities, COVID-19, and the
changing landscape of US colleges. The CPA Journal, 90(9), 22-27.

Corrigan, M. W., & Martin, M. M. (2004). Volunteerism: The rewards and costs expected and
experienced. Journal of Volunteer Administration, 22(1), 22-26.

http://www.ellisarchive.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/Rewards%20%26%20Costs.pdf

Cropanzano, R., Anthony, E. L., Daniels, S. R., & Hall, A. V. (2017). Social Exchange Theory:
A
Critical Review with Theoretical Remedies. The Academy of Management Annals, 11(1),

479-516. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2015.0099

Cropanzano, R., & Mitchell, M. S. (2005). Social Exchange Theory: An interdisciplinary review.

Journal of management, 31(6), 874-900. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206305279602

Coles, A. (2011). The Role of Mentoring in College Access and Success. Research to Practice
Brief. Institute for Higher Education Policy.

De Mascia, S. (2012). Engaging Stakeholders. In Project Psychology: Using Psychological
Models and Techniques to Create a Successful Project (1st ed., pp. 73-82). Routledge.

Dominguez, N., & Hager, M. (2013). Mentoring frameworks: synthesis and critique.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vk@’;{&?&{gﬁ% December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2014.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1300/J079v32n04_11
http://www.ellisarchive.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/Rewards%20%26%20Costs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2015.0099
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206305279602

73

International Journal of Mentoring and Coaching in Education, 2(3), 171-188.

https://doi.org/10.1108/1IJMCE-03-2013-0014

Einolf, C. (2018). Evidence-based volunteer management: a review of the literature. Voluntary

Sector Review, 9(2), 153-176. https://doi.org/10.1332/204080518X15299334470348

Einolf, C. J., & Yung, C. (2018). Super-Volunteers: Who Are They and How Do We Get One?
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 47(4), 789-812.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764018760400

Ferguson, S. (2018). Ask Not What Your Mentor Can Do for You...: The Role of Reciprocal
Exchange in Maintaining Student—Teacher Mentorships. Sociological Forum, 33(1),

211-233. https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12406

Finkelstein, M. A. (2007). Correlates of satisfaction in older volunteers: A motivational
perspective. The International Journal of Volunteer Administration, 24(5), 6-12.

https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=repl&type=pdf&doi=bbd060537217c8e9ff

c54df610fcff5609a39442

Galindo-Kuhn, R., & Guzley, R. M. (2001). The Volunteer Satisfaction Index: Construct
Definition, Measurement, Development, and Validation. Journal of Social Service

Research, 28(1), 45-68. https://doi.org/10.1300/J079v28n01_03

Garcia, M., & Cerado, E. (2020). Developing an evidence-based evaluation tool for continuous
improvement program of the Department of Education. American Journal of Educational
Research, 8(7), 502-507. DOI:10.12691/education-8-7-8

Gui, F., Tsai, C.-H., & Carroll, J. M. (2022). Community Acknowledgment: Engaging
Community Members in Volunteer Acknowledgment. Proceedings of the ACM on

Human-Computer Interaction, 6(GROUP), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1145/3492839

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu VUN'VERS'W December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-03-2013-0014
https://doi.org/10.1332/204080518X15299334470348
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764018760400
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12406
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=bbd060537217c8e9ffc54df610fcff5609a39442
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=bbd060537217c8e9ffc54df610fcff5609a39442
https://doi.org/10.1145/3492839

74

Hanover Research. (2020, April). Best practices: Virtual student engagement. Hanover

Research.https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/3409306/Best-Practices-in-Virtual-Student-

Engagement.pdf

Hanover Research. (2024, September 18). National Prospective Student Survey. Hanover

Research.https://www.hanoverresearch.com/reports-and-briefs/higher-education/2024-

national-p rospective-student-survey/

Harris, S. M. (2013). Development of the perceptions of mentoring relationships survey: A

mixed methods approach. International Journal of Multiple Research Approaches, 7(1),

83-95. https://doi.org/10.5172/mra.2013.7.1.83

Hernandez, S. (2021). Virtual student engagement through the admissions process. (Master’s
Dissertation). Winona State University.

https://openriver.winona.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1073&context=leadershipeduca

tioncapstones

Herman, R. D. (2005). The Jossey-Bass handbook of nonprofit leadership and management /
Robert D. Herman and associates. (2nd ed.). Jossey-Bass.
Holzman, B., Klasik, D., & Baker, R. (2020). Gaps in the College Application Gauntlet.

Research in Higher Education, 61(7), 795-822. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09566-

8
Homans, G. C. (1958). Social Behavior as Exchange. American Journal of Sociology, 63(6),

597-606. https://doi.org/10.1086/222355

Hurwitz, M. (2011). The impact of legacy status on undergraduate admissions at elite colleges

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu VUN'VERS'W December 4, 2024


https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/3409306/Best-Practices-in-Virtual-Student-Engagement.pdf
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/3409306/Best-Practices-in-Virtual-Student-Engagement.pdf
https://www.hanoverresearch.com/reports-and-briefs/higher-education/2024-national-prospective-student-survey/
https://www.hanoverresearch.com/reports-and-briefs/higher-education/2024-national-prospective-student-survey/
https://doi.org/10.5172/mra.2013.7.1.83
https://openriver.winona.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1073&context=leadershipeducationcapstones
https://openriver.winona.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1073&context=leadershipeducationcapstones
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09566-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09566-8
https://doi.org/10.1086/222355

75

and universities. Economics of Education Review, 30(3), 480-492.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2010.12.002

Hyun, S. H., Rogers, J. G., House, S. C., Sorkness, C. A., & Pfund, C. (2022). Revalidation of
the Mentoring Competency Assessment to evaluate skills of research mentors: The
MCA-21. Journal of Clinical and Translational Science, 6(1), e46.
https://doi.org/10.1017/cts.2022.381

Karcher, M. J., Kuperminc, G. P., Portwood, S. G., Sipe, C. L., & Taylor, A. S. (2006).
Mentoring programs: A framework to inform program
development, research, and evaluation. Journal of Community Psychology, 34(6),

709-725 https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20125

Kerka, S. (2003). Volunteer Development. Practice Application Brief.
Kim, M., Kim, S. S. K., Kim, M., & Zhang, J. J. (2019). Assessing volunteer satisfaction at the
London Olympic Games and its impact on future volunteer behavior. Sport in

Society. https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1616926

Landers, R. N., Bauer, K. N., Callan, R. C., & Armstrong, M. B. (2015). Psychological theory
and the gamification of learning. Gamification in education and business, 165-186.

Lee, Y., & Brudney, J. L. (2009). Rational volunteering: a benefit-cost approach. International
Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 29(9/10), 512-530.

https://doi.org/10.1108/01443330910986298

Lin, N. (2001). Social Capital : A Theory of Social Structure and Action. Cambridge
University Press.

Ling, H. W. H., Chui, W. H., Lee, V. W. P., & Wu, J. (2019). Examining the Volunteer
Satisfaction Index—Chinese (VSI-C) among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. Journal

of Evidence-Based Social Work, 16(6), 626-642.

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vk@’;{&?&{gﬁ% December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2010.12.002
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1017%2Fcts.2022.381&data=05%7C02%7Ckimberly.r.abel%40Vanderbilt.Edu%7C15277d8a748e4877a18a08dca69e7a3e%7Cba5a7f39e3be4ab3b45067fa80faecad%7C0%7C0%7C638568446778815223%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1VZGYnbjnCcZxdZKG%2B21cp1OYkHc%2F86tU%2F6zRj50IxY%3D&reserved=0
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20125
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1616926
https://doi.org/10.1108/01443330910986298

76

https://doi.org/10.1080/26408066.2019.1676355

Lipsey, M. W., & Cordray, D. S. (2000). Evaluation methods for social intervention. Annual

review of psychology, 51(1), 345-375. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.51.1.345

Liu, V. Y. T., Haralampoudis, A., & Polon, I. (2024). Combating Summer Melt: The Impact of
Near-Peer Mentor Matriculation Program in New York City. Research in Higher

Education, 1-33. https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-

assets/about/administration/offices/evaluation/publications-

presentations/CCB4A 2020 WP-1.pdf

Markham, W., & Bonjean, C. (1996). Employment status and the attitudes and behavior of
higher status women volunteers, 1975 and 1992: A case

study. Sex Roles, 34(9-10), 695-716. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01551503

Martins, C., de Jesus, S. N., da Silva, J. T., Ribeiro, C., Nunes, C., Cunha, F. F., & Marcelo, B.
(2022). The Volunteer Satisfaction Survey (VSS): Adaptation and Psychometric
Properties among Portuguese VVolunteers. European Journal of Investigation in Health,

Psychology and Education, 13(1), 23-32. https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe13010002

O’Sullivan, K., Mulligan, R., Kuster, M., Smith, R., & Hannon, C. (2017). A college focused
mentoring programme for students in socio-economically disadvantaged schools: the
impact of mentoring relationship and frequency on college-going confidence, application
efficacy and aspirations. Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning, 19(2), 113-141.

https://doi.org/10.5456/WPLL.19.2.113

Peri¢-Prkosovacki, B., Brki¢-Jovanovié, N., & Cubra, B. (2021). The volunteer satisfaction

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vk;i{f\?&{t:iw December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1080/26408066.2019.1676355
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.51.1.345
https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/evaluation/publications-presentations/CCB4A_2020_WP-1.pdf
https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/evaluation/publications-presentations/CCB4A_2020_WP-1.pdf
https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/evaluation/publications-presentations/CCB4A_2020_WP-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01551503
https://doi.org/10.3390/ejihpe13010002
https://doi.org/10.5456/WPLL.19.2.113

77

index: A validation study in the cultural context of the two European titles—Youth 2019
and culture 2021, Novi Sad, Serbia. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and

Nonprofit Organizations, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-020-00309-3

Prince, W., & Piatak, J. (2023). By the Volunteer, For the Volunteer: VVolunteer Perspectives of
Management Across Levels of Satisfaction. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly,

52(5), 1191-1209. https://doi.org/10.1177/08997640221127974

Omoto, A. M., & M. Snyder. (1995). Sustained Helping without Obligation: Motivation,
Longevity of Service, and Perceived Attitude Change among AIDS Volunteers. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology 68 (4): 671-686.

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.68.4.671

Oreopoulos, P., & Ford, R. (2019). Keeping College Options Open: A Field Experiment to Help
all High School Seniors Through the College Application Process. Journal of Policy

Analysis and Management, 38(2), 426-454. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22115

Rosowsky, D. (2024, February 8). The Cliffs of Higher Ed: Who’s going over and why? Forbes.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidrosowsky/2024/02/03/the-cliffs-of-higher-ed-whos-

going-over-and-why/

Rutti, R. M., Helms, M. M., & Rose, L. C. (2013). Changing the lens Viewing the mentoring
relationship as relational structures in a social exchange framework. Leadership &

Organization Development Journal, 34(5), 446-468. https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-11-

0097
San Antonio, D. M., Martel, J., & Weisbart, C. (2020). Perceptions of Mentors and Mentees in
School-based Cross-Age Peer Mentoring in a Low-income Rural Community. Journal of

Child and Youth Care Work, 26. https://doi.org/10.5195/jcycw.2020.12

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Vt;’;{f\?&{t:iw December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-020-00309-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/08997640221127974
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.68.4.671
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22115
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidrosowsky/2024/02/03/the-cliffs-of-higher-ed-whos-going-over-and-why/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidrosowsky/2024/02/03/the-cliffs-of-higher-ed-whos-going-over-and-why/
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-11-0097
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-11-0097
https://doi.org/10.5195/jcycw.2020.12

78

Sechrest, L., & Figueredo, A. J. (1993). Program evaluation. Annual review of psychology,

44(1), 645-674. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.44.020193.003241

Skurkova, K. L., Fejesand, C., & Bajor, P. (2014, October). The Benefits of Hands-on Learning
in Small and Medium Enterprises—an Interactive Way to Enhance Human Capital
Potential. In ECIC2014-Proceedings of the 6th European Conference on Intellectual
Capital: ECIC 2014. Academic Conferences Limited.

Smith, S. L., & Grove, C. J. (2017). Bittersweet and Paradoxical: Disaster Response
Volunteering with the American Red Cross. Nonprofit Management & Leadership, 27(3),

353-369. https://doi.org/10.1002/nml1.21250

Stanton-Salazar, R. D. (2011). A Social Capital Framework for the Study of Institutional Agents
and Their Role in the Empowerment of Low-Status Students and Youth. Youth & Society,

43(3), 1066-1109. https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X10382877

Turner, S., & Scherman, A. (1996). Big Brothers: Impact on Little Brothers’ self-concepts and
behaviors. Adolescence, 31(124), 875-882.

https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA19226144&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r

&linkaccess=abs&issn=00018449&p=HRCA&sw=w&userGroupName=anon%7Effe914

58&aty=open-webh-entry

Trent, S. B., Allen, J. A., & Prange, K. A. (2020). Communicating our way to engaged
volunteers: A mediated process model of volunteer communication, engagement, and
commitment. Journal of Community Psychology, 48(7), 2174-2190.
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22353United States Military Academy. (2022). Data USA.

Retrieved August 4, 2024, from https://datausa.io/profile/university/united-states-

military-academy

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu VUN'VERS'TV December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.44.020193.003241
https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21250
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X10382877
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA19226144&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=00018449&p=HRCA&sw=w&userGroupName=anon%7Effe91458&aty=open-web-entry
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA19226144&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=00018449&p=HRCA&sw=w&userGroupName=anon%7Effe91458&aty=open-web-entry
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA19226144&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=00018449&p=HRCA&sw=w&userGroupName=anon%7Effe91458&aty=open-web-entry
https://datausa.io/profile/university/united-states-military-academy
https://datausa.io/profile/university/united-states-military-academy

79

Walk, M., Zhang, R., & Littlepage, L. (2019). “Don't you want to stay?” The impact of training
and recognition as human resource practices on volunteer turnover. Nonprofit

Management and Leadership, 29(4), 509-527. https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21344

Wang, Y., Derom, I., & Theeboom, M. (2020). Negotiating Costs and Benefits Among 2008
Olympic Volunteers: A Social Exchange Perspective. Event Management, 24(4),

499-513. https://doi.org/10.3727/152599519X15506259856129

West Point Public Affairs. (2023). Class of 2027 to enter West Point. Retrieved August 4, 2024,

from https://www.westpoint.edu/news/press-releases/class-of-2027 -enter-west-point

Windon, S., Robotham, D., & Echols, A. (2024). Importance of organizational volunteer
retention and communication with volunteers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Community Development (Columbus, Ohio), 55(2), 289-305.

https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2023.218645

Wong, L. P., Chui, W. H., & Kwok, Y. Y. (2011). The Volunteer Satisfaction Index: A
validation
study in the Chinese cultural context. Social Indicators Research, 104, 19-32.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-010-9715-3

Ye, T., Cheng, X., Chen, W., & Li, Y. (2022). Volunteer motivations in military sports events:
The Case of 2019 Military World Games. Sage Open, 12(2), 21582440221108167.

https://doi.org/10.1080/26408066.2019.1676355

VANDERBILT

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu VUN'VERS'W December 4, 2024


https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21344
https://doi.org/10.3727/152599519X15506259856129
https://www.westpoint.edu/news/press-releases/class-of-2027-enter-west-point
https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2023.218645
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-010-9715-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/26408066.2019.1676355

Appendices

Appendix A

Draft of USMA Admissions Process Map
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Appendix B

Interviews: General Participant Information

Participant# Timein Role | West Point Alum Gender

1 2 years Yes F
2 20 years Yes F
3 20 years Yes M
4 3 years No M
5) 3 years Yes M
6 20 years Yes M
7 1 year No M
8 31 years Yes F
9 44 years Yes M
10 25 years Yes M
11 2 Years Yes M
12 3 Months Yes F
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Appendix C

Semi Structured Interview Questions

This project uses a mixed methodology to analyze and provide insight into the Field Force
volunteer program at USMA. This interview will be approximately 30-45 minutes and
concentrates on actions, behaviors, tools, and other policies and practices concerning the Field
Force volunteer program and admission to USMA. We would like to record the interview for
later analysis. You can elect to terminate the interview or recording at any time, and we will
comply. Content will be confidential, and while content will be shared with the academic
advisor, no identifying information will be submitted in the final project.

1.

2.

NG~ W

10.

11.

How would you describe the relationship between the Field Force members and
prospective cadets?

What techniques have you witnessed effectively guide and mentor prospective candidates
to USMA?

What do you feel the Field Force Volunteers do that is most helpful for the candidates?
What issues have you seen present themselves when recruiting candidates for USMA?
What changes would you make to help prospective candidates and recruitment?

What is the biggest challenge for marginalized candidates when applying to USMA?
How does USMA recruit Field Force Volunteers?

How do you think USMA can attract younger alumni to volunteer as Field Force
Volunteers?

Do you think that the Field Force Volunteer program needs to be more diverse? If so, in
what ways?

Please describe the Field Force Volunteer training, and how frequently do Field Force
Volunteers participate in training?

What other information would you like to share or would be important for us to know?

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu Wkﬁ-ﬂ.ﬂ?&iﬁ% December 4, 2024



83

Appendix D
Field Force Survey

Default Question Block

Thank you for participating in this quality improvement project. In partnership with Vanderbilt University's Leadership
and Learning in Organizations Doctoral Program and USMA Admissions Department, this project is interested in
learning more about the Field Force members.

This survey will ask you to rate your satisfaction and skill level as a Field Force member along with some
demographic information. Your survey responses will be used to identify factors that influence the prospective
cadet's experience, along with understanding the Field Force members' perspective. The survey should not take
more than 20 minutes to complete. Your survey responses will remain confidential. Aggregate summaries, themes,
and descriptors will be shared with USMA leaders, Vanderbilt professors, and a peer review student group.

Thank you for your contribution to our project.

Reflecting on your volunteer experience as a Field Force member, please indicate your level of satisfaction with the
following statements from very dissatisfied to very satisfied.
4 Neither

1 Very 2 Mostly 3 Somewhat Satisfied nor 5 Somewhat 6 Mostly 7 Very
Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied

The amount of information |

receive about what USMA O O @) (@) O O O

Admissions is doing

The flow of communication

coming to me from USMA O (@) O O @) O O
Admissions team

The support | receive from the

USMA Admissions team O o O O O O O
The way in which USMA

Admissions provides me with O O O O O O O

performance feedback

How often the USMA
Admissions team O (@) (@) O O O O

acknowledges the work | do

My relationship with USMA 0 0] ®) @) (@) O @)

Admissions team
The degree to which USMA
Admissions communicates its 0O o 0O 0O 0O 0O o

goals and objectives to
volunteers

The support network that is in
place for me when | have @) O O O O O O

volunteer-related problems
The amount of permission |

need to get to do the things | @) (@) @) (@) (@) O (@)

need to do on this job

The degree of cohesiveness |

experience within the USMA @) © O O O O O

Admissions team

The difference my volunteer

work is making @) O O @) O O (@)
https://peabody.pdx1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetS...xtSurveylD=SV_6sf1SvrxdqObDHU&ContextLibrarylD=UR_eJQSIZISWKP7UYm Page 1of 5
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The chance | have to utilize my

knowledge and skills in my O @) O &) O O O

volunteer work

My ability to do this job as well
as anyone else

How worthwhile my
contribution is

The amount of effort | put in as

equaling the amount of change O (@) (@) (@) (@) O O
| influence

The opportunities | have to
learn new things

The fit of the volunteer work to
my skills

The progress that | have seen
in prospective cadets served (@) O O O O O @)
by USMA Admissions

The access | have to

information concerning USMA (@) @) (@) (@) (@) O O

Admissions

The freedom | have in deciding
how to carry out my volunteer O O O O O O O

assignment

Thinking of your work with prospective cadets, please rate your skill level in each of the following areas from not at
all skilled to extremely skilled.

3 4 7
1Notat 2 Slightly Somewhat Moderately 6 Very Extremely
All Skilled  Skilled Skilled Skilled 5 Skilled Skilled Skilled N/A
Active listening O O @) O O & (@) O
Providing constructive
feedback O o O O O O O O
Establishing a relationship
based on frust o o O O ) O O O
Identifying and accommodating
different communication styles O O o o O o o o
Considering how differences
may impact expectations o O o o o o @ o
Taking into account the biases
and prejudices you bring to the
volunteer/prospective cadet O O o o O o O o
relationship
Working effectively with

prospective cadets whose

personal background differs

from your own (age, race, O O O O O O O O
gender, class, region, culture,

religion, family composition,

etc.)

https://peabody.pdx1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetS...xtSurveylD=SV_6sf1SvrxdqObDHU&ContextLibrarylD=UR_eJQS5IZISWKP7UYm Page 2 of 5
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How are you affiliated with USMA?
O Cadet
O Alumni

() Parent

(O Family member (related to a cadet or USMA alum)

() Other

If you selected "Other," please describe your affiliation with USMA.

If you are an alumni, how many years ago did you graduate?

85

Are you currently serving in the military?
O Yes

) No

If you answered "Yes" to serving in the military, please describe the length of service?

USMA Admissions Process

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu
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VANDERBILT
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Not at all Mostly Somewhat Somewhat Mostly
familiar unfamiliar unfamiliar Neutral familiar familar Very familiar
How familiar are you with A A ) O A A
USMA's admissions process? ~ -~ - ~ ~ bt
Field Force Training
‘1 Not at all 2 Mostly 3 Somewhat 5 Somewhat 6 Mostly 7 Very
prepared unprepared unprepared 4 Neutral prepared Prepared Prepared
How prepared did you feel
after receiving initial Field O O O @) O O
Force Training?
How often do you attend Field Force training?
) Monthly
https:/{peabody.pdx1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetS...xtSurveylD=5V_6sf1SvrxdgObDHU&ContextLibrarylD=UR_eJQ5IZISWKP7UYm Page 30of 5
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> Quarterly
O Annually
(O Never

How many prospective cadets have you helped through the USMA admissions process?

Relating to the previous question

How many of your prospective cadets
accepted admission to USMA?

What are your most successful strategies in supporting prospective cadets through the application process?

l |

How many Field Force social functions, school meetings, or events do you attend during a recruitment season?

I

From the time you are matched, how often do you contact your prospective cadets?

() Once a week
() Every other week
() Once a month

() Other

If you answered "Other," please describe how often.

I

What is your best method or most used form of contact with prospective cadets?
() Phone

O Email
(O Zoom or similar virtual platform

(O Face to Face

What is the typical length of time per session that you spend with your prospective cadets?

https://peabody.pdx1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetS...xtSurveylD=SV_6sf1SvrxdqObDHU&ContextLibrarylD=UR_eJQS5IZISWKP7UYm Page 4 of 5
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(O Under 30 minutes
(O 30-60 minutes
(O Over 60 minutes

() Other

If you selected "Other," please describe the length of time.

How many years have you been a Field Force member?

Please fill in the following demographic information

Age

Race

I
Gender |
I
|

Ethnicity

Thank you again for participating in our survey. May we contact you, should we have any follow up questions?
O Yes
O No

If you answered "Yes," and are interested in being interviewed, please provide us with your email.

https://peabody.pdx1.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetS...xtSurveylD=SV_6sf1SvrxdqObDHU&ContextLibrarylD=UR_eJQS5IZISWKP7UYm Page 50of 5
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Appendix E

Aggregate Interview Topics and Groupings

Mentioned in Interview Responses

Topics
(Deductive and Inductive)

88

Salient Groupings

Variability in how each region operates

Field Force Structure

Field Force Duties and
Relationships

Difficulty managing volunteers; Low expectations

Volunteer management

Training/Expectations

Underutilization of MALO

Field Force Structure

Recruitment/Onboarding

Agreed Low Expectations

Messaging and Expectations

Demographics

Minimum requirement-all Field ForceV complete the
interview

Field Force Duties and
Relationships

Application Process

Field Force representatives have their own approach;
rogue;engagement levels vary, wide continuum

Field Force Duties and
Relationships

Promising
Engagement/Strategies

Inadequate Field Force training

Field Force Training

Structure

Field Force not trained to be mentors but are possibly
willing

Mentorship training

Marginalized students/regions/zip codes are neglected

Mentorship for marginalized
students in priority areas

No formal writeup of what the Field Force is

Program evaluation

Mentorship vs. transactional relationships

Field Force Duties and
Relationships

Most effective volunteers share similar strategies
(belief in USMA and mission, early and often
contacts)

Promising Strategies
(relationship)

Recruitment of more diverse and younger Field
ForceVs/Utilization of the AOG

Recruitment

Increasing engagement of students who initiate the
application but then disappear

Student engagement

Recruitment is more by referral, word of mouth

Recruitment

Field ForceVs as "Trusted advisors"

Field Force Duties and
Relationships

Field Force establishing relationships with more high
schools

Student recruitment; Field Force
Training

Field Force branding problem

Program evaluation; Field Force
Structure

Decentralized admissions process

Application Process

Field Force onboarding

Field Force Training

Abel, Affinito, Banegas, and Imoudu

VANDERBILT
UNIVERSITY

December 4, 2024




89

Incentivising and recognizing FF

Volunteer management

Defining success for the FF

Program evaluation

Regional commanders are temporary positions; Field
Force are long-term

Field Force Structure

Volunteer application process

Field Force Recruitment

Challenging Application

Application Process

FF homogenous group in age, ethnicity, and gender

Demographics
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Appendix F

Volunteer Satisfaction Survey Averages

Volunteer Satisfaction Survey Results

The fit of the volunteer work to my skills
The freedom | have in deciding how to carry out my volunteer assignment
The chance | have to utilize my knowledge and skills in my volunteer work
How worthwhile my contribution is
My ability to do this job as well as anyone else
The difference my volunteer work is making
The amount of informatio | receive about what the organization is doing
The progress that | have seen in the clientele served by my organization
The amount of permission | need to get to do the things | need to do on
this job
The support | receive from people in the organization
The flow of communication coming to me from paid staff and board
members
The amount of effort | put in as equaling the amount of change | influence
The opportunities | have to learn new things
The access | have to information concerning the organization
The degree of cohesiveness | experience within the organization
The support network that is in place for me when | have volunteer-related
problems
My relationship with paid staff
The degree to which the organization communicates its goals and

objectives to volunteers

How often the organization acknowledges the work | do

The way in which the agency provides me with performance feedback

@
o
=)

2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00
AVERAGE SATISFACTION

©
o
o
N
o
=)
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