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Beyond the Demographic
Cliff: Higher Education
Strategic Transformation

"E Current JRIDLIDX]| Transformed
N {2 Model /XX

The next decade will favor institu'[ions_I
capable of disciplined differentiation,
operational agility, and authentic
alignment between academic identity
and economic sustainability.
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The “comprehensive everything-for-everyone” model is rapidly fading.

The Inherited Model Disciplined Differentiation

Target
Audience

Target Specific learner profiles

Broad regional reach Audience (traditional, adult, workforce)

Academic Expansive undergraduate Academic Concentrated programs where
Portfolio menu with graduate aspirations Portfolio mission and market intersect

Pricing High sticker price, extreme Pricing Transparent pricing and
Mechanics discounting Mechanics disciplined net-revenue models

Market
Position

Market Differentiation grounded

Imitation grounded in prestige Position inmission
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The middle is thinning. Institutions must choose scale
and national brand, or rapid, disciplined restructuring.
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The demographic cliff is compounding with severe structural market pressures.
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Demography: U.S. births
dropped post-2008. High-
school graduates peak in
2025, with steep declines
in the Northeast/Midwest
through the 2030s
(Grawe, 2018/2021).
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Public Confidence: Only
36% of U.S. adults express
“a great deal” or “quite

a lot” of confidence in
higher education, down
from 57% in 2015
(Brenan/Gallup, 2023).
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Tuition-Dependent
Institution
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(NACUBO, 2023).

Cost Disease: Expense
growth vastly outpaces
productivity. The
average private nonprofit
first-year discount rate
now exceeds 56%

(Sigelman et al,, 2022).

{]
Labor Signals: Employers
are shifting to skills-based
hiring, actively removing
four-year degree require-
ments from a meaningful
share of postings
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Operating distress triggers both institutional
failure and profound human disruption
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Institutional Mechanics Human Stakeholders

Margin Compression Students

Burning reserves to balance budgets as net tuition Closure teach-outs
falls. (~10% of four-year institutions face severe market cause severe attrition;
stress per Zemsky's College Stress Test). many never re-enroll.

Capital Constraints
Covenant breaches stall deferred

Workforce shock, tension
with shared governance,
maintenance and new builds. and degradation of
retention services.
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7i L Faculty/Staff
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N Brand Risk 21 Community

».| Loss of the largest regional
" | employer, healthcare anchor,
and economic engine.

Probationary status immediately
depresses applications and donor trust.
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Survival requires a unified blueprint of tactical levers
resting on foundational pillars.

1. Academic 2. Operating 3. Workforce 4. Learner-Centered 5. Financial &
Portfolio Review Model Redesign Architecture M&A Strategy
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The 3 1. Permanent W 2. Distributed W 3. Continuous \| spreadsheet exercise.
A

Restructuring is not a 1

Leadership—  Pportfolio

Academic Market Y| These elements must be |,
Pillars | Governance N

Leadership /' \ Sensing engineered as a single,

\ / \ / I_coherent system. N
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Academic portfolio review transitions from defensive
cuts to strategic pruning and planting.

[ Strategy Canvas il Evidence in Action

,_ ) —‘ - —~ : : = \\N\
Sustain invest (/v;t Virginia University (WVU):_|

Subsidize carefully to Allocate new capita Y| Framed massive program
protect core identity. ere ' discontinuation as a multi-year
strategic necessity, not a one-off cut.
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/Bloomﬁeld College: Executed a_]
mission-protective merger into
Montclair State to preserve

Sunset | Transform

Divest and reallocate Rework delivery for
resources. better alignment.
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> access for its minority-serving
Market Demand/Financial Margin _L| | Student body. j
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The Inefficiency:
Parallel administrative
functions across
departments and
campuses are
unsustainable during
enrollment decline.
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Consolidating fragmented operations stabilizes the economic core.

Independent Campuses HUb-and-SPOKe 1 Independent Campuses
/ Parallel Departments | [ —~ . — ||| / Parallel Departments

HR, IT, Finance e 5 _ HR,IT, Finance

The Structural Fix:
Integrate enroliment to
: £ remove yield-killing
Integrated Enroliment, —a=> | handoffs; consolidate
Prggerr:a‘rr: ll'\j:ga%r;’r‘::m, . HR, IT, Finance procurement,
Consolidated Procurement. ' centralize online

program management.

Independent Campuses Shared Services . Independent Campuses
/ Parallel Departments Architecture / Parallel Departments

HR, IT, Finance

S N
Independent Campuse\s\ o ndependent Campuses
/ Parallel Departments i / Parallel Departments

HR IT,Finance ' = HR IT, Finance
Hub-and-Spoke

Evidence in Action

PASSHE Integration: Consolidated six Pennsylvania universities into CT State: Consolidated 12 community colleges into a single
two to share back-office architecture impossible to fund independently. institution to streamline administration for 80,000 learners.
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Workforce architecture must dynamically
match the actual delivery model.

Evidence in Action

Arizona State
University (ASU):

Massive investment in
‘ learning engineers and
Clinical Faculty 1 EdPlus to support
& Industry differentiated delivery.
Practitioners L

Teaching-Intensive &
Research-Intensive
Faculty

Advising Staff
& Data Analysts

Evidence in Action
Miami Dade College:

Integrated industry
practitioners alongside
traditional faculty to
rapidly launch and sunset
workforce-aligned

The Monolithic i credentials based on

Faculty Block Faculty Role Differentiation ‘ ’ Capability Investments ’ jakor demand.

(Inherited Model) Establishing deliberate, equal-status Redirecting headcount to roles that L
pathways for teaching-intensive, disproportionately drive retention.
research-intensive, and clinical faculty.

Instructional
Designers &
_ Learning Engineers
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Learner-centered value requires expanding
beyond the traditional four-year credential.

1 0O 1 O F

Competency- Hybrid &

Traditional
4-Year Degree

Analytics
& Advising

Based Modality
Pathways

Decoupling

Still valuable, but no
longer sufficient
alone.

Western Governors
University (WGU) scaled
to 150,000+ students by
replacing seat-time

with mentorship and
assessment.

Southern New Hampshire
University (SNHU) built an
operating model that
cleanly decoupled
massive online growth
from on-ground

campus economics.
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A\ Georgia State University

/ (GSU) proved that radical
investment in predictive £
analytics and proactive
advising can eliminate
racial achievement
gaps—proving
retention is often
the best revenue
strategy.
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Proactive financial strategies prevent
forced exigency and preserve mission
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Stage 1:

Tuition Resets

Lowering sticker price
to reduce discount-rate
growth. (Only works
when paired with strong
value messaging).
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Stage 2:
Differentiated
Pricing
Adjusting cost by

program modality and
market willingness to pay.

Severity-Scale Timeline
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Stage 3:
Strategic Mergers

Mills College integrating
into Northeastern
University—a proactive
move that preserved
Mills" historic focus on
women's education

through early engagement.
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Stage 4:
Orderly Closure

Marymount California
University merging into
Saint Leo—a late-stage
move that ultimately
resulted in closure because

structural conversations
started too late.
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Portfolio governance must become a permanent
capability, not a crisis response.

/\ Episodic Crisis Cutting N ! The Prune & Plant Cycle
|

I You must reallocate resources to high-mission, E
I high-demand areas.

. ‘ )4 The Mechanics
The Fiduciary Duty: Boards and presidents who only ever B

cut signal a defensive posture that destroys morale. <> Annual data reviews of all programs, triennial deep-dives of
—_— schools, and rigorous pipelines for new proposals.

< Procedural Fairness: Co-designed with faculty senate leadership.
People accept hard outcomes when they perceive the analytical
process as legitimate and transparent.
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The “heroic president” model must yield to
distributed academic leadership

/ \ 1 Empowered
The Heroic ! ‘

President

Financial : :
Chairs ) Leaders

1 1

The Capability Gap: Most academic leaders are brilliant The Structural Imperative: Decision rights must be
scholars but lack formal preparation in financial modeling, ruthlessly clarified. Ambiguity over what a dean owns versus
organizational design, or portfolio strategy. what a provost owns produces gridlock and damages trust.

Change Infrastructure: Change-management staff and project managers are no
longer luxuries; they are the critical infrastructure required for the next decade.
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Continuous market sensing grounds institutional
strategy in durable reality.

Labor Market
Signals

I Tracking employer demand,
skills-based hiring shifts, and
I‘ regional economic needs.

Radar/Sonar

Student
Demand

Engaging prospective and non-traditional
learners, not just high-school seniors.

l Institutional Core | I
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Identity
Alignment

I The output is not just a list of randol

programs to launch, but a clear
| picture of where the university's
| unique expertise intersects with

I actual, paying demand. | l

A ,”'1.'4 N ::- '_
1. The Irap

Oscillating between chasing every
fleeting market fad and stubbornly
ignoring the market entirely.
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Durable differentiation exists only where
mission, market, and margin align.

Academic Market &
Mission & Learner

y \\Pemand The institutions that
Institutions that try to be Identity thrive will articulate with

everything end up being Coherence specificity what they are
nothing in particular. excellent at, for whom, and
why it matters.

Financial
Viability

Breadth must serve a coherent identity,
rather than acting as a substitute for one.
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Early intervention preserves the mission;
delayed action narrows the choices.

Act Now: o Expands i ore i Dictates :

Proactive Redes|gn g - choices Hittion - || ownterms
—_— N [ (. J

The Cliff
is Here

Act Later: . <l li7il  Triggers | Dictated by

Collapses

Pd
A chaotic "'} creditors and
choices i

|-l teach-outs | accreditors
PII7 77774 N | B |

Forced Exigency

The structural transformation of U.S. higher education is a permanent re-baselining of the sector. Leaders who design fair processes,
communicate honestly, and proactively reshape operations will define the landscape that comes after the cliff. The comprehensive model is
fading. What replaces it can be richer, more focused, and deeply aligned with learners—if leadership chooses to do the work today.
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