The Strategic Blueprint for
Higher Education in 2026

» Synthesizing Deloitte’s 2026 Trends and
Evidence-Based Practitioner Research

« A strategic playbook for University Presidents,
Boards, and Strategists to transition from
reactive retrenchment to proactive
structural transformation.




Convergent forces are shattering the post-WWiIl financial model
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Compounding Shock: Elimination
of Grad PLUS loans affecting 1.8
million borrowers and 22% of
current student loans.

Projected 13% drop in )
high school graduates

2025 2027 2031 .. 2035 2037 2039 2041

Regional variations project up to -33% declines in
Northeastern and Midwestern states.

Unlike the 1980s, compensating factors (female enroliment,
adult learners) have plateaued or face headwinds.
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Institutional risk is highly stratified by

prestige and enrollment size

Risk Stratification Scatterplot

Mid-Sized Privates (1,000-8,000
students): More than half generated
operating deficits in 2024; many risk

. insolvency within 5-10 years with just

1-3% annual enrollment declines.
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The financial consequences of revenue
disruption are already materializing

USC: 900+ employees DePaul University: 80+ nonprofit colleges
755-student drop in and universities closed
Stanford: 363 international enroliment or merged in the five
employees (driven by 62% fewer years preceding 2026.
new international
Northwestern: 424 grad students). First instances of public
employees . institution closures

5% of UT Arlington: s :
\(A?Srpl)(rf%);cg)/ 0 Projected $13-$15.6 without mergers

million tuition
revenue loss for FY26
due to 40%
international grad
decline.

Human Capital
c{égﬂ(’/o Innovationg



Resilient institutions adapt proactively
rather than retreating defensively

VY
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Reactive Posture

Fan

Proactive Strategy

Academic Portfolio

Across-the-board emergency
budget cuts

Systematic ROI-based program
optimization

Value Proposition

Marketing spin defending tuition costs

Transparent credential value and
lifetime earnings data

Research Funding

Relying solely on volatile federal grants

Co-investment arrangements with
philanthropy and industry

Institutional Scale

Desperate merger exploration at the brink
of insolvency

Mission-aligned strategic consolidation
as a growth strategy

Global Strategy

Viewing international students solely as
campus cash cows

Building strategic branch campuses and
online infrastructure in growth markets
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Pathway 1: Optimize the academic portfolio based on “Time to Value”

Time to Value ROI Curve Systematic approaches yield

better results than across-the-
board cuts (e.g., Kentucky’s
Council on Postsecondary
Education guidelines).

Curve B
(e.g., Teaching/Social Work)

Curve A
(e.g., Engineering) Differentiate between
elimination and
transformation—merge related
programs to preserve breadth

while improving efficiency.

Financial/Social Value

-~ UNT evaluated all 114
bachelor's degrees using this
* longitudinal metric to prevent
premature elimination of

| high-social-value professions.

Time
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Pathway 2: Shift the public conversation from cost
to demonstrable value

The Internship Premium

All Graduates

88% Z;?)I‘f/: wage gain

1 2% 11'33, wage gain

of graduates with paid
internships secured first without
jobs requiring degrees. internships.

Only 12% of 23,000+ nondegree credentials yield a
wage gain of 10% or more. (Burning Glass/AElI finding)

(Strada Education data)

1 The Postsecondary Commission: A new upstart accreditor 9 Texas Community College Reform: Secured a 30% spending

focusing entirely on lifetime earnings and economic mobility increase with bipartisan support by shifting funding formulas

over traditional inputs. to student outcomes rather than seat time.
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Pathway 3: Transition to a diversified, multi-stream
research funding engine

Carnegie Mellon University
Federal models federal co-investment,
(Recent cuts & Co-investment combining government funds
indirect cost caps) with corporate support.

(e.g., Howard Hughes $7B,

Philanthropic :
Federal Grants ($50B) : Schmidt Postdocs $100k
Partnerships stipends)
Flow stress University at Albany's
pipeline Industry President's Advisory Board
Collaboration brings IBM and Regeneron into

quarterly strategic dialogues.

Critical safeguard: Preserve basic science capacity and
enforce conflict-of-interest policies so applied corporate
research does not compromise scientific independence.
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Pathway 4: Pursue proactive
consolidation as a growth strateqgy

Medium-High Integration:
Acquisitions
(e.g., Pomona College explor
Claremont Graduate University)

Low Integration: = Medium Integration: : Medium-High High Integration:
Shared Services ~ Federation Models Integration: Acquisitions Full Consolidation
(e.g., California State . (e.g., Antioch & Otterbein : (e.g., Pomona College (e.g., Commonwealth
University merging cofounding the Coalition for the exploring acquisition of University of Pennsylvania
HR/accounting across Common Good to share grad Claremont Graduate University) combining Bloomsburg,
three campuses) programs while maintaining Lock Haven, and Mansfield)

distinct undergrad brands)

19% of college presidents now consider merger likely within 5 years. Consolidation succeeds

when framed as academic expansion and strategic geography, not desperate crisis response.
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Evaluating partnership models requires
balancing autonomy and efficiency

The Partnership Typology Matrix

Autonomy
Retention

Financial
Efficiency Gain

Regulatory
Complexity

I Ideal Use Case

Geographically proximate

Shared Services High Autonomy Low-Med Efficiency Low Complexity public systems.
Complementary private

Federation Med Autonomy Med Efficiency Med Complexity colleges protecting legacy
undergrad brands.
Institutions seeking cross-

Full Low Autonomy High Efficiency High Complexity slate:enroliment advantages

Consolidation

(e.g., Gannon University &
Ursuline College).
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Pathway 5: Secure global competitiveness through
strategic internationalization

China's 10% research
spending increase and the
EU’s proposed $200B

Horizon Europe funding.

17% drop in new
- international grad
{ students in Fall 2025.

A

National goal of 50%

gross enrollment by 2035

requires 86 million
additional students.

K lllinois Institute of Technology establishes the first U.S. branch campus in India. j
S

N 21% of surveyed institutions expect to increase online offerings aimed specifically N

B at international students, bypassing visa volatility entirely. B
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Artificial intelligence accelerates the premium on distinctly human capabilities

As Al reveals what it cannot do,

H University of Wisconsin-Madison's
cross-functional, human-centered Value FeedbaCk LOOP Dlagram College of Computing and Artificial
capabilities become the ultimate Intelligence intentionally spans
competitive advantage (Brooks, 2023). — —=

disciplines, refusing to isolate
technical skills from humanities.

thinking applies directly to their careers.

Technical Al [/[ The Liberal Arts
Advancements || Renaissance
(Automation of routine \ (Judgment, Ethics,

cognitive tasks) Complex Communication)
I The New Value Proposition: Integrate I
) experiential learning seamlessly into QD
I curricula so students articulate how critical I N
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Sustainable transformation requires integrated
data and shared governance

“"While more uncertainty and challenges may come, we are optimistic that creativity
and openness to new models will enable us to meet the current moment.”
— Melissa Gilliam, President, Boston University

Pillar 1:
Predictive
Analytics

Anticipating enroliment
challenges before they
become crises.

Foundation: Integrated Data Systems (connecting admissions, academic, financial, and post-graduation outcomes).

|

Pillar 2:
Transparent
Financial
Communication

Building shared
understanding of
necessity rather than
imposing top-down cuts.

A

Pillar 3:
Distributed
Leadership

Engaging student voice
(e.g., UGeorgia's Student
Industry Fellows) and
faculty governance to
ensure changes enhance
pedagogical quality.

A
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The Architecture of the Resilient University
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The resilient institution
balances the dual role: an
engine for economic

None of these responses work
in isolation. A fundamental
operating model transfor-
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The imperative is decisive action N
over defensive preservation

The demographic cliff has arrived.
Policy uncertainty has intensified. Global
competitors are aggressively investing.

Institutions that wait for crises to force action
risk obsolescence, joining the 80+ nonprofits
that have already closed.

Institutions that act proactively—diversifying

revenue, demonstrating measurable value, and
building mission-aligned partnerships—will \
restore public confidence and emerge stronger.
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