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BOARD OF GOVERNORS 

May 30-June 1, 2018 

C Lazy U Ranch, Granby 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 30, 2018 

Reception and Dinner in the Main Lodge (social event)   5:30 p.m. 

THURSDAY, MAY 31, 2018 

CSU System Board of Governors Breakfast, Main Lodge    7:30 a.m.– 9:00 a.m. 

COMMENCE BOARD RETREAT, Latigo Room 9:00 a.m. 

1. PUBLIC COMMENT 9:00 a.m. – 9:15 a.m. 

2. DISCUSSION OF BOARD RESERVES 9:15 a.m. – 12:15 p.m. 

 History and Projections

 Existing Policy and Guidelines

 Discussion: Expenditure Philosophy

 Goals and Board Direction

LUNCH, the Patio House 12:30 – 1:30 p.m. 

3. REVIEW AND DISCUSSION OF HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEMS 1:45 p.m. – 4:30 p.m. 

 Context

 Systems at the National Level

 History

 Models

 Colorado State University System

 History

 Current Status

 Future Opportunities

 Perspectives on System Value

 Presidents

 Staff

 Open Discussion

 Goal: Board Alignment Around Systems as They Apply to the CSU System

4. EXECUTIVE SESSION 4:30 p.m. – 5:00 p.m. 

Reception and Dinner, the Patio House (social event) 5:30 p.m. 

FRIDAY, JUNE 1, 2018 

Board of Governors Breakfast, Main Lodge 7:30 a.m. – 9:00 a.m. 

RECONVENE BOARD RETREAT, Latigo Room 9:00 a.m. 

5. EVALUATION COMMITTEE (Executive Session) 9:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. 

ADJOURNMENT  11:00 a.m.  

Next Board of Governors Board Meeting: August 8-9, 2018, CSU-Global Campus



B O A R D  O F  G O V E R N O R S  R E T R E AT

T H U R S D A Y ,  M A Y  3 1  &  F R I D A Y ,  J U N E  1 ,  2 0 1 8



A G E N D A THURSDAY MORNING: Reserves

THURSDAY AFTERNOON: Systems

FRIDAY MORNING: Evaluation Committee



RESERVES  History & Projections

 Existing Policy & Guidelines

 Discussion: Expenditure Philosophy

 Goal: sense of shared Board direction



HISTORY OF 
RESERVES

 Institutional

 Unit level/ carry forward

 “Putting Resources to Work”

 Composite Financial Index/ 
Rating Agencies

 CSU Global Campus

 Reserve Risk & Opportunity



ANNUAL RESERVES REPORT



HISTORY OF PAST DRAWS



CSU-P Academic Programs $354K ($131K final installment due 2020)

CSU-P Housing Debt Service $1.2M (on-going)

CSU-P Presidential Startup $166K ($166K FY 20, Final $85K FY 21)

CSUS IT (Kuali) $139K (final installment)

CSUS Off-Campus $620K (Hubs, Todos Santos; transitional)

CSUS Student Success $800K (1X with ROI)

CSU-CU Medical Start-Up $550K (on-going start-up expenses TBD)

Sub-Total:  $3.8M

AAU: NAS Recruitments $3M (annually for 5 years)

TOTAL:  $6.8M (10.5%; $58M residual)

National Western Center TBD

POTENTIAL DECEMBER 2018 
W I T H D R AWA L S



National Western Center
Preliminary Annual Budget Estimates



WATER RESOURCES CENTER
Preliminary Estimated ROM Annual Budgets



ANIMAL HEATH BUILDING
Preliminary Estimated ROM Annual Budgets



CSU CENTER
Preliminary Estimated ROM Annual Budgets



Water Resources Center: $750,000-$1.1M

Animal Health Building: $1.5M-$1.8M

CSU Center: $350,000-$700,000 

SUMMARY OF NWC PRELIMINARY RESOURCE REQUIREMENTS





 PROVIDE OPERATIONAL FLEXIBILITY
• Provide support in the event of a sudden shortfall 

in revenue

• Cover unanticipated Expenditures

• Fund unexpected opportunities

• Provide for extraordinary one-time investments

 ITEMS TO AVOID
• Backfill of expected shortfalls in revenue unless a 

plan to remedy exists

• Provide for on-going base related expenditures

BOARD RESERVES – PURPOSE



BLANK SLATE

 Fiscal & Fiduciary 
Responsibility

 Fiscal Alchemy
• 1X to base

• Investments (start-ups – research 

& programs; seed capital)

• Debt Service

 Game Changers
• AAU

• Signature Programs

 Matching
 System



 FISCAL & FIDUCIARY 

RESPONSIBILITY

 FISCAL ALCHEMY
• 1X to base

• Investments (start-ups 

research & programs; 

seed capital)

• Debt Service

 GAME CHANGERS

• AAU

• Signature Programs

 MATCHING

 SYSTEM

FOR EXAMPLE . . .

 RESERVE LEVEL

 AAU START-UP’S

 STUDENT SUCCESS

 CSUP HOUSING

 MEDICAL SCHOOL

 RURAL COLORADO INITIATIVE

 MIDDLE CLASS INITIATIVE

 SYSTEM-WIDE PRESENCE
• National Western
• Hubs
• Todos Santos

 RFP

 SYSTEM



Prioritization . . .
 PUEBLO SUSTAINABILITY 2.0 
 MIDDLE CLASS INITIATIVE
 STUDENT SUCCESS 

 INFRASTRUCTURE 
 HUMAN, IT ETC

 MEDICAL SCHOOL 

 RURAL COLORADO INITIATIVE 

 SYSTEM-WIDE PRESENCE 
• NATIONAL WESTERN
• HUBS
• TODOS SANTOS

 AAU START-UP’S 
 DEBT REDUCTION 

 NEW PROGRAMS 

 EXISTING PROGRAM ENHANCEMENTS 



D I S C U S S I O N

G O A L :  sense  of  shared Board  d i rect ion



CURRENT THINKING ON SYSTEMS 
AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL



SYSTEMS
 Context

 National
• History

• Models

 CSUS
• History

• Status

 Future Opportunities

 Perspectives on System Value
• Presidents

• Staff

 Open Discussion

 Goal: sense of Board alignment 

around systems as they apply to CSUS



CONTEXT

 Adams State University Conversations

 FY19 Budget regarding Rural-Serving Institutions

 Costs – role of the State; role of the institution(s)

 Our Fundamental Assumptions

• No closures

• No substantive new long term funding

• Potential Value Proposition



SYSTEMS AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL - STRUCTURE

 California Master Plan for Higher Education
• 1960, Clark Kerr

• 3 valued systems with distinct roles and missions

• “Competition”

• Funding

• President and Chancellors

 SUNY
• 1948; largest single system in the USA

• 64 campuses; 700K students; everything public 
except CUNY

• Chancellor and Presidents

• Cornell; Buffalo

 University of Wisconsin System
• 1971 (passed by a single vote)

• 13 universities, 13 colleges, extension; 
180K students

• WTCS

• Funding (Stevens Point)

• President and Chancellors

 Penn State University System
• 24 campuses and extension; 100K 

students (>70% at the flagship)

• Single President with a VP at the flagship 
and a CEO at each campus



TEXAS A&M 
SYSTEM
 11 campuses, 

7 agencies, 
150K students

 Built over time; 
on-going



COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM

CREATED IN 1985 BY SBA
CSU, FLC, USC | Joint Chancellor & President; 
1 executive VC as the only employee

2002 | FLC & CSU-Pueblo

2007 | CSU Global Campus

2009 | First distinct Chancellor

2015 | Re-Combined the Chancellor role



FUTURE 
OPPORTUNITIES

 “Back room operations”

 Extending programs (e.g. engineering, 
agriculture)

 Transferability – course and location?

 System hiring of contingent faculty?

 Role of CSUGC to fill in program gaps?

 Hubs?

 Rural health-care initiative?

 Rural initiative?



PERSPECTIVES ON VALUE . . . AND COST

Pres idents  |  CAO |  CFO |  Other  senior  staff



OPEN DISCUSSION

GOAL:   sense  of  Board  a l ignment  around systems 

as  they  apply  to  CSUS



COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM 
 

Policy and Procedures Manual 
 
SUBJECT: BUDGET AND FINANCE 

Policy 205: CSUS Board Reserves Policy 
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Board Policy 
 
Pursuant to Colorado law, the Board has exclusive control over all funds of and 
appropriated to any institution that it governs (Colorado Constitution, Article VIII, 
Section 5; C.R.S. § 23-30-106). This policy sets forth the process, method of calculation, 
and potential use of certain reserves by the Board, the CSUS and its institutions. 
 
Purpose of the Reserves 
   
The purpose of maintaining reserves is to ensure the financial health and stability of each 
institution within the CSUS, as well as the CSUS as a whole, and to provide an additional 
measurement of the fiscal condition of the CSUS and its institutions.  Generally, there are 
four primary uses for reserves:  
 

1. To provide support in the event of a sudden shortfall in revenue (e.g., unforeseen 
drop in enrollment or a reduction in state appropriation); 
 

2. To cover unanticipated expenditures (e.g., unanticipated increases in utility costs, 
deferred maintenance item that requires immediate attention, legal fees, etc.);  
 

3. To fund unexpected opportunities; and  
 

4. To provide for extraordinary one-time investments.   
 
Reserves should not be utilized to backfill expected shortfalls in revenue unless a plan 
exists to either increase the respective revenue stream or reduce related expenses.  The 
use of reserves is appropriate to assist with timing issues, but should not be relied upon for 
the support of on-going expenditures.  The reserves also provide operational flexibility to 
allow for strategic-related risks and to respond to changes within the environment.  
Through these reserves, the CSUS will be able to better manage financial challenges and 
remain focused on strategic initiatives. 
 
Definitions 
 

1. Maximum Available Unrestricted Nets Assets (MAUNA).  Unrestricted Net 
Assets as reported within the annual audited financial statements, limited to the 
General Fund (E&G) for CSU and CSU-Pueblo, adjusted for GASB 68 accruals. 

 
2. Board Reserve Floor.  The minimum balance that the summation of MAUNA and 

the Non-E&G Allocated Reserves should not go below.  
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The Board Reserve Floor (Floor) will be calculated each year following the 
compilation of the annual audited financial statements for the CSUS.  For CSU and 
CSU-Pueblo, the Floor will be equal to 20% of the actual expenditures reported 
within the Budget Data Book each September.  For CSU-Global, the Floor will be 
equal 40% of their annual actual expenditures adjusted for depreciation.  

 
3. Non E&G Allocated Reserves.  Reserves recorded within other fund group types 

that are internally uncommitted and unrestricted but allocated for specific purposes.  
These resources could be utilized to support E&G related expenditures if needed.  
This includes items such as our internal loan fund, academic enrichment program 
funds, and other related fund balances. 

 
4. E&G Board Reserves Available for Strategic Deployment (Board Reserves).  

Those reserve funds held on behalf of the Board at the System level.  The E&G 
Board Reserves will be recorded in, and transferred to, a separate general ledger 
account within the CSU financial accounting system that is labeled as the Board 
Designated Reserve.   
 
The Board Reserves will be set at an amount equal to MAUNA less Global’s 250 
DCOH, the 10% Institutional Reserves for CSU, CSU–Pueblo and the CSUS along 
with Prior Commitments Not Yet Met.  Prior Commitments Not Yet Met include 
items such as faculty start-up and multi-year capital lease commitments. 

 
5. Institutional Reserve.  Those reserve funds that an institution may retain each 

year to support its operations.   
 

The initial Institutional Reserve (CSU, CSU-Pueblo, and the CSUS), will be set at 
an amount equal to ten percent (10%) of MAUNA as of June 30, 2015.  The 
maximum annual increase to the Institutional Reserve will be equal to ten percent 
(10%) of the change in MAUNA for each respective fiscal year thereafter for each 
institution, unless otherwise approved by the Board (example – reserve 
replenishment), respectively.   For CSU-Global, the Institutional Reserve will be set 
as 250 DCOH. In the event budgeted expenses decline from one year to the next, 
CSU-Global will be allowed to retain the reserve balance established at the 
beginning of year (less any amounts utilized), to support future institutional needs 
as opposed to a lower “reset” of the above due to the lower DCOH calculation. In 
the event MAUNA is an amount equal to our less than $0, no Institutional Reserve 
will be available. 
 

6. Days Cash on Hand (DCOH).  This represents the number of days of budgeted 
operating expenses, excluding non-cash expenses, such as depreciation, that could 
be paid by an institution with its current available cash.   

 
Procedures 
 

1. Within the financial accounting system, each institution may designate internal 
restrictions on the use of some or all of its Institutional Reserve.  For example, an 
institution may designate internal restrictions for debt service or controlled 
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maintenance, and other such related items.  Any such internal restriction may be 
determined by the President of the institution. 
 

2.  On an annual basis, funds will be transferred to the Board Reserves as indicated by 
the annual calculation noted above. 

 
3.  Transfers to or from the Institutional Reserve accounts at the institutions and the 

Board Reserves account will occur following the issuance of the annual audited 
financial statements each year. 
 

4.  The funds held within the Board Reserves may be segregated by institution.  Any 
Board Reserves that are not internally restricted are designated as unrestricted 
Board Reserves. 

 
5.  The E&G Board Reserve Available for Strategic Deployment may be utilized to 

support the educational mission of the System and its institutions.  It is the Board’s 
policy that it will not utilize the Board Reserves except in the event of compelling 
and unique circumstances.  Any expenditure from the Board Reserves shall be 
made in consultation with the Chancellor and must be approved by action of the 
Board.   

6. Any utilization of Institutional Reserves shall be determined by the President of the 
institution in consultation with the Chancellor, and will require notification to the 
Board, but not Board approval.  

 
7.  Information about the Board Reserves and each Institutional Reserve, including the 

amounts held in those accounts, will be reported to the Board annually at its 
February meeting. 

 
 
History: Policy and Procedures Manual effective October 4, 2013 by Board Resolution 
 Amended May 6, 2016 by Board Resolution 
 Amended October 6, 2016 by Board Resolution  
 Amended August 2, 2017 by Board Resolution 



TRUSTEESHIP MAGAZINE 

 
Growth and Transformation: A New Era for Mergers 

 

By Jeff A. Weiss 

January/February  

2018 

  

Mergers in higher education were once considered last-ditch efforts to survive, often involving a 

simple acquisition of assets resulting in the acquired college disappearing into the purchasing 

institution. Now, however, a growing number of institutions are considering mergers as a true 

strategic choice for effecting growth, innovation, and financial sustainability at a time of ever-

increasing challenges in the higher education sector. Rather than a simple acquisition of assets, 

today’s mergers entail a far more complex combination where capabilities and assets—along 

with challenges and liabilities—are brought together to form something new. Success depends 

on true collaboration and integration. 

That can be easier said than done. The success of these types of mergers requires a disciplined 

approach by the university president and leadership team, with equal rigor applied to the 

university board’s oversight role throughout the exploratory, negotiation, and integration 

processes. The board should continually test and expand senior management’s thinking, asking 

critical questions at each step along the way. This is particularly important during the exploratory 

phase where the reason for potentially merging is clarified, other forms of partnership are 

considered, and potential partners are identified, assessed, and engaged. 

During this phase, the board should be asking five key questions of senior management: 

1. What are the capability gaps we are trying to fill? 

2. Is a merger the best structure for filling those gaps? 

3. How well do these potential partners fit with us and our needs? 

4. What is the mutual value proposition for this potential merger? 

5. How do we plan to measure success over time? 

WHAT ARE THE CAPABILITY GAPS WE ARE TRYING TO FILL? 

https://www.agb.org/trusteeship
https://www.agb.org/trusteeship/2018/januaryfebruary


Mergers are a means to an end, not an end in and of themselves. Falling in love with the idea of 

merging and forgetting the purposes for potentially doing so is, unfortunately, not uncommon. 

Far too often, organizations chase the biggest or most prestigious potential partner. Or, in the 

alternative, they pursue the one they know best and is seemingly the most expedient choice. This 

is a recipe for disaster. 

Before considering any potential partner, it is critical that senior management in conjunction with 

the board clearly define the purposes for a potential merger—in other words, what they are 

specifically trying to achieve and believe they cannot achieve on their own. This, however, is just 

a first step. Translating this more specifically into the capability gaps they are seeking to fill is 

the next one. If they are aiming to improve enrollment, for example, are they searching for a 

partner that has better technology, analytics, marketing, recruiting, program types, or student 

support services? If they are aiming to develop new sources of revenue, are they looking for a 

partner that has better fundraising, alumni relations, grant writing, or entrepreneurial capabilities, 

just to name a few? Before moving ahead, board members should ask the senior team to discuss 

the reasons for a potential merger, and how this translates into specific goals, necessary 

capabilities to achieve those goals, and the current and emerging gaps they believe they face. 

The board should not only test these answers and help the team refine them, but also align 

around a set of answers to these questions. 

IS A MERGER THE BEST STRUCTURE FOR FILLING THOSE GAPS? 

Based on the definition of the gaps, senior management should then assess and discuss with the 

board the best structure for filling these gaps. In simple form, there are three choices, each with 

advantages for particular needs, and each with attendant risks: 

1. Build the capabilities internally. The simplest choice—if it can be accomplished quickly 

and the financial resources, people, and expertise are available—is to develop the 

capabilities internally. 

2. Establish partnerships. If the bulk of the desired capabilities are ones that may not be 

needed for the long-term, may be based on needs that change rapidly, or are ones where 

the risk-reward ratio favors borrowing rather than owning them over time, a 

partnership—or even a set of partnerships—may make more sense. Making partnerships 

really work, of course, requires a willingness to share risk and reward, deep collaboration 

and active relationship management skill, and patience. It also runs the risk of creating 

dependencies on another organization that, over time, might become a competitor or enter 

into another partnership with an existing competitor. 

3. Enter into a merger with another university that readily has the capabilities. If gaining 

and having control over the capabilities is critical, if owning them is required for long-

term success and is less risky and expensive than building them internally, if there is a 

willingness to give up autonomy, and if one can clearly forecast the added power and 

value of permanently combining one’s capabilities with another organization, a merger 

might be in order. 



Given the strategic nature of this choice, the board must engage in this discussion, with its 

appropriate subcommittees considering potential financial implications, legal complexity, and 

the academic and operational opportunities and limitations of each path. 

HOW WELL DO THESE POTENTIAL PARTNERS FIT WITH US AND OUR NEEDS? 

Assuming the choice is to explore a merger, the senior team should begin targeting potential 

partners who have the desired capabilities. Once they have developed that list, the board should 

expect senior management to provide three main analyses to narrow the playing field. The first 

goes right to the core of how well potential partners might be able to fill the need capability 

gap(s) defined earlier in the process. For each potential partner identified, senior management 

should be able to answer the following: 

 Does the potential partner have the desired capabilities? 

 How strong are these capabilities? Are they sustainable? Are they likely to strengthen 

over time? 

 Will we be able to gain access to these capabilities? To what degree? Who else is 

competing for use of these capabilities? 

 Do we believe the potential partner likewise will see advantages in combining its 

capabilities with ours? 

 What data indicate our answers to the above are true? 

Unless the board is satisfied with the answers to these questions, any given potential partner 

should not be pursued. If the board is satisfied, it then should expect senior management to 

answer a set of questions that focuses on partner fit. Employing a four-part framework, senior 

management should be able to present a summary assessment of strategic, financial, operational, 

and relational fit with each potential partner. While institutions can make this assessment by 

engaging in some basic due diligence with potential partners, they often can use publicly 

available information. 

Strategic—How well the potential partner’s both stated (what you read) and practiced (what you 

can see in action) strategy fits with yours is a good place to begin. Is the organization aiming to 

achieve similar, or at least complementary, objectives to ours; does its mission fit with ours; does 

it have similar stated and funded goals and priorities; does its core initiatives fit with ours; and so 

on? The strategies and priorities of each partner do not need to be the same, but it is critical to 

know how well they are likely to fit together or how effectively coming together might lead to an 

even more powerful new strategy. 

Financial—This is usually the area that gets the most attention, and while it is absolutely critical 

to assess, it is just one of four equally important areas for inquiry. Understanding the merger 

partner’s financial health is critical, and examining it on multiple levels is key—enrollment, net 

tuition revenue, operational expense, capital expense, the endowment, debt and borrowing 

power, non-tuition-based sources of revenue, etc. Exploring both current health, past trends, and 

expected future trends in each area is essential, as is asking what all this might mean for both the 

challenges and opportunities this potential partner will bring to you. 



Operational—A careful assessment of operational fit is also critical, as you dig into the strength 

and workings of the potential partner’s faculty, schools, functions, processes, services, budgeting 

methods, technologies, linkages among schools and functions, decision-making methods, and 

governance structures, to name a few of the key areas. Digging beyond the surface to understand 

the potential partner’s true competencies (what they know how to do really well) and deep 

“know how” (what it understands really well) is also important. Again, the goal here is not to 

find a perfect fit, but to understand similarities, complementary capabilities, areas for possible 

learning and improvement, and others of potential conflict, as you assess the level of both benefit 

and risk of a combination. 

Relational—This is often seen as “soft” and therefore approached in the least serious or 

disciplined way, and yet it is absolutelyas important as—and sometimes more important than—

the other three areas. While this certainly involves developing an understanding of the partner’s 

values, culture, and ways of both thinking and operating, it also involves taking a deep look at 

the organization’s experience in partnering with others (through mergers, alliances, and even 

customer-vendor relationships). Understanding how often the organization has partnered, the 

purpose for it, its level of success, what was learned over time from these experiences, and how 

much skill and process was developed in managing these partnerships is allimportantinformation. 

Encourage senior management to add to their assessment some conversations with the potential 

partner’s current and past partners. Teasing out what worked, what did not, what they learned 

about your potential partner, and what they believe the critical success factors were for their 

partnership with them makes things very real and is almost always very illuminating. 

As a board, ask senior management to produce a summary report of the degree of fit in each of 

these areas—looking not so much at the fit with your institution, but with what you think the 

institution needs. A summary for each potential partner using a pie chart depiction of a one to 

four rating of fit in each of the four areas, with a few sentences about particular strengths and 

areas of concerns, is often an excellent tool for facilitating efficient information sharing and 

conversation with the board. 

The final question of this stage involves assessing the merger from the perspective of the parties 

you are considering approaching, with the senior management and the board discussing why the 

potential partners might be interested in merging, what their objectives and concerns might be, 

and what they might want as part of a deal. While these are questions to ask directly to a short 

list of potential partners in the next phase of the assessment, it is useful to do some thinking and 

reality testing beforehand about how each potential partner is likely to view this opportunity. At 

the very least, this often helps to hone the list of potential partners. But, even more so, this can 

help the team that will meet with each potential partner to refine how they present the 

opportunity to each one, arm themselves with well-informed questions, and effectively manage 

what can turn into “sales pitches” from overly enthusiastic potential partners. 

Ideally, strong research, systematic thinking, and engaged conversation between senior 

management and the board around each of the areas will lead to alignment around a small set of 

potential partners for exploratory conversations. 

WHAT IS THE MUTUAL VALUE PROPOSITION FOR THIS POTENTIAL MERGER? 



Based on the work above, the team that will meet with each of the potential partners on the short 

list should have three objectives: a) test with each potential partner any areas of uncertainty 

regarding the capability assessment and four-part framework outlined above; b) work to share 

and tease out each university’s core underlying objectives for and any key concerns about a 

possible merger; and c) jointly brainstorm and discuss possible options for what a combination 

might involve, including its scope, structure, and value proposition. They will need to work hard 

to focus on objectives (not positions, demands, or solutions) and possibilities (not one particular 

scope and value proposition, but a range of ideas developed together). 

Of course, some of this work with potential counterparts will involve document requests, 

questionnaires, and interviews, but the focus should be joint exploration. Help the team 

remember that this is not an RFP process to secure product or services. Instead, they should work 

side by side with potential counterparts to conduct basic due diligence, explore fit, imagine the 

possibilities, and explore possible structures and arrangements. Keep the university groups that 

are talking directly to each other small, and generally reserve meetings between board members 

until a first choice (or sometimes a first and second choice) selection has been made. 

Based on these conversations with potential counterparts, the senior team should be able to 

report to the board: 

 The possible scope and focus of a merged university—what the institutions would do 

together, in what areas, and in what ways 

 How the merger would meet key interests of each partner—why, at a level of specific 

objectives to be achieved by each partner, the merger makes sense 

 One or more compelling joint value propositions for the merged entity— what forms of 

new value, to whom and in what quantity, the institutions would expect to produce 

 The competitive advantage to be produced—what outside parties are likely to believe 

makes the merged entity truly distinct 

 The possible structure of the merger— what the merged university might look like and 

what the key terms of the deal might be 

Senior management should bring to the board a range of possible options for answers to these 

questions for each potential partner, so that they can consider together which are most 

compelling. This discussion should pressure-test the coherence among the answers (scope, value 

proposition, structure, etc.). While it may lead to some specific requests for additional work with 

certain potential partners, in the end, it should yield an informed decision on the primary partner 

to pursue. Keep in mind that at this point, it is critical to ensure that you do not dismiss your 

second- and thirdchoice partners, since negotiations with your primary choice will not always 

work out. It is also important to note that after carefully reviewing the playing field, going it 

alone or pursuing an alliance rather than a merger may actually be your best choice. 

HOW DO WE PLAN TO MEASURE SUCCESS OVER TIME? 

If you do decide to move ahead with the first-choice partner, it is advisable to take one additional 

step to ensure basic alignment in vision among the board, between the board and the senior team, 

and between the two universities. One useful way to do this is to engage in a discussion about 



what success would look like in the short term and in the longer term. Of course, this is a 

discussion that has already occurred in many other forms above, but asking it directly at this 

point is important. As you do so, keep in mind that goals are best described through defining 

both “means metrics” (shorter-term accomplishments that are not the aim of the merger, but are 

accomplishments that suggest the merger is heading in the right direction) and “ends metrics” 

(longer-term accomplishments that are the aim of the merger). For example, the latter might 

involve considerably strengthening or growing a given set of programs or a school, developing 

new disciplines or areas for deep research, or substantially improving systems and infrastructure. 

The former might include the number and quality of jointly refined or newly developed courses 

or research projects over the course of the first couple of years, the successful integration of a 

number of core functions, or developed efficiency in joint planning, governing, and decision 

making. 

The work here should not be aimed at negotiating an answer, but simply at determining whether 

all parties are generally in agreement about what they are seeking to achieve. There will be 

plenty of time to work on a more detailed set of objectives and measures as you move into 

negotiation and beyond. Sustaining alignment, particularly among board members, can be quite 

challenging as you move ahead, and being able to refer back to this conversation and its outputs 

often proves to be extremely helpful. 

ADDITIONAL FOCUS 

The next phases of work will include due diligence, negotiation, and post-merger integration. 

How best to approach each of these would require a series of related articles. However, to help 

ensure the phases are performed successfully, the board should coach and hold the senior team 

accountable for three other areas during the exploratory phase. 

First, from the beginning of the process, the board needs to ensure the senior team is asking 

itself, “Are we setting the right context for future success in working together?” The aim is to 

create the history you want to have with your counterparts when challenges emerge and big 

opportunities arise. How they engage counterparts, how they speak to them, how they work with 

them, and to what degree they engage in collaborative exploration, imagining, analysis, and 

planning are critical. Done well, these steps set the stage not only for a successful negotiation 

and beyond, but also for the long-term future. Done poorly, these interactions are remembered 

forever, undermining trust even after two organizations are fully merged into one. 

Second, the board should ensure senior management has an external communications plan that is 

both active (information the institution will share about what it is and is not doing) and reactive 

(how the institution will quickly and skillfully respond and manage the message if the word gets 

out before desired). Planning very deliberately about what to communicate and how to 

communicate to alumni, prospective students and faculty, regulators, neighbors, partners, and 

funders is critical. 

Third, while managing external constituents through careful communications is essential, 

working closely with internal constituents is even more important. Treating faculty, 

administrators, staff, and students respectfully, tapping into critical expertise and perspective 



when most needed, and ensuring the buy-in and appropriate involvement of key leaders at the 

right times and in the right ways are critical as the steps above unfold, and should be done 

deliberately, systematically, and strategically. Clearly, managing information flow carefully in 

this early stage is critical; however, the success of the stages that follow—and the necessary 

ongoing collaboration—depends on bringing along university leadership at all levels. 

The prospect of more universities using mergers as a vehicle for growth and transformation is 

exciting, but it requires taking a truly disciplined approach to assessing the goals, fit, and value 

of a potential combination. While this work is challenging, the questions are clear. It is 

incumbent upon the university board to pose them, seek rigorous analysis from the senior team, 

and work with them to test and refine their responses. Done well, this process will yield carefully 

considered and very well-informed decisions, and it will facilitate real alignment among the 

board members and between the board and senior management. Additionally, it will position the 

team to move forward in a way that most effectively and persuasively engages their desired 

partner. Whether the institution decides to pursue a merger or not, a byproduct of doing this work 

carefully and systematically is that the board inevitably will uncover important new strategic 

questions to pose, insights from which to learn, and pathways to consider. 

 

Takeaways 

1. A growing number of institutions are considering mergers as a true strategic choice for 

effecting growth, innovation, and financial sustainability at a time of ever-increasing 

challenges in the higher education sector. 

2. Success requires a disciplined approach by the university president and leadership 

team, with equal rigor applied to the university board’s oversight role through the 

exploratory, negotiation, and integration processes. 

3. While the prospect of more universities using mergers as a vehicle for growth and 

transformation is exciting, it requires assessing the goals, fit, and value of a potential 

combination. 
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Small colleges in financial distress should consider 
mergers sooner than later (opinion)
Submitted by David Chard and Mary Churchill on April 17, 2018 - 3:00am 
Higher Education Mergers

The recent announcement by Mount Ida College that it would be closing its doors and 
selling its Newton, Mass., campus to the University of Massachusetts was met with harsh 
criticism -- not only from Mount Ida’s students, faculty and staff members but also from the 
University of Massachusetts community, other institutions of higher education, politicians 
and the general public.

While Mount Ida’s approach to a tough decision was clearly less than ideal, their problems 
are not distinct, nor are they easily solvable. Given the realities for many small colleges 
today, and the decisions others will likely have to make in the coming months and years, it’s 
important to realize the myriad factors that need to be considered to avoid the kind of 
backlash Mount Ida is facing.
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[1]A 2016 report [2] from Parthenon-EY predicts 
that nearly 800 private institutions with 1,000 or fewer enrolled students will close or merge 
in the next 10 to 15 years. The 18- to 22-year-old college-going population in the United 
States is declining [3], and New England is one of the first regions that will experience this 
demographic trend -- one not expected to change until 2033. College presidents and boards 
should consider these facts a call to action. The earlier an institution in financial jeopardy 
takes the necessary steps to facilitate a smooth transition, either through a merger or a 
closing, the better the outcome for its students, faculty and staff members. (Disclosure: 
Parthenon-EY is a sponsor of Inside Higher Ed’s upcoming event “Joining Forces: Merger 
and Collaboration Strategies.”)

Last fall, working with Parthenon-EY and facing many of the same realities as Mount Ida 
and others, we made the very difficult decision to merge Wheelock College with Boston 
University. While financial and enrollment trends at our institution were declining, they were 
not yet at crisis level. Recognizing the inevitabilities earlier, though not easy, did provide us 
time and resources to find the best possible outcomes for our students. It also gave us the 
opportunity to ensure teaching positions for many of our faculty members, and it provided 
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staff members whose jobs duplicated roles already occupied at BU many months of time 
and career resources to find new jobs elsewhere.

Still, it has been a difficult year for the Wheelock community. We knew that leading such a 
significant change would not be easy, but we also recognized that we needed to muster the 
courage and humility to steward our students, faculty and staff, and, ultimately, Wheelock’s 
mission through this transition. We have had the privilege of working with a team of talented 
faculty and staff members to build the new Wheelock College of Education and Human 
Development at BU while simultaneously developing transition plans for our community. 
While the necessary layoffs and ultimate transition have been extremely challenging for 
many of us, the work we’ve done to build a new college has been creative and generative, 
and it gives us hope for the future of Wheelock’s legacy.

With guidance from our board, we made the decision that we felt would best serve our 
community and preserve the important historical mission of our institution. We searched 
nationally for an institutional partner that demonstrated that it valued that mission, and we 
found such a partner in BU. With our partnership, we are keeping Lucy Wheelock’s name 
and our campus alive for future students and our community. BU has also committed to 
provide financial support to our students, keeping their tuition and fees at Wheelock levels 
throughout the transition period.

In addition, we have the privilege of working with deeply committed faculty, staff, alumni and 
community partners from the two institutions to create a new college of education and 
human development. The new college’s goal is to have a greater impact on the lives of the 
children and families in Boston and beyond than the BU School of Education or Wheelock 
College have had separately. Our hope is that in working collaboratively with Boston Public 
Schools, our community partners and the City of Boston, we will continue to play our part in 
helping to identify solutions to the education and human development challenges we now 
face in Massachusetts and beyond.

What did we learn in the process of merging? If you lead a vulnerable institution, search for 
an institutional partner when you still have enterprise value and bargaining power. Formalize 
your decision when you have the time and the financial assets to plan for a successful 
closure, one that allows for a supportive teach-out for your students and severance 
packages for your staff and faculty members.

Higher education leaders should make their difficult choices when those choices remain 
theirs to make and when they can find a partner that shares their institutional values. Hard 
decisions are easier to make when you know you are doing the right thing for students and 
preserving the long-term legacy of a beloved institution.

David Chard is president and Mary Churchill is vice president for academic affairs at 
Wheelock College. Both Chard and Churchill are featured speakers at Inside Higher Ed’s 
event “Joining Forces: Merger and Collaboration Strategies [4],” Thursday, April 19, in 
Washington.
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1) Executive Overview 

Prioritize consolidations that affect services for students (e.g., major requirements, IT 

systems, financial aid).  To ensure students could view course catalogs and register for the 

correct classes after the merger, faculty in departments requiring consolidation at Institution 

C met to create new program curriculums consistent across campuses.  Administrators must 

also merge IT systems to consolidate student records and often requires the re-entry of 

student data at institutions with Banner systems. Delayed or incorrect system mergers lead to 

blocked class registration, housing errors, and the distribution of incorrect financial aid and 

scholarship information to students.  

 

Institution presidents establish faculty and staff committees to review existing 

structures and policies and recommend changes to take effect in the merged 

institution. Although the president makes the final decisions, over 100 faculty and staff 

contribute to the assessment and development of new curriculums, department organization, 

and systems integration. One work group of faculty and administrators chosen by the 

presidents of both institutions oversees the day-to-day activities of all committees and 

approves plans before sending them to the president. This ensures the president receives 

thorough and comprehensive information.  

 

Web sites and dialogue sessions that inform the community and explain upcoming 

changes build trust and support for the merger among students, faculty, and staff. 

Forums for community discussions and the announcement of decisions immediately after 

presidential approval quells rumors that stem from misinformation. Contacts at Institution A 

realized that much animosity towards the merger and subsequent changes resulted from 

misunderstandings and a sentiment that the administration hid information from the 

community. Therefore, the consolidation action team created a Web site to post merger 

updates, answer community members’ questions, request feedback on proposed policies, 

and announce meetings.  

 

Increase the community’s sense of involvement in the cultural integration process 

through the solicitation of input on the name, mascot, and colors of the merged 

institution. At Institution C, survey results from students at the merging institutions 

determined the mascot. At Institution A, administrators assumed the inclusion of faculty and 

staff from both institutions in consolidation work groups translated into a sense of inclusion for 

Institution E community members. However, administrators underestimated the impact of 

cultural differences on the merger process and unintentionally isolated Institution E’s 

community. Contacts recommend holding joint athletic and awards events and town hall 

meetings for the entire community early in the merger process. 

 

  

Key 
Observations 
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2) Pre-merger Planning 

Balance Legislative Motives to Merge with Academic Opportunities 

Legislative motivations for university mergers often include cost reductions or increased 

statewide employment opportunities. In contrast, institutional motivations focus on improved 

educational opportunities and greater name recognition. Administrators must ensure the 

desires of the legislature to save costs do not interfere with the reallocation of savings to 

develop interdisciplinary programs.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Local newspaper article from Institution F’s community. Accessed July 2013. 

Motivation for 
Mergers 

Legislative Priorities 

 Reduce costs through the 

elimination of duplicative 

positions 

 Increase funding opportunities 

 Elevate university status 

 Increase job opportunities for 

constituents through university 

expansion 

Institutional Priorities 

 Increase academic positions due 

to reduced administrative costs 

 Increase research grant 

opportunities 

 Attract high-caliber students due 

to increased university ranking 

and name recognition 

 Increase opportunities for 

interdisciplinary research and 

programs 

 Improve faculty recruitment and 

retention 

 

Acquire Medical Schools to Increase Funding and University 

Standing 

The majority of top-ranking universities in the U.S. News and World 

Report contain medical schools. The Institution D and Institution 

A mergers both aimed to increase funding and university rank 

through the creation of large research universities with medical or 

health sciences facilities. Institution B administrators hope to obtain 

a research university designation from the Carnegie Commission on 

Higher Education from their acquisition.  
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Presidents Remain on Campus 

throughout the Merger Process 

The president of Institution D 

stresses the importance of 

presidential oversight and 

availability throughout the merger to 

finalize decisions. Therefore, 

presidents must minimize travel for 

several years as they prioritize 

merger activities over travel and 

speaking engagements.  

Presidents Retain Sole Authority over All Decisions 

As the board of trustees holds the 

president accountable for merger 

outcomes, the president must approve or 

dictate all final merger decisions. No issue 

receives unanimous agreement; leaders 

must remain strong, authoritative figures 

who are unafraid to approve unpopular 

decisions if best for the combined 

university. Because faculty and staff will 

strongly oppose some decisions, contacts 

at Institution A stress the importance of 

the board’s support and confidence in the 

president’s actions.  

To distribute the workload, establish a 

consolidation team to lead day-to-day merger activities, create work groups, and consolidate 

recommendations for presidential review. Primary consolidation leaders include the 

president, members of the day-to-day consolidation oversight team, and work group co-

chairs.  

Reporting Structure for Merger Consolidation Decisions at Institution A 

 

  

CAC members 
equally represented 
each institution and 
included members 
from major function 
areas (e.g., facilities, 
communications, 
institutional 
effectiveness). 

The president makes all final decisions with support from 
the Board of Regents. 

An advisory group appointed by the Board of Regents that 
oversaw the overall consolidation, but did not influence work 
group activities. The group included faculty and staff of all 
levels at both institutions, community members, students, 
and alumni.  

A group of eight faculty and staff appointed by the presidents of 
each institution oversee day-to-day consolidation activities. CAC 
met once a week for at least two hours through the 
consolidation period and escalated concerns or final decisions 
to the consolidation working group.  

Members from each institution co-chaired work 
groups and presented monthly progress updates to 
CAC. Work groups also escalated concerns to CAC. 

President 

Consolidation 
Working Group 

Consolidation 
Action Committee 

(CAC) 

Work Group Work Group 

Integration 
Leadership 
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Determine Merger Priorities, Timeline, and Responsibilities  

Presidents and consolidation leaders establish priorities and timelines prior to consolidations 

to minimize interference with day-to-day student activities (e.g., course registration, financial 

aid, email, professor attention) during the merger process.   

Merger Processes and Responsibilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Merger Process 

Identify Pre-
merger 

Priorities 

Create a 
Timeline 

Develop a 
Project 

Management 
System and 

Team 

Establish 
Committees 

Finalize 
Decisions 

1  2  3  4  5 

 1 Identify top priorities to complete before the merger. Administrators 

determine projects to complete prior to the merger to maintain university 

operations and student and faculty services. Priorities at profiled 

institutions include: 

 Accreditation 

 No disruption to patient care (for mergers with medical schools) 

 Strategic plan and mission statement 

 Consolidation of: 

– Human resource policies (e.g., leave policy, attendance, tenure, 

benefits) 

– IT systems 

– Payroll systems 

– Student services (e.g., admissions, financial aid, course catalog, 

tuition) 

 

 2 Create a timeline that includes operational consolidations and 

plans to promote a community culture. Most profiled institutions 

merged approximately a year after approval by the university board or 

passing of merger legislation; however, all contacts agree that 

consolidation efforts extend three to five years after the merger. Five 

years after the merger at Institution D, the majority of projects were 

completed, leaving some smaller concerns such as library fines and 

parking policies. Contacts also stress the importance completing the 

majority of consolidation projects within six months to a year after the 

merger while the momentum exists to implement changes. Include town 

hall and community-building events early in the timeline to increase 

community support.  

 

Originally the Board of 
Trustees offered the 
president at Institution 
D a three-year contract 

for the merger project, 
but he turned down the 
offer and insisted that he 
needed at least five 
years to complete it.  
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Acquire Funding for Dedicated Merger Personnel 

During the Institution A merger, the Board of Regents declined to provide additional funding 

for consolidation tasks. Contacts note they should have insisted on funds to hire dedicated 

merger staff because of the time and resources required. The faculty and staff who serve on 

committees retain full-time teaching and administrative responsibilities in addition to 

consolidation efforts. Some committees overlooked items such as policy procedures because 

of competing priorities from primary job functions and merger assignments. Contacts at 

Institution B advise universities without leadership experienced with mergers to consider 

hiring external consultants to assist with merger project management and operational 

efficiency if budgets and timelines allow.  

Transition 
Resources 

Institution A 

consolidation teams 
dedicated two to 
three personnel to 
urgent issues (e.g., 
accreditation) for 
short periods during 
the merger. 

 4 Establish committees to consolidate academic and administrative 

divisions and present recommendations to the leadership team. 

Presidents or executive committees assign faculty and staff to merger 

committees according to areas of expertise and experience. 

Representatives from each of the merging institutions co-chaired 

committees to ensure equal consideration for concerns from each 

university. The number of committees differed by institution; Institution B 

established 12 committees and Institution A established 75 committees 

in 12 main areas (e.g., academic affairs, administrative services, 

institutional effectiveness, information technology, student affairs, 

government affairs). The number of committees dedicated to each division 

depended on the complexity of the consolidation process (e.g., one 

committee to communications, nine committees to administrative 

services).  

 5 Create a reporting structure to finalize decisions. The president 

finalizes policies and implementation, although all committees contribute 

to decisions and make recommendations. Levels of committees and 

subcommittees exist to support the president so that he or she can base 

decisions on thoroughly reviewed and revised information and action 

plans.  

Contacts at the 
University of North 
Georgia note presidents 

must prioritize fair 
representation in each 
committee instead of 
equal representation 
from each institution, 
especially in committees 
that involve programs 
only present at one of 
the institutions. 
Otherwise, non-involved 
members become 
disinterested and 
frustrated, which delays 
progress.  

 3 Project management systems and teams track and organize merger 

processes and committees/work groups. Project management 

systems ensure everyone involved in the merger understands their steps 

and responsibilities and adhere to the timeline. These systems include 

reporting lines and responsibilities for consolidation leaders and work 

groups, timelines and protocols for progress reports and project 

completion, and progress tracking. Institution A’s enterprise project 

management office tracked the progress of the work groups in Excel 

spreadsheets and educated work group members about the steps 

required to complete their tasks. Because many members of work groups 

lacked project management experience, particularly faculty, project 

managers conducted orientations about effective meeting and facilitation 

styles and provided templates for situational analysis. 

Contacts at Institution 
C note that presidents 

must prioritize fair 
representation in each 
committee instead of 
equal representation 
from each institution, 
especially in committees 
that involve programs 
only present at one of 
the institutions. 
Otherwise, non-involved 
members become 
disinterested and 
frustrated, which delays 
progress.  
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3) Transition Process 

Educate Faculty and Staff About the Reasons for Change to Gain 
Support for Organizational and Policy Changes 

To ease the transition to a unified university and to garner support for necessary changes, 

consolidation leaders at Institution A hosted a “Transitioning Forward” event attended by 

126 faculty and staff from both institutions. The event occurred three months before the 

merger (i.e., more than halfway through the process), but contacts recommend organizing 

this discussion earlier to promote involvement before mistrust arises. Faculty and staff 

divided into 12 groups to discuss concerns regarding communication about changes, cultural 

differences, and the lack of information and understanding about the merger process. After 

the event, 73 percent of attendees submitted evaluations and of those 97 percent indicated 

the session proved valuable because of the peer discussions and the improved awareness 

about why and how changes due to the merger occurred. These discussions also determined 

top areas of anxiety for faculty and staff, including:2 

 Low morale, uncertainty, and fear 

 Merger of two different cultures and missions 

 Lack of information and misinformation 

 Mistrust of leadership 

Identifying these areas of concern allowed consolidation leaders to directly address elements 

to increase support for merger efforts. After the Transitioning Forward event, CAC members 

developed an action plan based on discussions to: 

 Add information to the Web site (e.g., milestones tab, frequent updates, contact information 

for work group chairs) 

 Ensure consistent information flow to deans and department chairs to pass on to faculty 

 Increase the number of dialogue sessions 

 

 
2) Institution website. 

Faculty and staff 
stressed Transitioning 
Forward meetings 
would only prove 
beneficial if 
leadership teams 
visibly reviewed and 
acted on the 
recommendations 
and questions posed 
during the 
discussions. 

If Faculty and Staff Refuse to Cooperate, Ask for their 

Resignation 

Consolidation leaders expect faculty and staff attrition due to 

dissatisfaction with merger changes (e.g., restructuring, personnel 

changes, culture). Faculty and staff who staunchly refuse change 

delay progress through excessive opposition to new ideas and 

negatively influence other community members working to create 

solutions. All contacts agree that those individuals who attempt to stop 

resolutions by threatening to resign should not remain at the institution 

because presidents must avoid a precedent of being bullied into 

decisions.  

 

Although open forums 
can provide opportunities 
for honest and productive 
discussions, they can 
also become a platform 
for unconstructive 
criticism and accusations. 
For communities prone to 
these outbursts, contacts 
recommend heavily 
moderated sessions (e.g., 
pre-screened questions, 
moderator, clear 
behavioral expectations).  

Faculty and Staff 
Transitions 
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Consolidate Duplicate Academic Departments 

Mergers of undergraduate campuses with medical schools result in few duplicate 

departments. In the Institution A and Institution D mergers, only one program existed at 

both combining institutions prior to the integration. Program directors from both institutions 

developed a new curriculum for incoming students and a separate track for current students 

to align their previous coursework with the new requirements.  

At Institution C, multiple programs overlapped and faculty from the duplicate departments 

met to develop new degree requirements and course curricula before the school year began. 

3    

 

 

Create a Single Reporting Line for All Academic Departments 

Enforce the same reporting structure (i.e., all deans report to the provost) for academic 

programs in medical schools and those within schools of arts and science to increase 

efficiency and emphasize equal treatment of both institutions. Contacts at Institution B 

caution that medical school deans prefer to report directly to the president as the deans do 

not think the provost will understand medical school-specific issues.  

  

 
3) Institution website.  

Academic 
Organization 

Establish Trust within Faculty Senates 

Contacts at Institution D note that merging the faculty senate 

proved difficult because faculty members from each institution 

wanted to prioritize their own concerns and showed disinterest in 

other topics. To reduce friction with the faculty senate, senate 

leaders emphasized interdisciplinary research and funding 

opportunities, established a new joint senate constitution and 

structure, and began with small compromises such as committee 

and officer names and meeting logistics before the larger curriculum 

and faculty affairs issues.
3
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Reporting Structures for Academic Departments Post-merger at Institution B 

 

 

Reassign Administrators to New Positions to Retain Valued Employees 

Because the president of Institution D could easily identify upper level duplicate positions 

created by the merger, he eliminated those positions at the start of the consolidation. He 

considered the qualifications and experience of both candidates to determine which 

administrator to demote or terminate. Staff will disagree with the promotions and demotions 

prompted by the merger. Contacts at Institution C note that several staff members resigned 

due to leadership restructuring; however, if new upper level staff solicit employee feedback, 

involve employees in consolidation projects, and prove competent, then most staff will adjust 

to the new structure.  

Elimination of Duplicate Positions at Institution C 

 

  

Non-Academic 
Consolidations 

Although the mergers 
led to administrative 
consolidations, 
contacts expect the 
overall size and 
administrative needs 
of the university to 
increase in the next 
two to five years and 
provide additional 
employment 
opportunities.  

President 

Provost 

College Deans 
(including School of 

Medicine) 

Preferred School of 

Medicine System 

Dean of School of 
Medicine 

President 

Recommended 

Consolidated System 

Vice President A Vice President B 

Vice President A 

Associate Vice 
President 

Prior 
Staffing 

Post-
merger 
Staffing 

Consolidations reduce the 
number of senior 
positions; however, 
merger legislation may 
provide job protection for a 
year after the 
consolidation. Some upper 
level faculty and staff will 
assume lower level 
positions after the merger; 
the overall number of 
positions does not 
decrease, but salary and 
titles change. 
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Complete IT Consolidations Before the Merger to Reduce Interference 
with Student Services 

Although several institutions merged information from existing Banner systems, the 

customized fields from each institution required re-entry of student data. At Institution C, IT 

employees could not transition systems until the new fiscal year, which required staff to 

operate both Banner systems from the merger date in January through the end of June. 

During this time, their workload doubled. Because the Board of Regents did not provide 

additional funding for the transition, errors occurred due to limited staff and led to blocked 

classes, un-posted scholarships, and dissatisfied parents and students. 

 

 

Establish New Policies Designed for the Combined Institution 

Mergers provide an opportunity to redesign and simplify university policies and systems.  

Committees should not blend together policies from the two merging institutions, but instead 

analyze current guidelines and develop new policies that best serve the combined institution.  

Policy Development Structure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Associate Vice Presidents and Department Directors Assume Greater 

Responsibilities if Distance between Campuses Exceeds Two Miles 

At Institution C, the average distance between the four campuses is 20 

miles. Because administrators cannot expect students to travel extensively 

between campuses, the student services staff must resolve the majority of 

student problems on-site. Directors or associate vice presidents of these 

services (e.g., financial aid, admissions, registrar) must assume 

responsibility for these functions on their own campuses and hire front desk 

employees trained as generalists to answer questions and navigate student 

records due to the limited support staff at non-central offices.  

 

Policy Changes 

 

Policy 

Management 

Policy 

Development 

Policy Approval 

Policy Committee 

Work Group 

Consolidation 
Leaders 

Function Committee Responsibilities 

 
Conduct side-by-side situational analysis of current 
functions and policies within their assigned scope at 
each institution, identify pros and cons, and develop 
new policies to best serve the combined institution. 

 

Ensure work groups develop policies and include 
guidelines for implementation and changes. 

 

Review, revise, and approve policy recommendations 
provided by work groups. 

 

Contacts at 
Institution A note 

that their lack of a 
policy committee 
resulted in some work 
groups neglecting 
policy development 
and led to confusion 
for faculty and staff 
when implementing 
changes.   
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Train Faculty and Staff to Coach Community Members through Cultural 
Transitions 

Contacts identify cultural differences as the most difficult factor in mergers due to university 

loyalty, familiarity, and historical mission statements and recommend the promotion of a new 

combined culture as quickly as possible. At Institution A, human resources staff trained CAC 

members on transition management to address the emotional difficulties mergers invoke. For 

many community members attached to their institution’s culture, changes lead to phases 

similar to the five stages of grief. Before consolidation leaders can achieve progress towards 

change, they must overcome emotional barriers associated with culture change and help 

others do the same.  

Strategies to Progress Community Members through the Cultural Transition4:  

 Identify which policies, procedures,  and cultural attributes will and will not end 

 Acknowledge the endings and  losses and hold ceremonies to honor the past and allow the 

community to say goodbye (e.g., removal of old university sign, retirement of the strategic 

plan, department goodbye visit to a building they moved out of) 

 Tell people what will occur when possible, otherwise tell them how consolidation leaders 

will determine what will occur and when they will decide 

 Emphasize new opportunities and focus on quick successes (e.g., interdisciplinary 

research, new program name, setting up new office space) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4) Institution website. 

Cultural 
Integration 

Despite Compromises, Changes to Tenure, Leave, and Benefits 

Remain Sensitive 

Faculty and staff often oppose changes to policies regarding tenure, 

leave, and benefits. For example, at Institution A, promotions and 

tenure policies differed at each institution: at one they required 

college-level approval and the other required approval from central 

administrators. As a compromise, the new system requires approval 

at a college and central level. However, none of the faculty approve 

of the new system because it adds a step in the promotion process. 

“Goodbye Cards” at 
Institution A 

provided an 
opportunity for 
community members 
to write down what 
they must relinquish 
(e.g., idea, behavior, 
person, image of the 
organization) to be 
excited about and 
involved in the 
changes.  
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Emphasize New Strategic Plan and Mission Statement at University 
Events5 

Repetition of the mission statement helps the community internalize the new university 

identity, especially if community members contributed to the content and wording. The 

president of Institution D repeated the first sentences of the mission statement at the 

beginning of every speech for months, so frequently that many people could recite it with him. 

The president began to develop a strategic plan within six weeks of the merger to identify the 

goals and priorities of the combined institution and provide the community with a vision to 

support and work towards.  

 

 

  

 
5) Institution website. 

Request Community Feedback on the Mission Statement 

If students, faculty, and staff understand the goals and advantages of 

the institution and provide input in the institutional mission, they will 

more easily embrace and identify with the unified culture. The 

consolidation teams at Institution A posted the proposed combined 

mission statement on the merger Web site for the community to review 

and comment on. Over 800 students, faculty, staff, and alumni 

responded to the posts and CAC members considered and 

incorporated suggestions before sending the revised statement to the 

consolidation working group for approval.  

 

 

Acknowledge and Integrate University History into the Combined 

Culture 

When universities merge, administrators must acknowledge the 

unique history and culture of each institution so the community does 

not feel rejected and oppose change. Administrators do retain some 

historical elements when they add value to the new culture. For 

example, the Institution C retained Institution G’s founding date, and 

the new Institution A seal contains elements from the old logos of 

the combining institutions.
5 

Institution D’s 

marketing campaign 
promoted the 
advantages of the 
merger and 
established 
community pride 
through posters, 
billboards, and print 
and TV 
advertisements.  
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Host Institution-wide Events to 

Foster a Sense of Community 

The academic honors committee at 

Institution D implemented joint 

award ceremonies for faculty, staff, 

and students to provide a sense of 

unity and combined achievement, 

while consolidation leaders at other 

institutions promoted the new culture 

through school spirit and community 

service events.  

Involve Students, Faculty, and Staff in Cultural Decisions and Events to 
Establish a Sense of Unity 

Institution A administrators distributed a 

survey to students, alumni, faculty, and staff to 

choose the logo, seal, and colors designed by 

a local advertising agency for the combined 

university. Over 6,000 people responded to the 

survey.6 At Institution C, the students voted 

for the mascot from a selection chosen by the 

mascot work group. These small inclusions 

allow the community to contribute to and 

connect with their new identity. 

 

 

 

4) Outcomes and Assessments 

Institutions Do Not Experience Immediate Cost Savings 

Although many institutions identify cost savings as a motive for mergers, savings do not 

occur within the first several years due to the cost of the merger. Administrators reallocate 

immediate savings, such as the elimination of administrative positions, to pay for costs 

incurred by merger efforts (e.g., signage, IT system consolidation, department relocation, 

marketing and branding). The development of new programs due to increased 

interdisciplinary opportunities also requires additional funding.  

 

Distant Campuses Incur Additional Travel and Facility Costs 

Merging universities with campuses beyond walking distance increases operational costs due 

to travel expenses and the limited shared physical resources and staff to support them (e.g., 

student services, event locations, sports and art facilities, athletics teams). The cost of travel 

reimbursement for faculty and staff increases, as most staff prefer in-person meetings and 

faculty teach at multiple campuses. Faculty complain that a previous five-minute commute 

now takes 45 minutes because they drive to a different campus. Time management also 

becomes more difficult when senior administrators must drive 20 miles between campuses 

for meetings. Although solutions to these problems exist, the majority require additional funds 

(e.g., to build facilities, reimburse travel, create bus systems) that the university cannot afford 

before recouping existing merger costs. 
  

 
6) Institution website. 

Costs 

Signage Costs 
at Institution C 

 

Replacing all signs 
with the new school 
name, logo, color, 
seal, and mascot at 
the four campuses 
cost over a quarter 
million dollars. 

 $250,000 

 

Contacts at Institution 
B caution that medical 

schools prefer to retain 
their autonomy in 
culture and structure 
after mergers because 
of the differences in 
missions; however, to 
avoid special treatment 
and embrace 
interdisciplinary 
opportunities, medical 
schools must engage in 
cultural integration 
efforts.  
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Increased Costs and Challenges for Driving Distance Campuses  

 

 

Institutions Benefit from Collaborative Programs and Research 

None of the profiled institutions employ metrics to evaluate the success of the merger, 

although several contacts express interest in doing so in the future (e.g., cost savings, 

research funding awarded, interdisciplinary programs). However, Institution D experienced a 

129 percent increase in funded collaborative research projects from the four years before the 

merger to the four years after the merger. 

Institution D also developed interdisciplinary programs and committees such as: 

 Biomedical Engineering PhD 

 Committee on law-medicine interdisciplinary education 

 MD/MBA program through the college of business and education and college of medicine 

and life sciences 

 

  

After the merger at 
Institution D 

elevated the status 
and name recognition 
of the university, 
undergraduate and 
graduate enrollment 
increased for eight 
semesters.  

Challenges 

 Decentralized administrative offices 
that all require comprehensive student 
information 

 
 Distance between campuses not 

walkable  

 Separate facilities for unique functions 
(e.g., events, arts, athletics, dining) 

 
 Added time and travel costs for upper 

level administrative face-to-face 
meetings 

 Division of presidential presence on 
each campus 

 

 Increased faculty commute time and 
travel costs 

 

Solutions 

 Increase electronic information sharing 
and processes to ensure access to 
information at all campuses (e.g., 
registration, student records, financial aid) 

  Establish bus routes between campuses 

 

 Staff multiple existing offices or create 
plans to build facilities over the next 
several years 

 Invest in video technology and conference 
lines 

 
 Establish an office of the president on 

main campuses and split time (does not 
need to be equal) 

 
 Increase incentives (e.g., reimbursement, 

leave, class load)  for multi-campus travel 

 

Academic 
Outcomes 
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5) Research Methodology 

Leadership at a member institution approached the Forum with the following questions: 

 What motivated the decision for profiled institutions to merge with another institution? 

 What was the timeline to implement the merger?  

 How did the merger change the organization of academic colleges and departments?  

 What was the process by which contacts adopted new policies during the transition to alter 

the organizational structure of college and departments (e.g., faculty vote, committee 

approval)?  

 How did profiled institutions combine resources (e.g., staff, information technology) from 

two institutions into one? 

 What strategies do contacts recommend to build faculty and staff support for new policies 

and organizational structures? 

 How does physical distance impact mergers between institutions? 

 Who oversaw the transition process? Why were those individuals responsible for 

supervising the merger? What percentage of their time was dedicated to the transition 

process? 

 How many staff members were dedicated to the transition process? How did contacts 

assign staff to the transition process? What were their responsibilities? 

 What costs did profiled institutions incur during the merger process?  

 How do contacts assess the effectiveness of their institution’s merger?  

 How have mergers reduced costs and what changes in process or organization led to the 

greatest amount of cost savings?  

 

 

The Forum consulted the following sources for this report: 

 Education Advisory Board’s internal and online research libraries. http://www.eab.com. 

 Kiley, Kevin. “Get Me a Med School! Stat!.” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed July 2013. 

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/09/20/med-schools-are-target-universities-

seeking-prestige-and-new-revenues. 

 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). http://nces.ed.gov.  

 Local newspaper from Institution F’s community. Accessed July 2013. 

 Institution websites.  

 

 

  

Project 
Challenge 

Project 
Sources 

http://www.eab.com/
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/09/20/med-schools-are-target-universities-seeking-prestige-and-new-revenues
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/09/20/med-schools-are-target-universities-seeking-prestige-and-new-revenues
http://nces.ed.gov/
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The Forum interviewed presidents, vice presidents, and project management directors 

involved in university mergers. 

A Guide to Institutions Profiled in this Brief 

Institution Location 
Approximate 
Institutional Enrollment 
(Undergraduate/Total) 

Classification 

Institution A South 6,000 /  9,500 
Research Universities 
(high research activity) 

Institution B Mid-Atlantic 10,500 / 12,000 
Master's Colleges and 
Universities (larger 
programs) 

Institution C South 14,500 / 15,000 Not Available 

Institution D Midwest 18,000 /  22,500 
Research Universities 
(high research activity) 

 

Research 

Parameters 
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DALLAS (S&P Global Ratings) May 21, 2018--On May 9, Colorado's legislature
passed Senate Bill 18-200, which outlines adopted changes to the state's
pension system to restore to full funding within 30 years. The governor has
not yet signed the law. While we may view some of the changes as improvements
to the pension system's funding, our determination of whether the reforms are
adequate to improve long-term funding or change our view on the state's rating
and outlook will be based on our analysis of the final enacted measures as
signed into law by the governor.

Our negative outlook on Colorado ('AA' ICR) reflects the state's long trend of
annually contributing less than its actuarially determined contribution (ADC)
to its retirement systems and its decreasing pension funded ratios that have
fallen well below those of similarly rated states. We calculate that under
GAAP, and based on a 5.26% GASB single discount rate, the state's combined
pension funded ratio had fallen to 43% as of Dec. 31, 2016. Our state rating
methodology provides for a one-notch negative rating adjustment to our
indicative rating if we believe a state's pension funded ratio will fall below
40% with no credible plan to reverse these trends. Although some of the
decrease in the funded ratio is the result of the use of the single discount
rate under GASB standards and the state's adoption of more-conservative
assumptions, which we view favorably, Colorado continues to annually fund less
than its ADC. We will review provisions in the final bill, which address the
low funded status as well as future funding levels. In our view, a credible
plan will include implementing adopted reforms in a timely manner to prevent
further declines in funded status, as well as measures substantial enough to
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improve funding levels while maintaining the state's structural balance.
Should the changes lead us to believe the state's combined pension funded
ratios will continue to decline during our two-year outlook horizon, we could
lower our state ICR. Should the state enact credible measures that will
sustainably improve funded ratios over the long term, we could revise the
outlook back to stable.

Some of the changes from SB 18-200 are expected to reduce the unfunded
liability--$50.8 billion as of Dec. 31, 2016--and pay it off sooner than
envisioned in the most recent valuation report. These changes include a 2%
increase in contribution rates for most employees, a 0.25% increase in
non-local government employer's contribution rates, and a direct annual
allocation of $225 million from the general fund to PERA beginning fiscal
2019. However, increases to employee and employer contributions are limited to
0.5% annually or a cumulative 2% above statutory rates. These changes and
additional changes in the bills are expected to reduce the expected
amortization of the system's unfunded liabilities to at most 30 years.

The bill, in an effort to control the growth of liabilities in the long-term,
includes but is not limited to:

• The suspension of cost of living adjustment for retirees through 2019 and
limiting future adjustments to 1.5% from 2%,

• An increase in retirement eligibility ages and increase to the number of
years of salary used in the benefit calculation, and

• An expansion of the choice of the state's defined contribution plans to
new employees, although the defined benefit plan remains the default
enrollment.

The 2016 employee contribution was $95 million below ADC. The bill contains a
provision to adjust employee and employer contributions as well as allocations
from the state's budget to keep the system fully funded within a closed
30-year amortization for all its divisions. We understand that PERA will
determine the annual contribution required to keep the system funded based on
its adopted actuarial assumptions. These contribution increases, if needed
(and subject to a statutory limit of 0.5% per year), are expected to be
absorbed equally by employers, employees and the state. However, if increases
subject to the statutory limitation are inadequate to meet the 30-year
amortization target, the state could call a legislative session to
specifically address the potential underfunding of the system. While we
consider this provision a positive divergence from the state's current funding
practice, the state's funding system emphasizes fixed contribution levels
which may be below the actuarial recommendation, leaving it susceptible to
underfunding when investment returns are below projections or other actuarial
assumptions fall short of experience. This provision also poses some
implementation risk as its efficacy relies on the commitment of the
legislature to call a session promptly when needed and prioritize full funding
of the system even when competing needs are present.

WWW.STANDARDANDPOORS.COM/RATINGSDIRECT MAY 21, 2018   2

Colorado SB 18-200 Outlines A Path Toward Pension Funding; Is It Enough?



The bill may also provide some positive direction, in our view, to local
governments, schools and other employers in the system. Although the employer
contribution increases (with an exception for local governments exempted from
adopted contribution increases) may pressure some budgets that already have
relatively high fixed costs, the statutory cap on future increases generally
provides a clearer framework for planning for pension costs in future budgets.
However, we note that if adopted funding rates prove to be insufficient and
the automatic adjustment provision is triggered, the employers may be faced
with larger than anticipated pension costs.

The state may see a reduction in reported unfunded liabilities and higher
funded ratios from this reform. However if it does not adequately fund its
pensions on an actuarial basis using prudent assumptions and methods we will
expect to see regression of unfunded liabilities over time and continued
long-term pressures on the pension system. The 2018 contribution amounts are
not yet available and actuarial analysis of this bill is needed to measure
projected changes in liability as well as ongoing annual cost.

Only a rating committee may determine a rating action and this report does not
constitute a rating action.

S&P Global Ratings, part of S&P Global Inc. (NYSE: SPGI), is the world's
leading provider of independent credit risk research. We publish more than a
million credit ratings on debt issued by sovereign, municipal, corporate and
financial sector entities. With over 1,400 credit analysts in 26 countries,
and more than 150 years' experience of assessing credit risk, we offer a
unique combination of global coverage and local insight. Our research and
opinions about relative credit risk provide market participants with
information that helps to support the growth of transparent, liquid debt
markets worldwide.
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College and University Merger Articles Summary 

A. Reasons for Merger 

Previously, mergers were sought to consolidate adjoining single-sex institutions, reduce financial 

difficulties, manage decline, and reduce duplicative operations. More recently, institutions work 

to plan for the future, increase their offerings, and strengthen their missions with the aid of 

mergers. 

B. Merger Options 

A pure merger is when one institution relinquishes its degree granting authority and is dissolved 

into another institution. There are two types, an entrepreneurial planned merger which allows 

multiple schools to build on a shared vision and a mutual growth merger tries to redesign the 

nature of the institution itself. 

There are several merger alternatives. A consolidation is where two or more schools join to form 

a distinctly new unit. A program transfer model is where one school transfers the title, rights, 

and interest of one or more programs. A consortium/federation/association model often involves 

a handful of schools that have a statement of mutual obligations and a system for resource-

sharing. An affiliation/strategic partnership model is the most common, where each institution 

retains their own identity, mission, and governance but collectively they establish a level of 

resource sharing that allow them to grow collectively 

Martin and Samels have three additional tips for getting around a pure merger. Merge without 

merging by creating a joint venture with asset transfer and resource sharing. This method is good 

for accommodating separate governance systems and cultures.  Bridge the public divide to form 

partnerships with public institutions to meet collective goals such as meeting the project needs of 

the state’s workforce. Think like a non-academic by establishing consortiums that allow for 

planning and collaboration between deans, directors, and managers to strengthen infrastructures 

and conserve resources.  

C. Benefits/Challenges 

Mergers and partnerships can be means to improve quality overall, pursue similar or 

complimentary missions, benefit from economy of scale, and preserve strength, competitiveness, 

enhanced worth. Mergers can be “a new strategy for the different electronically-connected, 

regional and international, and financially strapped context in which all American campuses now 

live.”  

The challenges of mergers are that they can sometimes prove to be more cost-prohibitive than 

cost efficient, that limiting fiscal autonomy can limit future growth and prestige, and that there 

are political, economic and workforce development considerations such as job distribution, 

attrition, and retrenchment. 

 

Advantages of strategic alliances include: preserving educational missions, strengthening and 

enriching fundamental objectives, maintaining academic-governance systems, creating new 



income streams, saving resources and cutting costs, and providing new opportunities for teaching 

and research. 

 

Services that consortiums can offer include joint purchasing of office supplies, property 

insurance, travel arrangements, business-management software, health insurance, and library and 

cross-registration. Other benefits include shared risk management practices, internal audits, 

sustainability coordinators, and guidance counselors. With consortiums there are also flexible 

pricing options, institutions can be charged flat-rate dues, a fee for each service they utilize, 

and/or a portion of their revenues.  

Disadvantages with consortiums are that savings are difficult to calculate especially because they 

involve the cost of other alternatives, what the college was spending in prior years, and what 

deals vendors cut with institutions not in the consortium. Unfortunately sometimes consortiums 

can be inadequate ways to save colleges at risk of failing. Samels states that often there are too 

few students and too many colleges so lagging programs must also be consolidated or cut to 

really reap the benefits of collaboration 

D. Merger Considerations 

Some considerations when approaching a merger are faculty tenure, rank, and promotions; credit 

hours and accreditation; collegial governance; confidentiality of records; financial-aid 

commitments; long-term financial health; near-term enrollment conversion yield; endowment 

growth; return on investment; and alumni relations. 

E. Best Practices  

Successful mergers have occurred when there were complimentary educational partners, clearly 

defined campus-sensitive guidelines prior to final commitments (such as comprehensive and 

strategic plans), and responsible communication with those impacted by the change. Institutional 

goals, curriculum, scholarship focus, and aspirations of students and faculty should be similar if 

not the same for a successful merger. 

Martin and Samels claim there are five steps to a successful merger: an institutional self-

assessment that includes thorough consideration of strengths and weaknesses, premerger 

strategic planning done by a Merger Taskforce with representatives from all stakeholder groups, 

premerger negotiation (that involves preservation of tenure), merger implementation, post-

merger consolidation and community building. 

F. Trends 

Mergers, especially pure mergers are common in the business realm, in healthcare providing and 

training institutions, and in higher education in England. In regards to higher education in the 

United States mergers are most common with small, private liberal-arts colleges, two year 

colleges, and vocational schools. 

 

 



When Martin and Samels wrote the book “Merging Colleges for Mutual Growth…” in 1994, 

they projected that mergers would be increasingly more common in the coming decades and that 

the result of these mergers would be ever-growing mega-institutions. Instead, they discovered 

that mergers were somewhat uncommon (less than 10 a year in the nation) and institutions were 

instead favoring strategic alliances. 

College Merger Articles 

*The majority of these articles are written by James Martin and James E. Samels

College mergers have become creative, effective means of achieving excellence and articulating 

new missions 

The Chronicle of Higher Education; 11/1/1989 

 Despite the fact that college mergers are often characterized by financial debt, closings, layoffs, 

and cancelled offerings, most mergers that happened between 1979 and 1989 have proven to be 

effective and innovative ways to achieve academic excellence. Some such mergers have resulted 

in doubled faculty and student population and tripled alumni populations like Mount Ida in 

Massachusetts. It is important to think of mergers as a means to improve quality overall, pursue 

similar or complimentary missions, and preserve strength and competitiveness—not simply to 

keep doors open. Some considerations when approaching a merger are faculty tenure, rank, and 

promotions; credit hours and accreditation; collegial governance; confidentiality of records; 

financial-aid commitments; and alumni relations. Successful mergers have occurred when there 

were complimentary educational partners, clearly defined campus-sensitive guidelines prior to 

final commitments (such as comprehensive and strategic plans), and responsible communication 

with those impacted by the change. 

The new kind of college mergers 

Planning for Higher Education; Winter 1993-94 

Prior to the 1980s motivations for mergers have been to consolidate adjoining single-sex 

institutions, reduce financial difficulties, manage decline, and reduce duplicative operations. 

Since the 1980s, private and public institutions have begun planning for their futures with the aid 

of mergers. Types of mergers include entrepreneurial-planned mergers, that allow multiple 

schools to build on a shared vision, and mutual-growth mergers, which try to redesign the nature 

of the institution itself. Though mergers for the sake of financial bailout can create feelings of 

abandonment, mergers with shared goals (entrepreneurial-planned and mutual-growth mergers) 

can give schools a sense of enhanced worth. The five most helpful planning steps for smooth 

mergers are: institutional self-assessment that includes thorough consideration of strengths and 

weaknesses, premerger strategic planning done by a Merger Taskforce with representatives from 

all stakeholder groups, premerger negotiation (that involves preservation of tenure), merger 

implementation, post-merger consolidation and community building.  

Though a large percentage of the top business firms were born from a merger, only a handful of 

the top American Universities have been created by a merger. In contrast, the University of 

London has gone through 15 mergers and enrolls one-fifth of all university students in Great 



Britain. Mergers can be “a new strategy for the different electronically-connected, regional and 

international, and financially strapped context in which all American campuses now live.”  

 

Colleges that join forces will have a future 

Christian Science Monitor; 12/5/96 

Five institutions in Boston have formed an alliance as the “College of Fenway” in order to 

provide more enhanced educational services and professional development opportunities for 

students and staff. The economy of scale that has resulted from the alliance allows these schools 

to provide the resources of larger institutions but still keep their own identities and maintain a 

small college experience. Since the 1950s colleges and universities have had been required to 

compete to provide the latest technologies and amenities to students but these objectives can no 

longer be met by old-fashioned campuses; thus, the future demands collaboration as 

demonstrated by the College of Fenway. 

 

The pitfalls of higher ed merger 

The Star-Ledger; 11/1/02 

It is the responsibility of policy-makers to evaluate alternatives, give weight to potential 

implications and provide compelling explanations for their decisions. Three potential pitfalls 

loom over the decision-makers weighing the decision to merge Rutgers University, New Jersey 

Institute of Technology and the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey. These 

potential pitfalls are: (1) Mergers can sometimes prove to be more cost-prohibitive than cost 

efficient, as was the deciding factor that prevented a merger between a health science university 

and a land-grant state university in Texas  (2) Limiting fiscal autonomy can limit future growth 

and prestige, which is why health science schools sometimes seek to internalize governance, 

plenary fiscal, personnel, and legal powers (3) Economic and workforce development 

considerations such as job distribution, attrition, and retrenchment. The author argues that in this 

case the policymakers should also consider a rechartering that initiates a partnership rather than a 

merger of these three schools.  

 

Win-win partnerships; consolidations make more sense than mergers 

University Business; February 2016 

Strategic partnerships can be favorable to mergers because they are transaction-based and help to 

leverage each institution’s market advantages. Some examples include Concordia University 

Wisconsin and Concordia University Ann Arbor, where each institution kept their own name and 

distinctive identities but combined administrative services; as well as the Claremont College 

System which is a “resource sharing consortium” comprised of seven institutions that maintain 

their own degree programs, admissions, and administration departments but combine resources 

for infrastructure, technology, and other services. Before these mergers occur, “fragile” schools 

should thoroughly consider long-term financial health, near-term enrollment conversion yield, 

endowment growth, return on investment, and institutional stability. 

 

*Merger pros find easy acceptance at area colleges 

Boston Business Journal; 1/27/92 

James Samels and James Martin have founded a successful higher education merger consultancy, 

The Samels Group. They have helped clients with all degrees of mergers, from acquisitions and 

program transfers, to degree elevation and blended strategic planning. There has been an 



increasing need for these kinds of services especially in the health-care industry, as small 

hospitals struggle to maintain degree programs as well as health care services. The article names 

and identifies the cost of several successful mergers in addition to recognizing other more 

contentious mergers that had difficulties in regards to faculty tenure and seniority disputes.   

 

Necessary alliances in higher ed 

Boston Sunday Globe; 10/31/93 

The primary goal of Martin and Samel’s book “Merging Colleges for Mutual Growth: A New 

Strategy for Academic Mergers” is to serve as a guide for an active planning process to manage 

the mission of institutions. To prevent a merger from being a hostile takeover, each institution 

must be truthful about their identity, explore different merger and partnership scenarios, find 

their best-choice partner, wait until they can incorporate all stakeholder groups in the stages of 

the planning process, and pursue three-to-five years of post-merger community building. 

 

A closer look at mergers 

AGB: Trusteeship; March-April 1994 

Pure mergers are not common but consolidation, consortia and affiliations are more typical and 

more adaptable to colleges of all sizes, missions, and reputations. A pure merger model is where 

one institution relinquishes its degree granting authority and is dissolved into another institution. 

A consolidation is where two or more schools join to form a distinctly new unit. A program 

transfer model is where one school transfers the title, rights, and interest of one or more 

programs. A consortium/federation/association model often involves a handful of schools that 

have a statement of mutual obligations and a system for resource-sharing. An affiliation model is 

the most common, where each institution retains their own identity, mission, and governance but 

collectively they establish a level of resource sharing that allow them to grow collectively. The 

article outlines the five phases of successful mergers as previously discussed in article summary 

for “The new kind of college mergers”. 

 

*This article is the best broad-stroke view of some terminology and common best-practices.  

 

Why we were wrong; try partnerships, not mergers 

The Chronicle of Higher Education; 5/17/2002 

When Martin and Samels wrote the book “Merging Colleges for Mutual Growth…” in 1994, 

they projected that mergers would be increasingly more common in the coming decades and that 

the result of these mergers would be ever-growing mega-institutions. Instead, they discovered 

that mergers were somewhat uncommon (less than 10 mergers a year in the US) and institutions 

were favoring strategic alliances. Strategic alliances (see “affiliation” definition in A Closer 

Look at Mergers, above) serve as a temporary partnerships for the period of time that an 

educational program is effective and in high demand. As trends shift, these partnerships can be 

dissolved. Advantages of strategic alliances include: preserving educational missions, 

strengthening and enriching fundamental objectives, maintaining academic-governance systems, 

creating new income streams, saving resources and cutting costs, and providing new 

opportunities for teaching and research. Martin and Samels predict that because of a merger’s 

demand for control and permanence, mergers will be outnumbered by strategic alliances by at 

least 20 to one over the next few decades.  

 



Partnerships, mergers, and the consolidation of American higher education  

HigherEdJobs; 9/11/15 

Partnerships are important for long-term growth and stability. As fragile colleges are faced with 

unprecedented challenges they turn to merging as a way out, without realizing the spectrum of 

other alternatives. Three alternatives are: (1) Merge without Merging: create joint venture with 

asset transfer and resource sharing. This method is good for accommodating separate governance 

systems and cultures. (2) Bridge the Public Divide: utilize partnerships with public institutions to 

meet collective goals such as meeting the project needs of the state’s workforce. (3). Think like a 

Non-Academic:form consortiums that allow for planning and collaboration between deans, 

directors, and managers to strengthen infrastructures and conserve resources. 

 

Mores small colleges merge with larger ones, but some find the process can be painful 

The Chronicle of Higher Education; 09/18/91 

Mergers are most common with small, private liberal-arts colleges, two year colleges, and 

vocational schools. Mergers can be contentious but are rarely hostile as they are often viewed as 

a practical and strategic moves that that offer even the most stable institutions an opportunity to 

grow. Schools should have in common, if not share, the same institutional goals, curriculum, 

scholarship focus, and aspirations of students and faculty to facilitate successful mergers. 

 

*How colleges cut costs by embracing collaboration  

The Chronicle of Higher Education; 3/26/17 

 

In an effort to reduce administrative costs that are tied to the rising cost of college, some schools 

such as Haverford College are entering a number of consortiums. Services that consortiums can 

offer include joint purchasing of office supplies, property insurance, travel arrangements, 

business-management software, health insurance, and cross-registration. Other benefits include 

shared risk management practices, library systems, internal audits, sustainability coordinators, 

and guidance counselors. Institutions can be charged flat-rate dues, a fee for each service they 

utilize, and/or a portion of their revenues. Savings are difficult to calculate especially because 

they involve a consideration of the cost of other alternatives, what the college was spending in 

prior years, and what deals vendors cut with institutions not in the consortium. Sometimes 

consortiums can be inadequate ways to save colleges that are at risk of failing. Samels states that 

there are too few students and too many colleges, so lagging programs must still be consolidated 

or cut. 

 

Misc. Notes: The Higher Education Directory is a database that records mergers  
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àbcdaefgfhijhkadalefahm

nenghocpqglrpnjhsnhtuvwxht
yh̀gzg{iglhw|txh}~��



��������	
��
�������	����
��	
�
������������������ �������!������	
���
"������#�$!
����"��������"��%
��
��
��
&��	
'�����!���	

��&�������
()
��
�&
""���
��"���	�"
&���
*
"�
&
��
�+
���
"����
������ ���
*
%
&��

���
"����
 ���
*
+��,--.��	
&���
*

()���
�����&���
�	
�&��

 ��)�"��/��0��"����
�
1�#	
�

������
��*�
#�
�!'��&0�!������,--2�	
��"��������3"���
&	��*
���
���
"����
����
 ���
*
4
���
"����
5��
��
&���*�	
*��#�	������$!
���
*�

)��*���"#��	���	
&���
*
�""	�#���6�%�
��+����
��
������
�����	
���
���	
�
�*
�#�"�))��(����
�!��7--+6	
&�����
��
���
"����
��&���
��)�
��������
�)	�"�"���
�&	��*�&��"
��
"#��	�	
��&��&�������!������$&�����
�&��)�"����	
��!"�))���"
���&
"���"���
��"+���������8���	

��*���"��0
	���
�"��
���
"����
	
���&��"
��
����!#��	�	
&���
*
���	���"����*"
�"
��)���
����#�
�"	�)+9��!���	
&�������!#	�#
�
��"����
�������	
�������*��
���
"����
��������
�������
�
�����	
&���
*
+
���
"����
��������
��#�&��)�"
"���"	��
���	���&��)�"#��	8���	

��*���)�������*�����)�
*
�*��)	�&����&��
��&�&&
"")����"+6	
&��)�"
"#
�
*
�*��)	�&���!"
)����
�������
���
%!.-�����
"����
	���+6	
��"���&
"���
����	
����
�
�&
"���&��
��&���
���*"&�
��
������)�
&��)�"
"���	
��	����
&���
*
#��	�����)�
��&�����"+
���
"����
#�"�
&
�������
�����#��*
�&	��&�������
"��%��"	���*��#��"�#����'�
&�����
����)
�����*)	���"�)	!+:;<=<>?<>@>AB<CC6	
�
�*
�)��&
""#�"����
�%!�	
��"����	���	
��
���"3	������8
+6	
���
���"���
��8
�"�&��)�
	
�"��
����
�"��!�	�����
�
��""�&���
"�	���*	D�&������
*�

"#	��
����������*��&��"��
*
�*��)	�&����&��
��&�&&
""+�/	��
��	
�"���
"	��
���
����
�*
&���
*
"��
#	��
���
�)�
�"��
�	��*�	�"
(�
�"��
�"���E��&	���F8���0�
(
&����
���
&������	
��*��� 
��
����G�%��&6��"�

"	�)���
��
����&
���	
1""�&��������
��
����*�����"������
�"���
"��� ���
*
"�4D�������,-�.5+ �
����*�	
���"�����!&��)�
	
�"��
����
�"��!#��	���	
��
"!"�
�#�"&	���
�*��*��
���	
#��
��""���������
"����*�	
&��)�"
"�&���
*
"��&��
��&)��*���"���&���!����"���
��"+H���	
����
��	
�
#
�
����	
�%
�&	���0"������	
�	�*	
�
��&������
�*
�"�8
&�����"
��	
�)*���
�	
��)��&
""4D�������,-�.5+6	
�
�*
�)��&
"")�
�������!)������*%
*��#��	�	
������&
�
�����	
�
�*
���������!�-�,-�,+6	
)�����!*���#�"����������&������&��������&��"�������)��&
""#	��

�"����*	�*	$'�����!�&��
��&"���&���!���"���
���
�
��)�
���&�������!������
�
�������)
��������
���&�
�&!���
(&
��
�&
+6	
�����$&��)�"&	���
�*
""����&
�
���!���	
)��&
""+I�
&�����&&������&�����"#
�
	
����!�
�
��*
������������)
������"�
�"��
��&��"�������"��
�����
&������&�����"+6	
�������&	���
�*
"��&���
�"
�
&���*�)�
"��
���&	��"��*����
���"
����*�)#��0��*&������

"��)
������	
)�
$�
�*
�)������*+D���������&�%"�G�
"��
�����8
"���
��	���/
3�
	��"����!&������

*���)"#��0��*��
�
�!�	��*����#
��
%�
""
���	��
�#�����
�&��)�"
"��
���
"����
����
���8���	

��*�� ���
*
�������
����
�"��!#	�"��&
�
�!&��
�%���"���
��"����	����0
"����
�"�
�)��&
""����"�4J��*�,-�.5+ ��)�"��&�����4"5 D
*�

"���
�
� 8��%
���"���
��" D�"���*��"	��*&	���&�
��"��&"��0#���/��0��"����
  
�����&��
1""�&���
6��*
�
���&	
��� ��77- 1&&
""��"��������D��
�"
"���
��)�)�������6	
��
�)��*��� KLMNOPPQ
���
"����
����
 ���
*
4,-�,5

RS 	��*
���*��#�	��	�*	
�
��&�����
TUVWXUYZ[Z\]̂\_UXÙYZU
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About Open Ideas at Pearson
Pearson’s goal is to help people make progress in their lives 
through learning. This means we are always learning too.

This series of publications, Open Ideas, is one of the ways  
in which we do this. We work with some of the best minds in 
education – from teachers and technologists, to researchers 
and big thinkers – to bring their independent ideas  
and insights to a wider audience.

How do we learn, and what keeps us motivated to do so? 
What is the body of knowledge and skills that learners  
need as we move into the second half of the 21st century?  
How can smart digital technologies be best deployed  
to realize the goal of a more personalized education?  
How can we build education systems that provide high  
quality learning opportunities to all?

These questions are too important for the best ideas to stay 
only in the lecture theatre, on the bookshelf, or alone in one 
classroom. Instead they need to be found and supported, 
shared and debated, adopted and refined.

Our hope is that Open Ideas helps with this task,  
and that you will join the conversation.

About Pearson
Pearson is the world’s learning company. We’re experts 
in educational course ware and assessment, and provide 
teaching and learning services powered by technology.

We believe that learning opens up opportunities, creating 
fulfilling careers and better lives. So it’s our mission to  
help people make progress in their lives through learning.

About Jeffrey J. Selingo
Jeffrey J. Selingo has written about higher education for  
two decades. He is the author of three books, the newest  
of which, There Is Life After College (HarperCollins, 2016), 
is a New York Times bestseller. Named one of LinkedIn’s 
must know influencers of 2016, Jeff is a special advisor  
and professor of practice at Arizona State University,  
a visiting scholar at Georgia Tech’s Center for 21st Century 
Universities, and a regular contributor to The Washington Post. 
You can find out more about him at jeffselingo.com.

http://jeffselingo.com
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Executive Summary
For more than a century, U.S. higher education  
institutions have joined together in cooperative associations. 
These collaborative efforts have come about because of 
geography or similar missions, or sometimes have been 
forced by state governments looking to build systems of 
institutions. While a few have been successful at producing 
breakthrough innovations and cost savings that individual 
institutions couldn’t achieve on their own, for the most part 
the associations have simply created groups of campuses 
working side-by-side rather than together.

Today, a new type of alliance is beginning to emerge  
in higher education. Rather than coalitions built around 
geography, mission, or even athletics, these new associations 
are assembled around a common set of problems that 
multiple campuses need to address but have found they 
cannot solve on their own. These new alliances are less  
about shared purchasing or exchanging best practices,  
and more about developing strategic solutions, many 
leveraging technology, to solve some of higher education’s 
toughest problems related to access, retention, completion, 
and making good on the promise of digital education tools.

To efficiently and effectively tackle the most pressing 
problems, U.S. colleges and universities need scale.  
But not every institution has the ability to grow nor  
wants to expand to gain the efficiencies size can bring.  
By joining together in alliances built around common 
problems individual institutions can gain many of the  
benefits of size without expanding their enrollment. 

For these new coalitions to be successful, institutional leaders 
need to have a stake in their success, dedicate campus 
personnel to the initiatives in order to give institutions skin 
in the game, tackle specific projects rather than vague ideas, 
create incentive systems for institutions to want to join,  
and measure their success.

Our hope is that this new era of cooperation in higher 
education will result in deep alliances and collaborative 
platforms around nearly every function on a campus from 
admissions to academic affairs to career services. But what 
will make this 21st century version of collaboration different 
from anything in the past is a robust web of academic 
partnerships between institutions. 

This is the Networked University, and in the pages that 
follow, I outline a vision for linking multiple institutions  
to create a modern model of higher education.

OPEN IDEAS AT PEARSON THE NETWORKED UNIVERSITY 0706
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Introduction
In April 1957, the presidents of the Big Ten athletic conference 
gathered at Ohio State University for the inauguration of 
the university’s new president. A year earlier an impromptu 
meeting between the chancellor of Indiana University and 
an official with the Carnegie Corporation of New York had 
resulted in a pledge of some $40,000 to regularly convene  
the presidents of the Big Ten around academic matters.

Now the leaders gathered at Ohio State wanted to formalize 
the agreement, hoping that an academic alignment might 
strengthen their institutions against what they saw as a 
growing competitive threat for research dollars, students, 
and faculty from universities on the east and west coasts of 
the United States. They formed a board with representatives 
from each of the campuses. 

And then not much happened for two decades.

The creation of that board, which became known as  
the Committee on Institutional Cooperation, or the CIC,  
arrived before the advent of low-cost communications and 
transportation. The institutions in the Big Ten were largely 
rural campuses spread across more than half a dozen states. 
Working together in practice proved much more difficult than 
imagining the broad concept in that meeting at Ohio State.

A perhaps even stronger force against collaboration  
was the natural reluctance for competitors to cooperate,  
even in an athletic conference that already existed. Although 
higher education in the United States is typically described 
as a “system,” the notion of collaboration is not deeply 
ingrained in the DNA of most institutions. Despite its veneer 
of cooperation, higher education is a competitive industry, 
where resource sharing is eyed warily and sometimes with 
fear of government intervention given more recent federal 
antitrust concerns. 

OPEN IDEAS AT PEARSON 0908
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Indiana’s chancellor, Herman B. Wells, would describe  
the CIC’s first steps in those early years as “hesitant and 
tentative.” Each of the universities, Wells would later write,  

“was a distinguished and apparently self-sufficient institution,  
proud of its past and confident of its future.”1

That reluctance began to change by the 1980s, thanks to 
technology that allowed easier sharing of information between 
campuses. Indeed, the first substantial project between the 
universities in the Big Ten was technology-driven when the 
campuses built a fiber optic network to connect themselves 
to each other and to other research centers around the world. 
Other large-scale projects followed: joint licensing agreements 
for software, a partnership with Google to digitize millions of 
bound volumes in their library collections, and course-sharing 
for dozens of language classes. 

Today the CIC, renamed the Big Ten Academic Alliance, stands 
as an oft-cited example within academia of how partnerships 
can succeed across institutional boundaries. However, while 
alliances like the Big Ten were adequate to address the 
challenges facing higher education fifty years ago, what is 
needed to tackle the pressing issues of today are broader 
and deeper alliances that cut across historical boundaries 
between institutions. 

Historic Alliances 
Alliances of some kind have long existed in higher education, 
of course. In most cases, those collaborative efforts can be 
best described as “loosely coupled federations” of independent 
campuses that typically cooperate only at the margins of 
the institution on matters where there is low risk and clear 
agreement on solutions.

These existing alliances can be classified in one of four ways:

Geographic  
The most common alliance in higher education is the one 
formed by state borders. In the years after World War II, 
most states organized their public institutions into systems. 
However, no one model of system governance emerged 
in the United States. Some states, such as California, have 
multiple state systems of institutions based on mission 
(i.e., two-year colleges, teaching institutions, and research 
universities); other states, such as Virginia, have so-called 
coordinating boards that advocate for public higher 
education but have little direct authority over individual 
institutions; while others, such as North Carolina, have a 
strong central system with considerable authority. But in 
nearly all cases this type of alliance is forced, is often 
focused on control and rules, and usually includes 
institutions with differing ambitions and resources. 

Shared services 
Often a byproduct of geography, institutions of all types 
 and sizes that are located near each other have joined  
up to share purchasing, library services, technology, police 
services, or allow cross-registration of courses. Most shared-
service agreements focus exclusively on the business  
side of institutions in an effort to save money in  
the procurement process. A few intercollege consortia  
have existed for decades that go deeper on the academic 
side, most notably the Five Colleges, Inc. in Amherst, Mass,  
and Claremont College, in California. While shared-service 
agreements have become more popular in recent years,  
they still often rely on institutions being located near one 
another and rarely include deep academic alliances.

1110
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Mission-oriented
An alphabet soup of dozens of associations from the 
Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities (APLU) to the 
National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities 
(NAICU) exists at the national and state level to bring together 
institutions with similar missions. These associations mostly 
exist to lobby on public policy and provide professional 
development opportunities for their members. Like state 
systems, however, these associations are increasingly linking 
together institutions with divergent strategies and approaches 
to the problems and issues facing higher education. As a result, 
it’s sometimes difficult for the associations to find common 
ground on which to build deeper alliances.

Athletic 
Like the Big Ten, many athletic conferences have looked 
for ways for their member institutions to collaborate on 
academic and business ventures. The success the Big Ten 
Academic Alliance has enjoyed, however, makes it an outlier 
among its peers. Using athletics as a vehicle for academic 
collaboration has its share of drawbacks. For one, the 
membership of the major conferences has become much 
more fluid in recent years as some institutions jump ship  
for more lucrative partnerships. And the groups are formed 
with athletics at the forefront and sometimes include 
institutions of varying quality and divergent academic 
and research agendas.

"You cannot go at it by thinking that the world stops 
at this campus. No university is self-sufficient."

Joseph E. Aoun, president of Northeastern University2

Although these historic collaborations in higher education  
will likely endure, a new and potentially more dynamic  
version of partnerships centered around common problems 
is emerging, bringing with it the opportunity to forge deeper 
alliances among institutions and remake higher education  
for the demands of the 21st century. 

One early version of this new kind of partnership was used 
to build and deliver Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) 
through alliances like Coursera and edX. Each partnership 
brought together dozens of colleges and universities. In many 
cases, these were institutions that compete on every other 
level—for students, faculty members, foundation grants,  
and federal research dollars. But in these cases they ended 
up cooperating to build platforms to offer free online courses 
to the masses.

This paper is about the ways that institutions could, and the 
reasons why they should, move toward a more networked 
model to build strength and bolster the individuality they hold 
dear. My hope is to outline a path forward for a new era of 
cooperation in higher education through deep alliances and 
collaborative platforms around nearly every function on a 
campus from admissions to academic affairs to career services.

I call this new type of collaboration the Networked 
University. Over the past few decades, using fiber optic 
wires and wireless signals to create on-campus networks 
has become ubiquitous and essential. Now we need a new 
kind of network, one equally essential but with a wider reach, 
linking multiple institutions to create new models of higher 
education. We can’t afford to wait.
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Key Moments in Higher Education  
Collaboration in the U.S.

1900
The Association of American Universities (AAU) is 
founded in Chicago with 14 of the nation’s leading  
Ph.D-granting institutions to consider “matters  
of common interest relating to graduate study.”

1918 
Fourteen higher-education associations form an 
emergency council to ensure the United States  
has enough technically trained military personnel for 
World War I. First named the “Emergency Council on 
Education,” the name is changed later in the year to the 
American Council on Education (ACE), which eventually 
becomes the umbrella group representing higher 
education institutions.

1925
The Claremont College Consortium is born in 
California to provide the small college experience 
with the resources of a large university. Today, seven 
educational institutions constitute The Claremont 
Colleges: Pomona College, founded in 1887; Claremont 
Graduate University, 1925; Scripps College, 1926; 
Claremont McKenna College, 1946; Harvey Mudd 
College, 1955; Pitzer College, 1963; and the Keck 
Graduate Institute of Applied Life Sciences, 1997.

1954
The Ivy League is formed as an official athletic conference, 
though the term had already been in use to describe 
the eight schools that are members of the association 
and as a proxy for elite higher education in the U.S.

1957
The Big 10 athletic conference, founded in 1896 and the 
oldest of the collegiate athletic conferences, forms the 
Committee on Institutional Cooperation as an ongoing 
effort to discuss academic and research matters and 
share best practices among member institutions. 

1965
The Five College Consortium is formally established 
in Western Massachusetts. Includes Amherst, Mount 
Holyoke, Smith, the University of Massachusetts at 
Amherst, and Hampshire, that together share library 
resources, campus transportation, and some courses 
and academic programs. The consortium becomes the 
model for institutional collaboration among campuses 
located in close proximity.

2012
The Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard 
University form edX to offer free massive open online 
classes (MOOCs) and ask other institutions to join  
the effort. Eventually, more than 70 colleges and 
universities offer courses on the platform.

Why the 
Networked 
University  
and Why Now?

THE NETWORKED UNIVERSITYOPEN IDEAS AT PEARSON 1514
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For much of its history, higher education was a local and 
regional business. Students for the most part went to a 
college or university close to home, and faculty took jobs 
where they completed their Ph.D. or at institutions nearby.

Beginning in the 1960s, according to research by Stanford 
University economist Caroline M. Hoxby, a “re-sorting” 
of higher education started to occur. Guidebooks were 
published that allowed students for the first time to easily 
learn about colleges in other states (although the books  
were not on the scale or size we are accustomed to today). 
Over the next four decades, places that once seemed  
far away to most Americans became reachable by car,  
on discount airlines, or online, allowing more students to  
“go away to college.” Institutions of all types and sizes started 
to recruit prospective students farther away from campus.3 

By the turn of the century, a proliferation of college rankings, 
led by U.S. News & World Report, allowed students and 
faculty alike to more easily compare institutions. That meant 
colleges needed to distinguish themselves not only from  
their counterparts in the next town, but also from those 
across the region, the country, and for the elites, worldwide. 
The result? A building boom, not only in physical buildings,  
but new academic programs, new research initiatives,  
and new faculty and staff to run it all. 

In the first decade of the new millennium, construction cranes 
were ubiquitous on college and university campuses to build 
ever more luxurious residence halls, recreation centers, hi-tech 
classrooms, and state-of-the-art research facilities. For many 
institutions, much of that construction was financed by debt. 
The amount of debt taken on by institutions between 2000 
 and 2012 nearly doubled, to more than $300 billion today.4

Academic programs also multiplied. In 2010, when the U.S. 
Education Department updated its list of academic programs 
used in various higher-education surveys, more than 300 
majors were added to a list of 1,400 from a decade earlier. 
A third of the new programs were in just two fields: health 
professions and military technologies/ applied sciences. 
The 1990s saw similar growth in the number of majors. 
Indeed, nearly four in ten majors on the U.S. government’s  
list today didn’t exist in 1990.5

Of course, much of this spending was passed on to students 
in the form of higher tuition rates. Since 2000, tuition and 
fees, including room and board, at private universities has 
jumped by 47 percent, when adjusted for inflation, and by 
71 percent at public institutions.6 

The rising cost of U.S. higher education is simply unsustainable, 
especially given the growing inequality of living standards 
worldwide and the lagging incomes of college-going families. 
The question now is, after decades of talking about reining  
in costs, how can institutions actually achieve real savings?

“There is no natural constituency for cost control on campuses,” 
says Lawrence S. Bacow, the former president of Tufts University. 

“Universities compete by advertising their inefficiencies— 
small classes, lots of hands-on experiences, the intimacy 
of the student experience. We tell students to come here 
because we’re essentially the most labor-intensive provider.” 
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Potential Impediments to the Networked University
There are plenty of hurdles to deeper academic alliances 
among universities, but among the primary barriers:

Accreditation
Sharing of courses and faculty between 
institutions might require  
an accreditation review by regional  
or specialized accreditors.

Tenure
For cost savings to be achieved through 
course sharing or even department 
sharing, individual institutions in  
the alliance would need to eliminate  
faculty positions. That would be difficult, 
if not impossible, if those are tenured 
positions, and it’s unlikely departments 
or schools would give up tenure-line 
positions without a fight.

Rankings
Some higher education leaders pay close 
attention to the rankings, and might be  
unwilling to partner with institutions with  
lower rankings than their own institutions.

Financial Considerations
The success of the Networked University 
depends on students seamlessly moving 
between institutions. If money needs to  
change hands between institutions that  
might make it more difficult for students  
unless the financial systems between  
campuses are aligned.

Shared Governance
Faculty Senates will want to weigh in on  
any alliances that touch academic affairs.

1
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According to Bacow, even trustees with a fiduciary responsibility to the 
viability of the institution are driven by their pride to continue to build 
its capacity. “Given a choice they would much rather solve budgetary 
pressures by solving the revenue side—more fundraising and tuition 

—rather than the cost side.” 

Unlike in other industries where competition typically drives down 
costs, in higher education it drives up costs. Few colleges want to be 
seen as “stepping away from the herd in meaningful ways” because 
they are so obsessed with moving to the next level, according to the 
late J. Douglas Toma, writing in the 2012 book, The Organization of 
Higher Education.7

As a result, U.S. colleges and universities “are eerily similar in vision,” 
Toma argued, despite the fact that higher-education officials always 
extol the virtues of the diversity of American institutions. “Their common 
goal is legitimacy through enhanced prestige,” he wrote. “Prestige is  
to higher education as profit is to corporations.”8

But gaining any substantial ground in the race for prestige is getting 
more difficult for the vast majority of higher education institutions. 
Count up the college presidents who have said over the years that they 
wanted to move into the top tier of some ranking, and you’ll find at least 

fifty schools trying to fit into twenty spots. The truth is that the 
list of the best colleges and universities in the United States 
has remained virtually unchanged for the last century. What’s 
more, the universities at the very top are pulling away, even 
as there are more institutions chasing them from below with 
each of them spending more money every year to catch up.

Take research spending, as an example of the rich getting 
richer in higher education. Universities believe that ranking 
high on the list of institutions receiving the most federal 
research dollars is a sign of prestige and helps attract star 
faculty and even more grants. As a result, some universities 
have spent student tuition dollars to gain an advantage, 
hoping that they could leverage their own funds to secure 
more federal grants. Around a quarter of the top hundred 
universities on the federal research list have doubled their 
own spending on research in the last decade. But many 
efforts failed: Nearly half of these institutions ended  
up falling in the rankings.

In many ways, higher education now mirrors trends in society 
as a whole: there is a greater concentration of wealth among a 
small group of elite private and public colleges. Combined, the 
20 wealthiest private universities in the U.S. hold about $250 
billion in their endowments, which accounts for a staggering  
70 percent of all the wealth of private colleges and universities. 

Wealth in higher education is likely only to become more 
concentrated in the coming years as the richest colleges 
raise money at a faster clip than anyone else. Among colleges 
that collected more than $100 million in donations in 2016, 
fundraising has jumped by 22 percent over the last four years, 
according to Moody’s Investors Service. Among those that 
raised less than $10 million, donations went up just 4 percent. 

Given these trends and the greater separation at the top, 
higher education leaders need to stop thinking that the only 
path forward is one that they take alone. Simply put, many 
institutions can’t thrive, and some won’t survive, without 
forming deeper academic partnerships. 
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A Need for Scale
Never before has the need for scale in higher education been 
more critical than it is at this moment. Increased spending 
has become problematic on many campuses because most 
colleges and universities expanded their physical plant and 
academic programs with largely the same undergraduate 
enrollment base that sustained them in previous generations. 
In other words, most institutions didn’t increase their 
enrollment even as their costs swelled. (To bolster revenue, 
many did invest in growing online education and part-time 
graduate programs, but with mixed success.)

Some institutions even saw their enrollments decline,  
the result of unfavorable demographics in many regions  
of the country and the inability to discount their tuition  
rates enough to attract students. Overall enrollment has 
fallen by 3 percent since 2010 at institutions between 1,000 
and 10,000 students. Which account for about half of degree-
granting institutions in the United States. The falloff has  
been even larger at institutions with under 1,000 students,  
which account for 40 percent of the American market.  
These smaller institutions have seen their numbers 
drop by more than 5 percent. 

The only group with sustained enrollment growth in recent 
years is institutions with more than 10,000 students. Yet such 
large universities have often been viewed with skepticism by 
academics because of the long-held belief that scale comes 
at the expense of quality and prestige. As Bacow pointed 
out, the rankings reward inefficiencies. Campuses essentially 
get higher marks for spending more money than their 
competitors and rejecting more students than they accept.

The idea that small equals quality, however, is not shared 
by elite universities worldwide. Compare the size of elite 
institutions in the U.S. to Canada, for instance. Canada’s  
three most-prominent universities—the University of Toronto, 
McGill University, and the University of British Columbia 
—enroll a total of 117,000 undergraduates. That’s more 
students than the top 17 American universities in the 
U.S. News & World Report rankings combined.

But attitudes about the size and scale of institutions in 
the U.S. seem to be shifting for two reasons. One, there is 
pressure on top schools to expand their capacity and enroll 
more low-income undergraduates due to concerns that 
wealthy students are clustering at elite institutions. Roughly 
one in four of the richest students in the U.S. attend an elite 
college, according to a recent study of federal tax records.

Two, there is evidence that greater size has resulted in  
greater efficiency at some of the biggest universities in the U.S.  
A 2013 report from New America found that the University of 
Central Florida, with more 55,000 undergraduate students and 
Arizona State University with more 41,000 undergraduates, for 
example, have median expenditures per student lower than 
research universities as a whole, even while maintaining the 
research output per faculty member of their counterparts.9

Many public universities can afford to get larger without 
damaging their quality, according to research by Robert K. 
Toutkoushian, a professor in the Institute of Higher Education 
at the University of Georgia. He has found that the size of an 
institution—up to enrollments of 23,000 undergraduates—
does lower costs. Larger than that, and Toutkoushian found 
costs rise because of increased personnel on campuses 
to serve a larger student body. The mean enrollment of 
U.S. public universities is 11,400 undergraduates, so many 
institutions might have room to grow without a significant 
impact on their costs.10 

Of course, not every institution has the ability to grow 
(i.e., public institutions in slow-growth states) or wants  
to expand to gain the efficiencies of size (i.e., small liberal  
arts colleges). The advantage of the Networked University  
is that such alliances can provide many of the benefits of size 
without expanding the student body of individual institutions. 
Much like competition defined higher education for much  
of the latter half of the 20th century and the beginning 
of this millennium, collaboration will define colleges and 
universities going forward. To this point, in a 2017 Gallup 
survey, 93 percent of chief academic officers said they would 
put a greater emphasis on increased collaboration with other 
universities in the year ahead.
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Risk management
Mental health 

counseling

Student health 
servicesAcademic advising

Online education

International 
recruitment, enrollment, 

and services

Career service Athletics Legal affairs

Areas for Collaboration
The gold standard for the Networked University would 
be fully integrated campuses on all fronts, including 
academic programming. But if institutions cannot  
fully align their operations, there are individual areas  
where deeper collaboration is possible, such as:

To begin to imagine how the Networked University might 
work in practice, it’s instructive to look to another industry 
that two decades ago faced similar challenges to those 
confronting higher education right now: the airlines. 

Building the 
Networked 
University 
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In the 1990s, the airline industry was beset with problems: 
high labor costs, many competitors, limited route networks, 
and a business model that shifted with the winds of the 
global economy. Although some airlines had the capital  
to grow or merge, most were hampered in their ability  
to adopt an expansion strategy because of their debt  
load or government regulations.

Enter the idea of airline alliances. The so-called code-share 
agreements have created networks of airlines, with the three 
biggest being Star Alliance, SkyTeam, and OneWorld. Under 
the alliance agreements, the airlines cooperate on departure 
times and routes, share airport facilities, and have reciprocal 
frequent-flier benefits. In some cases, the agreements, which 
are reviewed by the federal government to avoid antitrust 
concerns, are precursors to outright mergers.

International airline alliances were among the most significant 
advances for the airlines in the 1990s. Researchers have 
estimated that profitability rose, ticket prices fell, route networks 
expanded, and productivity increased because of the alliances.11 

Strategic alliances, of course, are not unique to the airlines. 
Every year, there are about 2,000 new strategic alliances in 
the world, according to the Boston Consulting Group, and 
alliances have been growing at a rate of 15 percent annually. 

“Alliances can be an extremely effective way to embrace new 
strategic opportunities, pursue new sources of growth, and 
contribute to the upside of the business,” according to the 
Boston Consulting Group. “They are particularly useful in 
situations of high uncertainty and in markets with growth 
opportunities that a company either cannot or does not want 
to pursue on its own. One of the main reasons to engage in 
an alliance (as opposed to a merger or acquisition) is to share 
risk and limit the resources a company must commit to the 
venture in question.”

A New Era for Higher  
Education Alliances 
In higher education, collaborations are no longer limited to 
colleges in close proximity. Advances in technology can now 
link together institutions that are separated by thousands of 
miles. Under the alliance model, groups of colleges could align 
their course catalogs each semester, much as airlines do their 
schedules each travel season, so that not every institution 
in the network would need to offer courses that only a few 
students on each campus might need to complete a degree.

Two events over the last decade have brought the need for this 
new type of collaboration in higher education into sharp relief.

First was the Great Recession of 2008. Within months of the 
global economic crash, the largest university endowments 
shed billions of dollars, and massive deficits opened in state 
budgets, leading to unprecedented budget cuts at schools 
of all kinds and sizes, even elite institutions such as Duke 
University, Harvard University, and the University of California 
at Berkeley. The ripple effects of the recession lasted for years 
on campuses, and in some places have never quite dissipated. 

Second was the rapid increase in knowledge and information 
combined with explosive growth in computing and network 
power. Advances in the academic disciplines, the emergence 
of new fields, and technology with the capacity to augment 
and supplement human teaching and make a variety of 
learning models scalable has made it difficult for even the 
most nimble of higher education institutions to keep pace.

Combined, these two forces have led institutions to form 
higher education alliances in the past few years unlike those 
of the past several decades. These new alliances include the 
University Innovation Alliance, the American Talent Initiative, 
and Unizin, among others. 

The seeds of these new alliances are planted in a common set 
of problems that campuses need to solve but cannot do so on 
their own because of their size or lack of financial resources. 
They are less transactional than the legacy coalitions—in other 
words, they not formed simply to share purchasing or best 
practices—and are more strategic in their approach to solve 
some of higher education’s knottiest problems, such as access, 
retention, completion, and engaging students in a digital age. 
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The Problem Solvers
Unlike previous attempts at collaboration that were 
transactional, or designed around mission or geography, 
some of the new alliances emerging in higher education 
are focused on problem solving.

Indiana 
University

University  
of Nebraska

Problem to solve: To contract for, integrate, and 
operate shared digital services and provide common 
infrastructure that simplifies collaboration between 
colleges and universities.

Exemplar work: Three universities in the alliance,  
for instance, worked together to migrate course 
content across their learning management systems.

Problem to solve: To make quality college  
degrees more accessible to underrepresented  
and low-income students.

Exemplar work: The UIA’s first project was to scale 
the use of predictive analytics from three campuses 
in the collaboration to now nine campuses. With the 
help of a grant from the U.S. Education Department, 
the Alliance is conducting a randomized controlled trial 
using 10,000 students to measure the effectiveness of 
advising programs based on data analytics.

Problem to solve: To improve the college application 
process by providing a single, centralized toolkit 
for students to organize, build, and refine their 
applications to numerous institutions. 

Exemplar work: A key feature of the Coalition’s 
toolkit is a “locker” that allows students to store their 
work throughout high school and share it as part of 
a portfolio with colleges and universities during the 
admissions process. 

Unizin | Founded: 2014

University Innovation Alliance | Founded: 2014

Coalition for Access, Affordability and Success | Founded: 2015

Member institutions: 11 including:

Member institutions: 11 including:

Member institutions: More than 90 including:

Arizona State 
University

Purdue 
University

University  
of Texas at 

Austin

Case Western 
Reserve

Northeastern 
University

University of 
Arizona

Rutgers 
University 

Wake Forest 
University

University  
of Wisconsin

Oregon  
State 

University
Penn State

Iowa State 
University

The Ohio  
State  

University

Problem to solve: To enroll more low-income students  
at selective institutions. 

Exemplar work: Beyond setting aspirational goals, 
such as educating 50,000 more low-income students  
by 2025 at the member institutions, the schools are 
also sharing best practices and publishing research  
on promising strategies for increasing the enrollment 
and success of low-income students. 

American Talent Initiative | Founded: 2016

Member institutions: 68 members including:

Cornell 
University

University 
of Maryland

Georgetown 
University

Duke 
University

University  
of California, 

Davis

Perhaps most important, these new innovators are drawn 
from across the spectrum of higher education—from private 
universities to community colleges and from land-grant 
institutions to liberal arts colleges. They are unified not by 
institution type, but by the presence of forward-thinking leaders 
who are willing to challenge the status quo and support the 
development of new models of program design and delivery. 

Unfortunately, because they are not united by region, 
institution type, athletic conference, or any of the other 
structures that have traditionally brought institutions together, 
no forum yet exists for innovative college and university 
presidents to share ideas and identify areas for collaboration. 
No mechanism exists for them to speak with a shared voice, 
and this has limited the ability of the innovators in the sectors 
to serve as role models and catalyze broader change. 

“These gigantic membership associations determined largely by 
topology or status are ineffective in this day and age because 
many of those institutions have radically different business 
models now,” said William F.L. Moses, who serves as managing 
director of the Kresge Foundation’s Education Program.  

“A new type of association is needed in higher education.” 
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A Variety of Approaches 
No one approach will define the Networked University. 
A variety of strategies could be employed by institutions 
looking to build new alliances. They could be formed to 
tackle a discrete problem (i.e., Title IX enforcement), issues 
on several fronts (i.e., lack of enrollment for critical languages, 
skyrocketing acquisition costs in the library, and a need to 
improve career services), or the alliance could be a model 
of deep inter-institutional cooperation (as I’ll outline in the 
example on pages 30–31). The size and scope of the alliances 
will depend on the problems they seek to tackle and the 
willingness of the institutions to navigate the ambiguity  
that comes with any new partnership. 

Although there will be a variety of approaches, in the interviews 
I conducted for this paper, officials were united in their 
assertion that a key bellwether of success would be having 
common goals among partners beyond just saving money. 
Strategies that strengthen the core of the institution by 
giving faculty more resources for teaching and research or to 
promote student success were common themes mentioned 
by officials as to why partnerships succeeded in the past.

How to Begin Building  
the Networked University 
In thinking about how to start the foundation of the 
Networked University, consider a three-step process:

1. First harvest the low-hanging fruit
Deep academic collaborations are not going to be the first 
step in a successful partnership. Institutions need to date 
before they get married. Test out partnerships with small 
experiments based on complementary strengths that can 
be later scaled. For example, course sharing might start in 
departments with low enrollments at a group of institutions. 

2. Set the conditions for more long-standing  
and deeper partnerships
Institutions choose partners based on the importance of 
shared vision. Developing deeper partnerships begins with  
a shared trust and a history of cooperation in an institution’s 
DNA. The good news is that 85 percent of campus leaders 
report that they have engaged in some type of collaboration, 
albeit with numerous challenges and varying levels of success.12 
Trust, however, is not built overnight and change can often 
face internal resistance. 

Various campus constituencies from faculty members to 
students need to be prepared for change. Officials need  
to make the case for the Networked University with trusted 
and verified data and a clear and aspirational vision about 
why such a collaboration is necessary to help the institution 
in the long run. 

Those first two steps might take several years to achieve  
in an era when many institutions don’t have the luxury of time 
given the pressing issues they are facing. But without a strong 
foundation for the Networked University, the third step is 
likely to be difficult to achieve.

3. Develop a strategy for sustainability 
The long-term life of the Networked University is dependent 
on its individual parts. Sustaining the benefits of a partnership 
for more than a few years was often cited as a reason why 
leaders are reluctant to pursue deeper collaborations in the 
first place. An infrastructure needs to be constructed (i.e. 
governing board, key performance metrics that must be met 
annually) to maintain the Networked University beyond the 
tenure of a specific president or group of influential leaders.

It’s easiest to imagine what one version of the Networked 
University might look through the eyes of a student.  
We’ll call her Olivia.
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The Networked University: The Student Experience 

Olivia submits the common application to the University of New York,  
which belongs to a networked alliance of universities committed to providing  
a better academic experience to students at a more competitive price point. 
Before the university joined the network, an ever-increasing number of 
applications had swamped the admissions staffs. The network centralized  
the process and updated their tools, easing the administrative workload  
and allowing the network institutions to focus their admissions efforts on 
providing students with guidance and information. Olivia quickly learns that  
she has been admitted to the university, and will have access to resources 
throughout the alliance.

Before Olivia arrives on campus, she registers for classes using a single shared 
portal that allows her access to courses at UNY as well as the eight other institutions 
in the consortium. She doesn’t need to worry about transferring credits or paying 
tuition to other universities in the network when she does this because they are 
now leveraging shared registrar and financial systems. The portal offers her a mix  
of course delivery options, including face-to-face, online, or hybrid courses, and she 
is able to get a flavor of each of the offerings through the portal. Once she has made 
her decisions, she is able to immediately access her course materials. 

The process of taking multiple classes on different campuses is seamless for 
Olivia. Through the same portal she used to register, she is able to track progress 
across her courses. And, if she starts to fall behind, she receives personalized 
early alerts and support. Olivia finds that she particularly enjoys blended courses 
where students across campuses are able to take part. Because the institutions 
in the network have been able to leverage their collective buying power to build 
state-of-the-art virtual classrooms, engaging, real-time, synchronous discussions 
are now possible across distance.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

As a sophomore, Olivia undertakes an undergraduate research project in 
sociology with one of the leading scholars in the field who teaches at another 
alliance institution. Communicating with the professor 2,500 miles away is  
made easier through a shared network and library resources.

When Olivia runs into trouble one night with a new concept in her statistics class, 
she starts a chat with the on-demand virtual tutor built into the class platform. 
Olivia’s professor discovers through her morning digital insights report that half 
the class struggled with the same key concept. She reaches out to her statistics 
colleagues across the network for suggestions, and uses a new teaching technique 
to review the concept in class.

In her junior year, Olivia is offered an internship at Ford in Detroit. She jumps at 
the chance, and because one of the universities in the alliance is located nearby, 
she can keep up with her course work in person and take a few classes online  
at the same time. 

In her final year, Olivia attends a virtual career fair where she is able to access 
opportunities from thousands of employers, many of which are connected to 
the network’s vast alumni population. During the fair she learns that the network 
has negotiated with some of these employers to create pathways through which 
graduates can continue their education as they begin their professional career. 
Olivia ultimately lands a job where a portion of her first year will be dedicated to 
completing an online master’s program.

Olivia graduates from the University of New York with one of its diplomas, and the 
support of eight other institutions. As Olivia progresses through her career, she is 
able to return to the network time and time again to support her lifelong learning.
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Breaking the Barriers to Change
The opportunities for the Networked University are immense. 
Eventually, academic alliances might allow colleges to pare 
back small departments so that there is little overlap between 
colleges in the network. Students could start at any campus 
 in an alliance but have access to a much more robust 
collection of courses. Individual colleges could put most  
of their academic resources toward making a few academic 
programs distinctive and leave the rest to their partners.  
And not everything would need to happen virtually. The 
networks could allow for the free flow between campuses 
of faculty members and students, who might find research 
projects or internships more readily near some institutions 
than others in an alliance. 

Unfortunately, the hurdles to creating deep and sustainable 
academic alliances are also significant. “You really need a 
coalition of the willing,” Moses of the Kresge Foundation told 
me. “There is a certain pride in higher education that is hard to 
overcome—that all good ideas must be invented on campus.”

Barbara McFadden Allen, who recently retired after 16 years 
of leading the Big Ten Academic Alliance, said she is unsure 
the group would exist in this current higher education 
environment. “The Big Ten didn’t do much on the academic 
side in those first years of its existence, but trust was built 
during that time that paid off later in what we did,” Allen said. 
Today, today the world is moving at a much faster speed  
and there is not often time for institutions or their leaders  
to spend precious bandwidth setting the foundation for  
an effort that might pay off years down the road. 

For the Networked University to mobilize, grow, and flourish, 
five key components are necessary:

Presidential leadership
This is especially true for an alliance with the goal of tackling 
campus-wide issues. Without top leadership involved in the 
creation of an alliance, any effort is likely to be limited in scope. 
Presidents need to have a stake in the success of the alliance 
for it to be sustainable. They need to find partners based partly 
on complementary strengths but also personal comfort level. 
It’s also helpful if the collaboration includes at least initially  
a small number of institutions that don’t directly compete.

A core and dedicated team focused on the initiative 
While the Networked University needs to start with presidents, 
operations must be assigned to a team of dedicated individuals 
on campuses who work on nothing else. Too many good ideas 
and projects fail on campuses because they have only one 
champion, who might move on to other projects or leave  
the institution for another job, or because they are assigned 
to staff members who already have a full-time job. Dedicating 
campus personnel to the initiative also gives its member 
institutions skin in the game.

A problem to solve with a specific project 
Alliances built around a vague concept of shared interests will 
quickly dissipate. The University Innovation Alliance succeeded 
early on because its leaders agreed that retention was a 
priority problem on their campuses. They chose as their first 
cooperative endeavor a project on predictive analytics, with the 
idea that the massive amount of historical data colleges collect 
on students can and should be used to help those who need 
help the most. Several universities in the Alliance were already 
actively using predictive analytics, none more so than Georgia 
State University, which took the lead on the project for the 
entire group. By the end of the first year, nine campuses  
were using predictive analytics (up from three originally).

Incentives to change
Inertia and the status quo are strong countervailing forces  
to any changes on campuses. Without strong incentives 
to build the Networked University, it will never get off 
the ground. Such incentives could include funds from 
foundations or governments, partnerships with companies 
that agree to jointly develop new products with the member 
institutions, or even something as simple as a spate of 
positive publicity around the concept of a collaboration.

Measurement of success
Many new initiatives end up failing because they wait too 
long to measure their results, allowing skeptics to shape the 
narrative about the efficacy of the project. Any collaboration 
must set intended outcomes, document problems as they 
arise, and measure results with data, not simply anecdotes, 
especially as those organizations funding such efforts 
constantly ask about their return on investment.
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The Path 
Forward

OPEN IDEAS AT PEARSON

The decades ahead promise to be tumultuous ones 
for higher education. Federal and state dollars remain 
constrained, family incomes are stagnant, and the 
demographics of the student pool are changing, all meaning 
that their financial needs are greater than ever before. 
Institutions can no longer simply pass higher costs on 
to students. The evidence is clear that increased tuition 
discounting and missed enrollment targets in recent years 
means that students are unwilling to always pay higher 
tuition prices. For the last decade, access was the most 
critical issue facing the future of higher education; now 
bending the cost curve is the most important issue to tackle. 

Many institutions are still approaching these trends by simply 
hoping they will pass in short time and they can survive.  
But the next era in higher education should be about more 
than survival. Given the growing needs for a post-secondary 
education around the world, the era in front of us must be 
defined as one of growth through change and cooperation 
rather than retrenchment.

When Bridget Burns, the executive director of the University 
Innovation Alliance, was building the case for the group’s 
formation, she traveled to dozens of campuses across the 
U.S. asking leaders how their peers or nearby institutions 
were tackling critical issues. 

“For the most part, they didn’t know,” Burns told me. When 
they did go looking for ideas, they were likely to call their 
counterparts at other institutions for advice or hunt for ideas 
at conferences. “They fall back to what’s comfortable and easy 
without ever knowing if they’re even following the right strategy.”

This haphazard approach to innovation no longer works in  
an era when higher education is facing immense challenges. 
The most elite and the wealthiest institutions in the U.S. are 
pulling away from everyone else because they have the financial 
resources at their disposal and they are able to recruit the best 
students from around the world. At the same time, the largest 
public universities are enjoying the benefits of scale that enable 
them to pursue opportunities to improve teaching and learning 
and better position their institutions for the future.
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Most other institutions, however, lack deep pockets, or scale, 
or both. So to survive and thrive in the decade ahead, these 
institutions will need to follow a path of growth, either by 
growing on their own or securing the advantages of scale 
through collaboration.

The Networked University will allow individual institutions to 
maintain, and perhaps even strengthen, their independent 
missions and keep their own identities while building a 
platform for solving some of higher education’s toughest 
problems. The seeds of the Networked University have 
already been planted with collaborations such as Unizin, 
the University Innovation Alliance, and the American Talent 
Initiative. The question now is which pressing problems are 
best solved through cooperation and how do we build more 
alliances among institutions to begin tackling those issues.
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Can a Signature Program Save Your 

College? 
By Lawrence Biemiller MARCH 11, 2018 PREMIUM  

 

Ramin Rahimian for The Chronicle  

Dimitrios Camacho (right) works with a research associate, Stephanie Rasmussen, on one of the student 

projects that have helped to double the graduation rate at Dominican U. of California.  

At Dominican University of California, it’s called the "Dominican Experience." 

Marymount Manhattan College chose "City Edge," while Furman University went 

with "Advantage." Both Connecticut College and Ohio Wesleyan University 

emphasized connecting — "Connections" at the former and "The OWU Connection" 

at the latter. Queens University of Charlotte picked "Yes/And." 

Marketing slogans? Yes, but. These are slogans with a particular kind of pledge 

attached — a commitment to make sure that all students benefit equally from data-

proven, high-impact learning experiences like first-year seminars and undergraduate 

research; intensive, personalized academic advising; and internships and other real-

world, off-campus opportunities. 

https://www.aacu.org/leap/hips
https://www.aacu.org/leap/hips


A number of small-college presidents hope these pledges are their new keys to 

institutional sustainability, even prosperity. But others are skeptical that such efforts 

will succeed in saving colleges that have too few students. They argue that presidents 

need instead to double down on basics — like controlling costs. 

 

Small Colleges Are Withering. Can Niches Save Them?  

Leaders hope souped-up advising, international and research programs, and other ambitious offerings will keep 

them afloat. But can the institutions afford them, and will they work? It’s too soon to tell. 

 5 Paths for Small Colleges Premium  

Known as distinctive or signature programs, these have sprung up in the three years 

since Agnes Scott College unveiled "Summit," an effort to stand out in a crowded 

admissions field by promising young women a new take on a liberal-arts education. 

The faculty reconfigured the curriculum and their syllabi to highlight leadership and 

global awareness, while the administration committed to foreign travel during spring 

break of the first year and to giving each student an advising team including a 

professional mentor, a faculty adviser, a peer mentor, and an alumna. 

Summit brought a lot of attention to Agnes Scott and its president, Elizabeth Kiss 

(who is about to leave to become head of the Rhodes Trust). It also won the college a 

2017 "Transformation Award" from the American Council on Education and Fidelity 

Investments. Meanwhile the ideas behind it had ready appeal for some other small-

college presidents eager for some prescription — any prescription — to improve their 

institutions’ long-term health. 

So when Mary B. Marcy, president of Dominican, started pulling together an informal 

group of colleges adopting signature programs, more than a dozen were quick to 

respond. They include institutions that are just now rolling out their programs, like 

Mills College, and others that are farther along, like Connecticut and Agnes Scott, 

although none of the programs has been in place long enough to have been proven a 

https://www.chronicle.com/specialreport/Small-Colleges-Are-Withering/190?cid=RCPACKAGE
https://www.chronicle.com/article/5-Paths-for-Small-Colleges/242787?cid=RCPACKAGE
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Elevator-Pitch-for-a-Women-s/234806
https://www.rhodeshouse.ox.ac.uk/
https://www.chronicle.com/specialreport/Small-Colleges-Are-Withering/190?cid=RCPACKAGE


success — or a failure. Some of the colleges are wealthier than others, some are larger 

than others, and for the most part they don’t compete with one another for students. 

But they all "want to focus on having a definitive student experience regardless of 

major, regardless of the student’s background," Marcy says. 

 

Ramin Rahimian for The Chronicle  

Mary Marcy, president of Dominican U. of California, talks with Jordan Lieser, an assistant professor of 

history. "Even when you get the vision," she says, "you don’t change your curriculum in a semester."  

"There’s enough similarity that we can learn from each other, but everybody has a 

slightly different angle or approach to it," she says. "We’re not all doing Summit with 

a different name." The group is "very much in its infancy," Marcy says, but members 

have met several times and are discussing whether to create a formal organization, 

most likely with help from the Association of American Colleges and Universities, 

that could seek grants to pay for meetings. 

The challenge, however, is that many small institutions are already so strapped that 

it’s hard to invest in the changes necessary to adopt a signature plan. 

Pamela Davies, president of Queens University, in North Carolina, is an enthusiastic 

member of the group that Marcy has assembled. Before Queens started working on its 

Yes/And program, Davies says, "all those trends we talk about — the demographics, 

the competitive nature of discounting — were coming to bear. If we didn’t do 

something different, we were just going to be trapped in that cycle." 



Some small-college presidents hope these 

pledges are new keys to prosperity.  
Queens competes with North Carolina’s large public universities as well as with small 

private colleges in more rural communities. "So we said, ‘What is a big idea that 

Queens is uniquely qualified to do that none of the others can?’ 

"We’ve had a required internship for over 20 years, but we weren’t optimizing it. 

We’ve had international study available to all students for over 20 years, but we 

weren’t optimizing it." Out of those discussions came Yes/And, which will put a new, 

high-impacts-based emphasis on integrating what students learn during their 

internships and travels with what they learn in class — and will promise the same 

kinds of experiences to all students. 

Now, Davies says, "I know that I have to go out and raise money to fund this plan" — 

about $1 million, she says. "I think we can do that — we’re fortunate in that we have 

a very generous community. But for a lot of schools, you can find yourself in a 

situation where you’ve refinanced your debt, you’ve cut your operating expenses, 

you’ve deployed more adjuncts, and you’re kind of out of tricks. Then, even if you 

can get your faculty and everybody on the same page about what a distinctive 

program might actually look like, you’re back on your heels financially. If you don’t 

have the fund-raising capacity, it’s really hard to redirect your resources to get after 

this work." 

At Dominican, which has nearly 1,400 undergraduates and about 400 graduate 

students on a leafy, compact campus 12 miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, the 

signature program has grown out of a consensus that the university needed to focus on 

what it does well. 

Marcy, who has been president since 2011, says, "We didn’t feel pushed, but we had 

some serious choices to make." With an endowment of $33 million, "we don’t have a 

lot of bandwidth financially." Dominican also needed to improve poor retention and 

graduation rates — the four-year graduation rate was only 34 percent five years ago, 

and the six-year rate was 49 percent. "The institution certainly has had some anxiety," 

she says. 

Nicola Pitchford, vice president for academic affairs, notes that Dominican — 

originally a Roman Catholic women’s college, but independent and co-ed since the 

early 1970s — now has a "very diverse student body that looks like California." It’s 

less than a third white and nearly a third Pell-eligible, with large groups of Latinx and 

Asian-American students, mainly Filipino-American and Vietnamese-American. 

(Latinx is a designation meant to include all genders.) An increasing proportion of 

students at Dominican are the first in their families to attend college and have grown 



up largely unaware of liberal-arts-college traditions that earlier generations of students 

arrived on campus already understanding. 

The Dominican Experience’s assurance that all students will participate equally, 

Marcy says, is aimed squarely at these new demographics. "We want experiences to 

benefit those who can make the most of them, not those who are most privileged." 

“We said, 'What is a big idea that Queens is 

uniquely qualified to do?'”  
Beyond that, she says, the program is "built on all of the research we have now about 

high-impact practices. We didn’t have that research 15 or 20 years ago." 

In fact, Dominican did more than just look at the research — it hired away Ashley 

Finley, who had been a senior student-success researcher at the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities, and made her dean of the Dominican 

Experience. She says the university studied the possibilities of adopting "between zero 

and six" high-impact practices and determined that it could promise four: 

 Every student will get integrative coaching — a stepped-up version of traditional 

academic advising that will bring in a series of mentors plus a specially trained 

coach to "help put all the pieces together." Some of the coaches are adjunct 

faculty members who now also do some advising, and one is the assistant 

women’s basketball coach; together, they cost about what five full-time 

employees would be paid. 

 Every student will have some experience that involves community engagement, 

whether in a class project, an individual undertaking, or volunteering in a 

community-service role. 

 Every student will complete a "signature" work — a research project, for 

instance, or a work of art or even choreography. 

 And all students will create digital portfolios that will both help them reflect on 

what they’ve learned and serve as archives of their educational experiences. 

Marcy says the university is somewhere between two-thirds and three-quarters of the 

way through deploying the Dominican Experience, with the community-engagement 

and signature-work elements farther along than the integrative advising. Digital 

portfolios are being tested in a few programs. 

"Even when you get the vision, you don’t change your curriculum in a semester," she 

says. Also, the university is renovating part of its library to become the Center for the 

Dominican Experience at a cost of $9.5 million. After that, Marcy estimates the 

program will cost $450,000 annually.. 



Another challenge, she says, is figuring how to make the Dominican Experience work 

for graduate students and for undergraduate transfer students, who have fewer 

semesters in which to accumulate signature work and take part in community 

activities. The university is still largely geared to traditional students who start as 

freshman, she says, so "we’re building the Dominican Experience around them, and 

we’re trying to adapt to the population of nontraditional students as appropriate." 

So far, Marcy says, the results look good, particularly in the area of retention and 

graduation rates. The four-year rate has risen from 34 percent to 58 percent, and the 

six-year rate has gone from 49 percent to 71 percent. "Is it just because of the 

Dominican experience? Probably not. But it’s probably about reorienting ourselves 

around those questions." 

The university’s not putting all its bets on the Dominican Experience, however. This 

year it’s responding to high market demand and adding a program for physician 

assistants, along with a limited-residency M.F.A. in creative writing. And it has 

increased its revenue from credentialing, from summer programs, and from gifts. It’s 

also phasing out an M.B.A. program in environmental sustainability that it had taken 

over from another institution but that was facing declining student interest. 

Across San Francisco Bay, in Oakland, Mills College is also creating a signature 

program, but without the luxury of as much time as Dominican has taken. Mills, 

which has struggled with declining enrollment, declared a financial emergency last 

May, and said it would have to reduce its faculty and its staff. It also said it would 

reset its tuition — from $44,765 to $28,765 — and adapt a signature program that is 

to be in place this coming fall. 

Thanks to a curriculum overhaul that was already underway, says Chinyere Oparah, 

the provost, Mills "didn’t have to do a lot of the basic foundational work that Agnes 

Scott had to do." Still, she says, the college is on "a really short timeline" and has 

benefited significantly from conversations with faculty members at other colleges in 

the informal signature-programs group. 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/Struggling-Mills-College-Looks/240104
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Struggling-Mills-College-Looks/240104


 

Mills College  

Chinyere Oparah is provost of Mills College, where every student does some type of community-engaged 

learning and takes a course on race, gender, and power.  

Oparah says Mills, too, is responding to demographic shifts. "It’s all very well to have 

high-impact practices available on the campus, and that was the case for us," she says. 

But then Mills looked at whether all of its students experienced those high-impact 

practices equally. First-generation students, those with financial challenges, those 

holding jobs, those without families guiding their academic and extracurricular plans 

— they were not, Mills found. 

Under the new plan, every student at Mills will have to do some type of community-

engaged learning, as well as take a course centered on race, gender, and power — 

appropriate for a women’s college which reports that 57 percent of its students are 

students of color and just over half identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or 

queer. There will also be an undergraduate-research component and a career-focused 

component involving a digital portfolio. 

"What was trailblazing about Agnes Scott was they got us to think about what would 

happen if you got faculty, student-support staff, and marketers in the same room," 

Oparah says. "How do you align your mission, your commitment to academic rigor 

and academic success, and your savvy marketing to put something together in a 

language that speaks to 17-year-olds?" 



The model is for small colleges that have 

prided themselves on being high-touch, high-

engagement.  
Not everyone sees signature programs as the answer for small colleges, though. 

Lawrence M. Schall is president of Oglethorpe University, just north of Atlanta, and 

while he’s paying close attention to Agnes Scott, Furman, and other signature-

program institutions, he’s skeptical. "It’s not so much can you come up with a big 

idea," he says. "The big idea’s gotta work. And there are a limited number of big 

ideas." 

Mr. Schall puts his faith in more-traditional approaches, like staying focused on 

keeping costs down and revenue up. "If you’re not growing your net tuition revenue, 

you’re not gonna make it." 

Still, signature programs are appealing enough that a number of institutions outside 

Marcy’s group have adopted the approach or something similar to it — most recently 

Sweet Briar College, where a curriculum revision is aimed at teaching students to be 

leaders and "women of consequence." 

For her part, Marcy says the signature-program model "is a kind of natural next step 

for small colleges that have prided themselves on being high-touch, high-engagement 

with students." But she also says that the higher-education landscape is "rocky," and 

that "it’s not like there is a silver-bullet answer" for small colleges. 

Indeed, even Agnes Scott has seen mixed results in undergraduate enrollment, with a 

couple of years of solid increases followed, in 2017, by a year without growth. 

Any college can have a year in which circumstances conspire against it, of course, and 

Agnes Scott’s consultants had warned all along that Summit would not really pay off 

until it had been in place long enough that current students could become its advocates 

— in other words, until about now. It’s too early to know what next fall’s first-year 

class will look like. 

That won’t deter other colleges from trying signature programs, though, hoping they 

will prove to be silver bullets. Maybe. But even when one works, as Marcy puts it, it’s 

"an extremely slow-moving silver bullet." 

Correction (3/13/2018, 3 p.m.): This article originally misstated the name of Ohio 

Wesleyan University’s signature program. It is "The OWU Connection," not 

"Advantage." The article has been corrected. 

Lawrence Biemiller writes about a variety of usual and unusual higher-education 

topics. Reach him at lawrence.biemiller@chronicle.com. 
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mailto:lawrence.biemiller@chronicle.com
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