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Executive summary
Colleges and universities are among the most venerable institutions in the Western  
world. Because of their hallowed tradition, it is easy to conclude that these institutions  
are timeless and unchanging; and the reputation of the leading brands in US higher  
education reinforces this perception. Students come and go, but the great colleges  
and universities endure forever. 

In reality, the higher education sector is changing more rapidly today than at any time  
since World War II. The G.I. Bill democratized higher education. The Vannevar Bush  
report, “Science: The Endless Frontier,” created the research partnership with the federal 
government that persists today. The postwar baby boom turbocharged the sector. The 
only comparable moments of change were the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862, which 
created the public land-grant universities, and the founding of Johns Hopkins University, 
which laid the groundwork for the 20th century research university. These events created 
the higher education landscape as we know it today. 

EY-Parthenon works with colleges and universities around the world, and we have a  
front-row seat on the sector’s transformation and renewal. US colleges and universities  
are re-inventing themselves. Progress is uneven, and some institutions are seriously  
challenged. There is no seismic event like the Morrill Act or the G.I. Bill to mark this  
evolutionary moment. But even if one cannot pinpoint a singular event today as the  
primary driver of change, it is the multitude of events — ranging from increased policy  
and regulation to the growing role of the private sector to technology-enabled disruption 
that many higher education leaders do not yet take seriously enough — that creates an  
ever more complex and dynamic higher education environment. 

Against this background, the higher education sector is adapting to the “new normal.”  
It is pursuing innovation in an effort to buck the status quo and change the centuries-old  
old business model, and to respond to increasingly negative public sentiment toward  
higher education. But this innovation is occurring at varying rates across the sector.  
In the words of William Gibson, “the future is already here — it’s just not evenly  
distributed.” Institutions that are more nimble — not just in adapting to change, but  
in crafting proactive strategies to take advantage of their strengths and differentiate  
in the competitive market — will seize a disproportionate share of this future.

“University Capital Strategies: leadership perspectives on transformation in higher  
education” is our attempt to capture this energy in the first-person voices of the people 
who are leading the industry into the future. We invited higher education leaders to  
discuss how they are leveraging the assets of their respective institutions to not only  
survive, but thrive during this period of change and uncertainty.
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Over the last 12 months, EY-Parthenon has interviewed over 50 university presidents and senior leaders  
to hear their perspectives on how the industry is transforming, and the challenges and opportunities at  
their universities. This report summarizes the findings from those interviews. Findings are categorized  
by the type of capital assets of the university. 

Broadly speaking, capital assets of higher education institutions can be grouped into these categories:

• Human capital 
 The institution’s faculty and staff, students, leadership team, and governing board

• Reputational capital 
 The intangible assets of institutional identity, loyalty and brand

• Financial capital 
 The operating budget and cash flow, endowment, and borrowing capacity of the institution

• Physical capital 
  The campus land, classrooms and research laboratories, library and IT infrastructure,  

residence halls, and athletic facilities

EY-Parthenon has captured these types of capital and related topics in the EY-Parthenon 
University Capital Strategy framework (see Figure 1).

US higher education, unlike the higher education systems in many other countries, is  
extraordinarily diverse, and the interviews included leaders of every institutional type  
and from every geographical region. One theme that emerged: diversity among institutions,  
like genetic diversity in an ecosystem, is an underlying strength of the sector.

We asked the presidents, and in some cases their provosts and CFOs, how they prioritize  
these four forms of capital in making strategic decisions about their institutions’ future.  
The goal: to discover how and where higher education leaders are placing strategic bets,  
and what this reveals about the future of the higher education sector.

HUMAN CAPITAL



Figure 1: University Capital Strategies: An EY-Parthenon Framework
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Prioritizing the four forms  
of university capital

In addition, while universities continue to hire, the 
composition of the workforce is shifting from full-time 
positions to part-time positions in an effort to reduce 
costs. This creates additional challenges for presidents 
to manage staff and create a strong culture and  
alignment. Attracting and retaining talent is essential  
to a university’s success. 

While faculty is an important element in attracting 
students, the nonacademic staff is equally important 
to a university’s success. With increasing financial and 
enrollment pressure on universities, it is important 
to have a team of administrators who can effectively 
implement a school’s priorities and strategy. Attracting 
non-faculty talent can be challenging. Universities 
compete for talent with the private sector, which 
often offers more competitive salaries and benefits. 
In addition, universities are not perceived as being the 
most innovative institutions and, therefore, high-quality 
talent may look elsewhere for opportunities.   

Retaining staff is also a challenge given that  
opportunities for advancement can be limited in 
universities. As universities try to do more with fewer 
resources, the ability to offer opportunities for staff 
development or resources for offices to implement new 
programs or initiatives becomes challenging. Investing 
in staff will have long-term benefits to any organization 
by reducing turnover and building a team that can  
create stability and better implement a long-term  
strategy. Given the increasing financial pressure, staff 
may not feel rewarded or appreciated for their work, 
which can lead to turnover. Universities that have 
developed effective processes for decision-making and 
removed bureaucratic barriers to operations will also 
find that they have more committed employees. 

Human capital

People are the lifeblood of universities

Presidents universally point to human capital as the 
greatest challenge and at the same time the greatest 
opportunity in higher education. Universities are a 
people business, and their success ultimately depends 
on the quality of talent they attract and retain —  
the faculty and staff who teach and administer the  
institution, the students whom they educate, the 

alumni who give back in so many ways, and the  
institutional leaders who captain their “ships” through 
both calm and choppy water.

Universities employ over 4 million1 people across  
the United States, and the majority of employees are  
nonacademic. More than half of university employees 
are nonacademic and support the operations and  
administration of schools, departments, and programs. 

1 Higher Education Employment Report, Higher Ed Jobs, December 2017
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The culture of universities makes it hard to deploy 
effective performance management

Independence is paramount from faculty’s perspective. 
This can create tension for presidents who want to 
create cultural change or implement performance  
management systems. Successful organizations  
understand that performance management is  
necessary to cultivate and retain high-quality talent. 
This is at odds with faculty’s notion of independence. 
Navigating this requires a strong leader and a set  
of management skills that are not normally part of  
a president’s skill set if he or she has taken the  

traditional academic route. Presidents who place  
a value on management skills and performance  
management have found success in navigating  
internal talent management challenges.

As mission-oriented organizations, universities often 
attract talent that is equally mission-driven. While 
strong fit is generally a positive thing, too often it 
goes hand in hand with archaic business practices 
and insufficient focus on performance management. 
Universities that successfully combine their mission 
orientation with operational excellence will be the 
winners in the long term. 
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Reputational capital

Rankings still matter and the cost is high

Many presidents cite the continuing importance of 
rankings in attracting students as well as funders.  
At the same time, they acknowledge that rankings  
often drive university actions that are not necessarily 
in the best interest of the student or the institution 
itself. For example, by placing a high value on a  
low acceptance rate, rankings create an incentive  
for universities to turn away students. Despite  
frustrations often cited by presidents about the  
rankings, they continue to be a source of pride for 
those institutions that achieve high ranking and an 
aspiration for others because of the impact they  
have on a university’s reputation and enrollment. 

Many leaders try to emulate the top-ranking universities, 
but this is strategy is costly. To climb in the rankings, 
colleges and universities need to make substantial  
investments in research, marketing, academic offerings, 
facilities and financial aid. Many institutions cannot 
afford this kind of investment, especially at a time  
when enrollment is declining and research dollars are 
stagnant, pushing many in the direction of increasing 
their debt levels. While there will always be a set of 
students interested in top-tier research universities, this 
is not the majority of students. Some university presidents 
understand this and have identified other ways of 
increasing their institutions’ reputational capital. 

The success of specialization

In the rankings, everyone is trying to emulate the top  
tier of schools, which is expensive, but when schools  
start redefining “reputation” as “relevance,” this opens  
up more pathways for schools to pursue. These pathways  
to creating relevance can take different, nontraditional 
forms. Schools may choose to focus narrowly or think 
more locally. EY-Parthenon interviews found that these 
approaches tended to fall into three categories:

• Alignment with local economy: Many schools  
understand that they are a key part of the local  
economy and have developed a reputation for  
helping to meet local workforce needs or aligning their 
research or areas of study to local economic needs.

• Targeting student populations: Many schools have 
identified a student population that they want to  
serve and have developed services and supports  
to serve that population. 

• Curricular niche: Schools that choose to specialize  
in a certain area of study or approach to the  
curriculum create a niche that can help to attract  
students, especially when the niche is responsive  
to students’ needs and desires.

These approaches are often enhanced by higher education 
partnering with industry. While the partnerships can be 
seen as putting academic freedom at risk, that is not 
usually the case. Universities can successfully navigate 
these partnerships when they set clear expectations and 
outline roles and responsibilities clearly. The end result  
is increased relevance and reputational capital. 
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Financial capital

Meeting institutional needs

Compared to the other forms of higher education  
capital, financial capital is relatively easy to quantify. 
The operating budget, cash flows, endowment assets 
and draws, and borrowing capacity of an institution 
can be tabulated and analyzed on a spreadsheet.

Financial capital is easy to quantify but hard to manage. 
The number of colleges and universities that have  
integrated their financial assets and borrowing power 
in a single decision support tool that enables them  
to match sources to uses is much smaller than in  
corporations of similar size. As nonprofits, higher 
 education institutions have access to capital on terms 
that the for-profit sector does not enjoy. Preferential 
access to debt markets, the ability to issue tax-free 
bonds, and, for some institutions, access to large  
individual donors all argue for a sophisticated strategy 
to manage these financing opportunities as a portfolio.

The need for a sophisticated financial strategy is  
even more important given long-term financial trends 
in higher education: 

• The funding model of public higher education  
is broken. Public support for state schools has 
dropped to historically low levels, and tuition,  
especially for out-of-state students, has increased  
in direct proportion2. Since public research  
universities educate 80 percent of all undergraduate 
and graduate students in the US, this trend poses  
a massive challenge for the sector as a whole.

• There is massive concentration of wealth. Of the 
805 schools with endowments in the United States, 
the top 10 university endowments control 35% of  
the total $515 billion in endowments, or $180 billion. 
The top 40 control two-thirds of the endowment 
wealth. This distribution of wealth mirrors the  
distribution in society as a whole, where the richest 
400 American families own $2 trillion in assets3, 
more than the bottom 50% of the population. 
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2 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
3 NACUBO Commonfund Study of Endowment Public NCSE Table https://www.nacubo.org/Research/2018/Public-NCSE-Tables

https://www.nacubo.org/Research/2018/Public-NCSE-Tables


• Scarcity and abundance skew the process of  
innovation. Innovation is occurring, but not in the 
expected places, since the colleges and universities 
with the greatest financial resources to innovate 
have little incentive to do so. With federal and state 
funding stagnant or declining, relationships with 
private entities (industry and individuals) are  
becoming more integral to an institution’s future, 
and the ability to manage financial capital in the 
service of a well-defined strategy is vital.

Physical capital 

Meeting student needs

Physical capital is the most tangible form of higher 
education capital and is the first impression a  
student will have of a school. Therefore, it is both an 
opportunity and a challenge. The cost of construction 
is rising, which puts increased pressure on a university’s 
finances. Despite rising costs, universities will continue 
to invest in physical infrastructure, whether it is to 
address decaying buildings or to put in brand-new  
facilities and the infamous “lazy rivers and climbing 
walls” in a veritable “arms race” for students.

As colleges and universities compete for students,  
there is increasing pressure to ensure the facilities 
reflect the evolving needs. Students are demanding 
more technology as well as other services and amenities  
on a campus that will help them enhance their  
experience and better prepare them for the workforce. 
Opportunities to use technology to collaborate inside 
and outside the classroom, state-of-the-art labs that 
provide research opportunities, and housing are all  
necessary to meet the student needs. The campuses 
that will be the most successful in the long run are 
those that combine the on-campus experience with  
the technologies of personalized, online learning 
and that redefine the learning experience for the  
millennial generation.

Innovation is paramount

Innovation is necessary for universities of all types  
to meet their physical capital needs. Innovation is  
not just necessary in the way a building looks, but  
in the way universities think about utilization. In  
decentralized universities there can be inefficient use  
of space, and there may be no central knowledge of  
how space is being used. Universities that leverage 
data to understand utilization have had success in  
making more efficient use of space. In addition,  
new uses of technology and areas of research create  
demand for new types and uses of space. As the  
workforce becomes more global and technology based, 
students will need to be equipped with new skills, and 
the physical space should reflect those needs. 

Innovation comes at a cost. As financial pressure 
increases, schools will need to be even more creative 
in how they think about the use and costs of their 
physical spaces. There are creative ways of financing, 
and the nonprofit status of schools provides them  
with many opportunities, including public partnerships 
that support the creation of new spaces in a way that 
benefits the local community as well as the school. 
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University Capital Strategy
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Institutional 
perspectives
Across the four areas of capital — human,  
reputational, financial and physical — there  
are challenges. Attracting and retaining  
talent, competition for students and rankings, 
financial pressure, and addressing physical  
needs were all cited by presidents. Despite  
these challenges, or maybe because of them, 
presidents are finding ways to innovate and  
develop creative solutions to the most  
pressing problems. EY-Parthenon interviews  
surfaced unique perspectives of presidents 
around both the challenges they face and  
the ways they are addressing those challenges. 
These presidents are leading a diverse set of  
colleges and universities — private top-tier  
research, community colleges, and public  
institutions — and regardless of the type of  
institution, they are facing similar challenges. 

On the following pages are a selection of  
perspectives that highlight the innovative ways 
presidents are addressing these challenges  
across all four areas of university capital.



Institution full name, city, state Carnegie classification

Total 
enrollment- 
headcount 
(2016–17)

Faculty 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Staff 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Revenue 
in millions 

of USD 
(2015–16)

Bowdoin College 
Brunswick, ME

Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 1806 214 695 $92

California State University- 
San Bernardino 
 San Bernardino, CA

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

20767 633 1020 $286

Case Western Reserve University 
Cleveland, OH

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 11664 1430 3010 $864

Cleveland State University 
Cleveland, OH

Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 16864 757 1110 $317

Colgate University 
Hamilton, NY

Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 2890 321 643 $131

Colorado College 
Colorado Springs, CO

Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 2114 208 566 $143

Colorado State University System 
CO System 51263 2183 5442 $1,244

East Los Angeles College 
Monterey Park, CA

Associate's colleges:  
high transfer– 
high traditional

36970 585 387 $205

Elon University 
Elon, NC

Master's colleges and  
universities: medium 
programs

6739 479 883 $240

Embry-Riddle Aeronautical  
University-Daytona Beach 
Daytona Beach, FL

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

6011 320 1041 $198

George Mason University 
Fairfax, VA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 34909 1674 2617 $884

Georgetown University 
Washington, DC

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 18525 1570 3837 $1,296

Golden Gate University-San Francisco 
San Francisco, CA

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

2656 249 229 $47

Harvey Mudd College 
Claremont, CA

Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 842 107 203 $48

James Madison University 
Harrisonburg, VA

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

21270 1163 2109 $578

Mount Saint Mary's University 
Los Angeles, CA

Master's colleges and  
universities: medium 
programs

3496 247 353 $82

4  IPEDS is the source of all information presented on pages 12–14, except for the following two entities: UC San Diego and Tufts. The data reflects the most current 
data available from IPEDS.
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Participating institutions: Classification, Enrollment, FTEs and Revenue4

Private Public System



Institution full name, city, state Carnegie classification

Total 
enrollment- 
headcount 
(2016–17)

Faculty 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Staff 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Revenue 
in millions 

of USD 
(2015–16)

Pepperdine University 
Malibu, CA

Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 7826 478 1159 $321

Providence College 
Providence, RI

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

4568 355 555 $198

San Francisco State University 
San Francisco, CA

Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 29045 1132 1467 $488

Santa Clara University 
Santa Clara, CA

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

8422 654 994 $327

Smith College 
Northampton, MA

Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 2896 341 810 $57

Southern Methodist University 
Dallas, TX

Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 11739 879 1492 $621

Tufts University 
Medford, MA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 11489 1199 3146 $775

Tulane University of Louisiana 
New Orleans, LA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 12581 1138 3372 $831

University of California-San Diego 
La Jolla, CA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 34979 2530 16219 $4,314

University of Central Florida 
Orlando, FL

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 64088 1596 3883 $1,003

University of Colorado Boulder  
Boulder, CO

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 33977 1786 5726 $1,467

University of Denver  
Denver, CO

Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 11614 906 1569 $410

University of Maryland– 
Baltimore County 
Baltimore, MD

Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 13640 628 1415 $426

University of Massachusetts-Amherst 
Amherst, MA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 30037 1431 4038 $1,212

University of Massachusetts System 
MA System 74,488 4970 10910 $3,452

University of Redlands 
Redlands, CA

Master's colleges and  
universities: larger  
programs

5071 333 523 $149

University of San Francisco 
San Francisco, CA

Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 11003 734 1011 $367

University of South Carolina-Columbia 
Columbia, SC

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 34099 1916 4622 $1,045
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Institution full name, city, state Carnegie classification

Total 
enrollment- 
headcount 
(2016–17)

Faculty 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Staff 
FTE 

(2016–17)

Revenue 
in millions 

of USD 
(2015–16)

University of South Florida- 
Main Campus 
Tampa, FL

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 42861 1952 5490 $1,241

University of Texas System 
TX System 234621 14926 57067 $14,367

University of Virginia-Main Campus 
Charlottesville, VA

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 23898 2264 6657 $2,775

University of Wisconsin-Madison 
Madison, WI

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 42582 3738 10988 $2,676

University System Georgia 
GA System 287920 12865 34117 $7,219

Vanderbilt University 
Nashville, TN

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 12587 1299 4456 $1,100

Villanova University 
Villanova, PA

Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 10842 778 1549 $423

West Virginia University 
Morgantown, WV

Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 28488 2214 3846 $1,185

Institution A5 Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 10,000–19,999 1,000–1,999 2,500–4,999 $1,000–$2,499

Institution B Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 20,000–49,999 2,000–3,999 5,000–7,499 $1,000–$2,499

Institution C Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 50,000 and above 500–999 1,000–2,499 $500–$999

Institution D Doctoral universities:  
moderate research activity 5,000–9,999 Under 500 Under 1000 Under $500

Institution E Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 50,000 and above 500–999 1,000–2,499 Over $5,000

Institution F Baccalaureate colleges:  
arts and sciences focus 1,000–4,999 1,000–1,999 1,000–2,499 Under $500

Institution G Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 20,000–49,999 1,000–1,999 2,500–4,999 $2,500–$4,999

Institution H Doctoral universities:  
higher research activity 20,000–49,999 2,000–3,999 10,000–14,999 $2,500–$4,999

Institution I Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 20,000 – 49,999 1,000–1,999 10,000–14,999 $2,500–$4,999

Institution J Doctoral universities:  
highest research activity 50,000 and above 2,000–3,999 7,500–9,999 $2,500–$4,999

Private Public System

5  The information presented for institutions A–J is confidential pursuant to request from interviewees.
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Human capital
Presidents spend a significant amount of time developing and managing people, and those who are  
successful approach the work as both a manager and an academic. Successful presidents play many 
roles and build strong cultures through thoughtful succession planning and inclusive leadership.

Deliberate leadership planning

Elon University — Elon, North Carolina
• Type: private; Master’s Colleges and Universities: medium programs 
• Interviewee: Leo Lambert, President

• Total enrollment: 6,739

• Total faculty FTE: 479 

• Total staff FTE:  883

• Total revenue:  $240m

“Leadership at every level in higher education is so very important.  
We intentionally groom leadership at Elon, especially from the faculty 
ranks. I created the Faculty Administrative Fellows Program on campus, 
which provides an opportunity for promising faculty leaders to join the 
senior staff for a two-year appointment. These are typically tenured 
associate professors who are on track to become full professors.  

Fellows are assigned a challenging project, as well as an opportunity to work alongside senior leaders  
and trustees and experience the many complex issues facing campuses today. Many former Fellows  
have become associate deans, associate provosts or assumed other leadership positions within  
Elon University. Senior staff have also benefited from having a faculty perspective in our deliberations.”

Creating opportunities for engagement and collaboration 

Tulane University — New Orleans, LA
• Type: private; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewees:  Michael Fitts, President 

Patrick Norton, Vice President, Chief Operating Officer

• Total enrollment: 12,581

• Total faculty FTE:  1,138 

• Total staff FTE:  3,372

• Total revenue:  $831m

“Innovation occurs when people cross fields. I don’t want to overstate it. 
You have to have grounding in a particular field and approach. But if you 
think about how research and education is done these days, the ability to 
cross paradigms and see how different fields interrelate is crucial. Tulane 
recognizes the value of this interdisciplinary approach. When I became 
president, I appointed two task forces: one on undergraduate education, 

the other on graduate education. Each was charged with thinking through the distinct comparative 
advantages for Tulane in this educational landscape. Not surprisingly, they both ended up where I was 
hoping they would. This approach is not something that’s being imposed in a top-down way by me. It 
grows out of the soil here.“ 

Featured institutional perspectives and capital type
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Continued: Creating opportunities for engagement and collaboration 

University of Denver — Denver, CO
• Type: private; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewee: Rebecca Chopp, Chancellor

• Total enrollment: 11,614

• Total faculty FTE:  906

• Total staff FTE:  1,569

• Total revenue:  $410m

“I read constantly about change management and organizational design.  
I have a coach to help me with organizational design and redesign and 
with cultural change. It shocks me, when I share that experience with  
my peers, that most of them pooh-pooh me. The attitude is: why would  
I bother lowering myself to read that kind of material? Another way to  
say this is that many of us are limited by not understanding that we are 

really CEOs of institutions, and those institutions are changing. Before I arrived here, the job descriptions 
of the deans did not include fundraising. It’s now one of the first things in the job description, and most  
all of the deans’ fundraisers report directly to the vice chancellor for advancement. We provide a lot  
of training for the deans. We just paid for them to attend a training session at the Denver Center for 
Performing Arts, which has a full-day session on improvisation, to teach them how to pitch their ideas  
to donors. They had so much fun. Because part of fundraising is coming up with the great ideas and 
writing the proposals, but part of it is knowing how to turn on a dime with the donor.”

Reward and recognition

West Virginia University — Morgantown, WV
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewee: Gordon Gee, President

• Total enrollment: 28,488

• Total faculty FTE:  2,214

• Total staff FTE:  3,846

• Total revenue:  $1,185m

“One of the things we’re focused on now is how we reward and recognize  
faculty. The most important thing about tenure is the fact that it’s not 
about job security so much as it’s about achievement. We have to start 
recognizing people who achieve in ways that they are currently not 
rewarded for. There have to be multiple roads to recognition, and right 
now that is almost nonexistent. You either do it one way, or it’s the 

highway. That goes to our core as an institution. I’ve always felt that universities are places of ideas and 
creativity. We’re very good at being creative, but the one thing we have absolutely no interest in or 
curiosity about is how to make the institution better. There is zero curiosity about how to improve the 
university. The issue of talent and culture is a fundamental religious issue. It’s more important than 
financial issues or anything else. I sound like a broken record, but I believe in sin and confession. You 
can’t have one without the other. So I bring this idea up everywhere. Just this weekend, we promoted  
one of our teaching professors to a full professor of the institution. It’s a small step, but it shows that  
we’re breaking down the talent recognition barriers.”
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Reputational capital
While rankings do a play a role in the perception of universities, presidents understand that ultimately 
they need to define their cultures and leverage their unique aspects to attract and develop students.

Knowing the students you serve

Colorado College — Colorado Springs, CO
• Type: private; Baccalaureate Colleges: arts and sciences focus
• Interviewee: Jill Tiefenthaler, President

• Total enrollment: 2,114

• Total faculty FTE:  208

• Total staff FTE:  566

• Total revenue:  $143m

“College has a history of creativity and innovation — partly a reflection  
of our roots in the American West, where the independent spirit thrives. 
Our academic program called the Block Plan gives our students the ability 
to dive deep and focus. Instead of taking four classes concurrently each 
semester, like most of our peer liberal arts colleges do, students at CC 
take one course at a time for three-and-a-half weeks, so they’re totally 

immersed in the topic. The Block Plan has been popular since it started, but it particularly appeals to this 
generation of students. Students today often feel over-programmed as they try to balance all their 
academic work, extracurricular activities, perhaps a part-time job, and personal lives. Doing one thing  
at a time on the Block Plan is really, really attractive to them.”

Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University — Daytona Beach, FL
• Type: small private; Master’s Colleges and Universities: larger programs
• Interviewees:  Karen Holbrook, Former Interim President 

Randy Howard, Senior Vice President for Finance and CFO

• Total enrollment: 6,011

• Total faculty FTE:  320

• Total staff FTE:  1,041

• Total revenue:  $198m

“The industry focus makes Embry-Riddle an exciting place and gives  
us a lot of opportunity. We have about 6,000 students on our Florida 
campus; 2,500 students in Prescott, Arizona; and 35,000 in our ERAU 
Worldwide program. I spent my career at public research institutions 
before coming to Embry-Riddle, and I will say this about our students: 
they are different. They know who they are, they know why they are  

here, and they know where they are going.”
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Attracting diverse students

East Los Angeles College — Monterey Park, CA
• Type: public; Associate’s Colleges: high transfer–high traditional
• Interviewee: Marvin Martinez, President

• Total enrollment: 36,970

• Total faculty FTE:  585

• Total staff FTE:  387

• Total revenue:  $205m

“When you have a campus that becomes that beacon of hope for a 
community like ours, the students know, ‘Look, if I go to East LA College 
and do well there, I can then go to some of the top universities in the 
country. I can go to USC, UCLA or Berkeley.’ We pay for the bridge 
programs. I use our funds from programs that we have. How do you 
become a great community college? Successful transfer is one issue.  

The other one is graduation. This year we had the largest graduating class we’ve ever had. I told the 
campus community, ‘I’m happy that we’ve moved up from 25 to 12 or 13, but we’re not No.1. We’re  
not even in the top 10. So don’t celebrate too much.’ We’re excited, but we still have a ways to go.”

Harvey Mudd College — Claremont, CA
• Type: private; Baccalaureate Colleges: arts and sciences focus
• Interviewee: Maria Klawe, President

• Total enrollment: 842

• Total faculty FTE:  107

• Total staff FTE:  203

• Total revenue:  $48m

“If we’re going to prove that we can have women, and African Americans,  
and Hispanic students, and gay and lesbian students, and transgender 
students, exposed to the most rigorous curriculum on the face of the 
Earth, we actually had to get women, and African American, and Hispanic 
students, and so on, in the door. It turns out the answer to each of those 
groups is different.”

Mount Saint Mary’s University — Los Angeles, CA
• Type: private; Master’s Colleges and Universities: medium programs
• Interviewee: Ann McElaney-Johnson, President

• Total enrollment: 3,496

• Total faculty FTE:  247

• Total staff FTE:  353

• Total revenue:  $82m

“We continue the Sisters’ mission today by educating women to  
lead lives filled with purpose. We graduate global citizens who are 
working to improve communities all over the world. Our education  
is transformational, and our students are unique. Eighty-five percent  
of our traditional undergraduates are women of color and over 50%  
 are the first in their family to attend college. We are proud to be one of 
the most diverse universities in the nation.”
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The role of sports 

Villanova University — Villanova, PA
• Type: private; Doctoral Universities: moderate research activity
• Interviewees:  Peter Donohue, President 

Ken Valosky, Executive Vice President   
Patrick Maggitti, Provost

• Total enrollment: 10,842

• Total faculty FTE:  778

• Total staff FTE:  1,549

• Total revenue:  $423m

“Winning the NCAA basketball championship also put Villanova in the 
national spotlight. By one estimate, the University received $1.3 billion 
worth of free media exposure just from men’s basketball. The upswing in 
applications is due to the convergence of a number of items in a 10-year 
strategic plan that positioned Villanova as a national university. The  
NCAA basketball championship was the icing on the cake, if you will.”
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Financial capital
As public funding continues to decline and competition for students increases, universities have to be 
more creative in the way they manage their budgets and identify sources of revenue.

Attracting out-of-state and international students

Colorado State University System, CO
• Type: System
• Interviewees:  Tony Frank, President and Chancellor 

Lynn Johnson, Vice President for University Operations and Chief Financial Officer 
Rick Miranda, Provost and Executive Vice President

• Total enrollment: 51,263

• Total faculty FTE:  2,183

• Total staff FTE:  5,442

• Total revenue:  $1,224m

“With limited state funding, we rely on a diversified revenue strategy.  
Our nonresident student enrollment is increasing a little faster than 
resident enrollment, although we definitely don’t turn away qualified 
Colorado students. Our international student population was 2%–3%  
a few years ago; it’s now 6%–7%, and our goal is to get to 8%–10%.”

Leveraging technology

University of Massachusetts–Amherst — Amherst, MA
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewee: Kumble Subbaswamy, Chancellor

• Total enrollment: 30,037

• Total faculty FTE:  1,431

• Total staff FTE:  4,038

• Total revenue:  $1,212m

“At UMass Amherst, we are diversifying our revenue base to not  
be solely dependent on tuition dollars as the dominant revenue source.  
We are beginning to scale up online education, which produces margins 
that can subsidize other parts of the operation. However, with regard  
to commercializing intellectual property, like most institutions, we  
 are only scratching the surface, and significant opportunities still  
exist in this arena.”
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Using data

University of Colorado Boulder — Boulder, CO
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewee: Phil DiStefano, Chancellor

• Total enrollment: 33,977

• Total faculty FTE:  1,789

• Total staff FTE:  5,726

• Total revenue:  $1,467m

“As an AAU Institution, we’re able to use academic analytics and look  
at things like the number of students in a major and the amount of  
space that is being used. We have strategically invested in one area  
and downsized in another based on some of these metrics. Each year,  
we update the profile of every academic program on the campus  
using Colorado colors of black and gold and silver and red. We look  

at each program and ask, ‘Is this a program that we want to invest in?’ and if we don’t, ‘Should we  
drop it and invest in something else?’ It’s a hard thing to do, but the provost and the senior vice  
chancellor and I have worked with all of the schools and colleges and the department chairs. When  
we started to do the analytics, we didn’t cut immediately. We just showed them where they were.  
For example, it was not feasible to invest in our comparative literature program. Another program  
was doing well in graduate studies and research, but they didn’t have an undergraduate student  
population. The program didn’t have a good internal ranking, but the faculty worked to develop an 
undergraduate program that’s been very successful, and it has moved them up. We try to look  
strategically at programs. Our law school has a good reputation, but when you looked at the analytics, 
one of its master’s degrees was holding it down. So we suspended that master’s degree program  
until we could redesign a new program more in line with our goals.”

Cleveland State University — Cleveland, OH
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: higher research activity
• Interviewee: Ronald Berkman, Former President

• Total enrollment: 16,864

• Total faculty FTE:  757

• Total staff FTE:  1,110

• Total revenue:  $317m

“One of the things we’ve done is to significantly reduce the number  
of academic programs that we offer from over 200 down to 170. It’s  
not an easy thing to do. We look at multiple criteria related to program 
viability, such as whether there’s enough student demand, whether 
there will be job opportunities for students when they graduate, and 
whether it’s aligned with the university’s strategic priorities.”
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Physical capital
Universities understand the importance of the physical space in attracting and serving students.  
They are looking to public-private partnerships to help finance these new developments and  
recognize the important role that universities play in the economic development of a community.

New developments

James Madison University — Harrisonburg, VA
• Type: public; Master’s Colleges and Universities: larger programs
• Interviewee: Jonathan Alger, President and Chief Executive Officer

• Total enrollment: 21,270

• Total faculty FTE:  1,163

• Total staff FTE:  2,109

• Total revenue:  $578m

“Another example of community engagement is the new  
hotel/conference center in Harrisonburg that serves the university  
and community. James Madison has a growing hospitality program,  
and it will be a wonderful place for engaged learning for those students 
and faculty. But there was also a great need for a significant conference 
facility in the Shenandoah Valley, so we’ve worked with the city of 

Harrisonburg, a private developer (a JMU alum) and the University Foundation. It took all of those  
parties coming together to bring the project to fruition. We all have skin in the game. It was built on  
our land by the private developer. The city had a role in terms of the financing and is forgoing potential 
taxes for a number of years that they might otherwise have gotten. It was a fairly complex deal, but 
everybody realized at the end of the day this was a win-win situation for all of us. The facility is now 
open and has already been a game-changer in creating new possibilities for our institution and  
community. We very much see ourselves as being an economic engine for our area, so we host groups 
like the Shenandoah Valley Partnership, which is the regional economic development office for our  
area. We also have a small business development center at James Madison University. We’re trying  
to do a lot to support the private sector locally, and to help entrepreneurs and people with new  
business concepts bring them to fruition. The win-win of economic development with the private  
sector makes the Shenandoah Valley a more attractive place to live, learn and work.”
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Continued: New developments

San Francisco State University — San Francisco, CA
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: moderate research activity
• Interviewee: Leslie Wong, President

• Total enrollment: 29,045

• Total faculty FTE:  1,132

• Total staff FTE:  1,467

• Total revenue:  $488m

“For 117 years, San Francisco State was a commuter campus with no 
residence halls. We now have a deal to change that. We’re at 3,600  
beds now. With corporate partners, we’re going to triple that to 10,000. 
We’re trying to anticipate the cultural shift of going from a commuter 
campus culture to a residential one.  As we become more residential, 
students want faculty and staff to show up at their social activities in  

the evening.  Even the faculty and staff want campus-based housing. So the towers we’re planning  
are going to be combined student-faculty-staff housing.

We’re trying to cut a deal for these towers and walk out with enough money to privately build a 
much-needed new science building. The science building may be the first academic building entirely  
funded by a public-private partnership. I have three governments that want to conduct research in  
the new science building. My only condition was, if you’re going to be in the building, the employees you 
hire will be our students. I want my students in your lab. They said, ‘Fine. Can they be supervised by our 
PhD researchers?’ I said, ‘Terrific.’ As soon as the deal for the residential towers is done, we’ll cut the  
deal for the science building. I have the land all set aside The benefit to the partner corporations is  
that they’ll be doing research on a university campus with access to bright students.”

University of Central Florida — Orlando, FL
• Type: public; Doctoral Universities: highest research activity
• Interviewee: John Hitt, Former President

The University of Central Florida started a new medical school in Lake Nona through  
a public-private partnership. 

• Total enrollment: 64,088

• Total faculty FTE: 1,596

• Total staff FTE: 3,883

• Total revenue: $1,003m

“I zeroed in on partnership. And just an observation: from my  
perspective, it goes both ways over time… For Lake Nona Medical City,  
it was clear to me that Joe Lewis couldn’t realize his vision for the  
kind of real estate development that is there, without a medical school  
as the anchor institution. So we developed the medical college 
together. And a decade later, Lake Nona Medical City needs a teaching 

hospital. Well, there are two. The veteran’s administration hospital just opened. It’s the second largest 
VA hospital in the country. It’s grand and really good. The Nemours Foundation also built a children’s 
hospital. Both the VA and the Nemours Foundation had selected other sites in Central Florida, but  
when the medical school was announced, they relocated the site to Lake Nona. It was a series of good, 
well-motivated decisions.  For our teaching hospital, we selected a for-profit hospital partner rather 
than going to the state for the capital. One of the benefits of the relationship, between the new 
teaching hospital at Lake Nona and other hospitals, is that there will be close to 700 residency  
slots generated by around 2020. This is going to solve a lot of problems by increasing the number  
of trained doctors and medical people in the Central Florida region.”
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