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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR 
 

USC Upstate is excited to announce publication of the eleventh volume of the USC Upstate 

Student Research Journal. Our journal provides a glimpse into a few of the many high-quality 

research activities conducted by talented students and faculty at USC Upstate. The Journal is a 

compilation of outstanding papers from numerous disciplines submitted by undergraduate and 

graduate students who have been involved in faculty mentored research, scholarly, or creative 

activities. Students involved in faculty mentored extracurricular projects enter the workforce with 

an enhanced skill set, including better problem solving, critical thinking, and teamwork skills. 

Since many students who are educated at USC Upstate become employed in the region, support 

of academic research has a direct and positive impact on the Upstate of South Carolina.  

I would like to thank the contributing authors for providing a rich variety of outstanding articles 

on a broad range of exciting topics. In addition, I would like to express my extreme gratitude to 

the journal’s Editorial Board (see pages iii and iv to learn more about them). In a world where time 

is so very limited, their commitment to reviewing article submissions and providing constructive 

feedback to authors provides invaluable assistance in successfully producing journal volumes 

and in mentoring students in their writing endeavors. A special thanks to Veronica Quick, Graphic 

Design Artist in the USC Upstate University Communications Office, for designing the outstanding 

cover of this volume of the Journal. Thanks also to Les Duggins for taking many of the pictures 

of campus and our contributing authors. Finally, we would like to thank Dr. Clif Flynn, Provost 

and Senior Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs at USC Upstate, who is dedicated to enhancing 

faculty and student research efforts at USC Upstate.    

If you have any questions or comments about the journal, or would like to receive a printed 

copy of the most recent volume of the journal, please contact Dr. Melissa Pilgrim, (864) 503-5781, 

mpilgrim@uscupstate.edu. The journal is also available online at the website: 

https://www.uscupstate.edu/academics/sponsored-awards-research-support/student-research-journal/. 

 
 
 

Enjoy! 
 

 
 
Melissa Ann Pilgrim 
Editor & Director of Research 
Office of Sponsored Awards and Research Support 
University of South Carolina Upstate 
800 University Way  
Spartanburg, SC 29303 

  

https://www.uscupstate.edu/academics/sponsored-awards-research-support/student-research-journal/
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THE EDITORIAL BOARD 
DR.  MELISSA P ILGRIM 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
 

Dr. Pilgrim is a Professor of Biology and the Director of Research. Her 
primary research focus involves an integrative approach to investigating 
how ecosystems respond to environmental change. She uses 
herpetological systems as her animal models and currently has 
undergraduate students working with her in a research group called 
Upstate Herpetology. She recently served as co-PI on a National Science 
Foundation grant that funded a Radioecology Research Experiences for 
Undergraduates program at the Savannah River Ecology Lab; she 

maintains active collaborations with faculty and graduate students at the lab. She has published 
works in several journals, including Environmental Pollution; Isotopes in Environmental and 
Health Studies; OIKOS; Copeia; and Southeastern Naturalist. 
 

    DR.  JUNE CARTER 
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

 

Dr. Carter is Professor of Spanish and Director of the Center for Excellence 
in Teaching and Learning (CETL). Her research interests include Latin 
American narrative; Afro-Hispanic literature; US Latino/a literature, as well 
as the application of the science of learning to college teaching. She is the 
co-editor of José Agustín: Onda and Beyond, and has published works in 
several journals, including: Hispania; Afro-Hispanic Review; College 
Language Association Journal; Anuario de Letras; Latin American Literary 
Review; Caribbean Quarterly; Prismal Cabral.  
 

DR.  MICHAEL DINGER  
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 
 

Dr. Dinger is an Associate Professor of Management. His research 
interests include information security and IT workforce management. He 
has published his work in a number of top journals, including MIS 
Quarterly; Information Systems Research; Journal of Management 
Information Systems; and Journal of the Association for Information 
Systems. 
 

DR.  LYNETTE G IBSON  
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

 

Dr. Gibson is a Professor of Nursing and the Director of Research in 
Nursing at the Mary Black School of Nursing.  Her primary research is 
focused on increasing health equity in ethnic minorities. She is testing the 
effect of a community-based intervention on screening mammograms by 
African-American women. She has worked with several undergraduate 
nursing students in conducting and presenting this research. She was a 
2014 Summer Nursing Research Institute Fellow at the Institute for Health Equity at the School 
of Nursing, University of Pennsylvania. She has published articles in Applied Nursing Research, 
ABNF Forum, Journal of the National Black Nurses’ Association, and Clinical Nurse Specialist™.  
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THE EDITORIAL BOARD (CONTINUED) 
 

 

DR.  TINA HERZBERG  
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 
 

Tina Herzberg, Ph.D. is a Professor of Special Education. Her primary 
research interests are braille literacy, preparation of tactile materials for 
students who are visually impaired, and assessment of students with 
visual impairment. Her work has primarily been published in the 
international peer-reviewed Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness. 
Prior to her arrival at USC Upstate, she served as a general education 
classroom teacher, an itinerant teacher of students with visual impairment, 
specialist for a regional service center, and adjunct instructor.  

 

ELAINE MARSHALL 
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 

 

Elaine Marshall is the Director of Sponsored Awards at USC Upstate. 
She has been with the University since 1996 and works with all faculty 
and staff on the Upstate campus who pursue and receive grant 
funding. Elaine holds a national Certified Research Administrator 
Designation from the Research Administrators Certification Council. 
She also has a BA in English and History and a MA in English 
Literature from Clemson, where she also taught full-time before 
coming to USC Upstate. 

 

DR.  BEN MONTGOMERY 
ASSOCIATE EDITOR 
 

Dr. Montgomery is an Associate Professor of Biology. His research 
focuses on the evolutionary ecology of plant reproduction and plant 
pollinator interactions. He is currently focused on the partitioning of 
pollinators among different species of Silene, a genus of wildflowers with 
a wide array of floral traits and multiple pollination syndromes. Dr. 
Montgomery is also interested in delayed self-pollination as a 
mechanism that allows for cross pollinations while also providing 
reproductive assurance. His longer term research interests include 

competition for pollination between different species and mechanisms for the maintenance of 
cytoplasmic male sterility (CMS) as well as repercussions of CMS for the maintenance of genetic 
diversity. He has been working with the Spartanburg Trees Coalition to work toward the 
eradication of Kudzu in the natural area on the USC Upstate Campus and is the de facto curator 
of the Upstate Herbarium. He has published his work in several journals, including the Biological 
Invasions, Oecologia, Annals of Botany, American Midland Naturalist, Oikos, and Botany. 
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GRANT WRITING: RECENT BIG WINNERS! 

 

Universities benefit substantially when faculty members are awarded external 
grant monies for research or service projects. Applying for grant opportunities is a very 
time consuming and tedious process which often times goes unrewarded since most 
opportunities are highly competitive with only a small percentage being funded. Grant 
monies are often used to support student research assistants and thus can have a very 
positive impact on a student’s academic experience. We would like to congratulate all 
USC Upstate faculty members who have recently been funded.  

 
 

ALL GRANT WINNERS (2018) 
 

     
Beer, Andrew RISE-Effects of Escalated Exposure to Information on 

Accuracy of Personality Judgment 
$6,000.00  

Blair, Selena External-SSS - Opportunity Network 2015-20 (Grant-in-
Aid) 

$52,980.00  

Blair, Selena External-SSS - Opportunity Network 2015-20 $554,059.00  

Bucher, Mary  External-Choose Well Campus Clinic $30,000.00  

Egbue, Ona RISE-Dynamic Modelling and Control of Electric Vehicle 
Integration into the Smart Grid 

$6,000.00  

Egbue, Ona ASPIRE-Energy Management Strategy for Microgrids 
Considering Plug-In Electric Vehicles 

$15,000.00  

Herzberg, Tina ASPIRE-The Impact of Professional Development for 
Teachers of Students with Visual Impairments to Support 
Them in Increasing Students? Literacy Efficiency 

$14,836.00  

Hoover, Ann ASPIRE-When Power is Precarious: Investigating 
Powerlessness as a Masculinity Threat 

$14,251.00  

Kennedy, Toshua RISE-Lessons Learned from BEE Healthy: An Intervention 
Study Applying Peer Support among Students, Parents, 
and Teachers 

$6,000.00  

Leonhirth, Helen External-SCRA Population Health $99,946.00  

Marlow, David MGS-A Blueprint for Service-Learning at USC Upstate $3,000.00  

McConnell, Thomas RISE-Historical Fiction as a Distant Mirror: A Southern 
Novella to Illuminate the Present 

$6,000.00  

Merriweather, Helen External-ACHIEVE 2017-18 

 

$2,368.00  
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Merriweather, Helen External-ACHIEVE Program 2018-19 $320,532.00  

Pae, Holly External-Project CREATE 2017-18 $15,502.00  

Pae, Holly External-Project CREATE 2018-19 $103,931.00 

Parker, Jennifer External-Supplemental Training for Spartanburg County 
Department of Social Services (DSS) Foster Care Case 
Workers and Investigators: A Pilot Study 

$276,507.00 

Pilgrim, Melissa External-Maternal transfer of radiocesium in Nerodia 
floridana (Florida Green Watersnakes) 

$734.00 

Pingley, Allison RISE-Life in Transition: Examining the Impact of 
Communism in Hungary 

$6,000.00 

Placek, Matthew RISE - Social Media and Regime Support in Russia: Does 
National Origin of Website Used Matter? 

$6,000.00 

Polchow, Shannon RISE-Dyslexia and World Languages: Navigating College 
Requirements in South Carolina 

$6,000.00 

Ruppel, Joshua External-Precision Glycopolymer Bacteriochlorin 
Conjugates for Biomedical Applications 

$53,649.00 

Ruppel, Joshua MGS- Nature Inspired Bacteriochlorin-Glycoconjugates $6,000.00 

Ruppel, Joshua  MGS-Synthesis and Evaluation of Alkyl Chain-Linked 
Carbohydrate-Porphyrin Conjugates 

$6,000.00 

Ruppel, Susan MGS- Does the Central Bottleneck Occur in a Real-World 
Voluntary Choice Scenario? 

$3,000.00 

Shehi, Monika RISE-Investigating the Emergence of the Discipline of 
Composition in the Albanian Higher Education System 
Under the Influence of the American Model 

$6,000.00 

Shorter, Kimberly MGS- Effect of miR-718 on autophagy genes and dendritic 
spine count in neurons 

$3,000.00 

Shorter, Kimberly MGS- Does excess folic acid affect vesicle trafficking in a 
human neuronal cell line? 

$3,000.00 

Shorter, Kimberly MGS- Does high folic acid alongside a gene knockdown of 
MTHFR induce histone modifications and altered 
neurobiology in a human neuronal cell line? 

$3,000.00 

Stolz, Nolan RISE-Presentation at the Third International Conference of 
the Progect Network for the Study of Progressive Rock 
(Lund, Sweden) 

$6,000.00 

Timonov, Alex External-Stable and Convergent Computational Algorithms 
for Current Density Imaging 

$59,997.00 

Waldrop, Susannah External-Strengthening USC Upstate by Investing in 
Student Engagement and Advising Success 

$448,488.00 

Webber, Carolyn RISE-Working in the Margin: Domestic and International 
Minority Women in Higher Education 

$6,000.00 

Zhong, Wei RISE-Applying Big Data based Multi-level Deep Learning 
Frameworks to the Development of Malware Detection 
Systems 

$6,000.00 

                                                                                                                 TOTAL $2,155,780.00 
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STUDENT SPOTLIGHTS 
 

Each volume of USC Upstate’s Student Research Journal reserves a section to 
celebrate the efforts, activities and successes of our students. The spotlights are typically 
divided into two major categories: Alumni Spotlights and Nontraditional Student 
Spotlights. Students featured in the Alumni Spotlight section are nominated by faculty 
members excited about the transition of USC Upstate students into jobs and professional 
programs following graduation. Students featured in the Nontraditional Student Spotlight 
section are nominated by faculty members impressed by the advanced time management 
skills and multitasking abilities of students facing extra challenges during their tenure at 
USC Upstate (e.g., return to learn students, students working outside jobs and/or those 
having a family). Occasionally there are spotlights centered on unique programs that 
resulted in research and professional experiences for students in a given year. In the 
current volume, we spotlight four non-traditional students, five alumni, and student 
participants in a National Institutes of Health Academic Research Enhancement Award 
(AREA) research program. 
 
 

NON-TRADITIONAL SPOTLIGHT: HANNAH KABIR 

  

Hannah Kabir is in her senior year as an English major at USC 
Upstate. In addition to being a student, Hannah is a wife and the mother 
of two young daughters. In 2015, Hannah followed her husband from 
their hometown of Austin, Texas to Spartanburg for her husband's job 
and hit the ground running from the moment their plane landed.  

While Hannah is an English major, her interests are extensive and 
did not come without struggle. While working closely with Dr. David 
Marlow, Hannah developed a fondness for linguistics. She worked on a 
research project investigating "Female Listener Perceptions of the Emoji 
in Textual-based Communications"; her research was presented at the 
2018 SC Upstate Research Symposium and published in the conference 
proceedings. Following the publication, Hannah found a new fondness 

for the interrelationship between linguistics and human-computer interaction; Hannah believes 
that linguistics will hold a revolutionary position in future technologies. Without help from Dr. 
Marlow and her research in emojis, Hannah believes that she would not have pursued a 
technology path. Many believe that English has a linear career path in many senses, but Hannah 
believes that the critical thinking, analyzation, and writing skills imbedded in liberal arts majors 
can be an extremely vital tool in all disciplines.  

USC Upstate has been spectacularly supportive of Hannah's research, both in terms of 
available opportunities and supportive people. Hannah has found a close familial bond in her 
department that has become what Hannah treasures most about USC Upstate. Furthermore, 
Hannah also serves as Vice-President of Non-Traditional Students and as President of Sigma 
Tau Delta English Honor Society. After graduation, Hannah plans to pursue a graduate degree in 
human-computer interaction. In particular, Hannah would like to study the relationship between 
linguistics and artificial intelligence. 
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 NON-TRADITIONAL SPOTLIGHT: NIKKI RIZZO 

 
My name is Nikki K. Rizzo. I am 46 years old, and I love to learn. I 

have been trying to get my degree for over twenty years; it's been an 
interesting journey--I have to deal with a physical disability, which 
makes it difficult for me to attend more than two classes per semester. 
I have always been the type of person who wants to learn and to do 
everything I can. To support myself while attending classes, I have 
worked as a blackjack dealer, a poker dealer, an actor, and a stunt 
person (hence the disability). My family has always been extremely 
supportive of my life, even when it got more than a little crazy.  

I moved to South Carolina from Denver, Colorado three years ago 
with my husband. Although Clemson is much closer to my house, I am 
thrilled to be attending USC Upstate. I began my college career at the 
University of Denver as an Italian major and now, six majors later, I am happy to be working 
toward a degree in English. The professors here are outstanding--I have learned so much from 
them--and the Sponsored Awards and Research Support Office has really aided me in broadening 
the scope of my education. They have all supported me by sending me to conferences where I 
have presented papers on Mentoring and Service Learning. I have also been published in the 
USC Upstate Student Research Journal, have presented at the SC Upstate Research 
Symposium, and had two short pieces published in Writer's Inc.  

I am proud to say that I am now a Magellan Scholar, and I am finally making progress toward 
my goals: to be a writer of fiction, and a forensic linguist. I would also love to be an editor; I'll take 
whatever comes my way. This may sound a little like a small child who says that he wants to be 
a Fireman and an Astronaut, but I have always been a believer in dreams. I am currently at work 
on two novels, one about the life of an IRA member and his love in the 1920s, and the other based 
loosely on the experiences of my grandfather in World War II and Vietnam. I love writing and 
researching, and I have been fortunate to have had the opportunity to learn about many disparate 
subjects through these processes.  

If I could, I think I would love to attend college forever; unfortunately, I would have to pay more 
than I have for that.  

 
 

NON-TRADITIONAL SPOTLIGHT: NICOLE ROGERS 
 

I started at USC Upstate in 2015 in the hopes of finally finishing my 
degree. I wanted to come back and get my degree for some time, but I 
was busy with my family and a demanding manufacturing job. Along with 
many other people, I lost my job when the company moving their 
production overseas. I finally came to a point where I decided not to 
settle into another manufacturing job. I have always wanted a job that I 
felt made a difference in people's lives. I enrolled to earn a degree, and 
after 3 and a half years, I graduated in December of 2018 with my B.S. 
in Biology. I have an amazing husband who has been supportive every 
step of the way. I would not have been able to finish as quickly without 
his support. 

USC Upstate has helped me in various ways. I have been given 
multiple opportunities here, and I am beyond grateful. I have been taught by USC Upstate’s 
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amazing professors and was able to participate in research. Specifically, I have been working with 
Dr. Kimberly Shorter. We worked to determine if there were hormone changes in deer mice 
exposed to excess folic acid. During that time, I wrote a Magellan Scholar proposal to study the 
effects of a microRNA on autophagy in a human neuronal cell line.  I presented the hormone work 
at the 14th Annual SC Upstate Research Symposium in Spring 2018. I plan to present my 
microRNA work at the 15th Annual SC Upstate Research Symposium and at Discover USC in 
Spring 2019.   

Participating in research has given me an interest in causes and effects of disease, the 
research involved, and how different types of treatments are developed based on factual research 
findings. After graduation, I plan to continue school and obtain my Physician Assistant degree 

with a focus on pathology.  
 

NON-TRADITIONAL SPOTLIGHT: DANIELA TILLEY 
 

I was born and raised in Ecuador. I lived in Ecuador with my mom 
and siblings until we moved to New York City at the age of 18. I entered 
school and started my college life right after. Nonetheless, I put my 
college life on hold when I married my husband and became pregnant 
with our first child. Years later, I found myself with four small kids, a 
supportive husband, but no career. I knew it was time to do something 
for myself. I decided to return to school and finish what I had started 
years ago. However, this time I wanted to succeed in this new challenge 
and graduate with grades that would make me proud of my 
achievement. I knew it was not going to be easy because of my life 
situation, but with the support of my family, friends, and God, I was sure 
it could be done.   

I went to Greenville Technical College for two years and received an Associate in Arts degree. 
Nevertheless, I did not want my education to end with an Associate's Degree, so I enrolled in the 
University of South Carolina Upstate to further my education. This dream of mine became a reality 
when I talked to Dr. Celena Kusch as she guided my steps in the right direction and towards 
pursuing my dream. My time at the University of South Carolina Upstate has been short, but 
worthwhile. I enjoyed most of my classes at USC Upstate, and have acquired information and 
material that will be useful in the future. I enjoyed the many projects, discussions, and essays that 
helped me progress as a student and as a person. USC Upstate not only offered me the tools 
necessary to thrive in the work place, but it also gave me the chance to find employment. I will 
miss my time at USC Upstate, but I am ready for my next challenge.   

In my last semester, I registered for an independent study class with Dr. David Coberly at 
High Point Academy. As part of the class, I was to shadow the high school Spanish teacher and, 
if necessary, teach a class. My experience exceeded my expectations because I was able to 
spend time with the students and experience the classroom from a teacher's point of view. The 
experience reinforced my desire to become a Spanish teacher. While I was shadowing the 
Spanish teacher, the school had an opening for an additional Spanish teacher. I applied for the 
position and instructor Heike Wrenn gladly helped me with a letter of recommendation. I am happy 
to share that I found employment prior to graduating in December of 2018. 

I start work as a full-time Spanish teacher at High Point Academy in January of 2019.  My goal 
is to eventually teach Spanish in both middle and high schools. Furthermore, I will enter the PACE 
program in the summer of 2019 and become a certified Spanish teacher. I plan to fully enjoy my 
time as a teacher and successfully apply principles instilled in me at USC Upstate into my pupils. 
In the year 2020, I would like to apply for a Master's program. I am excited every time I think of 
my future. I cannot wait to see where the road takes me as I encounter new challenges.  
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ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: SARA ELIZABETH GRAVES 

 
Beth is originally from Spartanburg, SC. She attended USC 

Upstate where she was captain of the dance team for three years 
before graduating in May 2005 with a Bachelor of Science Degree 
in Secondary English Education. Her time spent at the university is 
something that she looks back on as formative, invigorating, and a 
huge factor for the level of success that she has been able to reach 
today. Additionally, she attended Converse College and graduated 
in July 2012 with a Masters in Secondary English Education, a Gifted 
& Talented Endorsement, and a Masters+30 in Media Technology. 

Beth has also received her Read to Succeed Endorsement. She is currently in her 14th year as 
an educator, all of which have been spent at the Boiling Springs High School Ninth Grade Campus 
(BS9). Beth spent the first 11 years of her career teaching English I and English II College Prep 
and Honors, as well as two years as the Literacy Lead Teacher, and has also served as the 
English Department Chair since 2014. She was named the 2015-2016 Teacher of the Year.  

Beth transitioned from the classroom to the instructional side full-time as the Literacy Coach 
in 2016 at BS9. Currently, she spends her days assisting classroom teachers with best practices 
in relation to literacy integration and implementation to ensure their students are receiving the 
greatest opportunities available in their educational journey. She strives to help students achieve 
in whatever their post-secondary endeavors include, and she also promotes reading in as many 
ways possible. Student achievement and success is her biggest mission, but Beth also wants the 
students that come through her school to know their worth, equipping them with the desire and 
drive to go farther than they ever imagined was possible. She considers herself a life-long learner, 
so she tries to instill and grow this same trait in as many students as possible. In order to continue 
learning and growing herself, Beth is currently enrolled in an online program through American 
College of Education, where she will graduate in June 2019 with a Master’s in Educational 
Leadership and certification in School Supervision & Administration. She was recently inducted 
into the Kappa Delta Pi International Honor Society in Education with a 4.0 GPA in her current 
program. Her plans are to continue her education by obtaining and Ed.D in Curriculum & 
Instruction.  

“I have always loved teaching and students, but I have equally loved reading, writing, and all 
things literacy. By becoming an educator, I was able to find the best and greatest way to combine 
all of my passions into something that I would love to do every day. I am grateful that I had 
wonderful professors like Dr. Thomas McConnell who saw value, talent, and promise in me, and 
encouraged me to strive to be the best version of myself possible. Thanks to kind and caring 
people like Dr. McConnell, I have been able to live my best life, encouraging and instilling in the 
young people of our future the same merits that were discovered and cultivated in me.”          
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ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: BRADLEY HAMILTON                 
 

In 2006 I relocated from a small town in upstate New York to an 
even smaller town in upstate South Carolina. After relocating I found it 
difficult to reestablish what I thought was my niche, which was working 
with individuals with developmental disabilities. In the Spring of 2011 
after countless dead end jobs, I began working with autistic children as 
an ABA Therapist. This particular job forever changed my life, and 
quite honestly, I may not be where I am today if it wasn't for two boys 
who showed me tremendous patience to overcome adversity, a 
willingness to learn, and the determination to simply never give up. 

In the Fall of 2011, I decided it was time to pursue higher 
education. I loved my job as an ABA therapist, however my ceiling was 
quite low without a degree. At the age of 28 all of these ideas started 
to fall into place. I completed my first two years of undergraduate coursework at Spartanburg 
Community College; I was able to complete most of my work online and continue working. I then 
transferred to USC Upstate where I would finish the pursuit of a B.S. in Psychology. During my 
studies at Upstate I also completed two independent studies with Dr. Scott Meek. I developed a 
study looking at the effects of structure on divergent thinking. This study opened many doors for 
me, particularly magnifying the interest I had in conducting research. 

As graduation approached I had a decision to make. Should I pursue a Psychology graduate 
degree? Or should I pursue a graduate degree in Social Work? It turns out, after a tremendous 
amount of time spent weighing my options, that I chose Social Work. I am currently just one 
semester away from completing my Master's in Social Work (MSW) from the University of South 
Carolina College of Social Work. With this decision brought worries about if I would have the 
opportunity to continue my new found passion for conducting research ─ I simply did not know if 
I would have the opportunity. 

For a Communities and Organizations class that is required for my MSW program, I was 
placed in a group that was partnered with a local agency that offers transitional housing to women 
reentering the community from being incarcerated. This small project has now turned into an 
advanced level field placement where the opportunities are endless, and honestly has me working 
with a population that I never even considered working with. I am currently working on forming a 
ride-share nonprofit agency that will offer transportation services to vulnerable populations in and 
around Spartanburg. I am also helping my field agency further develop their agency through social 
enterprise. In addition to this, I will be completing an independent study with Dr. Lynn McMillan, 
Director of the Child Advocacy (CAST) Studies at Upstate, researching essentially the pathways 
women took to incarceration and beyond. With these developments, I have decided to make a 
hard pursuit of my PhD. I will be applying in January, 2019 to the University of South Carolina 
College of Social Work's PhD program. I owe a tremendous amount of gratitude to USC Upstate's 
Psychology and CAST departments as they more than prepared me for continuing to pursue my 
goals and interests. It is also a wonderful feeling to be able to go back and visit and still be widely 
accepted. Thank you Upstate. #SpartanStrong 
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ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: KRISTIN KIRCHNER 
 

I graduated from USC Upstate in the spring of 2017. I began my 
journey there as a Chemistry major, where Dr. Chris Bender inspired 
within me a love of chemistry and a desire to teach. This was something 
I expressed through the Chemistry Club during all of my years at USC 
Upstate. The spring of my freshman year, I took my first psychology class 
from Dr. Jan Griffin. She helped me to realize my love for behavioral 
research, which prompted my change of major to Psychology. While in 
the department of Psychology, I received instruction on statistics and 
experimental design from Dr. Susan Ruppel, support with my own 
experiments from Dr. Scott Meek, and help with professional 
development from Dr. Jan Griffin. They all served as important mentors 
and guides during my journey at USC Upstate, and they have continued 

to support me as I have moved on to further my education. 
I am currently in the Experimental Psychology Ph.D. program at USC Columbia in a 

Behavioral Neuroscience lab that focuses on the neurocognitive effects of HIV-1. I do work that 
is very different from what I started with at USC Upstate, but the skills I was taught during my time 
there have certainly carried over. I use chemistry knowledge that I was taught almost 5 years ago 
on a daily basis, which has helped me become an independent and confident lab member. The 
topics I learned in the psychology classes I took at USC Upstate were integral to cultivating my 
current interests, and I am very thankful to have had the privilege to take classes from such skilled 
instructors. Dr. Susan Ruppel gave me an excellent foundation in experimental design, and I have 
been able to bring that knowledge with me when designing my own experiments in graduate 
school. Dr. Jan Griffin helped me obtain my first experiences presenting posters at conferences, 
and I later did my first oral presentation at a conference with Dr. Scott Meek. Each of them put so 
much time and effort into helping me develop as a scientist and as a professional. I am able to 
carry myself through presentations with confidence and ease because of their guidance. These 
professors have all inspired me to become a professor and scientist like they are. I would love 
nothing more in the future than to teach students as they have, and instill within the students the 
desire to know and do more, just as they have done for me. 

With my chemistry and psychology background, I feel like my current program of study is a 
perfect fit. In addition to being a student of Behavioral Neuroscience, I am also enrolled in an 
interdisciplinary training program supported by the National Institutes of Health called the 
Behavioral-Biomedical Interface Program. This program aims to support interdisciplinary research 
and collaboration, while allowing the students enrolled to receive training from a broad selection 
of departments. I regularly use both the chemistry training and the behavioral training I received 
from the two departments I was a part of at Upstate, so it felt like it was a natural progression to 
continue doing interdisciplinary work during my graduate studies. 

I am endlessly grateful for the mentorship that I received while at USC Upstate. It was such a 
privilege to work with amazing professors who continually advocated for my success, and who I 
am confident will continue to do so even long after my graduation date. 
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ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: STACEY D. MILLS 
 

Stacey D. Mills is the executive director of the Greenville 
Campus for the University of South Carolina Upstate. In this role 
he participates as a member of the Chancellor's Extended 
Cabinet, provides service for university functions beyond 
Greenville, and collaborates with the Vice Provost along with 
other university leaders to plan and implement a variety of 
services and programs to ensure continued growth and success 
of USC Upstate in Greenville. 

A 2003 USC Upstate graduate, Mills served as president of 
the Student Government Association and was a member of the 
internationally renowned Gospel Choir. Today, he serves as a 
role model for students who attend the institution that has been 

intertwined with his life for the past 26 years. 
"My life has been shaped by this institution –first as a student, and now I'm here everyday 

coming to work. USC Upstate changed my life and that of my family's and I'm able to see that 
happen in other people's families every day," said Mills. "That gives me great joy." 

Just as Mills' roots run deep at the University, so too does his connection and involvement 
with the Greenville community. He has served as senior pastor to Mountain View Baptist Church 
in downtown Greenville for the past 21 years and his community roles include being part of the 
City of Greenville Comprehensive Development Plan Advisory Committee, Boy Scouts of America 
Blue Ridge Council Board of Directors, Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Inc., Leadership Greenville 
Class 40, Riley Institute's Diversity Leaders Initiative, and Leadership Spartanburg. 

Presently, Mills serves as the chairman of the Urban League of the Upstate Board of Directors, 
which works to provide economic empowerment, educational opportunities and the guarantee of 
civil rights for the underserved in America. He was recently elected to the National Urban League 
Board of Trustees. In this three-year national appointment, Mills will be the representative who 
helps facilitate interactions among the Urban Leagues located in the South region of the U.S. and 
the national organization. 

Mills feels honored to be in a leadership position that offers second chances to people who 
are struggling in life or may be rebounding from tragedy. He points to high school students who 
struggle for direction finding alternatives to violence and other crimes, or an adult who is facing 
financial difficulties receiving counseling and services that allow them to keep their home. 

According to Mills, providing quality of life to residents in Greenville means that all citizens 
have access to adequate housing, healthcare, education and public transportation as this impacts 
people's ability to move from one station in life to the next. 

He is contributing to these efforts with his service as a member of the Piedmont Health 
Foundation Board of Directors, which helps to improve health in Greenville County by identifying 
critical issues, catalyzing community action, and supporting the organization's health related 
programs. By tackling the root causes of community health issues and aiming for changes to the 
larger system, the Piedmont Health Foundation focuses its efforts on improving health in a broad 
way to create sustainable change. 

Recently appointed to the Greenville Health Authority Board of Trustees, Mills joins 13 other 
board members who are responsible for overseeing the lease agreement between the Greenville 
Health Authority Board of Trustees and GHS Board of Directors, assessing community need, and 
administering the "Healthy Greenville" and "Healthy Greenville, Too!," which are grant initiatives 
to improve the health of the Upstate community. 



 

  

Page | xiv     Volume XI,  Fal l  2018 
 

In an effort to learn more about the healthcare industry, Mills participated as a Greenville 
Health System Medical Scholar this fall to understand the changing healthcare environment and 
how GHS is helping to transform healthcare delivery in the Upstate and Midlands. 

Mills lives in Greenville with his wife Jacqueline Burton who also graduated from USC Upstate. 
She is in her 18th year of teaching science at Eastside High School. The couple has three children 
-- son Harrison is a cadet at West Point, daughter Kiersten is a freshman at Spelman College, 
and 12-year old son Zion attends Sevier Middle School. 

 
 

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: STACEY OLSON 
                                                                            
     "Welcome to South Carolina" that is what the sign read twelve years 
ago as we crossed the Stateline, but I read it as "Welcome to New 
Beginnings". I believed at the time I was taking a leap of faith with my 
two children by moving 3,000 miles to a state we had never visited 
before. Our "New Beginning" was leaving behind people we loved and 
our home in California. I had to gather the courage to walk away 
because I wanted to provide a brighter future for my children than I had 
experienced in my own childhood. A brighter future for my children did 
not mean one of many material things but rather a future of options, 
and to be able to stretch their imaginations beyond the basic needs of 
surviving.  

Arriving in South Carolina not knowing exactly how to do things 
differently than I experienced myself, I believed my best hope for my 
children was in completing my college education. I returned to school to pair my life experiences 
with furthering my education through completion of my Baccalaureate degree in Experimental 
Psychology with a minor in Child Advocacy Studies at USC Upstate. 

I attribute much of my success at USC Upstate to my professors, Student Disability Services 
(Dr. Miller), peers, and amazing staff. The compassionate and supportive environment at the 
university and within the Psychology Department helped me to thrive as a nontraditional 
student. Together over the course of three years they taught me how to identify my academic 
strengths and weaknesses, which in turn helped me to learn how to overcome many of the 
challenges that having Dyslexia and being a nontraditional student brings to the classroom. With 
their support they helped me to build on what I can do instead of all of the things I cannot 
do. They empowered me to ask questions, which lead to my involvement in research. While at 
Upstate, I received a Magellan Scholarship and was awarded other grants to conduct research. I 
completed several Independent Studies in advanced research and had the opportunity to present 
at several regional and national conferences.  

George Eliot said, "It is never too late to be the person you were meant to be". While at USC 
Upstate my mentors (Dr. McMillan, Dr. Meek, Dr. Parker, and Dr. Ruppel) challenged me to see 
beyond what I thought I could do and pursue my calling and purpose in life of becoming a social 
worker. My talents, life experiences, education, and research interests fit well with social work as 
a profession. I attended graduate school at the USC College of Social Work where I received my 
Master's in Social Work (MSW) with a concentration in Health/Mental Health. While in graduate 
school I had the unique opportunity to complete some of my graduate work at the USC Upstate 
Child Protection Training Center (CPTC) under the direction of Dr. Parker and Dr. McMillan. In 
my undergraduate coursework I learned about the national movement to build trauma-informed 
schools. I used this information when developing my graduate work. Through two Independent 
studies and two semesters of my practicum I helped to develop a Compassionate School training 
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model for schools in Spartanburg County and across our state. It is a flexible training model 
designed to specifically address how to improve the educational outcomes for all students using 
a holistic and systems approach to cultivate a trauma-sensitive environment that promotes skills 
of resilience. To date this information and training has now reached 21 counties in our state and 
over 3,000 educators. Currently I am a Licensed Social Worker for the state of SC, the Training 
Coordinator and the Project Coordinator for the SC Resilient Schools Initiative at the USC Upstate 
CPTC. 

Sarah Addison Allen stated, "She understood that the hardest times in life to go through were 
when you were transitioning from one version of yourself to another". I will never forget the image 
in my rearview mirror of my children in the back seat, and our home fading in the distance as we 
drove to our "New Beginning".  My ingenuity to overcome my own challenges in life has fueled 
my desire to want to help others achieve success. I believe that all my experiences, professionally 
and personally, at USC Upstate have shaped me into the social worker I have become. I am very 
proud of the education I have received from USC Upstate, and those who helped and supported 
me along the way in the Psychology Department.  
 

 
 

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT: MASON TURNER 
 

When I began my search for an undergraduate institution, I was 
not sure what exactly I was looking for. I grew up in the surrounding 
city of Spartanburg and was comfortable and familiar with a smaller 
student body. Once I toured USC Upstate I could sense the tight knit 
community as I walked around the campus. However, it wasn't until I 
began my academic career that I realized USC Upstate was a 
microcosm of the world beyond the small town I grew up in. Attending 
USC Upstate, especially being a part of the English department, 
afforded me the opportunity to gain insight about both the history and 
the opportunities in the community I was raised in, and so many other 
cultures present all around me. The USC Upstate community allowed 
me to experience a diverse student population. In addition, USC 
Upstate's academic programs pushed me to seek and receive new and challenging information 
that helped me grow academically and personally.  

During my time at USC Upstate I joined various organizations. As a sophomore, I began my 
leadership career as the Senator at Large for the Student Government Association (SGA). I 
worked my way through the senate to become the SGA Vice President my junior year. While 
involved with the SGA, I was also an active member in Phi Mu Fraternity (a sorority on campus). 
I served as the sorority's chapter treasurer and academic success chair. My leadership positions 
allowed me to help other student and local organizations. For example, the SGA voted on 
proposed funding projects from other student organizations. Additionally, I helped to raise over 
$19,000 for the local Children's Miracle Network Hospital in Greenville during Phi Mu's annual 
dance marathon. In addition to my participation in these two active organizations, I also was a 
member of the Gamma Beta Phi national honors society.  

While working in and with these organizations, I was an English major with a minor in Pre-
Law. With the knowledge and experience I gained within both of these departments I was able to 
work my way to being accepted and attending law school. I graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in 
English, Magna Cum Laude, and was accepted to Mercer University School of Law, Class of 
2021.  



 

  

Page | xvi     Volume XI,  Fal l  2018 
 

I am currently in my first semester of law school where the education I received at USC 
Upstate has proven to be extremely helpful and an advantage as compared to my classmates 
from other institutions. While at Mercer Law I continue to work on the leadership skills that began 
to develop when I was an undergraduate student. For example, I serve as a 1L representative for 
the Student Bar Association. I am also a member of the Association for Women Law Students, 
Phi Delta Phi legal fraternity, and Historians In Law Society.  

Being a part of these organizations would not be possible without the spark in community 
service that I discovered while at Upstate. USC Upstate's community and faculty allowed me to 
nurture my passions for service and academic challenges. Without my experience and the 
education I received while at USC Upstate, my "Why?" for choosing to pursue a career as an 
attorney would be missing.  
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2018 NATIONAL INSTITUTES OF HEALTH 
STUDENT RESEARCH SPOTLIGHTS 

 

In the Fall of 2016 Dr. Joshua Ruppel of USC Upstate and Co-Principle Investigator, Dr. Nicole 
Snyder of Davidson College, were awarded a three-year National Institutes of Health Academic 
Research Enhancement Award (AREA) to support their research program involving 
undergraduate researchers. The goal of the NIH-AREA grant program is to support meritorious 
research that directly involves undergraduate students in hands-on research experiences at 
smaller, primarily undergraduate-focused institutions. The collaborative project, entitled 
“Precision Glycopolymer-Bacteriochlorin Conjugates for Probing HA-CD44 Interactions,” seeks to 
investigate how a class of compounds interacts with cellular receptors. These interactions may 
be exploited in the future to enhance a type of cancer treatment called Photodynamic Therapy 
(PDT).  Students working on this research in Dr. Ruppel’s lab at USC Upstate play a direct role in 
developing methods to synthesize the glycoconjugates that are the focus of this study. As the 
grants enters its third year, the program has supported the research efforts of nine USC Upstate 
undergraduate students during 8-10 week long research experiences in Dr. Ruppel’s lab. These 
experiences have resulted in several presentations at national and regional conferences, as well 
as acceptances into graduate schools as highlighted below.   
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2018 NIH AREA SPOTLIGHT: MATT 

BENNION 
Synthesis and Characterization of beta- and 

meso- Functionalized Carbohydrate-Porphyrin 
Conjugates (CPC’s) 

 
Matthew C. Bennion1, David Dennis1, Morgan Burch2, Austen 
Henderson1, Matthew R. Parris1, Noura Abualeinan1, Logan 

Russel2, Nicole L. Snyder2, Joshua V. Ruppel1 
1. Chemistry, USC Upstate, Spartanburg, SC. 2. Chemistry, 

Davidson College, Davidson, NC. 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Matt Bennion graduated with an American Chemical Society certified bachelor’s degree in Chemistry (Spring 2018) 
and is currently pursuing a Master’s degree in Chemical Engineering at the University of Birmingham. 

 
 

ABSTRACT. A series of beta- and meso- functionalized carbohydrate-porphyrin 
conjugates were synthesized using azide-alkyne Huisgen cycloaddition. The Huisgen 
reaction is an example of a 1,3- dipolar cycloaddition reaction that creates a 1,2,3-
triazole from an azide and terminal alkyne. Conjugation of beta- and meso- alkynylated 
porphyrins with azido carbohydrates, synthesized from commercially available 
carbohydrates, resulted in a series of carbohydrate-porphyrin conjugates derivatives in 
good yields. Conjugation is successful with mono- and di-saccharides and retained 
good yields while undergoing one or two cycloaddition reactions. The spectral 
properties of the beta- and meso- functionalized CPCs will be explored due to their 
potential use as photosensitizers in a variety of applications such as dye-sensitizer solar 
cells and photodynamic therapy.  
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2018 NIH AREA SPOTLIGHT: NOURA 

ABUALEINAN 
Towards the Synthesis of Bacteriochlorin 

Glycoconjugates 
 

Noura Abualeinan1, Matthew R. Parris1, David Dennis1, Morgan 
Burch2, Nicole L. Snyder2, Joshua V. Ruppel1 

1. Chemistry, USC Upstate, Spartanburg, SC. 2. Chemistry, 
Davidson College, Davidson, NC. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Noura Abualeinan graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Biology (Spring 2018) and is currently pursuing a Master’s 
degree in Community Engaged Medicine at Furman University.  

ABSTRACT. A series of beta- and meso- functionalized carbohydrate-porphyrin 
conjugates were synthesized using azide-alkyne Huisgen cycloaddition. The Huisgen 
reaction is an example of a 1,3- dipolar cycloaddition reaction that creates a 1,2,3-
triazole from an azide and terminal alkyne. Conjugation of beta- and meso- alkynylated 
porphyrins with azido carbohydrates, synthesized from commercially available 
carbohydrates, resulted in a series of carbohydrate-porphyrin conjugates derivatives in 
good yields. Conjugation is successful with mono- and di-saccharides and retained 
good yields while undergoing one or two cycloaddition reactions. The spectral 
properties of the beta- and meso- functionalized CPCs will be explored due to their 
potential use as photosensitizers in a variety of applications such as dye-sensitizer solar 
cells and photodynamic therapy.  
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Efficacy of Chemical Disinfectant Wipes on Children’s 
Books 

 
KETSANA KENEKHAM 

became interested in 
clinical microbiology when 
she enrolled in Dr. Webb’s 
microbiology course. After 
one year of independent 
study, Dr. Webb 
encouraged me to extend 
my research experience by 
applying for the Magellan Scholars Research grant to 
study the efficacy of disinfectant wipes on different 
species of bacteria. The project peaked my interest in 
that the study serves as a public service 
announcement to the general public that adequate 
disinfecting protocols within healthcare facilities are 
lacking and therefore strongly needed. My favorite part 
about this project was independently working in the lab. 
Dr. Webb taught me how to trust in my own abilities 
while Kathleen provided additional support with 
material preparation and set-up. I am extremely 
thankful to have gained two valuable mentors from 
being a part of this study. My future plans are to attend 
graduate school for Biology, and I believe that the 
research experience I gained as a Magellan Scholar 
prepared me to think like scientist. My advice to 
students pursuing a research-based position would be 
to be comfortable working unsupervised while not 
being hesitant to ask for help when needed. My 
hobbies include outdoor activities and attending 
musical events such as concerts and music festivals. 
 

KATHLEEN FERRIS received 

her Master of Science degree in 
Wildlife & Fishery Sciences at Texas A&M University in 1994. After receiving 
my degree, I became the laboratory manager and an adjunct professor in the 
Division of Natural Sciences at Alverno College. Later I became an Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Computer Studies at the same school. 
Wisconsin was too cold, so my spouse and I moved to Spartanburg and 
accepted positions at USC-Upstate. I have been at the University for 20 years 
in different positions including my original position as the Director of the 
Center for Learning Innovation & Achievement within the College of Arts & 
Sciences. My current position includes directing and coordinating the microbiology teaching 
laboratories and as a Senior Instructor in Division of Natural Sciences & Engineering. Over the 
last several years I have had the privilege to collaborate with several faculty members on student

ABSTRACT. Children’s book covers 

sampled from three upstate South 
Carolina outpatient pediatric healthcare 
facilities were found to contain 
significantly high levels of microbial 
contamination. This study was 
conducted to determine the efficacy of 
widely available single-use disposable 
disinfectant wipes containing active 
ingredients such as isopropyl alcohol, 
quaternary ammonium compounds, 
sodium hypochlorite, and hydrogen 
peroxide against bacteria commonly 
associated with nosocomial, or hospital-
acquired, infections such as 
Staphylococcus aureus, Escherichia 
coli, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and 
Enterococcus faecalis on children’s 
book covers. The book covers were 
inoculated with bacteria and the efficacy 
of individual commercially-available 
disinfectant wipes was tested in order to 
determine if incorporating antimicrobial 
disinfectant wipes could help limit the 
spread of nosocomial infections within 
healthcare facilities. On average, all 
wipes were able to remove at least 99% 
of the total bacterial load. Our results 
show that any of the wipes utilized in the 
experiment are effective agents in 
disinfecting book covers and disinfection 
protocols using single-use disinfectant 
wipes may prove vital to limiting the 
spread of contamination and infection 
within healthcare facilities. 
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research projects exploring turtle basking rates with Dr. David Ferris and microbial survey studies 
with Dr. Ginny Webb. One such microbial study involved surveying microbes on nonfood-contact 
surfaces in a restaurant, the results of the study were published in the Journal of Food Safety. 
For the project evaluating the efficacy of chemical disinfectants on children’s books, I was able to 
work closely with Ketsana Kenekham, a hardworking, self-directing and gifted student - clearly 
representing the characteristics of a Magellan Scholar. I look forward to future collaborations with 
Dr. Webb on student research projects. 

 

GINNY WEBB is a microbiologist with a focus on fungal pathogenesis and 

microbial contamination in restaurant and hospital settings. Dr. Webb is 
originally from Florence, South Carolina and she earned her Ph.D. in 
Microbiology and Immunology from the Medical University of South Carolina. 
She is in her 7th year at USC Upstate. Dr. Webb has recently presented her 
work at the American Society of Microbiology meetings and has published in 
microbiology journals including: Pediatric Infectious Disease Journal, 
Journal of Food Safety, FEMS Microbiology Letters, and the Journal of 
Microbiology and Biology Education. Ketsana began this research project 
with Dr. Webb to continue a study that showed high levels of microbial 

contamination in pediatrician waiting rooms. Ketsana worked independently to test and determine 
the most efficient and effective way to disinfect children’s books found in pediatrician waiting 
rooms. She worked hard on this project and produced clear and consistent results. 

 
1. Introduction 

 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), approximately 1.7 million 
healthcare-associated infections (HAI) in the United States occur each year, with an annual 
statistic of 99,000 deaths from these HAIs [1]. Touch surfaces in health facilities that receive daily 
contact from various patients and workers may serve as fomites, or reservoirs for cross-
contaminating bacteria, if not disinfected and maintained properly [2]. Bacterial contamination is 
dependent on both chemical properties attributed to the touch surface as well as time since last 
disinfection of the surface [3]. The maximum acceptable level of microbial contamination in 
healthcare facilities is typically 250 CFU/100cm2. This project is a follow-up to a study conducted 
by Gudakova et al. [4] which surveyed the touch surfaces of regular and children’s seats as well 
as children’s books for bacterial load in sick- and well-child outpatient pediatric waiting rooms of 
three upstate South Carolina healthcare facilities. Alarmingly, the group discovered that children’s 
books contained approximately 734 CFU/100cm2 in well-child and 285 CFU/100cm2 in sick-child 
outpatient waiting rooms, and in addition, the highest total bacterial load in comparison to all touch 
surfaces surveyed.  

Because young children in general may be less inclined to maintain proper hygiene compared 
to adults, the covers of children’s books placed in waiting rooms of pediatric facilities may play a 
significant role in the transmission and harboring of infectious bacteria if not cleaned properly. 
Although these facilities are required to have cleaning and disinfection protocols in federal 
accordance with OSHA, the EPA, and the CDC, many of these facilities place less focus on 
regularly cleaning the covers of children’s books placed in waiting rooms that are accessible to 
the general public. Therefore, this study suggests that implementation of an efficient disinfection 
protocol for books kept in healthcare facilities may prove vital in limiting the spread of nosocomial 
infections. 

Some studies for cleaning only the surfaces of critical touch objects have shown that pairing  
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the effect of the chemical itself with manual cleaning allows for a more efficient disinfection  
method [5]. The CDC argues against reusable cleaning cloths due to their high potential to spread 
bacteria (upon improper disinfection) across areas where bacterial contamination is already high 
[6]. Therefore, single-use disposable towels impregnated with a disinfectant are ideal for quick 
low-level disinfection when spot-cleaning noncritical surfaces. However, no efficient wiping 
method exists for disinfecting these critical touch-surfaces. Many factors beyond the disinfectant 
chemical alone contribute to wiping efficacy on a critical touch surface such as the amount of 
pressure applied, soil load and the antimicrobial efficacy of the chemical disinfectant alone [7].  

This study is an attempt to identify an efficient method of disinfection using single-use 
disinfectant antibacterial wipes to disinfect book covers in hopes of limiting the spread of bacteria 
through touch-surface contact. We aim to determine the efficacy of various types of single-use 
disinfectant wipes on bacteria present on softcover and hardcover children’s books. The purpose 
of this study is to provide recommendations to healthcare facilities regarding the most effective 
methods for cleaning touch surfaces, like books, in their waiting rooms. We selected disinfectants 
with isopropyl alcohol, quaternary ammonium compounds, sodium hypochlorite, and hydrogen 
peroxide as the main ingredients. Table 1 shows the EPA registration number as well as the 
minimum contact time obtained from each product website.  

Four clinically relevant strains (Staphylococcus aureus, Escherichia coli, Pseudomonas 
aeruginosa, and Enterococcus faecalis) were studied to determine their susceptibility to single-
use disposable chemical disinfectant wipes. Staphylococcus aureus is a gram-positive coccus 
which can be found harmlessly within the nasal cavities of approximately 30% of the United States 
population [8]. Infection with S. aureus can lead to pneumonia, skin infections, organ infections, 
and life-threatening conditions such as bacterial sepsis. Many strains such as MRSA, VISA and 
VRSA have become resistant to antibiotics. The risk of infection by S. aureus is increased in 
immunocompromised persons or by contact with contaminated medical equipment or surfaces. 

Escherichia coli is a rod-shaped gram-negative enteric strain commonly found in fecal matter 
and the environment. Symptoms resulting from infection by E. coli may include diarrhea, urinary 
tract infections, pneumonia, and sepsis. The number of gram-negative health-care associated 
infections per year are increasing. A 2008 survey by the CDC’s National Healthcare Safety 
Network (NHSN) reported that 13% of E. coli found in intensive care units were multi-drug 
resistant [9].  

Pseudomonas aeruginosa is a gram-negative rod-shaped bacterial species found in the 
environment. The bacteria may be found in contaminated water and can cause mild illnesses 
such as ear infections and skin rashes, but may become fatal upon infection of the bloodstream 
resulting in sepsis. The CDC estimates that 13% of the 51,000 healthcare-associated 
Pseudomonas infections each year have been found to contain multidrug-resistant P. aeruginosa, 
resulting in approximately 400 deaths per year [10]. 

Enterococcus faecalis belongs to the Enterococci family, which is the leading cause of 
nosocomial infections in the United States [11]. The bacteria normally inhabit the human gut flora. 
Because E. faecalis can tolerate various types of environments and many strains are becoming 
increasingly drug resistant, such as VRE (vancomycin-resistant enterococcus), transmission may 
occur within healthcare facilities from patient to patient or may be recovered from the environment 
from animal feces or sewage. 

Previous work did not identify whether the amount of bacteria present on the objects sampled 
would be high enough to be considered as a source of infection [4]. However, our study consists 
of a dosage that is high enough to be considered as a source of transmission.
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2. Methods 
 

Four strains of bacteria were used: Staphylococcus aureus (ordered from VWR), Escherichia 
coli, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and Enterococcus faecalis (the latter three were ordered from 
Carolina Biological Cultures). Bacteria were incubated for 24hrs in Tryptic Soy broth. Five 
commercially-available wipes were tested for efficacy: Lysol Disinfecting Wipes and Clorox 
Hydrogen Peroxide Cleaner Disinfectant Wipes were ordered from Wal-Mart. PDI™ Sani-Cloth™ 
Bleach Germicidal Disposable Wipes, Fisherbrand™ Pre-moistened Wipes and PDI™ Sani-
Cloth™ Plus Germicidal Disposable Cloths were ordered from Fisher Scientific. The procedure 
was executed by one person in order to keep variables such as wiping pressure and motion 
controlled. Softcover (National Geographic Kids Try This!) and hardcover (Sesame Street Story) 
books were ordered from the Dollar Tree website. Each book cover was cut into 3.50” x 3.50” 
(8.89cm x 8.89cm) squares and sterilized. 

The culture was then vortexed for one minute on high-speed to create a uniform mixture 
before adding two-milliliter aliquots into sterile glass centrifuge tubes. Sterile swabs were mixed 
in the bacteria cultures for 20 seconds and were used to inoculate each sterile hardcover and 
softcover book square. Book squares were placed in large sterile petri dishes to minimize chances 
of contamination during inoculation. This step was conducted for all bacterial strains used in the 
study. Squares were inoculated using a horizontal top-to-bottom and then a vertical left-to-right 
swabbing motion, making sure not to touch contaminate the bottom or the walls of the petri dish.  

The inoculated squares were allowed to dry in the same large petri dishes for 20 minutes 
before being wiped in a pattern similar to the motion used during the inoculation step. Starting 
with an uncontaminated area of the napkin, the wipe was moved across the cover in a horizontal 
top-to-bottom pattern, folded in half horizontally and again vertically, and then swiped in a vertical  
left-to-right pattern across the book cover. The book squares were covered and air dried for 20 
minutes to ensure full efficacy (in accordance to the minimum treatment time listed in Table 1) of 
the product. The surface of each book square was then sampled for bacteria.  

Using sterile techniques, a swab soaked in 3mL 0.07% Lecithin + 0.05% Tween-20 
neutralizing solution was used to sample the book covers after the 20-minute treatment period. 
Once the sample was collected, the swab was vortexed in the neutralizing solution for 1 minute 
on high-speed. The tube was allowed to settle for 20 minutes then vortexed again on high-speed 
for 1 minute. Then cell-containing solution was serial diluted using sterile PBS to create sample 
concentrations of 100 through 10-5 and 200µL of each sample was plated onto Tryptic soy agar 
(TSA). CFUs were counted after approximately 24hr incubation at 37ºC and compared to their 
respective controls (the books inoculated with bacteria but not disinfected) for efficacy. Efficacy 
was determined by normalizing the ratio of the average number of CFUs recovered after treatment 
to the average number of CFUs recovered from the control into percentages and subtracting from 
100%. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 
 

Based on active ingredients listed for each wipe in Table 1, Clorox Hydrogen Peroxide Cleaner 
Disinfectant Wipes were classified as hydrogen peroxide (H2O2), PDI™ Sani-Cloth™ Bleach 
Germicidal Disposable Wipes represented bleach, Fisherbrand™ Premoistened Wipes with 
alcohol from Fisher Scientific represented the isopropyl alcohol (iPrOH) group, and PDI™ Sani-
Cloth™ Plus Germicidal Disposable Cloths represented the quaternary ammonium group. 
Because Lysol contains a combination of quaternary ammonium compounds in addition to a 
relatively significant alcohol concentration, Lysol was classified in its own group for the purpose
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of the study Figure 1a-1d shows the efficacy of the iPrOH, quaternary ammonium compounds, 
bleach, Lysol, and H2O2 against the clinically relevant bacterial strains: Staphylococcus aureus,  
Escherichia coli, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and Enterococcus faecalis. Efficacy was measured 
by comparing bacterial CFU percentage reductions of disinfected books to controls that were 
inoculated but received no disinfection.  

Data shown are the averages of three independent trials with error bars representing standard 
deviation. All disinfectant wipes tested show a bacterial reduction much below the standard of 
250 CFU/100cm2 and over 99% efficacy against all four bacteria.  

Although no extensive technical protocols exist for disinfection of bacterial loads on touch 
surfaces in these outpatient hospital facilities, it is important to implement proper cleaning 
methods to reduce the potential of disease transmission. Previous studies have shown that 
outpatient facilities have limited cleaning practices and some do not clean objects such as books 
in the waiting rooms [4]. This study shows that all disinfectants tested were effective in reducing 
bacterial load and therefore any disinfection method is better than having none at all. However, 
more studies are needed to provide the most efficient method. More studies should be conducted 
on the use of disinfectants on touch surfaces in hospital facilities to provide the best 
recommendations to these facilities. This would include determining the best frequency for 
cleaning, the efficacy of chemical disinfectants with differing bacterial loads, the efficacy of 
disinfectants on surfaces with multiple bacterial species, and the length of treatment time needed. 
 

4. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, the implementation of single-use disinfectant wipes impregnated with isopropyl 
alcohol, quaternary ammonium compounds, sodium hypochlorite, and hydrogen peroxide 
chemicals serve as efficient disinfectants for children’s book covers when used with an efficient 
wiping method and may limit the spread of infection within outpatient pediatric healthcare facilities. 
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6. Tables and Figures

Table 1. Single use disposable wipes used for disinfecting book covers. The wipes were 
classified during the experiment based on most active ingredients. 

Product Chemical 
Classification 

Active Ingredients EPA 
Registration 
Number 

Minimum 
Recommended 
Contact Time 

Lysol Disinfecting 
Wipes Value 
Pack (Lemon & 
Lime Blossom) [i] 

Quaternary 
(plus low 
alcohol) 

Alkyl dimethyl 
benzyl ammonium 
chloride (0.1-1.0%) 
Ethanol (2.5-10.0%) 

777-114 4 min 

Clorox 
Healthcare 
Hydrogen 
Peroxide 
Disinfectant 
Wipes [ii] 

Hydrogen 
peroxide 

Hydrogen Peroxide 
(1.4%) 

67619-25 5 min 

Fisherbrand™ 
Premoistened 
Wipes with 
Alcohol [iii] 

Isopropyl 
alcohol 

Isopropyl alcohol 
(70.0%) 

Not EPA 
registered 

-- 

PDI™ Sani-
Cloth™ Bleach 
Germicidal 
Disposable 
Wipes [iv] 

Bleach Sodium 
hypochlorite 
(0.60%) 

9480-8 4 min 

PDI™ Sani-
Cloth™ Plus 
Germicidal 
Disposable 
Cloths [v] 

Quaternary Alkyl dimethyl 
ethylbenzyl 
ammonium 
chlorides (0.125%) 
Alkyl dimethyl 
benzyl ammonium 
chlorides (0.125%) 

61178-4-9480 3 min 

i https://resources.cleanitsupply.com/MSDS/RAC89882_MSDS.PDF 

ii https://www.cloroxprofessional.com/assets/products/Clorox-Healthcare/Hydrogen-Peroxide-

Cleaner-Disinfectants/Technical-Info-Wipes-Clorox-Healthcare-Hydr-Perox-NI-39531.pdf 

iii https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/fisherbrand-premoistened-wipes-3/p-210687 

iv https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/pdi-sani-cloth-bleach-germicidal-disposable-wipes-

5/p-3769939 

v https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/pdi-sani-cloth-plus-germicidal-disposable-cloths-2/p-

210850

https://resources.cleanitsupply.com/MSDS/RAC89882_MSDS.PDF
https://www.cloroxprofessional.com/assets/products/Clorox-Healthcare/Hydrogen-Peroxide-Cleaner-Disinfectants/Technical-Info-Wipes-Clorox-Healthcare-Hydr-Perox-NI-39531.pdf
https://www.cloroxprofessional.com/assets/products/Clorox-Healthcare/Hydrogen-Peroxide-Cleaner-Disinfectants/Technical-Info-Wipes-Clorox-Healthcare-Hydr-Perox-NI-39531.pdf
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/fisherbrand-premoistened-wipes-3/p-210687
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/pdi-sani-cloth-bleach-germicidal-disposable-wipes-5/p-3769939
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/pdi-sani-cloth-bleach-germicidal-disposable-wipes-5/p-3769939
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Figure 1. Efficacy of disinfectant wipes on bacteria. The iPrOH, quaternary ammonium 
compounds, bleach, Lysol, and H2O2 disinfectants were tested for their efficacy against a) 
Staphylococcus aureus, b) Eschercichia coli, c) Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and d) Enterococcus 
faecalis. All disinfectant wipes tested have over 99% efficacy on all four bacteria. Data shown are 
averages of three independent experiments and error bars represent standard deviation. 
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Fantasy, Structure, and the Performance of Chaos in 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 
 

WILL CAMPBELL was 

interested in delving deeper 
into Who's Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf after studying the 
play in Dr. Celena Kusch's 
class and noticing a sharp 
divide in the critical 
discourse surrounding the 
work. I became interested in 

exploring a potential duality the work offers that has 
been largely unexplored. My favorite part about the 
research experience was the guidance and meticulous 
feedback I received from Dr. Kusch that has 
strengthened my writing and analysis skills as a whole. 
I intend to pursue graduate school to study English or 
Film, and I feel this research experience has better 
equipped me to pursue my postgraduate aspirations. 
Outside of class, I am the Editor-in-Chief of Writers 
Inc., the literary journal of USC Upstate. I am also a 
filmmaker and have completed numerous shorts and 
other film projects.  
My advice for other students interested in conducting 
research is to revise your paper until it is the best you 
can make it, and then get advice from someone more 
knowledgeable to bring your project to the next level. 

 
 

CELENA KUSCH is an 
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of Languages, Literature, and 
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South Carolina Upstate. She 
earned her Ph.D. in English from 
the University of Wisconsin 
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and publishes research focused on issues of cosmopolitanism, 
transnationalism, anti-imperialism and inter-cultural encounter in modernist 
and contemporary literature. Dr. Kusch is also a Women's and Gender Studies affiliate faculty 
member and co-chairs the H.D. International Society, a scholarly association. In 2016, Dr. Kusch 
published Literary Analysis: The Basics (Routledge), which outlines strategies of literary analysis 
that apply to any kind of text in any language from any period of time. The compact book offers 
college students a new, cost-effective way to learn the fundamentals of English literary studies, 
while giving instructors flexibility in the books, poems, films, and stories they teach. 
 

ABSTRACT. This research examines 

the split critical discourse regarding 
Edward Albee’s 1962 play Who’s Afraid 
of Virginia Woolf? and its depiction of 
gender, from the play’s obvious 
concerns with femininity (labeled by the 
name drop of Virginia Woolf in the title) 
to the often-overlooked ways Albee 
couples this with masculine issues [1]. 
Some scholars argue the text is highly 
misogynistic, citing its primary battle-of-
the-sexes conflict instigated by the 
matriarchal character Martha, who is 
generally viewed as the text’s villain. 
Other critics, citing these same facets of 
domestic sadism, suggest a much 
different interpretation that suggests 
Albee is an outright feminist attempting 
to uproot restrictive gender norms. A 
crucial piece to this analysis is Albee’s 
employment of the notion of the female 
fantasy, in which Martha subjects the 
other characters to her own rendition of 
reality. Critic Jennifer Gilchrist 
denounces this element of the text, 
claiming Albee plays into a Victorian-era 
mindset of feminine irrationality [2]. 
However, Mona Hoorvash and Farideh 
Pourgiv present an alternate take on the 
subject, asserting Martha’s fantasy 
represents a type of empowerment that 
transcends American suburbia post-
WWII [3]. By assessing some key 
critiques of the play, this analysis finds 
the duality present in the play’s use of 
gender relations reconciles these 
seemingly-disparate conclusions critics 
have drawn from it. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is a drama centered around a middle-aged 
couple, George and Martha, who host a younger couple, Nick and Honey, and over the course of 
the night, draw them into their own turbulent relationship. George and Martha frequently fight with 
each other, yet they remain allies in the pursuit of terrorizing their guests. Over the course of the 
night, it becomes increasingly difficult to discern what is true. It is unclear what the motives are 
behind George and Martha’s cruel games, other than to continuously upset what has previously 
been established as truth. Throughout, George and Martha pressure the younger couple to spill 
personal information; in one discussion with George, Nick mentions his wife’s “hysterical 
pregnancy” in which Honey mistakenly believed she was pregnant, which prompted Nick to marry 
her. Perhaps the most noteworthy revelation comes at the end of the play’s third act, however, in 
which it becomes apparent to the guests that George and Martha’s child is actually fictional, and 
that they are infertile. 

Around every turn in the play is a sense of ambiguity regarding the text’s perspective on 
gender, which seems to shift as rapidly as between individual lines of dialogue. Albee may seem 
to draw from the likes of Sigmund Freud and Judith Butler virtually simultaneously, which leaves 
an often-disorienting piece that continuously upsets the perceived binary nature of gender as 
performed in post-WWII suburbia. The text is never content to remain in one theoretical framework 
for long; each time Albee seems to land on some sort of conclusion on the matter of gender, 
everything that has been established is swiftly uprooted as what Fredric Jameson would call a 
schizophrenic conversation juts toward new, unfamiliar areas, following whims that Albee (with 
his characters) finds more interesting [4]. These conflicting views on gender in the context of the 
United States post-WWII lend credence to claims that the work exemplifies an ideology that 
ranges from rampant misogyny to progressive feminism. After all, a work that seems to thrive in 
its complexities and ambiguities would naturally split critics; however, this factor also makes a text 
rich and rewarding for deconstruction, regardless of which particular view it may espouse on 
gender in the process. In the analysis of Albee’s play, it is necessary to move beyond the binary 
oppositions of gender that prove so damaging to the characters in the 1962 setting and instead 
explore the ways the play anticipates contemporary views of gender that are not confined to binary 
thinking. The same binary view of gender often limits the scope of criticism of the text to merely 
being about masculinity against femininity or vice-versa, whereas the play presents a much richer 
struggle against established gender roles as a whole. 
 

2. Methods 
 

There are two general camps regarding the critical discourse on Albee’s play. For the most 
part, the critical divide could not be more severe; Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is simultaneously 
analyzed as wrought with misogyny and overcoming those same pitfalls to becoming a work that 
formulates a staunchly feminist assessment of suburban America. By analyzing the text and the 
critical discourse that surrounds it, it becomes clearer how one could arrive at either of these 
extreme conclusions. Many facets of the text make it difficult to understand where exactly Albee 
himself falls on the gendered conflicts the text presents. On the nature of gendered conflict, 
Jennifer Gilchrist, in her analysis of Albee’s use of the real figure Virginia Woolf, posits that “Albee 
reacts to Woolf as if she were the maternal bitch goddess he must slay in order to take his place 
in the canon” [2]. Meanwhile, Mona Hoorvash and Farideh Pourgiv promptly dismiss criticisms 
that Albee is misogynistic, citing the same clash of sexes that Gilchrist does. Hoorvash and 
Pourgiv argue Martha’s fantasy is the language of empowerment, while Gilchrist claims this same 
daydreaming is Albee’s depiction of inherent female irrationality exemplified by the work of 
Virginia Woolf [2-3]. By examining the various arguments presented by these critics and weighing
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them alongside the text, it becomes possible to gain a better understanding of Albee’s 
representation of gender in the play. Rather than providing a value-rating on the text to deem it 
misogynist or feminist, however, this analysis proves the most rewarding in that the text constantly 
shows potential to spawn more discussion and to unsettle the fixed gender categories that cause 
the characters so much pain. 
 

3. Results and Discussion 
 

It proves difficult to fully embrace a claim that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is an outright 
misogynistic work. Yet, it would be a mistake to argue that Albee’s callous upsetting of the 
structure of gender manages to completely escape various pitfalls of misogyny. The relationship 
between the sexes is a complex one; as Gilchrist argues, while Albee “pits sane male rationality 
against neurotic female fantasy, he counters his conception of a feminized, corrupt, European 
modernism with a masculinized American neo-realism” [2]. Albee situates the men and women of 
the text against each other in a struggle for superiority in which “male representations of truth 
battle female erotic fantasy, and the result is a fierce power struggle” [2]. Martha specifically flirts 
with house guest Nick, even inviting him to her bedroom while her husband George waits 
downstairs. Meanwhile, Martha attempts to bond with Honey over their shared desire for a family, 
which Martha and George have actually created in a fantasy of a now-grown son. In this struggle, 
George preys on Martha’s fantasy in order to gain the upper hand: 

GEORGE. I’M RUNNING THIS SHOW! (To MARTHA) Sweetheart, I’m afraid I’ve got 
some bad news for you . . . for us, of course. Some rather sad news. 
(HONEY begins weeping, head in hands.) 
MARTHA. (Afraid, suspicious) What is this?. . .  
GEORGE. Martha . . . I can hardly bring myself to say it . . . (Sighing heavily) Well, Martha 
. . . I’m afraid our boy isn’t coming home for his birthday. 
MARTHA. Of course, he is. 
GEORGE. No, Martha. 
MARTHA. Of course, he is. I say he is! [1] 

George is aware of the shared fantasy of having a son that he and Martha engage in; yet, in a 
twist that only further obscures the truth, George resorts to mocking Martha’s delusion by likening 
the fictional story of their son’s death to the plot of his novel (a work Martha decisively disparaged 
earlier). By shattering Martha’s fantasy, George is at last able to reach her. Her vulnerability is 
exposed as she goes through the grief of losing her son — having her fantasy shattered by a 
male figure, no less. In the end of the play, George is portrayed as a voice of reason pitted against 
Martha’s delusion of a familial structure where there is none. The horror she experiences is not 
that of losing a son because she loves a figure who does not exist, but rather, it is the fear of not 
conforming to this conventional family structure that rattles her to the core; a necessity of living in 
a suburban middle-class society that must be attained in one sense or another, either through 
natural means (raising a family) or in the case of the women in the text, play acting. In the end 
Martha claims she is afraid of Virginia Woolf, suggesting she is afraid of living without illusion [1]. 
This is also where the purpose of including Virginia Woolf’s name in the title becomes apparent, 
as Woolf is known for dealing with matters of realism versus fantasy [5]. 

This feminine fantasy is further exemplified, and perhaps made more apparent, in the 
character of Honey regarding the subject of her false, “hysterical” pregnancy [1]. Nick appears to 
have fallen prey to Honey’s fantasy, which has the capability of exhibiting physical ramifications. 
During George and Nick’s discussion of women and men in the second act that before long 
devolves into a show of masculine authority, Nick explains a curious, almost anecdotal fact about 
his wife that seems to be an attempt to shed light on her condition. He claims her weight went up, 
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they married, and then it went back down. There are clues to the reasoning behind Honey’s 
pregnancy fantasy. One could argue that it comes from a desire to attain the role of suburban 
housewife, just like Martha does; Honey’s pregnancy serving as the catalyst for her marriage to 
Nick — yet Honey’s own explanations are scarce, and we must rely on the men’s conversation 
for enlightenment: 

NICK. I married her because she was pregnant. 
GEORGE. (Pause) Oh? (Pause) But you said you didn’t have any children. When I asked 
you, you said . . . 
NICK. She wasn’t . . . really. It was a hysterical pregnancy. She blew up, and then she 
went down. 
GEORGE. And while she was up, you married her. [1] 

This also serves as a point of emasculation from George to Nick. George, during one of their 
bouts of masculine strife, brings up Honey’s hysterical pregnancy, mentioning in passing Nick’s 
“hysterical wife, who goes up and down” [1]. This leads to George implying this is the result of 
Nick’s impotence; after all, “Martha doesn’t have hysterical pregnancies” [1], George remarks. 
Gilchrist would argue that the women of the text are necessarily irrational, and this comparison 
between their levels of delusion even becomes a measure of the men’s masculine authority [2]. 

However, one must also consider the alternate perspective on this matter of irrationality as 
feminine. In examining the metatheatricality of the text, one can derive a different view on this 
seemingly misogynist aspect of Albee’s work. Hoorvash and Pourgiv’s analysis rebuts this claim 
of misogyny, situating itself as “aim[ing] as a reevaluation of critical readings” [3]. Their criticism 
presents a differing perspective on the play’s supposed misogyny, an analysis that stands in direct 
contention with Gilchrist’s. This argument is a similar one to author Virginia Woolf’s own stance 
on the empowerment of the female fantasy. This draws parallels to the theories of Judith Butler 
in the discussion of Martha’s superficial presentation of her role as housewife and the ways this 
playacting transgresses her feminine subjugation instead of underscoring it [6]. Martha merely 
performs as a housewife, just as the text is to be performed on stage. In fact, at the beginning of 
the text, Martha references Bette Davis’s film performance as a housewife, alluding to the view of 
the role housewife being a performance: “She’s a housewife; she buys things” [1], Martha tells 
George. A view of the text is that the feminine fantasies are empowering in the case of Martha 
because her playacting is a biting parody of domesticity. This assessment necessarily grants 
agency to Martha, as it implies she is in control of her performance rather than subservient to it. 
Hoorvash and Pourgiv suggest: 

Albee criticizes the patriarchal society and its celebration of phallic values. But 
interestingly, in doing so, he is also careful to avoid showing the woman as a pathetic 
victim of her time. Contrary to the claim of most of Albee scholarship, Martha is neither a 
monster nor a ruin, but rather a clever, vivacious woman who, in collaboration with her 
husband, George, challenges the widely accepted patriarchal values by theatricalizing 
them. [3] 

Hoorvash and Pourgiv, in their claim that the text is neither outright feminist nor misogynist but 
instead a dismissal of gender entirely, suggest that “the main conflict of the play is neither George 
versus Martha nor George versus Nick, as some have suggested, but actually George plus 
Martha, in a shared attempt to demonstrate the inadequacy of the gender roles they are supposed 
to embody” [3]. This view that the text fully escapes the trappings of misogyny by balancing its 
gender dynamics is an appealing one, but perhaps it is too idealistic. While Albee accomplishes 
this pursuit in a way, it is unclear if that is entirely the aim of the piece. However, their idea of the 
deconstruction of gender, of George and Martha acting as a team rather than against each other, 
sheds light on certain ambiguities the text contains.  

Rather than analyzing the text as feminist versus misogynist, it is possible to gain a firmer 
understanding of the text if it is analyzed as attempting to complicate the gender binary of 
masculine versus feminine. One cannot ignore the fact that George and Martha spend a majority 
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of the night partaking in their game, in which reality is discarded in favor of merely stretching 
gender roles to their outermost limits to reveal the arbitrariness and absurdities of those structures 
that dominate the 1962 suburban America the characters inhabit. George makes this clear in an 
exchange with Nick, who expresses concern over the apparent state of George and Martha’s 
marriage: 

NICK. What I mean is . . . you two . . . you and your wife . . . seems to be having some 
sort of a . . . 
GEORGE. Martha and I are having . . . nothing. Martha and I are merely. . . exercising. . . 
that’s all . . . we’re merely walking what’s left of our wits. Don’t pay any attention to it. [1] 

Here, George seems to be directly revealing his aim. He clearly states that the night of “fun and 
games” is comprised of games in which he and Martha act as co-pilots. They orchestrate their 
very own battle of the sexes in order to both expose each other’s failures to meet societal 
expectations and to free themselves from those roles. This approach reveals deeper layers of 
what could otherwise be read as straightforward exchanges between two men who are each 
equally confused by the nature of women. Yet, with the argument that George and Martha function 
as a team, it seems more likely George’s savviness is leagues above the youthful Nick’s, shown 
in exchanges in which George toys with him: 

GEORGE. Do you find women . . . puzzling? 
NICK. Well . . . yes and no. 
GEORGE. (With a knowing nod) Uh-huh. [1] 

The puzzle of femininity is one George and Martha subject Nick to in their unhinging of gender 
roles. One can suggest that Nick is even situated in a feminine role during much of the play, as 
George constantly subjugates him by demonstrating his phallic authority. 

Gilchrist agrees with the conclusion of this analysis, too, despite approaching matters from a 
different angle than that of Hoorvash and Pourgiv [2-3]. There seems to be a consensus on the 
notion that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, whether it be radically feminist or deeply misogynist, 
essentially aims to destroy post-WWII societal structures pertaining to the place of gender. Yet, 
the text must paradoxically employ gender roles in order to subvert them; it seems that rather 
than merely deny gender’s place at all, Albee instead seeks to shake its binary nature by showing 
men and women engaging in both conventionally masculine and feminine practices with fluidity. 
In this sense, the text is deconstructionist above all possible labels of feminism or misogyny. 
Deconstruction [7] works for Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? in that it is less a label than an 
umbrella under which it is not only possible but also useful for Albee’s conflicting narratives to co-
exist. It seems less that Albee is situating himself as catalyzing any sort of post-structuralist 
movement, but rather he merely depicts reality in which these structures are ignored. To Gilchrist, 
the true artistry of the piece emerges from the fact that it remains transgressive even if one 
acknowledges the regressive assumptions on gender the text cannot fully shake [2]. 

There are also layered relationships within genders in the text. Claire Virginia Eby posits that 
Albee’s work is complex and its gender analysis goes beyond the mere “battle of the sexes” angle 
that the play is often reduced to [8]. The text portrays masculinity as a highly competitive 
performance made treacherous by individualist, capitalist pursuits: “As the male ideal had shifted, 
during the nineteenth century, from conquering space (the frontier) to conquering one another (by 
competing successfully in the marketplace), the twentieth century generated a new set of 
challenges for heterosexual men, which intensified after World War II” [8]. Especially in the United 
States post-WWII, masculinity is not something inherent, but rather a thing that must be upheld 
through performance. By examining this angle of gender dynamics in the text, one can move past 
the reductive analysis that the text merely plays on the binary opposition of gender, and instead 
engages in free play within gender. Gender is comprised of how one utilizes it in relation to others; 
and this performance of masculinity is not removed from women, either. After George’s mockery 
of Honey’s hysterical pregnancy, he emasculates Nick: “GEORGE. The saddest thing about men 
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. . . Well, no, one of the saddest things about men is the way they age . . . some of them” [1]. 
Here, George implies Nick is impotent and likens the matter to growing old, drawing attention to 
his own more advanced age. The moment simultaneously embodies George’s pursuit to “shift the 
conversation from pregnancy to his more phallic agenda” [8]. The male masculinity of the text 
rides on their duties as husbands; George performs his familial duties in the same fashion as 
Martha, yet his performance of masculinity requires a subjugated audience for validation. George 
gets this audience with Nick, which opens the doors for the party games —with titles like “Hump 
the Hostess” and “Get the Guests” which are situated on interconnected spectra of sexuality and 
degradation — that allow both George and Martha to exhibit different fluctuating senses of their 
respective masculine and feminine roles. By performing gender in the context of post-WWII 
culture, George and Martha paradoxically manage to cloud the meaning of gender as it currently 
exists in their world. 
 

4. Conclusion 
 

The uprooting of social structure means matters are necessarily messy throughout the piece. 
Most critics seem to reach a consensus on the argument that Albee’s primary aim is to upset 
gender structures, but in the process, it would be impossible for Albee to remain entirely neutral 
or fair in his handling of cross-gender relations. As seen in the analysis of the text, the text is 
messy by design. Clearly, Albee’s individual and often conflicting statements on gender cannot 
simply be tallied in order to assign a value rating on the piece to decide whether the text is overall 
more feminist than it is misogynist, or vice-versa. It is more rewarding instead to go down the 
text’s postmodern rabbit hole; to attempt to trace the ways Albee weaves different themes of 
gender throughout the text to effectively emphasize his ambivalence toward the concept of gender 
as a whole. The real enemy of the text is not women or Virginia Woolf in particular, as some 
argue; instead, the piece serves as a sort of suburban exorcism of standards of post-WWII society 
such as the construct of gender, politeness, and social and societal structures. These structures 
are all but expunged through orchestrated chaos by the end of the play that begins with two 
distinct and clearly defined married couples in a mundane suburban locale and ends with 
destruction and ambiguity. 
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ABSTRACT. Since the economic crisis in 

2008, populism has become a 
widespread phenomenon across 
European democracies. This was made 
most evident by the recent referendum 
in 2017, when the United Kingdom made 
the decision to end its membership in the 
European Union, in an event known as 
“Brexit.” Since then, populist movements 
around European democracies are 
gaining more traction than before. While 
this rise may be the result of many other 
factors, one significant change in the 
effects of political attitudes may explain 
a change in the behavior of the 
European voter. In this paper, I utilize 
survey data gathered from the eighth 
round of the European Social Survey to 
analyze whether trust in government and 
government satisfaction impact a 
person’s likelihood to vote or practice 
other forms of political participation. I do 
this by employing a fixed effects logistic 
regression model for two separate 
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previously published peer-reviewed articles in Democratization and The International Journal of 
Communication and has recently presented research at The Southern Political Science 
Association’s annual conference. Dr. Placek says,” James’s manuscript is reflective of his 
personality. His intellectual curiosity and work ethic in my research methods class led to an 
interesting question. This is especially true given the rise of populism and in some cases support 
for illiberalism, in the European Union. Keeping in mind that research shows who participates and 
how they participate matters, his work contributes to a broader literature of both political behavior 
and regime support. More substantively, his work contributes to understanding how political 
attitudes impact a person’s likelihood of engaging in democratic participation in Europe.”  

 
1. Introduction 

 

Many European nations are among the oldest democracies in the history of democracy. They 
contribute a lot to our understanding of this form of government. With a recent rise in populist 
movements, political scientists are seeking to understand why these events are occurring and 
what has changed the voting trends to allow for this surprising phenomenon [1]. Recent changes 
in the relationship between people’s attitudes toward governments and actors, and their likelihood 
to participate in elections and political activity may offer an explanation for these political 
developments. The relationship between the topics of trust in government, government 
satisfaction, and political participation are an essential part of understanding the state of any 
democracy. Despite the implications, this relationship has been understudied in recent research. 
How do these political attitudes affect different forms of political participation in European 
democracies? How many or how few people participate in their democracy can have theoretical 
implications for the efficiency and utility of democracy in each state or region. Trust in government 
is based on the perception of its citizens that its own institutions indeed fulfil certain expectations 
that are normative such as: protecting the rights of individuals, upholding the rule of law, etc. 
Government satisfaction is determined by whether or not the individual feels that the system is 
accomplishing what they believe the government should be accomplishing based on political 
position [2]. Voter turnout is simply the percentage of people in a given country that vote in national 
elections. Political participation is defined by any other form of political action within a democracy 
outside of voting itself including: peaceful demonstrations, donating to campaigns, participating in 
voter rallies, etc. For the purposes of this research, the likelihood to demonstrate will serve as 
another form of political participation. 

This article is organized as follows. The next part of the article discusses different forms of 
political trust and satisfaction based on the earlier theoretical and empirical research. After the 
theoretical discussion, I formulate two research hypotheses on the effects of political trust and 
satisfaction on voter turnout. I differentiate between trust and satisfaction with the democratic 
system, the parliament, political actors and the current government. The next section describes 
the data and methods used in the study. The empirical data consist of the eighth round of the 
European Social Survey (ESS) conducted in 21 countries. Further, the study goes on to analyze, 
through statistical analysis, whether there are different effects based on which institutions a 
person trusts or distrusts. In the last section, the findings are related to the earlier discussion on 
the attitudes towards systems and actors of representative democracy and the likelihood to 
participate in democracy. 

 

2. Various Theories on Political Participation 
 
Political participation is the cornerstone of democracy. Understanding people’s decisions to  

participate or not, and what factors play into those decisions has been the subject of much 
research. Scholars have looked at this question of the causes of political participation from many 
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different angles and have come to a variety of conclusions. Presumably, the most important form 
of political participation is voting, and the majority of recent studies measure political participation 
with it. Other studies include other forms of participation such as participating in public 
demonstrations, making monetary political contributions, or taking part in a political campaign [3]. 
While all of the following studies consider voter turnout, only a few also consider the other forms 
of participation in their models. In this paper, I will argue that the research that connects various 
factors such as rational choice to political participation may gain its relationship through an 
individual’s trust in government and government satisfaction. 

Almost all scholars agree that, of the many determinants of political behavior that exist, there 
is an undeniable relationship between behavior and an individual’s rational choice [3]. This is 
called Rational Choice Theory. This theory is the idea that people’s beliefs, values, and 
preferences are the main factors in determining if and how people will vote. It argues that 
individuals are more likely to turnout to vote when the chance of influencing an outcome of an 
election, and the perceived benefit from that individual’s preferred candidate winning, outweighs 
the perceived cost of voting [4]. This theory is usually written as a formula called the "fundamental 
equation" of political behavior [5]. While the model provides a baseline for predicting turnout, the 
literature has also discussed many problematic features of this theory. The first issue is a logical 
one. The model does not work very well as a predictor of why individuals would turn out to vote 
[3] because it is nearly impossible that an individual’s vote would decide a given election. Other 
factors may also increase the perceived benefit of voting and diminish the perceived cost, which 
is already low. Other issues surrounding rational choice models is that they fail to allow for context 
around these political behavior decisions. Geys [6], in his review of various rational choice models, 
asserts that the main reason many studies find rational choice theory to be a poor predictor of 
voter turnout is that these studies portray voter turnout as a decision that takes place in a vacuum. 
He then notes that by modeling voter turnout in a manner that accounts for social context, rational 
choice becomes a more reasonable predictor of turnout. Other determinants of voting can have 
moderating effects on the relationship between rational choice and voter turnout, such as 
partisanship [7]. This makes the use of rational choice alone to determine participation 
problematic.  

The second major model for predicting political participation is known as the resource model, 
which is one that considers an individual’s resources: time, money, and civic skills. Civic skills are 
“those communications and organizational capacities that are so essential to political activity” [3]. 
Older versions of this model observed socio-economic factors such as income and education to 
determine people’s likelihood to participate politically. More recent studies have added that people 
at all levels of income and education have resources to contribute to political activity, even though 
socio-economic status (SES) does play a role in how they are distributed. These factors can 
change over time and circumstance, however, and civic skills can vary based on a number of 
other factors. For example, the civic volunteerism model of turnout [3] contends that participation 
is a function of resources and recruitment by other individuals. These findings lend some 
legitimacy to social capital arguments of political participation. If we consider that part of the 
equation that influences participation is being recruited to participation by those that an individual 
knows, then as group membership decreases we should see a decline in political participation. 
Indeed, this hypothesis has been supported in Europe. As [8] observes, interpersonal trust, his 
proxy for group membership, does correlate with an increase in political participation. Group 
membership is not necessarily stratified by SES. Group membership can be local political parties, 
school cohorts, churches, and more, and can be just as impactful on participation as other 
resources. Additionally, it can be argued that resources affect political participation in a more 
indirect manner by shaping the attitudes and relationships between individuals and the 
government. 
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Similar to group membership, the third most common model for understanding political 
participation is mobilization theory. The basic idea of mobilization theory is that the influence of 
people and organizations surrounding an individual affects their likelihood to participate in 
democracy. Much like the goal of any “get-out-to-vote” drive, this theory suggests that the more 
mobilizing influences surrounding an individual, the more likely they are to vote or participate in 
some other way. In their book, [9] show that elite mobilization is a key factor in predicting turnout. 
This finding is echoed in other studies that find mobilization efforts, such as canvassing and direct 
mailings, tend to mobilize individuals. These effects tend to be long lasting as individuals are more 
likely to turnout in subsequent elections [10]-[11]. 

Indeed, the above models have contributed significantly to our understanding of an 
individual’s decision to participate within their democracy. I would like to argue, however, that all 
of these factors achieve their relationship with political participation by influencing an individual’s 
trust in government institutions and their satisfaction with government policies or political 
outcomes. For example, membership in a group may have a significant effect on individual trust 
and satisfaction based on that group’s relationship with government institutions. An individual who 
is high income may be dissatisfied with government policies that increase taxes on the rich. Such 
claims can be made for all other factors except for efficacy, which has been shown to be based 
on individual perception of a given election.   
 

3. Trust in Government, Government Satisfaction, and 
Political Participation 

 

Since the 1980s, social survey results have shown a decrease in the trust of government in 
older democracies, especially trust in the main democratic institutions, such as national 
parliaments [2]. This trend has continued to hold true in even the most recent ESS data (2016), 
which could have a profound insight into the state of democracy in Europe. Previous studies have 
generally given two different views for the relationship between political trust and political 
participation. The first argument is that the trusting should be expected to participate more than 
the distrusting, at least in conventional activities such as voting and campaign involvement. This 
argument is based on the idea that distrust in government discourages political engagement 
because of a feeling of alienation or disassociation [12]. By contrast, the second argument is that 
it is distrust, rather than trust, that motivates more political engagement because of a need to 
remedy those issues that breach trust. Older empirical studies from Europe seem to confirm the 
analyses that demonstrate that trust in parliament has a positive impact on turnout [2]. This 
literature, however, is old. The latest literature that specifically addresses the relationship between 
these two concepts isolated from all others was based on the ESS data from 2002. Although this 
demonstrates consistency in affirming the relationships drawn in previous conclusions, a lot may 
have changed in the following 14 years. The literature confirmed that there is a positive 
relationship between trust as well as satisfaction and voter turnout [2]. These concepts can often 
be mixed up by respondents and so this article seeks to isolate the variables concerning only trust 
in government institutions and not satisfaction with them. 

A number of empirical studies have focused on the relationship between trust in government 
and voter turnout while controlling for other factors including: voting system, compulsory voting, 
civic duty, and political culture within specific nations [13]. Indeed, [14] did find that an individual’s 
sense of civic duty “plays a mediating role in the relationship between political trust and voter 
turnout.” However, this study seems to combine the ideas of trust in government and government 
satisfaction into one. These factors, as well as many others, can have a significant impact on the 
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results analyzing trust and turnout. To best get a generalized analysis of democracy concerning 
trust in institutions, we must take these situations that effect many democracies for granted. For 
example, compulsory voting may seem to make measuring effects of anything on voter turnout 
difficult, but in fact, compulsory voting has never yielded a perfect turnout, and differences in 
turnout can still be significant between elections despite its establishment.  For example, a study 
of political trust and compulsory voting in Belgium by [14] demonstrated that voters would either 
waste votes on weak candidates or simply accept the penalty of not voting in certain situations. 
In this article, I seek to build upon prior research by using updated comparative data and new 
carefully constructed measurements. I also plan to do this by paying attention to the occurrence 
of interaction effects between trust and voter turnout. I hypothesize that despite the changes in 
the political atmosphere, as well as the people of Europe’s change in the way they define the role 
of government that has occurred over the last twelve years, the relationship between trust in these 
institutions and voter turnout will remain close to the same as the slightly positive relationship 
found previously by [2]-[15]. By studying the variables of trust in the legislator (parliament), trust 
in politicians, and trust in political parties, and then connecting them to voter turnout and the 
amount of political demonstrations by country, I will find that voting trends are positively related 
to more trust in these government institutions. One theory behind this hypothesis is based on the 
idea that political participation results from an overall legitimacy of a government and perceived 
fairness of the democracy. If individuals do not trust the government nor see it as legitimate, they 
would not feel the need to act within its framework. By contrast, another theory suggests that if a 
democracy is perceived as fair and has a high level of legitimacy individual citizens take the ability 
to vote for granted and do not prioritize it or become complacent in the way society works, 
therefore creating a negative relationship between trust and voter turnout. This study will propose 
two hypotheses. 

 
 H1. Higher levels of trust in government institutions will continue to have a positive 
relationship with voter turnout and political participation. 
 
 H2. Higher levels of government satisfaction will now hold a negative relationship with 
voter turnout and political participation. 
 

4. Methods 
 

To empirically measure the effects of trust in government institutions and satisfaction with 
government outcomes on an individual’s likelihood of participating in certain political actions, this 
study will use data from the ESS. As shown in Table 1, the data give information from surveys 
conducted in twenty-one countries relevant to this study, excluding outliers such as Russia and 
Israel. While the full survey data cover years 2002-2016, this study will focus on eighth round 
(2016). This is due to a significant change in responses to questions within the survey, coupled 
with the fact that previous studies have already observed these effects in older data. Therefore, 
to see how these relationships have changed over time, it is important to use recent survey data. 
To study the effects of trust and satisfaction on political participation this study will execute two 
models of logistic regressions while controlling for country-level effects. This statistical test 
controls for the non-random effects that country level differences may create for citizen’s 
likelihood of turnout or participating in political protest. By controlling for these country-level effects 
the statistical method should not be biased based on country level disturbances contained in the 
error term.  

The dependent variables to be used in this study come from questions asked about an 
individual’s participation in one of two democratic events. For the first empirical test, a variable 
that measures a respondent’s turnout in the last national election will be used. This variable on 
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voting is coded as 0 if the individual did not turn out to vote in the last national election, and as 
one if the individual did. In the second test, a variable measuring an individual’s participation in 
public demonstrations is used. The independent variables in this study will come from questions 
asked about an individual’s attitude toward their national government. The first variable is “trust 
in government”. This variable is made from three original variables in the ESS dataset. The first 
is trust in parliament which measures the normative expectations of parliament. The second is 
trust in politicians and the third is trust in political parties which measure the normative 
expectations of each. The new variable was coded from 0 to 30 where 0 indicates low or no 
expectations of government and 30 indicates high expectations of government. The values of 
each of the original variables were added together to get each individual’s score. The other 
independent variable was a satisfaction variable measuring an individual’s satisfaction level with 
government outputs. This variable was coded from 0 to 10 with a 0 indicating no satisfaction and 
a 10 indicating maximum satisfaction. This study also controlled for country-level effects such as 
demographics, education, party systems, and others. The dependent variables were chosen for 
their predictability. The relationship between voting and political attitudes has been studied many 
times over and it would be interesting to see if the usual relationship remains consistent. Political 
participation is commonly associated with negative political attitudes as would be expected here. 
However, if one variable's relationship can change, then the other can as well. If they do change, 
it can have significant implications on the future study of European political behavior. 

 

5. Results 
 

Table 2 presents the results of the empirical test used for Hypotheses 1 and 2 concerning 
voter turnout. As we can see from the results, both of the above hypotheses are supported. As a 
person trusts the government more, their likelihood of voting increases. More significantly, 
however, higher levels of government satisfaction now are negatively correlated with voter 
turnout. Table 2 shows the findings regarding the effect of political attitudes on voting in Europe. 
According to these results, government satisfaction has a negative relationship and statistically 
significant relationship with voting while trust in government has a positive one. This finding is 
almost exactly opposite to the work of [2] which previously found a slightly significant positive 
relationship between satisfaction and voting. A similar trend emerges from the results for other 
forms of political participation.  

Table 3 presents the results regarding the effect of political attitudes on likelihood of joining a 
protest. This time, only hypothesis 2 is supported. Trust in government has no significant 
relationship with participating in demonstrations while government satisfaction again has a 
negative relationship and statistically significant association with this form of political participation. 
It is also worth noting that the negative relationship with satisfaction is stronger than its 
relationship with age. 
 
 

6. Conclusions and Discussion 
 
The above findings present some interesting new developments in the trends of voter 

behavior. First, it appears that government satisfaction keeps individuals from voting. It also 
demobilizes the electorate from other forms of participation. This is a change in the relationship 
that is demonstrated in previous research [2], [15]. Another interesting finding is that trust in 
political institutions can no longer predict other forms of political participation. This suggests that 
the relationship between citizen’s attitudes and their likelihood to legitimize their democracy with 
political activity has changed. This change coupled with the steady decline in trust in government 
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as well as the uncertainty of government satisfaction make these findings significant for further 
study. These two changes may, in theory, grant more insight into the rise of populism in European 
democracies. Populism is fueled on resentment for established political outcomes [1]. If the only 
people participating in important activities like voting and demonstrating are those who are not 
satisfied with either the parties in power, the current system, or the regular political outcomes, 
populist movements can gain strongholds. To truly test this possibility, it seems that this study 
must turn to the question of what has caused trust levels to fall across democracies as well as 
what has caused satisfaction to become complacency. 

 
 

7. Tables and Figures 
 
 
Table 1: Countries in the study and variables of interest. 
 

Country Observations Voted Demonstrated Trust Satisfaction 
      

Austria 2010 0.80 0.07 12.67 4.43 

Belgium 1766 0.79 0.08 12.93 4.60 

Czechia 2269 0.53 0.06 11.45 4.66 

Estonia 2019 0.62 0.03 11.70 4.08 

Finland 1925 0.78 0.04 15.33 4.79 

France 2070 0.60 0.14 9.75 3.14 

Germany 2852 0.74 0.12 13.42 4.95 

Hungary 1614 0.70 0.02 11.85 4.59 

Iceland 880 0.87 0.27 13.66 4.47 

Ireland 2757 0.71 0.08 11.84 4.64 

Italy 2626 0.68 0.09 7.78 3.12 

Lithuania 2122 0.54 0.01 10.36 4.07 

Netherlands 1681 0.76 0.02 15.60 5.39 

Norway 1545 0.78 0.11 17.64 5.55 

Poland 1694 0.70 0.06 8.35 4.11 

Portugal 1270 0.73 0.06 9.03 5.06 

Slovenia 1307 0.68 0.03 8.21 3.40 

Spain 1958 0.77 0.19 8.77 3.32 

Sweden 1551 0.88 0.11 15.46 4.82 

Switzerland 1525 0.56 0.05 16.94 6.58 

United Kingdom 1959 0.73 0.05 12.08 4.67 

      

Total 39400 0.70 0.08 12.01 4.45 
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Table 2: The effect of attitudes toward government on likelihood of voting. 
 

 (1) (2) (3) 
 Beta-

Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Confidence 

Interval 

    
Trust in government 0.014*** (0.004) 0.007 - 0.021 
Satisfaction in Economy -0.007 (0.010) -0.027 - 0.013 
Government Satisfaction -0.027* (0.011) -0.048 - -0.006 
Satisfaction in democracy -0.004 (0.009) -0.023 - 0.014 
Interest 0.422*** (0.021) 0.379 - 0.464 
Internal efficacy 0.047* (0.019) 0.009 - 0.084 
External efficacy 0.156*** (0.022) 0.114 - 0.199 
Religiosity 0.007 (0.005) -0.003 - 0.017 
Left-to-Right Scale 0.042*** (0.008) 0.027 - 0.057 
Education 0.215*** (0.010) 0.195 - 0.235 
Income 0.078*** (0.006) 0.065 - 0.090 
Age 0.050*** (0.001) 0.048 - 0.052 
Age squared -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000 - -0.000 
Constant -3.056*** (0.115) -3.283 - -2.830 
    
Observations 27,909   

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

 
 
Table 3: The effect of attitudes toward government on participation in public demonstrations. 
 

 (1) (2) (3) 
 Beta-

Coefficient 
Standard 

error 
Confidence 

Interval 

    
Trust in government 0.008 (0.005) -0.003 - 0.019 
Satisfaction in Economy -0.026 (0.014) -0.054 - 0.002 
Government Satisfaction -0.088*** (0.015) -0.117 - -0.058 
Satisfaction in democracy -0.021 (0.013) -0.047 - 0.005 
Interest 0.399*** (0.029) 0.341 - 0.456 
Internal efficacy 0.274*** (0.025) 0.225 - 0.324 
External efficacy 0.169*** (0.031) 0.109 - 0.229 
Religiosity 0.005 (0.007) -0.008 - 0.018 
Left-to-Right Scale -0.194*** (0.011) -0.215 - -0.173 
Education 0.101*** (0.014) 0.074 - 0.129 
Income -0.009 (0.009) -0.027 - 0.009 
Age -0.013*** (0.002) -0.017 - -0.010 
Age squared 0.000*** (0.000) 0.000 - 0.000 
Constant -2.960*** (0.220) -3.392 - -2.528 
    
Observations 28,035   

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Striving for Exponential Impact: Pursuing 
Transformation Through an Integration of 

International, Interdisciplinary, and Service-Oriented 
Pedagogies 

 
NIKKI K. RIZZO is a 47-year-old 

English student at the University 
of South Carolina Upstate with a 
strong interest in scholarship, 
having presented several papers 
on various subjects in recent 
years. Collaborating with her 
mentor, Dr. David Marlow, her 
most recent presentation was in 
October in Boston, 
Massachusetts at the Worcester State University’s 
Symposium on Globalizing Learning. Initially, Nikki got 
involved faculty-mentored research last year, when 
she submitted a linguistic paper—subsequently 
published—on codeswitching and translingualism with 
Dr. Monika Shehi to the USC Upstate Student 
Research Journal. 
 Also in 2018, Nikki presented two papers at the 14th 
Annual SC Upstate Research Symposium at USC 
Upstate. The first was on James Joyce’s use of the 
Irish English dialect in his short story “Two Gallants”, 
and the second was a collaboration with Dr. Marlow on 
the institutionalization of Service Learning at USC 
Upstate. It was from the latter project that Marlow and 
Rizzo derived their current project, “Striving for 
Exponential Impact: Pursuing Transformation Through 
an Integration of International, Interdisciplinary, and 
Service-Oriented Pedagogies”. The paper focuses on 
a unique blending of Study Abroad, Integrated 
Interdisciplinary Studies, and Service-Learning 
methods to achieve greater global awareness, 
increased empathy, and enhanced retention of related 
course concepts in students. 

Nikki loves to conduct research, as it is often inspirational. Her favorite part of the process is 
taking the ideas that the research has generated in her and organizing them into a cohesive 
paper. As Nikki is a devoted writer, she plans to become a novelist. She is currently working on 
three different novels, in which research has played a large part. She is also working on an 
expansion of the ideas conceived by herself and Dr. Marlow and plans to submit a paper to the 
journal Currents in Teaching and Learning. Rizzo also desires to be a linguist and plans to pursue 
a master’s degree and then a doctorate in Psycholinguistics. On the more “practical” side, Nikki 
has started her own editing business, Electric City Editing, and would love to edit novels for a 
major publisher someday. She believes that the practices of research and writing have given her 

ABSTRACT. Study Abroad, Integrative 

Interdisciplinary Studies, and Service 
Learning are three pedagogical 
approaches recognized by the 
Association of American Colleges and 
Universities as high-impact practices [1]. 
This paper will draw on both a published 
body of literature and the experiences of 
the author’s faculty mentor and his 
students at a regional, comprehensive 
university in the Southeastern United 
States, to explore both the theoretical 
and practical implications of blending the 
three pedagogies in search of 
methodologies that have exponential 
impact. Study Abroad and Service 
Learning programs target the 
transformation of students into critically-
thinking, socially aware, civic-minded 
adults who are more inclined to embrace 
diversity [2], complimenting Integrative 
Interdisciplinary approaches to 
academic content. With this pedagogical 
combination, it is hoped that students 
will not only undergo transformation 
themselves, but will come to recognize 
the interplay between the transnational 
and their own neighborhoods [3], leading 
to a larger transformation—one of 
community, whether it is local or global. 
That said, the time has now come to 
explore the intersection of the 
experientially-rich practices of Study 
Abroad, Integrative Interdisciplinary 
Learning, and Service Learning.    
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invaluable experience, as they have taught her how to truly delve into a subject and transform her 
thoughts into something that becomes concrete. 

To students who are interested in conducting research, Nikki advises avoiding “rabbit trails”, 
those off-topic but often fascinating detours encountered when researching on the internet. As 
both she and Dr. Marlow can attest, they can consume valuable time better spent staying on 
course. In addition to research and writing, Nikki likes to read and to knit, and she loves learning 
new languages. Travel is another passion of hers, and ultimately, she hopes to make a 
difference—no matter how small—and to help to bridge the gap between the United States and 
the rest of the world.  
 

DAVID W. MARLOW currently serves as Director of the Office of 

Service-Learning and Community Engagement and Professor of 
Linguistics at the University of South Carolina Upstate. He holds a Ph.D. 
in English and Applied Linguistics from Ball State University. Dave also 
serves on the Board of Directors for 516NOW, a faith-based international 
humanitarian service organization focused on working with local leaders to 
make a sustainable difference in underserved communities in Central 
America. 

Born in Minnesota, Dave grew up in Indiana and early in his adult years 
lived in Alaska, Japan, China, and Massachusetts. Since 2004 he has been 
living in South Carolina and working at the University of South Carolina 
Upstate. Dave is currently serving as Auburn University’s Breeden Eminent 
Scholar for 2019, focusing on celebrating and preserving stories from people who have faced 
linguistic discrimination in the Auburn area through an oral history project. He hopes to continue 
this project in Spartanburg on his return to Upstate. Celebrating the logic and inherent value in 
non-standard dialect has been one of Dave’s foci for more than a decade, but he has diverse 
interests and very much enjoys mentoring students when they have interests that overlap with 
his. 

Dave is currently working with an Auburn student who is contributing quantitative analysis to 
the oral history project and will present her findings at Auburn’s student research symposium. 
Simultaneously, he is mentoring an Upstate student on a paper accepted for the International 
Human Computer Interaction conference this coming summer, and working with Nikki (the lead 
author on this paper) on an extension of the research presented here that is currently under review 
the journal Currents in Teaching and Learning. Dave has worked with Nikki on several projects 
for presentation and publication both on and off Upstate’s campus. Nikki is a dedicated student 
and researcher who thinks deeply on a variety of topics and has interests ranging from James 
Joyce to mentoring of non-traditional students to integrating service and learning. Working with 
her has been a joy, and Dave looks forward to continuing joint projects even as she leaves the 
University and finds her place in editing real-world publications.  

At the core of all his endeavors, Dave seeks to make a meaningful difference in people’s lives. 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Interdisciplinary Learning [4] has a long history, dating back the Renaissance [5].  Similarly, 
Study Abroad has been around for centuries, beginning with ancient European cultures [6]. While 
Service Learning is a comparatively new concept, its roots can be traced back to the writings of 
John Dewey in the early 20th century [7]. Recently, many institutions have begun blending Study 
Abroad with Service Learning—a practice that not only increases students’ understanding of how 
it is to live in a country that is often unfamiliar, but also raises social awareness of problems that 
need global solutions [8]. This addition is a good start, but it also raises an ethical question: if 
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consciousness of other cultures and the challenges they face has been awakened in students by 
international Service Learning programs, shouldn’t institutions ensure that students are fully-
equipped to aid in solving the global problems they witness? Integrating Interdisciplinary Studies 
into Study Abroad programs containing Service Learning components addresses this need. The 
amalgamation of these methodologies has the potential to lead students to an increased 
intellectual acuity, as it encourages the applied and multi-dimensional thinking students will need 
when they leave the university and begin their professional lives in an increasingly globalized 
society [4]. When combined with analytical reflection, Study Abroad experiences that employ 
Integrative Interdisciplinary Learning and Service Learning practices provide real-world 
experience and train students to think critically, affording a true global learning experience. Huber 
et al. [4] from The Carnegie Foundation observed, “to participate responsibly as local 
citizens…people must also be citizens of the world, aware of complex interdependencies and able 
to synthesize information from a wide array of sources, learn from experience, and make 
connections between theory and practice”. 

This paper, then, in consultation with a faculty mentor, proposes an integration of these three 
key pedagogies in higher education in an effort to transform students into critically-thinking, 
socially-tolerant, global problem-solvers for the rapidly changing world—getting students out of 
their comfort zones, out of their countries, their disciplines, and out of themselves.  

 
 

2. Methods 
 

 
Extensive research into the pedagogies of Study Abroad, Integrative Learning, 

Interdisciplinary Studies, and Service Learning was conducted and combined with a glimpse into 
the work of a faculty mentor, and the experiences of his students, as they travelled on Alternative 
Spring Breaks to Nicaragua. Due to health reasons, the primary author has thus far been unable 
to travel with a team, but she hopes to go in the near future and has worked extensively with the 
mentor on Nicaragua projects, contributing in a reflective capacity. 
 
 

3. Literature Review 
 

Study Abroad  
 

Study Abroad is immersive learning in a country different from one’s own. It is taking students 
out of the environment in which they feel comfortable and teaching them not only discipline-
specific concepts but also about the culture, the language, and the people of the host country, all 
of which, in turn, teach students about themselves. It is generally accepted that the primary benefit 
of Study Abroad is that it provides students with an international perspective, teaching them to 
think globally [9].  As students are immersed in a different, often racially or economically diverse 
culture, they see the world in a different light. Study Abroad is a high-impact educational practice, 
which instills a progressive attitude in students regarding diversity [10]. Further, Study Abroad can 
foster a mutual cultural understanding that leads to transformation in the student [11]-[12]. 
Creating an empathic connection among the students and their counterparts in the host country, 
Study Abroad can also open students up to new experiences.  

Moreover, with the rapid evolution of technology, expanding modes of worldwide 
communication, and internationalization of the workplace, many employers actively seek people 
who possess a global view, are conversant in more than one language, and are knowledgeable 
about cultures other than their own [12]-[13]. Experience abroad, therefore, can be the deciding 
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factor for employers choosing between two equally qualified candidates. Unfortunately, not all 
students can afford a full semester abroad as expenses can be significant [14]. However, a shorter 
term abroad has been shown not only to be effective, but “may be viewed as crucial for achieving 
broad and more egalitarian access to Study Abroad for U.S. undergraduates” [11].  

There are, of course, students who, when traveling abroad for study, do not take advantage 
of the opportunity to get to know people in the host country and absorb the culture; these students 
are unlikely to attain a global perspective [15]. In other words, travel for the sake of study alone 
may not effect change in students. In an effort to avoid this, The Association of Experiential 
Education advocates engaging students in real world activities complemented by analytical 
reflection. Students who take responsibility, make decisions, and learn as they participate, are 
more likely to experience change [16]. In one’s home country, this may take the form of 
internships, fieldwork, or Service Learning, but globally—particularly for short-term experiences—
Service Learning may be the only viable option. Students tend to remember course concepts 
better when they can associate them with lived experiences. More importantly, they retain 
information when they have made connections between the real-world and course concepts, 
analyzed questions, and solved problems through synthesis of these concepts [16]. As the 
Confucian philosopher Xun Kuang once said,  

Not having heard something is not as good as having heard it; having heard it is not as    
good as having seen it; having seen it is not as good as knowing it; knowing it is not as 
good as putting it into practice [17]. 

 
Integrated Interdisciplinary Studies 
 

The attentive reader may have noted by now that we add ‘Integrative’ to the traditional term, 
‘Interdisciplinary Studies’. This may seem overly nuanced, but comparing the following definitions 
justifies the choice. ‘Interdisciplinary Understanding’ has been defined as,  

…the capacity to integrate knowledge and modes of thinking drawn from two or more 
disciplines to produce a cognitive advancement—for example, explaining a phenomenon, 
solving a problem, creating a product, or raising a new question—in ways that would have 
been unlikely through single disciplinary means [18] 

while ‘Integrative Learning,’ 
…comes in many varieties: connecting skills and knowledge from multiple sources; 
applying theory to practice in various settings; utilizing diverse and even contradictory 
points of view; and, understanding issues and positions contextually. Significant 
knowledge within individual disciplines serves as the foundation, but integrative learning 
goes beyond academic boundaries [4].  

In the context of Study Abroad and Service Learning, going beyond academic boundaries 
deserves recognition.  

As global boundaries blur and intercultural communication becomes the norm, the world has 
become increasingly complex [19]. In one sense, it seems the world has become smaller and 
more homogenized. In another sense, however, the world is ever more divided, as some of the 
same people who work daily with colleagues from across the globe come home, get on Twitter 
and Facebook, and join in rants against other peoples or races. With this complexity comes a 
responsibility to ensure that students are properly equipped to handle the intricacies and the real-
world challenges of modern society, necessitating change in higher education curricula [19].  
Adding Integrative Interdisciplinary Studies to Study Abroad aids in the fight against allowing 
students to Study Abroad and come home with unchanged perceptions. The benefits are clear. 
In order to solve a problem, a person must have as much information as possible, and 
interdisciplinarity exceeds the boundaries of mere general education requirements to encompass 
a whole new manner of thinking. Applying this methodology while studying abroad usefully 
complicates the learning, making the interpersonal and intercultural aspects more salient than 
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they might be at home [20]. Further, [4] have observed, that to, “participate responsibly as local 
citizens, then, people must also be citizens of the world, aware of complex interdependencies and 
able to synthesize information from a wide array of sources, learn from experience, and make 
connections between theory and practice”.  

In what is essentially a more concise form of Bloom’s Taxonomy [21] tied to real-world 
problems and solutions, [20] has suggested that instructors present information in a way that 
allows students to make connections between experience and course theory, apply these 
connections to new experiences, then synthesize these connections and applications in an 
incisive manner. The model provided by [20] focuses on three stages of learning: Connection, 
Analysis, and Synthesis. In his model, Connection refers to identifying ties among concepts and 
ideas and, “application occurs when students put their knowledge of connections into practice in 
solving problems in the classroom and in the real world. Synthesis involves students combining 
ideas, concepts, and applications as an extension of what they have learned”.  

Ultimately, this sequence leads students to retain more information, and to think critically 
rather than just memorizing “correct” answers, combatting the disturbing trend that [22] has 
observed in which, “most students graduate without attaining a level of reasoning ability that would 
allow them to frame, explore alternative perspectives, reframe, and resolve problems, while 
understanding that future information may call for a reevaluation of one’s current position”. 
Synthesis, then, is the ultimate goal of education, wherein students think critically in order to 
transform their ways of looking at the world and gain the tools needed to address the problems 
they discover during Study Abroad. 
 
Service Learning 
 

The University of South Carolina Upstate’s Faculty Senate defines Service Learning as,  
…a method of teaching and learning that integrates student participation in organized 
service activities into credit-bearing courses. By collaboratively addressing identified 
community needs with a community partner, the service experience enhances student 
learning by providing an opportunity to observe, test and apply discipline-based theories, 
concepts and skills [23].  

Of the many forms of experiential education, Service Learning seems to have attained the most 
favor of educators in recent years. In itself, Service Learning is an integration; it incorporates 
course theory into service by utilizing reflection techniques. Service Learning is a pedagogy that 
unifies the acquisition of content with a deeper understanding of community and a sense of civic 
duty. As [24] put it, “In Service Learning, students are not only serving to learn, which occurs in 
other forms of curricular engagement and applied learning such as clinical, fieldwork, internship, 
and practicum, but also learning to serve”. 

When combined with Study Abroad, Service Learning has been shown to create a bond 
between students and members of the international community in which the students are placed 
[8]. Students not only engage with the community they serve, they also return home with a new 
understanding that can be applied to needs in their own communities. As [8] has observed, “for 
many undergraduate students, the international Service Learning experience marks an important 
transformational event in their lives, one that will forever shape their sense of self, lifestyle, 
connection to others, view of global problems and purpose in life”. Other benefits include the 
heightening of students’ self-esteem and social competence, as well as a reduction in depression 
rates [25].  

Studies on domestic Service Learning have shown that there is a correlation between 
engaging in Service Learning and student achievement, which manifests itself in better grades 
and higher retention rates [26]-[28]. While much of the literature on Service Learning is resolutely 
positive, there are those who have written about problems inherent in the pedagogy. Time is 
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always a constraint. Instructors, at home and abroad, must prepare coursework not only for the 
discipline itself, but also for the service and for the affective challenges that may surround it. 
Service Abroad leaders must ensure that students are adequately prepared, as target cultures 
are typically poverty-stricken and possibly war-torn, and students are—at least comparatively—
well-off. Any change in location, demographic, or economy can raise issues that students, if not 
properly prepared, will have a very hard time resolving. In addition, [8] notes that students, upon 
their return, may experience a Chameleon Complex, in which their newfound globalized view is 
challenged by family or friends, and their desire to bring down barriers to change is not welcome 
in their home country. He has written, 

Chameleon Complex represents the internal struggle between conforming to, and 
resisting, dominant norms, rituals, and practices in the United States. Students report 
numerous challenges associated with reintegrating, applying, and coming to terms with 
aspects of their emerging global consciousness [8]. 

Reflection before, during, and after service can reinforce course concepts, support integrative 
benefits, and help students manage any affective challenges they encounter. Regardless of 
discipline or program, reflection helps students make connections between course concepts and 
their own experiences and also encourages them to analyze and clarify their own values—with 
the most powerful impact deriving from repeated opportunities to connect content with experience 
[29]. It has been suggested by [30] that effective reflection is Continuous, Connecting, 
Challenging, and Contextualized. Work by [29] added a fifth element, Coached, which is crucial 
in addressing the affective challenges service may entail. One concise model for guiding students’ 
reflection is the What? So What? Now What? Model [31] that asks students to deeply reflect on 
each of these questions during various stages of their Service Learning experience.  

Service Learning, when it is performed with authentic reciprocity alongside the host 
community [32] and paired with deeply analytical reflection [33], produces results—it produces 
students who are engaged with their studies and their communities [8], [26]-[28], [34]. While 
implementing Service Learning well requires time and commitment, the rewards are great in terms 
of both student outcomes and community benefits.  

 
4. Experiences and Applications 

 
Study Abroad 

 
Since 2012, in pursuit of meaningful experiences that blend theory with practice, Alternative 

Spring Break trips have been organized from the Upstate branch of the University of South 
Carolina to Nicaragua. The first of these was in conjunction with Student Life and had no 
associated classes, although it did have two pre-trip orientation sessions. The informal 
assessment of the trip was that students enjoyed and benefitted from their time, but that, despite 
the nightly shared reflections, some of them may have returned home relatively unchanged.  

To heighten the impact of the experience in subsequent years, a Spanish faculty member has 
been recruited to teach a semester-long class, and a practicum in teaching English to Speakers 
of Other Languages (ESOL) has been offered. Both courses have been integrated into the Spring 
Break trip every year since and students are encouraged, but not required, to register for them in 
tandem. While formal assessment has not been completed, the perception is that the benefits 
students have received have increased exponentially. Instead of two orientation sessions, there 
are now two months of class time to prepare students for the trip and a month following to reflect 
on experiences. Students taking the Spanish course put their course concepts into practice with 
native speakers of Spanish, while those taking the ESOL Practicum course visit a variety of 
different schools from preschool through the university level and present lessons at each—again 
implementing course concepts in a very real and immediate way. One student who has traveled 
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with two separate groups who was interviewed for this paper reports that her experience led her 
to see how much people take for granted in America and how good life can be without 
conveniences we think necessary for life. 
 
Integrative Interdisciplinary Studies 
 

Progress toward Integrative Interdisciplinary Learning has been slow. The greatest challenge 
derives from something that the literature reviewed for this paper did not mention: While he is very 
dedicated to maximizing the student experience, and very willing to collaborate on issues of trip 
preparation and cultural exploration, deep integration of the core course content has not been 
successful. The situation is further complicated by the fact that in order to enlist minimum 
enrollments to offer the course at the branch campus, the leader of the trip has chosen to welcome 
into the ESOL Practicum both students who will be traveling to Nicaragua, and those who will 
not—limiting the degree to which it is possible to saturate the course with Nicaragua-specific 
concepts. Additionally, some of the students are Spanish majors or minors while others have no 
experience in the language whatsoever.   

In spite of these challenges, Spanish and ESOL integrate organically once the team lands in 
Nicaragua—even for the students with no formal training in Spanish. The goals of the Spanish 
class are naturally blended into our various activities in Nicaragua, as essentially everything they 
do involves listening, speaking, or reading Spanish. The Spanish majors connect, apply, and 
synthesize as a matter of survival, and having peers in the class without Spanish skills positions 
them as subject-matter experts, furthering their motivation to synthesize connections and 
applications incisively. The ESOL Practicum students also integrate across disciplines. Those 
who speak Spanish may make the most connections in terms of pedagogical technique, as they 
teach English both through Spanish for Preschoolers and emphatically in English-Only for College 
Students. The non-Spanish speakers experience first-hand what their English learners feel as 
they attempt simple, ordinary tasks in a foreign culture where they do not understand the 
language. Evening reflection sessions where the two groups compare notes and share insights 
raises the awareness for both sets of students as they collaboratively synthesize plans for the 
next day. The student traveler mentioned above is a French minor with no training in Spanish, but 
her travel to Nicaragua has motivated her to learn Spanish and even to consider joining the Peace 
Corps.   
 
Service Learning  
 

Service has been a key component of every Spring Break trip to Nicaragua. On the inaugural 
journey in 2012, the community partner was asked what was needed and the team was pointed 
to a local school that was in need of support. By local mandate, all schools in the region of their 
service were to be painted blue and white, the colors of the Nicaraguan flag. While the local 
authorities passed on the mandate, they did not provide paint or labor. Thus, some schools in 
economically challenged areas remained unpainted, their red brick walls causing shame for 
students, teachers, and community residents. The team’s job was to paint a local school and to 
visit classes with “Stay in School” and “Say No to Drugs” messages, as well as to be ambassadors 
of good will. By the end of the week, they had painted the entire three-room school inside and out 
and made friends with teachers and students alike. At a closing ceremony, which the community 
organized to express its thanks, the principal of the school said, “Thank you. You have not just 
painted our school and worked in our classes, you have given us dignity and joy.”  

The faculty mentor has reported that while both learning and reflection happened that spring, 
Service Learning did not, since there was no intentional connection with course content. The next 
year, the team did much of the same service, but intentional preparation was on the Nicaraguan 
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educational system, the economics of the area in which they served, specific vocabulary that was 
known to be relevant, and reflection designed to integrate course concepts and experience. Over 
the years, the team has retained one painting project and expanded their outreach into schools, 
so that they work with students ranging in age from pre-school to Non-Traditional Community 
College students—some nearing retirement age. The leader has also added opportunities for 
students interested in Medicine to serve in local clinics, and now includes service in the city of 
Managua in addition to the rural communities in which the team first served. All this expands the 
opportunities for reflection, connection, analysis, and synthesis. The student traveler reports that 
her experience serving in Nicaragua has influenced her desire to serve in the US as well. She 
now works with ESOL students here in the Upstate.  

In everything the team does, they consult with their local hosts to ensure that actual need 
exists for any service that they undertake. The author and the faculty mentor, in pursuing their 
own reflections in preparation for this paper, have contacted the team’s Managua host, Eliab, and 
asked if he sees value in the service the students provide. His answer focuses not on any of the 
physical contributions they have made, but on intangibles. In his own words: 

The service that the students give is of great value to our community, because it creates 
bridges of development for others. The great majority of our population is submerged in a 
social depression, caused by the poor economy that we live in, and that contributes to our 
people conforming with what little they have. But when we see young Americans with an 
optimistic spirit, that allows us to see beyond our noses, that we can be part of a great 
chance for our society. (E.R. Jarquin Salgado, personal communication, May 5, 2018) 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

Study Abroad, Integrative Interdisciplinary Learning, and Service Learning are all high-impact 
practices independently. Study Abroad takes students out of their comfort zones and exposes 
them to new cultures. Integrated Interdisciplinary Studies prepares them to meet future challenges 
that they should encounter. Service Learning engages students and gives them a sense of civic 
duty. Combining the three raises the impact exponentially in a transformational experience, 
changing students’ minds—and lives.  

In retrospect, it would have been better to do formal assessment at each stage of 
development, starting with the non-course related Alternative Spring Break and continuing 
through the informed and intentional implementation of Integrative and Service Learning 
methodologies. Moving forward, the mentor has noted that,  

Because our goal is long-term impact, future assessment will involve tracking down (and 
provisioning for) reflective feedback from participants two years after their involvement, 
focusing on their own view of any transformation. (Faculty Mentor, personal 
communication, January 25, 2019) 

Having lived the experience, however, and having seen the exponentially elevated impact on 
the students, the mentor will never return to a ‘simple’ Alternative Break—even in the name of 
research. Instead, he encourages you, the reader who is planning short-term travel without an 
associated course this year, to continue as planned and to capture both objective and subjective 
data surrounding your students’ experiences, then add Integrative Interdisciplinary Learning and 
Service Learning into your next trip, and then publish your results. We close with the Nicaraguan 
host’s appeal to all who will listen: 

Look for the possibility of spending time in Managua and invest resources to serve in 
Managua because in Managua there are many areas in society with many needs. (E.R. 
Jarquin Salgado, personal communication, May 5, 2018) 
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ABSTRACT. The internet has created 

numerous marketing opportunities as 
well as threats from any firm’s 
competitors. Analyzing competitors’ 
marketing strategies assists firms in 
gaining a better understanding of the 
competitive climate and their position 
on the internet. The purpose of this 
research was twofold: The first 
objective was to contribute to one 
business practitioner’s competitive 
analysis strategies by using website 
benchmarking content analysis to 
identify their online strategic strengths 
and weaknesses compared to the 
firm’s competitors’ online strategies. In 
addition to the application of this 
methodology, the second objective 
was to contribute to the body of 
literature that lacks both depth and 
breadth in the discussion of a critical 
qualitative method to use in today’s 
digital business environment. Content 
analysis was used to analyze the 
websites of one firm’s competitors. For 
the purpose of anonymity, the 
company sponsoring the research is 
named “Company X”.  Results of this 
study provided evidence for Company 
X regarding the competitive strengths 
and weaknesses of their online 
marketing strategies. The results 
provided insight for decision-makers to 
implement strategic changes to their 
website while simultaneously 
providing justification to scholars for 
the value of using website 
benchmarking in research methods. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Prior to charting an organization’s marketing objectives, marketers assess the current and 
trending external macro environments in which they will operate. Both technology and one’s 
competitors are included in that assessment which impact marketing strategy decisions. The 
internet has spawned numerous marketing opportunities as well as threats from 
competitors. Analyzing competitors and how they use technology in their online marketing tool kit 
assists firms in gaining a better understanding of the competitive climate on the internet.  Savvy 
firms must examine each competitor’s online strategies with a focus on what they should include, 
adapt or avoid in their own marketing strategy development. 

Businesses operating in the increasingly competitive and dynamic digital business 
environment are challenged with the development of new creative strategic choices and business 
models [1]. Utilizing the internet as part of a firm’s competitive strategies calls for a more complex 
set of marketing decisions. In making those decisions the primary question is not whether to 
deploy internet technology, but rather the critical question is how to deploy it. Companies have no 
choice if they want to stay competitive [2]. A more discerning and demanding clientele has led 
innovative organizations to incorporate the internet's critical role as a value enhancing business 
tool that ultimately improves business performance [3] - [5]. A comprehensive digital strategy is 
imperative for businesses that focus on achieving this new form of competitive advantage. How 
companies leverage the accessibility and information on the internet is now integral to competitive 
strategies and sustainable competitive advantage. Although the internet offers great potential, 
there exists a need for firms to better understand how to use the technology [4]. While many 
organizations are somewhat familiar with the internet, they often venture into the e-business world 
blindly with limited guidance.  

The dynamic online environment is constantly changing because consumers’ needs and 
expectations of website functionality, content, options and design are very sophisticated and 
maintain pressure on firms to offer the latest online technology.  Within that environment 
companies need to have constant vigilance on how to improve their websites in light of what their 
competitors offer by engaging in a solid competitive analysis. 

One of the most important steps in conducting a competitive analysis is for firms to evaluate 
their competitors’ websites. A certain degree of marketing strategies is revealed through company 
websites. Website benchmarking is a strategy used to evaluate and compare website quality [6] 
and represents one of the most important strategies for an organization’s survival.  Benchmarking 
provides information about where one’s website stands in relation to other websites. Defined as 
a continuous systematic process for evaluating competitors’ websites in order to assist in 
developing organizational strategies, website benchmarking contributes to the improvement of 
business practices by building on performance comparison and gap identification [7]. Additionally, 
strengths and weaknesses are identified so that improvements can be generated to implement 
for the primary purpose of becoming more competitive. Competitive benchmarking is a process 
by which firms identify best practices with its direct competitors in the market and then replicate 
those to strengthen their own competitive advantage [8]. This marketing research method 
highlights a firm’s competitive advantages and shows the most effective ways to improve website 
performance. Mosse and Whitley [9] state that with the increasing use of the Internet, website 
benchmarking technologies have become more valuable statistical tools of 
analysis. Benchmarking is used in a highly strategic nature since the ultimate goal of the process 
is for firms to improve the design and content of their websites for greater competitiveness.  

Despite the positive reasons for using website benchmarking, in general the approaches used 
are time consuming with little, if any, agreement among scholars on what metrics to use in the 
analyses as well as how to measure the ever-changing array of website components [10].  
Although conducting research using website benchmarking is timely due to the constantly 
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increasing menu of digital alternatives, the knowledge about best practices on the Internet is 
minimal and inconsistent [6], [10].   

The primary purpose of this research was to conduct a competitive analysis of various 
competitors’ web page marketing information for use by a venture entrepreneur lacking marketing 
research skills. Specifically, the primary objective was to utilize website benchmarking in order to 
explore and gather public data communicated on competitors’ web pages and to distinguish those 
web pages regarding the various marketing strategies offered to consumers online. A second 
objective was to provide a basic introduction to the research method of website benchmarking in 
qualitative content analysis for scholars of the internet and/or competitive advantage. 
 

2. Methods 
 

Electronic materials used were limited to a computer with internet access and a printer, strictly 
for pulling and printing the information. The analysis was completed manually with an inter-rater 
reliability conducted by a second researcher to help determine the reliability of the themes. The 
researcher had no access to any qualitative research software for any part of the study.   

Using a non-probability sample, 14 company websites were purposefully selected that 
matched the business model focused in this research study. Company X operates in a specialized 
niche with minimal direct competitors. In terms of the selection of candidates there were only 14 
companies who were similar enough to be included in this sample. All businesses studied were 
selected from a national geographic region in the United States. Nine of these businesses were 
provided in advance by the sponsor of this research, resulting in a convenience sample. Five 
additional company websites that matched the firm’s competitors were added as found by either 
the researcher or Company X. Criteria to be included in the sample required businesses to 
operate as service providers in the healthcare industry. The sample was accessed by logging 
onto the internet.  

Qualitative analysis was performed in which the website information was manually unitized by 
using the constant comparative method [11]. This inductive strategy involves coding units of 
information by category and simultaneously comparing all of the data in the remaining websites 
for inclusion in any of these categories. This research method provides the ability to identify 
reoccurring ideas, or “themes”. One unit of data could consist of a single word, a sentence, or an 
entire paragraph. Major themes and subthemes were then identified after the unitizing took place. 
The list of themes concluded after repetition led to ‘exhaustion’ of the theme occurred and when 
no new themes emerged.   

The first sample website was unitized from which an outline of themes was created. This 
outline became the ‘coding guide’ for the remainder of the websites’ analyses. The same coding 
procedure was applied to the second website, creating its own coding guide with identified 
themes. Each website’s content was analyzed following this procedure. Common themes across 
the sample of 14 company websites were aggregated to identify major themes used in their 
marketing throughout the industry. 
 

3. Results and Discussion 
 

The first objective of the research provided: 1) identification of key themes within their 
competitors’ web page content, and 2) answers to significant questions about how each individual 
competitor operates within their market(s) respectively. 

The implications ultimately resulted in Company X being able to successfully identify their 
competitor’s online business model and marketing strategies and how they are reaching and 
satisfying their customers.  This insight into each company gave Company X a substantial amount 
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of online marketing intelligence, specifically in terms of improving strategy development for 
increased competitiveness.  
 
Strongest Themes Found Across Competitor Companies: 

1. Innovation – improving on current processes with new advancements, keeping up with 
many industries’ trend of ‘modernization’. 

2. Technology and Integration – the seamless integration of processes and programs for all 
parties involved:  Companies A through N, consumers. 

3. Customer Service – for many companies, client and customer satisfaction is a clear 
priority; use of frustration-free processes to aid in ease of use. 

4. Consistency in Deliverables – maintaining a clear focus and meeting targets         
consistently. 

 
Upon completion of this research, Company X discovered they were stronger in some areas 

on their website compared to their competitors’ websites, the most dominant being the 
‘consistency in deliverables’ piece. Even more beneficially, Company X was able to identify key 
areas to make necessary improvements where great opportunities had previously been 
overlooked. Generally speaking, these opportunities were commonly found in the ease of 
usability, design and integration, consistent with the characteristics of the second category listed 
above. Due to the proprietary nature of the study’s result, specific strategies were not allowed to 
be shared by the researcher. 

Finding the most common themes embedded in public marketing of company websites 
answers pertinent questions, including: What are competitors using in their marketing to reach 
their respective target markets? What does each company value? What does each company feel 
is the most important message to communicate? The most salient of these were the differences 
within their copy/language, such as were they attempting a business-to-business focus? Or 
speaking to an audience of consumers? Discovering these themes better identified who Company 
X’s ideal target market is, and how they were reaching them via the internet.  

Answering the same questions about each business model of the total 14 companies was 
significant in understanding what is being done effectively or ineffectively across the industry – 
essentially learning from the trials of the competitor’s best practices. This research was applied 
to practice to Company X in determining highly sought-after marketing strategy information, 
including, but not limited to: any overlapping geographical service areas, potentially untapped 
markets, a comprehensive comparison of products offered, and the uniqueness of products 
compared to industry. 

 

4. Conclusion 
 
Research in competitive analysis is critical in both achieving and maintaining a competitive 

advantage. Through website benchmarking, this study allowed Company X to achieve greater 
success in a way not previously feasible. A great strength of this study was the vast amount of 
credible information available to aggregate. Alternatively, the biggest limitation of this study was 
the convenience sampling. A second limitation to this research was the lack of previous research 
on this specialized niche from which to springboard. Future research should continue to explore 
the trending themes within a single industry. To do this effectively, firms should focus on an 
industry as a population and use a random selection process to identify a larger sample of 
companies to study, rather than using a small convenience sample. By doing so the results can 
be more generalizable to the population of choice. Since all information obtained is public 
knowledge, possible criteria for selection of industry could include publicly traded companies, i.e. 
The S&P 500.  
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It is also recommended to conduct this research method on firms not requiring anonymity and 
protection of proprietary research information. By doing so it would be possible to share more 
information including the metrics used in previous studies and improve the understanding of how 
website benchmarking content analysis assists firms in their competitive analysis.  

The two objectives of this research were satisfied. First, this study confirms the importance of 
performing a competitive analysis by organizations for the purpose of learning their strengths and 
weaknesses in marketing on the internet. This study also provides evidence, although not 
specifically outlined due to confidentiality of proprietary information, that content analysis using 
website benchmarking is a valuable research method for scholars focusing on competitive 
analysis and online marketing strategies. 

In conclusion, this study confirmed the importance of performing a competitive analysis of the 
websites of one’s competitors for the purpose of improving competitive advantage. The research 
contributes to the ongoing research on the dynamic Internet marketing environment.  For this 
venture firm, this investigation supported the literature on website benchmarking for analyzing 
competitors’ online marketing strategies in order to identify strengths and weaknesses and use 
the findings to incorporate in developing online competitive strategies. 
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