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Abstract 

The field of Parent and Family Relations has become increasingly important in the higher 

education sector since the early 2000s. Effective communication with parents and 

families of university students has been proven to contribute to student and institutional 

success in several ways. In March 2020, all sectors of American business and 

organizations, including institutions of higher education, were faced with the challenge of 

developing and implementing operational and communications plans to navigate the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout the ongoing pandemic, universities have been forced 

to communicate with parents and families more frequently and in much greater detail 

than is typical of the field. These crisis communications with parents and families had the 

ability to significantly impact families’ satisfaction with the institution during this critical 

time. As we live through the pandemic, research on effective communication strategies is 

important to learning and improving as a field. This study is a quantitative analysis of 

several aspects of university communication with parents and families during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically the effects of trust and perceived emotional 

intelligence in communication messages on overall satisfaction will be analyzed and 

discussed.  

 

Keywords: Parent and Family Relations, Higher Education, Crisis Communication, 

Institutional Communication, COVID-19 
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Introduction 

Purpose 

During the COVID-19 crisis, many colleges and universities have increased their 

focus on parent and family communications in light of heightened uncertainty about the 

higher education experience during a pandemic, as well as in response to demand for 

transparency and information regarding student welfare, policies, and public health. The 

purpose of this study is to examine the role that trust and emotional intelligence (EQ) 

play in university communications with parents and families, and whether trust and 

perceived EQ subsequently affect family satisfaction with the institution.  

Significance/Contribution to Knowledge Base  

Universities exist primarily to serve their students, with alumni, faculty, and staff 

being important constituencies as well. However, in recent decades, parents and families 

of students have emerged as a group critical to both student and institutional success. 

According to the 2019 iteration of a biannual longitudinal study conducted by the 

University of Minnesota, the National Survey of College and University Parent 

Programs, less than 10% of responding colleges and universities had a parent and family 

relations office in 1979; 71% of parent and family offices have been created since 

2000.  (Savage & Petree, 2019). This investment of institutional resources (time, 

programs, staffing, and funding) reflects the shift to include parents and families in 

University priorities and strategies. Parents serve as partners, investors, collaborators, and 

customers of the university (Henning, 2007, Daniel et al., 2001, Lowe & Ditterer, 2017, 

Wartman & Savage, 2008). Modern universities should extend their sphere of influence 

to include parents and families, paying special attention to engaging and communicating 
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with this population that is more invested than ever (financially and emotionally) in their 

college students’ success. By investing in efforts to create and support a university 

community inclusive of parents and families, institutions will be more likely to see 

returns in financial support, student success and retention, and overall satisfaction 

(Donovan & McKelfresh, 2008). Due to this increased importance placed on parents and 

families, a growing body of research exists concerning best practices for parent and 

family engagement programs and communication strategies. Several of the most relevant 

studies on parent and family engagement are discussed in the following section. 

However, as the past 24 months have presented the higher education sector with a new 

challenge, the COVID-19 pandemic, few studies have been conducted looking 

specifically at parent and family communication during the pandemic. This study will 

contribute knowledge to the field of research concerning university family 

communications during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

COVID-19 refers to a global epidemic of a novel coronavirus first discovered in 

December 2019 in Wuhan, China. In January 2020, the first confirmed cases of COVID-

19 in the United States were identified on the West Coast, and by March 11 the World 

Health Organization had declared COVID-19 a global pandemic (CDC, 2021). In mid-

March, states began implementing lockdown measures to mitigate the spread of COVID-

19, and most American colleges and universities directed residential students to depart 

campus, shifting to online instruction. While American colleges and universities had 

previously faced outbreaks of infectious diseases, implementing quarantines, canceling 

classes, and requiring vaccinations, the novel coronavirus pandemic is the first in recent 
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history to require the near-complete closure of residential college campus and shift to 

remote learning on a national scale (Carlton, 2020).  

Although a 2006 publication from the Homeland Security Council outlined 

suggestions for pandemic preparedness on college campuses, the implementation of such 

crisis response plans was certainly not foreseen by university administrators, and many 

institutions were forced to quickly create or revise operational and communications plans 

in March 2020 to address the COVID-19 pandemic. To ensure the health and safety of 

university communities, existing crisis communication plans at many institutions needed 

to be expanded and put into action to quickly, clearly, and effectively communicate with 

university stakeholders. As the pandemic progressed, crisis communication plans which 

were designed to be in operation for short periods of time were adapted as lessons were 

learned and the timeline for the pandemic exceeded initial expectations. Even now, as we 

have passed the 2-year mark since the onset of Covid, the pandemic is still actively 

affecting many aspects of life in the United States, including the higher education sector.  

As the pandemic progresses, scholarly research is being conducted in real time, 

analyzing pandemic responses, including operational and crisis communication plans. 

Preliminary research has been conducted by the University of Minnesota, a leading 

research entity in the field of parent and family engagement programs, focused on 

understanding families’ roles in their college students’ experiences as they navigated the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Key findings of this study, which has now been conducted at two 

points in time (Summer 2020 and late Fall 2020) include both positive and negative 

experiences for parents and families of college students. The study showed marked 
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increases in stress, financial hardship, frustration with institutional decision-making, and 

challenges with distance learning.  

Findings on university communications with parents and families show that 91% 

of parents and families received information specifically crafted and/or targeted to their 

constituency (that is, messages were written for parents), and 78% of those parents felt 

confident that they had the information they needed regarding the university’s COVID 

response. Because of the increased communication (both frequency and level of detail 

shared) between universities and families, it was found that parents and families now 

have increased expectations for such communications (Dworkin et al, 2020). The 

evolution of the field of parent and family engagement has been accelerated by the 

pandemic, presenting opportunities for understanding and capitalizing on engagement 

with this important constituency.  

Building on existing research that assesses parental perception and satisfaction 

with University parent programs and communications, this study seeks to expand 

previous understanding of parent and family satisfaction, adding the additional 

framework of the institution’s navigation of a global pandemic. This study performed a 

quantitative analysis of families’ experiences with Wake Forest University’s 

communication efforts during the COVID-19 crisis to determine the effects of perceived 

emotional intelligence in university communications and trust in the university on overall 

levels of satisfaction with the institution. Overall themes of the study's results will be 

shared with Wake Forest University staff and administrators. Findings from this study 

will contribute to the base of knowledge used to create, evaluate, and improve parent and 

family communications at American universities.   
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Literature Review 

Background, Theory, and Constructs 

Parent and Family Engagement & Communications 

Positive relationships between the university and the parent and family 

constituency can yield significant benefits for the university in the realms of fundraising, 

retention, student success, and public perception. Higher levels of trust and confidence in 

the institution result in less time and resources demanded of the university administration 

in addressing concerns and issues from parents and families. This freeing up of resources 

allows the university to spend more time on its primary mission: providing an excellent 

higher education experience for its students (Chapman, 2019). This idea is also supported 

by the findings of Bridges, Heiman, Hyer, Radke, and Wright (2011) and Vianden and 

Ruder (2012), whose studies showed that parents are less likely to be “intrusive” when 

the regularly receive information from their students’ college or university. 

Family communication efforts are central to creating positive relationships 

between parents and families and universities. Studies by Lampert (2009) and Chapman 

(2019) both support the idea that providing satisfactory levels of communication with 

parents and families, both in terms of quality of content and use of appropriate channels, 

encourages positive interactions between families, students, and universities. Families 

who feel well-informed about resources available on-campus are more likely to act in 

ways that empower their students to appropriately address their own problems, rather 

than trying to “swoop in” and solve issues for their students. The benefits of this outcome 

go further than freeing up time and university resources; this relationship dynamic 

contributes directly to the mission of the university by encouraging learning and growth 
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among the students of these families. Strong, positive family communications are a win-

win for the three key constituencies involved: student, parent, and university.  

The field of parent and family engagement is not only a reality in higher 

education, but it has also become a strategic priority. When crises emerge, universities 

must carefully consider their engagement and communications with parents and families 

in their crisis management and communications. In fact, these relationships may be even 

more crucial to manage during crises than they are in non crisis times, as the “stakes” are 

higher: lack of communication could lead to operational failure, loss of revenue (from 

dissatisfied students/families choosing to leave the university or suspend charitable 

support), and even threatens individuals’ health, safety, and wellbeing. Based on the 

concept of Organization-Public Relations, found in public relations research, colleges and 

universities do well to invest in the relationship between the institution and families, as 

this relationship can be mutually beneficial or detrimental (Chapman, 2019). Additional 

concepts found in dialogic theory, which examines communications between 

institutions/organizations and audiences, and integrated crisis mapping, which addresses 

the role that emotions play in crisis communication and management, inform the 

theoretical basis of the study. This study analyzes the responses of Wake Forest 

University parents and family members on scales measuring trust, perceived EQ, 

satisfaction, and overall experiences and perceptions of Wake Forest’s institutional 

communications during the COVID-19 crisis (February 2020-February 2022). The focal 

point of the present study will be examining Wake Forest's parent and family 

communications during the COVID-19 crisis, with the goal of informing and improving 

our communications practices.  
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In the higher education sector, communication with parents and families is 

handled differently at different institutions. All institutions recognize the importance of 

parents and families or similar support systems in students’ success. Some schools take a 

more “hands off” approach and rely on students to relay pertinent information to parents 

and families. Others, including Wake Forest, have taken a more involved approach to 

communicating with parents and families, dedicating significant resources to support 

these communication efforts. As outlined on the Wake Forest New Student Website, 

Wake Forest’s philosophy for parent and family communications aims to equip families 

with the information they need to empower their students to seek out solutions and 

resources. From the “Know Your Roles” page of the New Students Website:  

During the K-12 school years, families were encouraged to take an active part in 

their student’s education. In college, one of the goals is for students to develop 

independence, so families’ roles by definition must be different now. 

 

Family members are still incredibly important – you are the key source of love 

and support for your students. In order to grow, college students need to begin 

making their own decisions. We encourage families to move away from a 

manager or director role with their students (where you provide directions and 

answers), and adopt more of a consultant role (where you serve as a sounding 

board to prompt their thinking, but allow your students to find their own answers). 

(WFU, 2021).  

 

In “normal” or pre-pandemic times, Wake Forest communicated with parents 

through a monthly newsletter, as well as through an optional daily blog. Campus-wide 
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emails are always posted on the “Family News” section of the Wake Forest website, but 

emails that are sent to all students are not also sent to parents and families. Wake Forest’s 

policy states that messages from the university will be sent to parents and families in 

certain situations, typically reserved for serious incidents, threats to student safety, etc. In 

times of crisis or in response to such incidents, the intersection of risk communication 

and perception with university communications drives some departures from “normal” 

operating procedures. 

Risk Communication 

A risk can be understood as a probability of occurrence and intensity or 

magnitude of harm (Heath & O’Hair, 2008). Any risk can manifest into a crisis; hence, a 

crisis is understood as a “risk manifested” (Heath & O’Hair, 2008). The onset of a crisis 

requires one or more organizations to stand before the community and issue relevant 

communication (Heath & O’Hair, 2008). Risk communication and crisis communication 

can be defined as “any public or private communication that informs individuals about 

the existence, nature, form, severity or acceptability of risks” (Plough & Krimsky, 1987).  

Risk communication is a concept that has become more and more prevalent in the 

field of organizational communication in the lead up to and first two decades of the 21st 

century. Long established as a cornerstone of health communication, the environmental 

movement of the 1970s brought a new focus to the importance of communicating 

information on risk factors, risk mitigation, and risk management with the public (Plough 

and Krimski, 1987). Since then, the organizational challenge of delivering messages 

about risk, acting as an interpreter between experts and the public, has become an area of 

study and strategy for organizations from small nonprofits, to large institutions including 
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universities (Plough and Krimski, 1987). Risk communication is particularly important 

when threats occur to health and safety, as was seen in the COVID-19 pandemic.  When a 

complex threat to public health arose, which had an immediate impact on the day-to-day 

lives of organizations and individuals, this “channeling” of information between experts 

and a general audience was critical to creating awareness, responding to concerns, and 

eliciting mitigating behaviors (Plough and Krimski, 1987). While much remained (and 

remains to this day) difficult to understand about the disease and its impacts on society, 

organizations, including universities, were forced into a position of making and 

communicating decisions based on evolving information, acting on the best available data 

and recommendations. These decisions, such as the shifting to online instruction or the 

implementation of restrictive policies concerning student life, were frequently received 

with disappointment and frustration. Foreseeing these negative reactions, Wake Forest 

employed several of Sandman’s key “Outrage Reducers” as outlined in his principles of 

risk communication (1988):  

“Tell people bad news they already know. Repeat high-salience bad news 

again and again…  

Tell people good news too… 

Acknowledge uncertainty, don’t wait till you’re certain. Don’t claim 

anything is safe…  

Talk less; listen more. Be human…  

Ask for help, learn things together.”  

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, universities had to toe the line of confidence in 

their data and decisions, while recognizing the shifting landscape and uncertainty of the 
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crisis. Communication with parents and families about the risks posed not only to the 

institution’s operations, but to their students’ health and safety, highlighted the critical 

intersection of risk communication and parent and family communication. 

 

University communications during COVID-19 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Wake Forest adapted its parent and family 

communications guidelines (not formally, but in practice) to communicate more directly 

and frequently with parents and families. The importance of acknowledging and 

embedding values and principles into an institution’s communication plan and crisis 

communication plans is a critical component to the organization’s ability to successfully 

navigate times of crisis and change (Liu et al, 2020).   

Trust 

Before any organization can navigate a crisis with any level of success, a 

foundation of organizational legitimacy must be established. This is the result of years of 

aligning the organization’s strategy and operations with its stated values, and 

communicating that alignment. Respect for student’s agency and independence as part of 

the college experience is typically a value of universities that is communicated indirectly 

through the institution’s parent communication philosophy. However, as explained by 

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), societal and organizational norms are fluid, and sometimes 

change very rapidly, thus institutions that enjoy high levels of organizational legitimacy 

must be ready to adapt to these changing norms in order to maintain legitimacy: 

Organizational legitimacy is the outcome of, on the one hand, the process of 

legitimation enacted by the focal organization, and on the other, the actions 

affecting relevant norms and values taken by other groups and organizations. 
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Social norms and values are not immutable. Changing social norms and values 

constitute one motivation for organizational change and one source of pressure for 

organizational legitimation. (p. 125) 

As a basis for effectively managing and communicating through a crisis, colleges 

and universities have had to maintain their organizational legitimacy while operating 

contrary to many of their stated values and strategic priorities. In this case, institutions 

have been forced to reevaluate their parent and family communications strategies during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Almost all increased their frequency and depth of 

communication with parents. Additionally, as the landscape changes, so will societal 

norms and expectations. Monitoring this shifting landscape and adjusting appropriately 

not only solidifies organizational legitimacy but also aims to increase the level of trust 

that stakeholders have in an institution.  

In terms of whether universities made the “right” move to maintain their 

legitimacy during COVID, it seems that the increased communications paid off. The 

University of Minnesota, in collaboration with AHEPP, the national association of 

parent/family professionals, conducted two studies of parents and families from more 

than 75 institutions across the country, asking about the experiences and perceptions of 

how the University their student attends handled the COVID-19 crisis and communicated 

about it. In the first survey, conducted after the Spring Semester of 2020 (beginning of 

the pandemic), most families indicated that they were adequately communicated with 

during the crisis, and 83.5% said they approved of their student’s institution’s handling of 

the COVID crisis. Findings from the second survey, collected in Fall 2020, revealed that 

parents still felt they received appropriate communication and felt that they could rely on 
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the school to keep them informed, but the percentage of parents and families who thought 

that the university was handling the crisis in the “right” way dropped to 60%. Increases in 

stress and fatigue, dissatisfaction with remote learning, and various concerns about 

student’s emotional, physical, and academic wellbeing likely played a large role in the 

number of parents questioning their institution’s protocols. (Dworkin et al, 2020).  

Emotional Intelligence 

According to the theory of Integrated Crisis Mapping, emotions play a large role 

in how various publics respond to and handle crises. Emotional intelligence is a concept 

referring to the ability to carry out accurate reasoning about emotions and the ability to 

use emotions and emotional knowledge to enhance thought (Mayer et al, 2008). 

Emotional intelligence (appropriate acknowledgement, tone, etc.) is critical in effectively 

connecting with a public during a crisis. (Jin et al, 2012). This study will look at Wake 

Forest’s Communications and whether they demonstrated EQ (emotional intelligence) in 

a way that adequately supported parents/families and students throughout the COVID 

crisis. Did this impact families’ satisfaction with their/their student’s WFU experience 

during the crisis?  

Satisfaction 

 As parents have become increasingly involved and invested, both emotionally and 

financially, in their students’ academic experiences, more attention has been given to 

parent satisfaction with their students’ educational institution. Studies of parental 

perception of their students’ schools have shown a relationship between satisfaction and 

student and school success (Oberfield, 2020). Amenyi (2014) supported similar findings, 

showing that satisfied parents yield higher levels of student retention and success. An 
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additional link has also been found between parent satisfaction with type and content of 

institutional communication, and their student’s retention (Savage & Wartman, 2008). 

Logic provides, and data has confirmed, that unsatisfied parents are much less likely to 

continue to support their student’s enrollment in that institution (Scott & Daniel, 2001). 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study is based on previous studies conducted 

by parent and family engagement professionals, as well as the researcher’s own 

professional experience as Director of the Office of Family Engagement at Wake Forest 

University, a midsize, private institution in North Carolina.  

Research Questions 

• RQ 1: Does trust in an institution of higher education have an effect on perceived 

emotional intelligence in institutional communications, specifically during the 

COVID-19 crisis? 

• RQ 2: Does perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communications 

regarding the COVID-19 crisis have a moderating or mediating effect on the 

relationship between a family’s trust in an institution and satisfaction with that 

institution? 

 

Hypotheses  

• H1: Higher levels of trust in Wake Forest will be positively correlated with higher 

levels of perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communication during 

the COVID-19 crisis.  
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• H2: Trust in Wake Forest affects satisfaction in the institution through a 

mediating variable of perceived emotional intelligence in institutional 

communication during the COVID-19 crisis.  

 That is to say, when perceived EQ in communications is taken into 

account, this variable explains the relationship between trust in and satisfaction 

with the institution.  

 

Figure 1 

Model with Labeled Hypotheses 
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Method 

This study was performed as a cross-sectional questionnaire, measuring 

participants’ perceptions, views, and opinions of Wake Forest’s communications with 

parents and families during the COVID-19 crisis, as well as their trust in and satisfaction 

with the institution. Participants who are current parents of Wake Forest University 

undergraduate students were given the opportunity to self-select into a “WFU Family” 

study. The data gathered were used to undertake a statistical study of individuals’ 

perceptions of EQ in university communications, trust in the institution, and overall 

satisfaction with the institution during the COVID-19 crisis. Data collected were 

analyzed using SPSS to determine both linear and multivariate regression models that 

provide insight into the research questions outlined above.  

Procedure 

Pilot Study 

A small pilot study was conducted in Spring 2021 to provide insight into the 

method and procedure proposed. The purpose of this pilot study was to test the survey 

tool, determine preliminary directional relationships, and identify changes that can be 

made when the study is expanded for this thesis. Three hypotheses were tested in the 

analysis of this pilot study, and the findings were used to inform the resulting two final 

hypotheses central to the primary study. The pilot study was concerned with the 

following three hypotheses: 

• H1: Higher levels of trust in Wake Forest will be positively correlated with higher 

levels of satisfaction with the institution during the COVID-19 crisis.  



 16 

• H2: Perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communications regarding 

the COVID-19 crisis affects family satisfaction with that institution. 

• H3: Perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communications regarding 

the COVID-19 crisis affects trust in that institution. 

The small sample size (N=33) may be responsible for lack of significance, lack of 

variability in responses, and analysis of the data by demographic groups was not possible 

because of this small size. Although the analysis did not find statistically significant 

results for Hypotheses I and II, initial directional findings indicated that the proposed 

hypotheses may be supported when the study is expanded to a larger sample size. 

Hypothesis III was supported with significant statistical analysis results, with the data 

showing that higher levels of perceived emotional intelligence contribute to higher levels 

of trust in the institution. A linear regression was performed to determine if the average 

emotional intelligence rating could predict the average trust rating. Results showed that 

this is a significantly predictive relationship, 𝛽=.44, p=<.0001. 

 After considering the results of the pilot study, I decided to amend my research 

questions and hypotheses. I maintained the first research question and hypothesis, that 

trust is positively correlated with perceived EQ. An amended hypothesis was created in 

lieu of H2 and H3, regarding all three variables: hypothesizing that emotional intelligence 

is a mediating variable between trust and satisfaction. The amended research questions 

and hypotheses for my primary study are explained below.  
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Primary Study 

This survey utilized a quantitative research design consisting of a single survey 

that was distributed to parent and family members of current Wake Forest undergraduate 

students. 

Procedure 

 Participants were recruited via email communication channels established by the 

Wake Forest Offices of Family Engagement and Communications and External 

Relations.  In addition to receiving IRB approval, I sought and received permission from 

the Executive Director of Family Communication at Wake Forest University, who is the 

author of the Daily Deac blog as well as the monthly Parent & Family email newsletter, 

to conduct this study via existing family communications channels. The Executive 

Director is the primary staff member responsible for the strategy and execution of parent 

and family communication efforts at Wake Forest.  

Data collection began in early 2022 with the survey available through early March 

2022. In January-February 2022, an invitation to participate in the study will be 

distributed through the Daily Deac blog, which is the existing channel of parent 

communication with highest levels of constituent readership/engagement. This daily blog 

is sent to approximately 5,000 subscribers each weekday. By clicking a link in the 

invitation, participants were directed to complete a Qualtrics questionnaire measuring 

their engagement with and perceptions of Wake Forest’s communications during the 

COVID-19 crisis.  
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The survey was administered via Qualtrics, an online survey platform used by 

Wake Forest University. No personally identifying information was collected in survey 

responses. The survey instrument, informed consent language, and related recruitment 

messages were approved by the Institutional Review Board at Wake Forest University. 

At the end of the survey, participants viewed a page thanking them for their participation, 

and providing the contact information of the research team should participants have 

questions.  

For parents who had a student at Wake Forest before the 2020-2021 school year, 

and thus had experienced Wake Forest pre-COVID, a set of “baseline” questions were 

included to observe any marked differences in perceived EQ, trust, or satisfaction pre-

COVID and during COVID. For the purposes of this study, the specified delineation 

between “pre-COVID” and “during/post-COVID” was March 2020, when Wake Forest 

students were instructed to not return to campus after Spring Break and complete the 

Spring semester via remote learning.  

Participants 

The study population is composed of parents and/or family members of current 

undergraduate students at Wake Forest University during the 2020-2021 and/or 2021-

2022 academic year. For the purposes of this study, parent and family refers to a 

student’s primary familial support person (emotional and financial) for the duration of 

their collegiate experience. This term is inclusive of all family constructs; some survey 

participants will fit the “traditional” heteronormative construct of a family (i.e., biological 

mother or father), but other respondents may be grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, 
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adoptive or step-parents, or other relations who fill this role in a student’s life (Chapman, 

2019).  

366 individuals opened the survey link, and 363 agreed to participate in the 

survey by completing the consent form. 9 respondents indicated that they are not a 

current WFU parent and/or have not had a student enrolled at Wake Forest between 

Spring 2020 and present and 1 indicated that they are not a WFU student’s parent or 

family member. These 10 individuals were not eligible to participate. Of those remaining, 

302 completed the survey. The following is the breakout of parent categories, during the 

2021-2022 academic year of those who completed the survey:   

 

Table 1.  

Participants by parent year category 

Category Participants  

P’25 (parent of a first year student) 76 

P’24 (parent of a sophomore) 106 

P’23 (parent of a junior) 56 

P’22 (parent of a senior) 50 

Parent of multiple current students 11 

Past parent (P’21 or P’20) 3 

TOTAL 302 

 

According to Qualtrics’ online Sample Size Calculator, to achieve a 95% 

confidence level from a population size of roughly 5,500 (the undergraduate population 
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at Wake Forest), the ideal sample size would be 360 individual responses (Qualtrics, 

2022). For the purposes of this analysis, 302 was an acceptable sample size.  

99% of survey participants were from the United States. 32 home states were 

represented; the top five home states of respondents were: North Carolina (20.9%), 

Florida (7.3%), New York (6.6%), Virginia (6.6%), and New Jersey (5.9%). 15.2% of 

respondents indicated that their student(s) is/are a first-generation student. 111 

respondents indicated that they are a WFU alumna/us, 86 are members of the Parents’ 

Council (a volunteer advisory board), 73 are members of another board, council, or 

committee at WFU, 72 volunteer on behalf of Wake Forest, and 207 of the respondents 

support WFU with philanthropic giving.  

Measures 

Key study variables were measured via a survey instrument comprising 10 

questions, many of which were derived from existing scales. This section outlines the 

creation of the survey instrument. 

Trust  

Trust refers to the confidence one feels in and the level of openness one is willing 

to extend to an individual or organization. Adapted from Hon and Grunig’s “Guidelines 

Measuring Relationships” (1999), the following statements measure trust in terms of its 

three components: integrity, dependability, and competence. Respondents were asked to 

respond to the following items on a five point Likert scale, from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree: 
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Please indicate the level to which you agree or disagree that each item listed 

describes your perception of Wake Forest during COVID-19 (any time after 

Spring 2020) 

1. This organization treats people like me/my family fairly and justly 

2. Whenever this organization makes an important decision, I know it will be 

concerned about people like me. 

3. This organization can be relied on to keep its promises. 

4. I believe that this organization takes the opinions of people like me into 

account when making decisions 

5. I feel very confident about this organization’s skills. 

6. This organization has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do. 

Satisfaction 

 Satisfaction in parent engagement and communication refers to a parent or 

family’s contentedness with the experience that their student is provided with at an 

educational institution.  The scale used for this study is adapted from Oberfield’s 2020 

paper “Parent Engagement and Satisfaction in Public Charter and District Schools.” 

Satisfaction is measured with a latent variable, satisfaction, drawn from five 

questions on the survey used in Oberfield’s study. Respondents will be asked to respond 

to the following items on a five point Likert scale, from highly satisfied to highly 

dissatisfied: 

When you think about the 2021-2022 Academic year, please indicate your 

satisfaction level with the following items:  
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1. The overall experience of my student at WFU this year (2021-

2022) 

2. The professors that my student had at WFU this year (2021-2022) 

3. The academic standards of WFU 

4. The student life environment at WFU 

5. The COVID-19 safety and compliance measures in place at WFU 

6. The way that WFU staff interacts with parents and families 

Perception of Emotional Intelligence (EQ) 

 Emotional Intelligence (EQ) refers to the ability to recognize, understand, and 

analyze emotions, and to use reasoning skills to make emotionally appropriate 

communications. The Organization–Public Dialogic Communication (OPDC) Scale was 

adapted for this measure (Graham, 2019). Respondents will be asked to respond to the 

following items on a five point Likert scale, from strongly agree to strongly disagree. 

Please consider WFU's relationship and communications with parents & families 

during the COVID-19 crisis, and indicate your level of agreement. "Wake Forest 

University...":  

1. Is empathetic in understanding parents' & families' feelings 

2. Tries to understand problems from parents' & families' perspectives 

3. Can estimate how parents & families might feel at the moment 
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Validity and Limitations  

Internal Validity 

The internal validity of this study is limited to the measurement of perceptions, 

opinions, and views of the parents and families surveyed, when considering their 

experiences.  Additionally, the specific time frame studied, the first year of the COVID-

19 pandemic, is a very unique point in time, and subsequent studies of university 

communications, even crisis communications, may not necessarily reflect the results of 

this study. For all involved in the study, the COVID-19 pandemic was the first experience 

with a global pandemic that completely interrupted “life as we know it.”  

External Validity 

While significant findings may translate into suggested strategic considerations 

for parent and family engagement professionals, the results of this study cannot be 

generalized to all universities and their parent populations. The parent population which 

serves as the subject of this study is unique to this university.  

Results 

Preliminary Data Analysis 

Preliminary data analysis began with determining the reliability of each scale for 

the three major variables of my study: trust, perceived emotional intelligence, and 

satisfaction. All three scales passed basic statistical reliability tests, with the following 

statistics:  
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Table 2. 

Scales with reliability test results.  

Scale Chronbach’s Alpha Number of Items M Standard Deviation 

Trust .95 6 10.76 6.34 

EQ .96 3 6.02 3.74 

Satisfaction .87 6 10.28 4.80 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

New variables were computed based on the average of responses to each item in 

the three scales measured by the survey. The scale was structured such that values of 1 

indicated “strongly agree” (with a positive opinion/statement) or “highly satisfied,” 

where values of 5 indicated strong disagreement or dissatisfaction.  

 

Table 3.  

Descriptive Statistics for three main variables.  

Descriptive Statistics 

  

Mean Std. Deviation N 

Satisfaction_mean 1.70 .79 289 

Trust_mean 1.79 1.05 289 

EQ_mean 2.00 1.24 289 
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On average, survey participants were positively oriented towards Wake Forest in 

their opinion of trust in the institution (M=1.795, N=290, SD=1.052), perception of 

emotional intelligence in communications (M=2.01, N=290, SD=1.243), and overall 

satisfaction with the institution (M=1.709, N=289, SD=.797). Of the three main variables, 

participants had the lowest impression of Wake Forest’s emotional intelligence in its 

communications.  

The survey also collected information about where respondents received their 

information, as well as their overall satisfaction with Wake Forest’s communications with 

parents and families. Overall, respondents were between somewhat satisfied and very 

satisfied with Wake Forest’s communications (M=1.77, N=290, SD=.978). Five 

information channels were listed, and respondents were asked to indicate the frequency 

with which they receive information from each channel, with 1 being “always” and 5 

being “never.” The most frequent source of information for the participants who 

responded to these questions was their student(s) (M=1.7, N=289, SD=.849). 

Respondents, on average, received information sometimes to frequently via official WFU 

emails (M=2.189, N=281, SD=1.228) and social media accounts (M=2.834, N=289, 

SD=1.370). In terms of peer-to-peer information sharing, respondents indicated that they 

receive information sometimes to infrequently via unofficial WFU Parent social media 

pages (most notably, a Wake Forest Parents Facebook page that is not administrated or 

moderated by Wake Forest) (M=3.268, N=289, SD=1.420) or via direct communication 

with their peers, fellow WFU parents (M=3.692, N=287, SD=1.103).   

Parent and family members’ concern for their students' health and wellbeing 

during the pandemic, as well as their opinions on the COVID prevention and mitigation 
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policies implemented by Wake Forest, were also measured. On average, respondents 

were neutral (neither concerned nor unconcerned) about their students’ health and 

wellbeing during COVID (M=2.9, N=289, SD= 1.188), and found Wake Forest’s policies 

to be, on the whole, appropriate in terms of strictness/leniency (M=3.349, N=179, 

SD=.473).  

Research Question 1: Findings on Trust and Perceived Emotional Intelligence 

• RQ 1: Does trust in an institution of higher education have an effect on perceived 

emotional intelligence in institutional communications, specifically during the 

COVID-19 crisis? 

• H1: Higher levels of trust in Wake Forest will be positively correlated with higher 

levels of perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communication during 

the COVID-19 crisis.  

A correlation was run to determine whether a linear association existed between 

trust and perceived emotional intelligence. Trust and perceived emotional intelligence 

were both scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 indicating the highest level of trust and 

perceived emotional intelligence, while 5 indicated the least trust and lowest perceived 

emotional intelligence. The correlation showed a statistically significant linear 

association between trust and perceived emotional intelligence, r(290) = .91, p < .001. 

Hypothesis 1 was supported: Higher levels of trust in Wake Forest were correlated with 

increased perceived emotional intelligence of the institution via COVID 

communications.  

 Furthermore, a simple linear regression was performed to determine a causal 

relationship between trust and perceived emotional intelligence. Results showed that 
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higher levels of trust statistically significantly predicted higher levels of perceived 

emotional intelligence, F(1, 288) = 1381.96, p =<.001. Trust accounted for 82.8% of 

variance in perceived emotional intelligence with adjusted R2 = 82.7%. The regression 

equation was predicted perceived emotional intelligence = .076 + 1.075 (trust).  

Research Question 2: Findings on Trust, Perceived Emotional Intelligence, and 

Satisfaction 

•  RQ 2: Does perceived emotional intelligence in institutional communications 

regarding the COVID-19 crisis have a moderating or mediating effect on the 

relationship between a family’s trust in an institution and satisfaction with that 

institution? 

• H2: Trust in Wake Forest affects satisfaction in the institution through a 

mediating variable of perceived emotional intelligence in institutional 

communication during the COVID-19 crisis.  

 

 Following the model of David Kenny, four steps of statistical analysis was 

performed on the data to determine whether perceived EQ has a mediating effect on 

trust’s effect on satisfaction (Kenny 2021). First, a correlation was found between trust 

and perceived EQ (r = .91, p<.001, N = 289) (Figure 2). Second, a correlation was found 

between trust and satisfaction (r = .80, p= <.001, N = 289) (Figure 3). Third, a correlation 

was found between perceived EQ and satisfaction (r = .787, p= <.001, N = 289) (Figure 

4). These linear correlations are represented visually in the scatterplots below, which 

graph the relationships between trust and satisfaction, trust and perceived EQ, and 

satisfaction and perceived EQ.  
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Figure 2 

Trust and Satisfaction, Scatterplot 

 

Figure 3 

Trust and Perceived Emotional Intelligence, Scatterplot 
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Figure 4 

Satisfaction and Perceived Emotional Intelligence, Scatterplot 

 

The fourth and final analysis to determine the presence of a mediating effect 

required a regression model where satisfaction is the dependent variable and independent 

variables, calculated separately, are trust and perceived EQ. The results of this regression 

show that the effect of trust on satisfaction is partially mediated by level of perceived 

emotional intelligence. The standardized coefficients Beta when just taking into account 

trust (Model 1 in Table 5, not controlling for another variable) is .80, and when 

controlling for perceived EQ (Model 2 in Table 5), the standardized coefficients Beta is 

.485. This reduction in effect of trust on satisfaction when we control for perceived EQ 

supports the hypothesis that perceived EQ is a partially mediating variable in the 

relationship between trust and satisfaction.  
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Table 4 

Regression Models accounting for trust (1), and accounting for trust, controlling 

perceived emotional intelligence (2) 

 

Model Summaryc 

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. Error of the Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R2 Change F Change df1 df2 

1 .80a .63 .63 .47 .63 508.80 1 287 

2 .81b .66 .65 .46 .02 17.43 1 286 

  

 

Model Summaryc 

Model 

Change Statistics 

Durbin-Watson Sig. F Change 

1 <.001   

2 <.001 2.10 

  

a. Predictors: (Constant), Trust_mean 

b. Predictors: (Constant), Trust_mean, EQ_mean 

c. Dependent Variable: Satisfaction_mean 
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Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standard. 
Coeffs. 

t Sig. 

95.0% Confidence Interval 

for B 

B Std. Error Beta 
Lower 

Bound 
Upper 

Bound 

1 (Constant) .62 .06   11.09 <.001 .51 .73 

Trust_mean .60 .03 .80 22.56 <.001 .55 .66 

2 (Constant) .60 .05   11.06 <.001 .50 .71 

Trust_mean .36 .06 .49 5.84 <.001 .24 .49 

EQ_mean .22 .05 .35 4.17 <.001 .12 .33 

 

 

 

  

Coefficientsa 

Model 

Correlations Collinearity Statistics 

Zero-order Partial Part Tolerance VIF 

1 (Constant)           

Trust_mean .80 .80 .80 1.00 1.00 
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Additional Findings 

As only partial mediation was detected in our analysis of perceived EQ’s impact 

on the effect of trust on satisfaction, additional analysis was conducted to observe 

correlations between additional variables not included in the original model. Specifically, 

I was interested in observing the correlations between where parents and families were 

receiving their information, and their satisfaction, both with WFU’s communications, and 

with the institution overall.  An expected relationship was confirmed, with satisfaction 

with WFU’s communications and satisfaction with WFU overall significantly correlated, 

r= .783, p=<001. Several additional significant correlations were detected between 

communication channels and satisfaction levels.  

Channel and Satisfaction with Communications 

1. Those who received information from the unofficial Wake Forest Parent 

Facebook page more frequently were less satisfied with Wake Forest’s 

communications. (r=-.162, p=<.001)  

2. Those who received information from direct communication with peers more 

frequently were also less satisfied with Wake Forest’s communications. (r=-.28, 

p=<.001)  

Channel and Overall Satisfaction  

1. Those who received information from official WFU emails more frequently were 

more satisfied overall with Wake Forest. (r=.15, p=<.001)  

2. Those who received information from the unofficial Wake Forest Parent 

Facebook page more frequently were less satisfied overall with Wake Forest. (r=-
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.162, p=<.001) (Note that this correlation was identical between overall 

satisfaction and satisfaction with communications.)  

3. Those who received information from direct communication with peers more 

frequently were also less satisfied with Wake Forest’s communications. (r=-.222, 

p=<.001)  

Table 5 

Correlations between communication channels and satisfaction 

Correlations 

  
ComSat Email Social FB Student 

Overall Satisfaction 

with  

Communication 

(ComSat) 

Pearson 

Correl. 

1 .11 .004 -.16** -.02 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

  .07 .95 .006 .80 

N 290 281 286 289 289 

Emails from WFU 

(Email) 

Pearson 

Correl. 

.11 1 .21** .056 .16** 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.07   <.001 .36 .009 

N 281 281 278 280 280 

Social Media (Social) Pearson 

Correl. 

.004 .21** 1 .60** .24** 
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Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.95 <.001   <.001 <.001 

N 286 278 286 286 285 

Unofficial Facebook 

Group (FB) 

Pearson 

Correl. 

-.16** .06 .596** 1 .10 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.006 .36 <.001   .09 

N 289 280 286 289 288 

Student (Student) Pearson 

Correl. 

-.02 .16** .235** .10 1 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.80 .009 <.001 .09   

N 289 280 285 288 289 

Other parents/families 

(Peers) 

Pearson 

Correl. 

-.28** -.07 .194** .32** .13* 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

<.001 .22 .001 <.001 .03 

N 287 278 284 287 287 

Satisfaction mean 

(Satisfaction) 

Pearson 

Correl. 

.78** .15* .002 -.16** -.01 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

<.001 .01 .98 .006 .87 
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N 289 280 285 288 288 

  

Correlations 

  

Peers Satisfaction 

Overall Satisfaction with  

Communication (ComSat) 

Pearson Correl. -.28** .78** 

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 <.001 

N 287 289 

Emails from WFU (Email) Pearson Correl. -.07 .15* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .22 .01 

N 278 280 

Social Media (Social) Pearson Correl. .19** .002 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .98 

N 284 285 

Unofficial Facebook Group (FB) Pearson Correl. .32** -.16** 

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001 .006 

N 287 288 

Student (Student) Pearson Correl. .13* -.01 
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Sig. (2-tailed) .03 .87 

N 287 288 

Other parents/families (Peers) Pearson Correl. 1 -.22** 

Sig. (2-tailed)   <.001 

N 287 286 

Satisfaction mean (Satisfaction) Pearson Correl. -.22** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) <.001   

N 286 289 

  

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to analyze the effects of Wake Forest’s 

communications and other engagement with parents during the COVID-19 crisis on their 

satisfaction with the institution. As a private university, it is imperative that we 

continually reflect on the quality that is provided, both in the educational experiences of 

the students, and in the overall engagement experience of the greater WFU community. 

As primary sponsors of the majority of students’ Wake Forest experience, parents and 

families are important stakeholders and their opinions should be major guideposts for our 

programmatic and communication strategies. Particularly after the unprecedented 
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challenges of the past two years, we, like all institutions, have a unique opportunity to 

conduct research on real-time, extended crisis communications. With these learnings, we 

will be able to more strategically communicate with parents and families, not only during 

the next crisis, but in general.  

The three primary variables that I set out to study were trust in the institution, 

perceived emotional intelligence of institutional communication, and overall satisfaction 

with the institution. I hypothesized that levels of trust would be positively correlated with 

perceived emotional intelligence in communications, and this hypothesis was supported. 

Additionally, the data showed that an individual’s level of trust in the institution is a 

significant predictor of their perceptions of emotional intelligence in institutional 

communications. We can interpret these findings to mean that a foundation of trust, 

which is built on factors including whether it is believed that the institution will do what 

it says it will do, will make the right decisions, acts with appropriate information and 

expertise, etc, may have more influence over constituents’ perception of communications 

than carefully selected language in messages can convey. That is, spending time and 

resources ensuring that communications are empathetic and relatable in tone is surely 

important, but without a baseline of trust, even the most “emotionally intelligent” 

messaging will fall flat.  

My second research question sought to uncover the impact of perceived emotional 

intelligence on trust’s effect on satisfaction. That is to say, can trust’s effect on 

satisfaction, which has been established, be explained by the established relationship 

between trust and perceived emotional intelligence? Analysis uncovered that perception 

of emotional intelligence is indeed a partially mediating variable - that, to a degree, 
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trust’s effect on satisfaction can be explained by perceived emotional intelligence. We 

can interpret these results to mean that perception of empathy and emotional intelligence 

is a component of overall satisfaction, given a baseline of trust. However, there are 

additional variables that also contribute to overall satisfaction when trust is established. 

With a baseline of trust established, if communications come off as tone-deaf or 

emotionally unintelligent, satisfaction levels will be lower.  

After testing and supporting both hypotheses, I continued to analyze the data to 

attempt to uncover more explanations for variance in satisfaction. An affirming finding, 

coming from a Family Engagement perspective, was that satisfaction with the 

university’s communications was significantly correlated with satisfaction with the 

university overall. This finding affirms the importance of family communications, and 

supports the allocation of time, personnel, and resources to this focus area. Additionally, 

since I collected data on communication channels and satisfaction with communications 

in particular, I thought that perhaps some of these variables might be related to overall 

satisfaction. One common question that is asked when developing communication 

strategies for parents and families is where these constituents prefer to get their 

information, and whether the channel of message delivery impacts their experience 

receiving this information and their opinion of the message.  

There is particular curiosity about “official” versus “unofficial” channels of 

communication - that is, emails or social media posts sent directly from WFU versus 

word of mouth and social media usage not administrated or moderated by WFU. One 

example of these “unofficial” communication channels is the Wake Forest Parents 

Facebook page, which is an active message board type group that is not moderated, 
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created, or administrated by Wake Forest. This is a page created and moderated by 

parents, and serves as a forum for peer-to-peer information sharing and discussions. 

Unfortunately, as occurs with nearly every social media group, this page can often be a 

source of misinformation, as well as a place where complaints and grievances are aired 

with little orientation towards solutions. Conversations that take place on this page often 

seem counterproductive to the communications goals of the university, and sentiment 

often seems negative. However, those who visit the page seem highly engaged. 

Therefore, an analysis of satisfaction levels of individuals who frequently visit and post 

on this page vs. those who receive their communications from official WFU channels was 

helpful in testing these assumptions. A similar scenario occurs when parents and families 

receive news and announcements from word of mouth, via their peers, rather than 

firsthand from WFU.  

An analysis of the relationships between frequency of receiving information from 

various channels and satisfaction levels revealed a few interesting findings. Both in the 

case of overall satisfaction, as well as satisfaction with the university’s communications, 

the data showed that the more frequently parents receive their information from unofficial 

sources, the less satisfied they are with both the university’s communications and the 

university overall. This seems to indicate that although levels of engagement may seem 

higher with unofficial communication channels, the threats of misinformation and 

negativity frequently found via unofficial communication channels influence satisfaction 

in a negative way. Possible explanations for this negative correlation could be that the 

exposure to additional points of view and opinions might undermine or decrease the level 

of trust that an individual has in the institution. As a matter of course, we often 
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discourage parents and families from relying on these channels for information, citing the 

propensity for misleading and/or inaccurate messages, and encourage them to look 

toward official WFU emails and social media postings instead. These findings support 

the continuation of this process, as utilization of these unofficial communication channels 

is clearly associated with lower levels of satisfaction.  

Limitations 

Beyond the limitations provided by “a single, bounded unit,” which ensured that 

all participants were parents of undergraduate students at Wake Forest University during 

the 2020-2021 or 2021-2022 academic year, the demographic makeup of the population 

from which the sample is taken is not relatively diverse. The majority of families with an 

undergraduate student attending Wake Forest University are American, white, and 

affluent.   

Additionally, the data collected in this study is dependent on both an individual’s 

willingness to participate by completing the study, as well as the reliability of their self-

reported data. The survey invitation was distributed via an opt-in daily blog, which 

intrinsically limits the participation to parents or family members who have already 

indicated a preference for more frequent communication from the University. It could 

also be argued that subscribing to this daily blog already indicates a higher level of trust 

in or satisfaction with the institution, in comparison to those parents and families who 

choose not to subscribe.  

Suggestions for further research 

The field of parent and family engagement will continue to adapt to the changing 

landscape and demands of this constituency, both as the pandemic continues, and in its 
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aftermath. Additional research into particular aspects of parent and family 

communications, perceptions of university communications during such crises, and the 

impacts of these communications on overall satisfaction will be helpful as the higher 

education sector looks navigate the continuation of this pandemic, approach the post-

COVID reality, and prepare for the next large scale crisis.  

After concluding this quantitative research, my suggestion for further study would 

primarily be to expand to a qualitative analysis of the types and content of Wake Forest’s 

communications during COVID. A retrospective on the messages created and 

disseminated via various channels, and whether the language or imagery therin seemed 

more fact-based or appealed to emotions, would be interesting to conduct, as this data 

proves the impact that perceived emotional intelligence in communcations can have on 

both trust and satisfaction. Additionally, analysis could be conducted comparing parents’ 

satisfaction with Wake Forest and its communications before, during, and after the 

pandemic.  

Building on the correlations found between different communications channels 

and satisfaction levels, causal relationships between the various communication channels 

and levels of trust and perceived emotional intelligence may also be interesting and 

useful in building communication strategy. As the study collected information about 

parents and families’ perceptions of WFU’s policies (too strict vs. too lenient) as well as 

their concern for their student’s wellbeing and safety, additional regressions could be 

conducted controlling for variables of policy perception and concern. Responses to the 

open-ended, qualitative questions present countless opportunities for analysis and further 

study, from determining which parents (demographically, or by communications 
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preference and satisfaction) took the time to provide their additional qualitative feedback, 

to coding that feedback and analyzing its relationship to several other variables in the 

study. Finally, studying parents’ expectations and hopes for institutional responses to 

future crises after weathering the COVID pandemic would yield interesting and useful 

results. I expect that as an institution, Wake Forest will be analyzing its response to the 

pandemic for several years, and our learnings, particularly in the realm of crisis 

communications, will inform overall strategy moving forward. The data collected in this 

survey provides valuable insight into how parents and families, some of the university’s 

most critical constituents, perceive, interact with, receive, and interpret communications.  
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Appendix A: Survey 

TITLE: COVID19 Spring 21 WFU Parent Survey 

Informed Consent 

  

WFU Parent & Family Communications Survey   

 

Study Description Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by researchers at Wake Forest University. This 

survey should take no more than 10 minutes. The focal point of the present study will be examining Wake Forest's parent and family 

communications during the COVID-19 crisis, with the goal of informing and improving our communications practices. This study is being 

conducted by a graduate student who will be analyzing Wake Forest's parent and family communications. Overall themes of the study's results will 

be shared with Wake Forest University staff and administrators. Because the purpose of this study is to analyze Wake Forest's communications 

during the COVID-19 crisis, we are only collecting responses from parents who had/have a student at Wake Forest during Spring 20 - Present.  

 

Participation description: In this study, we will ask you to answer questions about your perceptions of Wake Forest University's communications 

during COVID-19, and your feelings about your experience with the University during that time. Participants are being asked to participate 

because they are parents/guardians of a student (or students) at WFU, and their responses will not be connected to any of the student's information 

at WFU.  

 

Participation is Voluntary: If you do not wish to participate, do not move forward with this online survey. You may discontinue your participation 

at any time without penalty by closing your browser window. Any responses entered to that point will be deleted.  

• Your participation in this research is voluntary.  

• You may discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.  

• You may choose to not answer any question(s) you do not wish to for any reason. Reasonably foreseeable risks or 
discomforts:The risks from participating in this study are not more than would be encountered in everyday life.  
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Benefit: While we cannot promise you any direct benefit from your participation in this study, we hope it will provide the Wake Forest University 

Community with more information on engaging with alumni and parents in meaningful ways. This information may help Wake Forest develop 

communications or programs in the future. This study will not provide compensation to participants.  

 

Confidentiality: When completing the survey, please choose a location with adequate privacy and internet security. Please note, however, that 

while in transmission on the internet, your responses may not be entirely secure. The study team will take the following precautions to protect the 

confidentiality of your information.  

• The data collected will be kept in a secure location. Only authorized people will have access to the research records and passwords 

for office computers and networks will be protected.  

 

Contact Information: This research is being conducted by Dr. Rowena Kirby-Straker of Wake Forest University, which is located at 1834 Wake 

Forest Rd, Winston-Salem, NC 27109, USA. If you have questions or concerns, you can email Dr. Kirby-Straker at kirbysrr@wfu.edu. You may 

also contact the graduate student co-investigator, investigator, Anna Marie Carr-Reinhard, at 336-758-3506 or carram@wfu.edu. Below is 

additional contact information for Dr. Kirby-Straker. Rowena Kirby-Straker Department of Communication, Wake Forest University, 1834 Wake 

Forest Road, Winston-Salem, NC 27109 Tel. 336-758-5405. If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Office of 

Research and Sponsored Programs, 336/758-5888, irb@wfu.edu. Please reference the study number IRB00024170 in your message. We 

encourage you to print or save a copy of this page for future reference.  

 

In lieu of Signatures: By continuing on to the next portion of this survey, you indicate that you are willing to participate in this research 

project.  You will advance to the survey. If you do not wish to participate, please close your browser window.  

  
  

  

Agree/DN Agree By continuing on to the next portion of this survey, you indicate that you are willing to participate in this research project.  You 

will advance to the survey. If you do not wish to participate, please close your browser window. 

o Agree and advance  (1) 

o I do not wish to participate  (2) 
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Skip To: End of Survey If By continuing on to the next portion of this survey, you indicate that you are willing to partici... = I do not wish 

to participate 

End of Block: Informed Consent 

Start of Block: Qualification 

  

I have been the parent of a WFU student during the COVID-19 pandemic (Academic Year 2019-20, 2020-21, and/or 2021-22).  

o Yes (P'20, P'21, P'22, P'23, P'24, P'25)  (1) 

o No (I have not been the parent of a current WFU student between Spring 2020 and present.)  (4) 

  

Skip To: End of Survey If I have been the parent of a WFU student during the COVID-19 pandemic (Academic Year 2019-20, 2020... = No 

(I have not been the parent of a current WFU student between Spring 2020 and present.) 

End of Block: Qualification 

Start of Block: [DURING COVID, 3 MAIN VARIABLES] 

  

As you answer the next questions, please think about your experiences DURING COVID (any time after Spring 2020).  
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[TRUST] 

 

Please indicate the level to which you agree or disagree that each item listed describes your perception of Wake Forest during COVID-19 (any 

time after Spring 2020) 

 

  Strongly 

agree (1) 

Somewhat 

agree (2) 

Neither 

agree nor disagree 

(3) 

Somewhat 

disagree (4) 

Strongly 

disagree (5) 

This organization treats 

people like me/my family fairly and 

justly (1) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Whenever this organization 

makes an important decision, I know it 

will be concerned about people like 

me. (2) 

o   o   o   o   o   

This organization can be 

relied on to keep its promises. (3) 
o   o   o   o   o   
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[PERCEIVED EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE] 

 

Please consider WFU's relationship and communications with parents & families during the COVID-19 crisis, and indicate your level of 

agreement. "Wake Forest University..." 

 

 

  Strongly 

agree (1) 

Somewhat 

agree (2) 

Neither 

agree nor disagree (3) 

Somewhat 

disagree (4) 

Strongly 

disagree (5) 

Is empathetic in 

understanding parents' & 

families' feelings (1) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Tries to understand 

problems from parents' & 

families' perspectives (2) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Can estimate how 

parents & families might feel 

at the moment (3) 

o   o   o   o   o   
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[SATISFACTION] 

 

When you think about the 2021-2022 Academic year, please indicate your satisfaction level with the following items: 

 

  Extremely 

satisfied (1) 

Somewhat 

satisfied (2) 

Neither 

satisfied nor 

dissatisfied (3) 

Somewhat 

dissatisfied (4) 

Extremely 

dissatisfied (5) 

The overall 

experience of my student at 

WFU this year (2021-2022) 

(1) 

o   o   o   o   o   

The professors that 

my student had at WFU this 

year (2021-2022) (2) 

o   o   o   o   o   

The academic 

standards of WFU (3) 
o   o   o   o   o   

The student life 

environment at WFU (4) 
o   o   o   o   o   
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The COVID-19 

safety and compliance 

measures in place at WFU 

(5) 

o   o   o   o   o   

The way that WFU 

staff interacts with parents 

and families (6) 

o   o   o   o   o   

 

 

End of Block 

Start of Block: [COMMUNICATION PREFERENCES AND SATISFACTION] 

  

I am a... 

o P '24 or P'25  (1) 

o P '23, P'22, or P'21  (2) 

  

Skip To: End of Block If I am a... = P '24 or P'25 

Skip To: Q27 If I am a... = P '24 or P'25 
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Q27 As you answer the next 2 questions, please think about your experiences BEFORE Spring 2020 (pre-COVID).  

  
  

  

Q4 For this set of statements, please think about communications you received from WFU pre-COVID, and rank your satisfaction level. 

  Extremely 

satisfied (1) 

Somewhat 

satisfied (2) 

Neither 

satisfied nor 

dissatisfied (3) 

Somewhat 

dissatisfied (4) 

Extremely 

dissatisfied (5) 

Frequency of 

communications (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Informational content of 

communications (2) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Communications 

appropriately acknowledged 

parent/family emotions (3) 

o   o   o   o   o   
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Communications 

appropriately acknowledged 

student emotions (4) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Avenues for 

parents/families to communicate 

with University (feedback 

channels, etc.) (5) 

o   o   o   o   o   

  

  
  

  

Q5 To what extent did you utilize the following communication channels BEFORE the COVID-19 crisis: 

  Never 

(5) 

Infrequently 

(4) 

Sometimes 

(3) 

Frequently 

(2) 

Always 

(1) 

Emails (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Official WFU Social Media 

Accounts (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 

(2) 

o   o   o   o   o   
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Unofficial WFU Social Media 

Accounts (Facebook Parents' Group, etc.) 

(3) 

o   o   o   o   o   

My student (4) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Other WFU parents (5) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Other (enter text) (6) 
o   o   o   o   o   

  

  

End of Block: Part IV 

Start of Block: Part V 

  

Q28 As you answer the next 2 questions, please think about your experiences AFTER Spring 2020 (during COVID).  

  
  

Q7 For this set of statements, please think about communications you received from WFU during the COVID-19 crisis (March 2020-

Present), and rank your satisfaction level. 
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  Extremely 

satisfied (1) 

Somewhat 

satisfied (2) 

Neither 

satisfied nor 

dissatisfied (3) 

Somewhat 

dissatisfied (4) 

Extremely 

dissatisfied (5) 

Frequency of 

communications (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Informational content of 

communications (2) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Communications 

appropriately acknowledged 

parent/family emotions (3) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Communications 

appropriately acknowledged student 

emotions (4) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Avenues for 

parents/families to communicate 

with University (feedback channels, 

etc.) (5) 

o   o   o   o   o   
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Q8 To what extent did you utilize the following communication channels during the COVID-19 crisis:  

  Never 

(5) 

Infrequently 

(4) 

Sometimes 

(3) 

Frequently 

(2) 

Always 

(1) 

Emails (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Official WFU Social Media 

Accounts (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 

(2) 

o   o   o   o   o   

Unofficial WFU Social Media 

Accounts (Facebook Parents' Group, etc.) 

(3) 

o   o   o   o   o   

My student (4) 
o   o   o   o   o   

Other WFU parents (5) 
o   o   o   o   o   
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End of Block 

Start of Block: [COVID PERCEPTION] 

  

Q21 Please indicate your perception of WFU's overall COVID policies/procedures during the pandemic 

  Way too 

lenient (1) 

Somewhat too 

lenient (2) 

Just 

right (3) 

Somewhat too 

strict (4) 

Way too 

strict (5) 

Beginning of pandemic 

(Spring 2020) (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

2020-2021 Academic Year 

(Fall 2020 & Spring 2021) (2) 
o   o   o   o   o   

2021-2022 Academic Year 

(Fall 2021 & Spring 2022) (3) 
o   o   o   o   o   
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Q22 In general, what did you like or agree with about WFU's overall COVID policies/procedures? (optional) 

  
  

  

Q23 In general, what did you NOT like/disagree with about WFU's overall COVID policies/procedures? (optional) 

  
  

  

Q24 How concerned were you about the safety of your student during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

  Not at all 

concerned (1) 

Not very 

concerned (2) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Somewhat 

concerned (4) 

Very 

concerned (5) 

Beginning of pandemic 

(Spring 2020) (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   

2020-2021 Academic Year 

(Fall 2020 & Spring 2021) (2) 
o   o   o   o   o   

2021-2022 Academic Year 

(Fall 2021 & Spring 2022) (3) 
o   o   o   o   o   
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End of Block 

Start of Block: Demographic 

  

Q16 Responses to the following questions will not be used to identify any survey respondents, but may inform generalizations about the 

aggregate data.  

  
  

  

During the 2021-2022 Academic Year, I was:  

o A P'25 (parent of a first year)  (1) 

o A P'24 (parent of a sophomore)  (2) 

o A P'23 (parent of a junior)  (3) 

o A P'22 (parent of a senior)  (4) 

o Parent of multiple current WFU students  (5) 

o Family member of current WFU student(s), not parent/guardian  (6) 

o I am not a WFU parent/family member  (7) 

o Past Parent (P'21 or P'20)  (8) 

o Not yet a WFU parent  (10) 
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In which country do you currently reside? 

▼ Afghanistan (1) ... Zimbabwe (1357) 

  

  

In which state do you currently reside? 

▼ Alabama (1) ... I do not reside in the United States (53) 

  

  

My WFU student(s) is (are) a First Generation student(s). 

o Yes  (1) 

o No  (2) 

  

 

 

To what extent are you involved in the following activities as a Wake Forest parent? 

  
  

 N/A 

or Not at all 

involved 

                                                

Very 

involved 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6  
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I am a 

WFU 

Alumna/us () 

        

I am a 

member of the 

Parents' Council 

() 

       
 

I am a 

member of 

another board, 

council or 

committee at 

Wake Forest () 

       
 

I 

volunteer for or 

on behalf of 

Wake Forest () 

       
 

I 

support WFU 

philanthropically 

() 

       
 

Other ()        
 

  

Start of Block: Thank You 

  

Q8 Is there anything else you would like to share about your perceptions of Wake Forest's parent and family communications during 

COVID? (optional) 

End of Block: Thank You
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  Winston-Salem, NC   |   carram@wfu.edu  
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March ‘20 - Present  
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of Family Engagement programs, including: program and event management for small, medium, 
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● Work collaboratively with departments across campus to strengthen engagement opportunities and 

communication for parents and families. 

● Serve as a first point of contact and resource for Parents’ Council members and other highly rated 
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members and other leaders, to further University goals. 

 

Associate Director, National Engagement and Alumni Communications, Alumni Engagement, WFU           

July ‘19 - March ‘20  

Assistant Director, National Engagement, Alumni Engagement, WFU               

April ‘18 - June ‘19  
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● Developed and implemented a comprehensive Alumni Engagement communication plan (print, 

email, and social media) to share news, programs, and identify opportunities for engagement. 

● Managed “signature events” projects, planning, executing, and evaluating programs on local levels 

in cities worldwide.  

● In close collaboration with WFU Communications and External Relations (CER), developed and 

maintained the online presence of the Office of Alumni Engagement (website and social media 

presence), with up-to-date and engaging content that supports and enhances the existing resources 

and efforts of CER. 

 

Human Resources Coordinator, Wake Forest University                           Winston-Salem, 

NC | March ‘17 - April ‘18  

● Oversaw logistics and event coordination for five major annual Faculty and Staff events. 

● Played a key role in planning and executing the change management campaign for the Workday 
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● In collaboration with HR Project Office colleagues, managed projects including New Staff 

Orientation, Benefits Guidebook and Benefits Fair, Professional Development Center (PDC) class 

offerings and PDC newsletter. 

● Maintained website and social media communications for WFU Human Resources and the PDC, 

including leading the project to migrate the HR website to a new template. 

● Researched, compiled, and formatted information for presentation and analysis by HR leadership 

team and other campus leadership. 

 

Development Director, Nourish International              Chapel Hill, 

NC | February ‘15-June ‘16 

● Played a central role on leadership team, contributed strategic insight, oversaw resource 

development efforts, marketing, and communications; supported Executive Director on high-level 

projects, HR systems improvement, and financial management. 

● Led project management efforts, using SCRUM Agile Project Management methodology, for the 

organization. Developed project plans, planned and ran meetings, and managed workflow for 
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cultivating, and solicitation strategies; managed donor database and related reporting processes. 
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● Planned and executed the Winston-Salem Walk to Cure Diabetes, coaching over 100 teams of peer-
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● Coordinated overall logistics, committee and volunteer management, and event planning for the 

most successful Hope Gala in the chapter’s history, raising over $1.8 million dollars. 
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