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Abstract 

This study analyzed tuition reductions in the private not-for-profit sector of higher 

education, utilizing a quantitative descriptive and correlational approach with secondary 

data analysis.  It resulted in a listing of 45 institutions with verified tuition reductions 

from 2007 to 2017, more than previously thought.  It found that the characteristics of 

these institutions tended to correlate with the rest of the sector, with the exception that 

tuition reducers tended to serve higher proportions of students with high financial need, 

to have smaller endowments, and were more likely to be religiously affiliated.  The study 

found that the operational outcomes of tuition reducing institutions in the year of the 

tuition reduction tended to be positive for students (improving retention, lowering 

average annual student loans, and lowering net price).   The results for institutions varied 

with approximately half increasing new student enrollment and net tuition revenue in the 

year of the change.  It was found that religiously affiliated tuition reducing institutions 

had higher retention rates than non-religiously affiliated.  Additionally, institutions with 

stronger financial health prior to the reduction were more likely to increase net tuition 

revenue following the pricing change, then their tuition reducing counterparts with lower 

financial health.  The study is significant because it provides higher education leaders and 

policy makers with a greater understanding of tuition reductions over the last decade.  It 

also provides a decision framework for higher education leaders considering if a tuition 

reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution, and a plan for continuing to 

disseminate research about tuition reductions to help fill the void that existed about this 

topic prior to the study. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

 The increasing cost of higher education and student debt levels continue to 

receive national attention.  Some universities are undertaking new approaches to address 

the problem of access and affordability of higher education.  These include tuition 

guarantees, free books, tuition freezes, tuition reductions, graduation guarantees, 

accelerated degree programs and elimination of fees.  Pricing strategies are a focus for 

many administrators and board members, whether they are considering how to decrease 

the financial burden for students, increase enrollment, and/or improve the institution’s 

financial strength.    

  I have served in the role of the Vice President of Finance and Administrative 

Services at College of Saint Mary (CSM) for ten years. CSM is a small private not-for-

profit women’s Catholic university, which was founded in the tradition of the Sisters of 

Mercy.  After three years of discussion, analysis, and discernment, CSM announced that 

it is reducing its tuition by $10,000 or 33% effective fall 2017 (College of Saint Mary, 

2016b).  I was the lead researcher for this project, which sought to increase student access 

and affordability in both perception and reality.  Throughout the process, it was evident 

that little information was available about universities which have reduced tuition.  This 

was likely due to the fact that this pricing approach had been utilized by a small 

percentage of universities in the last decade.  That being said, it appeared that tuition 

reductions as a pricing strategy were an emerging trend.  As such, this study is focused on 

gaining understanding about the prevalence of tuition reductions and outcomes of early 

adopters of this strategy.  
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Statement of the Problem  

 The higher education industry has been criticized about the ever rising cost of 

tuition and student debt levels. Students and their families struggle with understanding 

what college will cost them, and if it is within their financial reach.  Despite this, higher 

education continues to be valued by society and offers individuals a way to increase their 

earning potential over their lifetime.  Individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher on 

average earn substantially more than those with only a high school diploma.  

The industry is composed of four primary sectors: 2-year public, 4-year public, 

private not-for-profit, and private for-profit regionally accredited institutions. Each sector 

has differing pricing strategies, funding sources, scholarship and grant offerings, and 

student success rates.  For example, in 2016/17, the average published tuition rate by 

sector were as follows: public 2-year institutions $3,520, public 4-year institutions 

$9,650, and private not-for-profit 4-year institutions $33,480 (CollegeBoard, 2016a).  

Limited information is available about tuition trends at private for-profit institutions.  

Considering this complexity within the industry, it is not surprising that prospective 

students are confused about price when considering attending college.  

Over the last two decades, tuition increases in the public 4-year sector and private 

not-for-profit sector have exceeded inflation.  Some institutions are taking new 

approaches to pricing, including tuition freezes, replacing loans with grants, adding fast-

track degree programs, offering four year tuition guarantees, or reducing tuition.   

This study sought to contribute to the current knowledge and practice of the 

higher education industry in the area of tuition reductions.  Specifically, it sought to 

develop a greater understanding of the prevalence of tuition reductions by private not-for-
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profit 4-year or above degree granting institutions, the circumstances under which this 

approach was taken, and the outcomes of institutions who made this change.  Unless 

otherwise specified, within this study tuition refers to the published in-state tuition rate 

charged to full-time first-time undergraduate students. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative descriptive and correlational study was to 

increase understanding of the prevalence, key characteristics and outcomes of private not-

for-profit 4-year colleges and universities which reduced tuition for full-time 

undergraduates between 2007 and 2017. 

 Research Questions 

 The study was structured into four phases, one for each of four research questions. 

1. Which private not-for-profit 4-year or above degree-granting institutions have 

reduced their tuition between 2007 and 2017?  When did the tuition reductions occur, 

and how much did the rates change? 

2. Were the tuition reductions identified in phase one of the study more or less prevalent 

in institutions which: 

a) Had smaller rather than larger enrollments? 

b) Were located in certain geographic regions? 

c) Enrolled a high proportion of transfer students? 

d) Served a high proportion of students with high financial need? 

e) Had larger rather than smaller endowments? 

f) Were religiously affiliated? 

g) Had stronger rather than weaker financial health? 



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  4 

3. How did the following operational outcomes change in the year of the tuition 

reduction for the institutions identified in phase one of the study? 

a) New full-time undergraduate enrollment. 

b) Student retention from freshmen to sophomore year. 

c) Net price per full-time first-time undergraduates. 

d) Average annual student borrowings for full-time first-time undergraduates. 

e) Proportion of undergraduates awarded Pell grants. 

f) Institutional net tuition revenue. 

4. What were the correlations between the institutional characteristics from phase two 

and the operational outcomes of phase three? 

Aim of the Study 

 The study aimed to provide higher education leaders and policy makers with a 

greater understanding of which institutions have reduced tuition in the private not-for-

profit sector, characteristics of these institutions, and key outcomes in the years following 

the change.   Furthermore, the study provides a decision framework for higher education 

leaders considering if a tuition reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution. 

Methodology Overview 

This study utilized a quantitative descriptive and correlational design with 

secondary data analysis.  The primary data sources were the U.S. Department of 

Education’s National Center for Data Statistics and the composite financial index for 

select institutions as calculated by the public accounting firm of CliftonLarsonAllen. 

The study was structured into four phases, one for each of four research questions.  

The first phase of the study focused on determining which private not-for-profit 4-year or 
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above degree-granting institutions reduced their tuition between 2007 and 2017.  It had a 

quantitative descriptive design.  The results of phase one became the population for the 

analyses of phases two, three, and four of the study. 

The second phase sought to determine if tuition reductions were more prevalent at 

institutions with certain characteristics, as defined in research question two.  It utilized a 

quantitative correlational design with secondary data analysis.  Specifically, applying a 

chi-square test to determine if there was a statistical difference in the characteristics of 

tuition reducing institutions as compared to the private not-for-profit 4-year or above 

sector. 

The third phase analyzed the change in the operational outcomes of tuition 

reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction, as defined in research question 

three.  It utilized a quantitative correlational design with secondary data.  Specifically, 

applying a chi-square test to determine if there was a statistical difference in the change 

in the operating outcomes of tuition reducing institutions as compared to the private not-

for-profit 4-year or above sector. 

The fourth phase analyzed the distribution of the changes operational outcomes of 

tuition reducing institutions (from phase three) based on their institutional characteristics 

(from phase two).  It utilized a quantitative correlational design with secondary data.  

Specifically, applying a chi-square test to determine if there was a statistical difference in 

the observed versus expected distribution of the changes in the operating outcomes based 

on their institutional characteristics.  

Phases two, three, and four of the study sought to identify if there were patterns or 

trends in the relationships between these variables.  The focus was to determine if there 
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were correlational relationships between these variables and was not intended to test a 

causal relationship.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms were used operationally throughout this dissertation in 

practice. A general understanding of these terms is useful for the reader, as these 

operational definitions are specific to private not-for-profit higher education. 

Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) Regions: These are an aggregation of states 

into eight geographic areas, developed in the mid-1950s and based on certain similar 

characteristics (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

n.d.).  

Composite Financial Index (CFI): CFI is an industry formula used to measure 

financial health of a university.  The Council of Independent Colleges calculates this 

formula for all private not-for-profit institutions as part of its Financial Indicator Toolkit. 

Cost of attendance: The estimated total amount it will cost a student to attend 

college for one academic year (fall and spring).  It includes tuition, fees, room and board 

(whether on or off campus), books, educational supplies, transportation, dependent care 

expense, and loan fees. 

Fast-track degree programs. Accelerated degree programs can increase student 

affordability by reducing the number of semesters they are enrolled in college and thus 

paying tuition.  These students have the additional financial advantage of entering the job 

market sooner, by completing their academic program more quickly.  

Federal and state financial aid: This includes federal and state grants and loans 

that are awarded directly to the student to support educational costs. 
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Fees: These are additional charges to students and often are related to technology 

expenses, activities, administrative functions, parking, or certain courses/majors/labs. 

Four-year tuition guarantees. Certain colleges are locking in a tuition rate for 

four years for students in a specific incoming class.   

Four-year graduation guarantees. Certain colleges are guaranteeing that students 

will graduate in four years.  Qualifying students who follow all of the requirements of the 

program and take more than four years to graduate will complete their degree at no 

additional cost. Some criticize that the fine print requirements are difficult to meet and 

oftentimes disqualify or discourage students from taking advantage of the guarantees. 

Nonetheless, the strategy could result in increased publicity and new student enrollment 

(Clark, 2013). 

Full-time first-time degree/certificate seeking undergraduate enrollment: Students 

attending an institution at the undergraduate level for the first time with no prior 

postsecondary education and enrolled in at least 12 credits per semester (U.S. Department 

of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). 

Full-time retention:  The percentage of the fall full-time first-time cohort from the 

prior year minus exclusions who are enrolled in the institution the following year as 

either full or part time (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, n.d.). 

Full-time transfer-in degree/certificate seeking undergraduate enrollment: 

Students attending an institution for the first time but having previously attended a 

postsecondary institution and enrolled in at least 12 credits per semester (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). 
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Grant aid and tax benefit: Grant aid includes amounts which reduce what a 

student is required to directly pay to the institution.  Tax benefits help reduce student 

costs through reduction in income taxes paid and include the American Opportunity 

Credit and Life Long Learning Credit (U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student 

Aid Office, n.d.). 

Gross tuition revenue: This is calculated by taking the stated tuition rate 

multiplied by the number of students in each tuition plan.   

High tuition / high aid model: This is a pricing approach which is common in the 

private not-for-profit sector of higher education, in which the stated tuition rate is set 

high, and then discounted with institutional financial aid in the form of scholarships and 

grants.  These scholarships and grants serve as a recruitment tool in shaping the incoming 

freshmen class.  This is also a common approach at public 4-year universities in the 

pricing and recruitment of out-of-state students. 

Higher education sectors: The primary sectors of the higher education industry 

are: public 4-year, public 2-year, private not-for-profit 4-year or above, private not-for-

profit 2-year, and private for-profit institutions. Institutions within these sectors have 

varying missions, populations served, educational modalities, student success rates, 

funding sources, and financial models.  Differences in many of these variables can be as 

different within sectors as between sectors.  

Institutional discount rate: The total institutional financial aid awarded to students 

divided by the gross tuition and fees charged is referred to as the institutional discount 

rate.  



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  9 

Institutional financial aid: This includes scholarships and grants provided by the 

university.  They are often awarded based on academic merit, athletic participation, 

financial need, or association with a specific academic major or demographic group.  

Institution financial aid may be funded through cash from a donor or an endowment 

withdrawal, or may be funded through the general funds of the university; this is often 

referred to as unfunded aid.   

Institution size: The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for 

Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) (n.d.) 

describes this as the “total students enrolled for credit”. 

Multi-institution or multi-campus organization: A higher education institution 

which owns, governs, or controls two or more institutions or campuses (U.S. Department 

of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).  

Net operating revenues ratio: This ratio is calculated by dividing the change in 

unrestricted net assets by total unrestricted net revenue, and indicates if the institution had 

an operational surplus or deficit for the year (The Austen Group, 2017). 

Net price: For purposes of this study and unless otherwise noted, net price is what 

students are charged by the institution; it is calculated by taking the stated tuition rate 

plus fees, less institutional financial aid.  This net price is typically paid through a 

combination of contributions from the family as well as federal grants, state grants, 

federal loans, alternative loans, outside scholarships, work study wages. The family 

contribution may be made through a payment plan or may be financed by loans and even 

through credit card debt.   
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Net tuition and fees: This term is utilized by the CollegeBoard (2016a) and is total 

tuition and fees less grants and tax benefits.  This is different than net tuition revenue and 

net price, which are separately defined. 

Net tuition revenue: This is calculated by taking the gross tuition revenue for a 

university less the total institutional aid granted to students. 

Net tuition revenue per full-time undergraduate student: This is calculated by 

taking the gross tuition revenue for full-time undergraduate students, less the institutional 

aid granted, and dividing it by the number of full-time undergraduate students. 

New full-time undergraduates:  These are new students who are taking a full-time 

credit load (12 or more credits) and are pursuing an undergraduate degree.  These 

students may be directly out of high school (full-time first-time) or transferring from 

another institution. 

Pell eligible: Students who are Pell eligible are able to receive federal Pell grants 

due to low family income, as measured by the estimated family contribution (EFC) 

calculation generated by the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  The 

Pell grant program provides financial assistance to financially needy postsecondary 

undergraduates to help meet educational expenses (U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). 

Percentage of undergraduate students awarded Pell grants: The percentage of 

full-time first-time undergraduates awarded grants through the Pell program for financial 

need (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).  

Primary reserve ratio: This ratio is calculated by taking total expendable net 

assets divided by total expenses.  It is used to indicate the portion of one year of annual 
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expenses which could be covered with assets that are readily available (CollegeBoard, 

2016a). 

Published in-state tuition: The tuition price charged for the full academic year 

(typically September to June) to full-time first-time undergraduates meeting the 

institution’s residency requirements (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics, n.d.). 

Religious affiliation:  The denomination of private not-for-profit institutions 

which are affiliated with a religious organization (U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). 

Replacing loans with grants:  This strategy involves providing additional 

institutional or donor funded grants to students, in order to reduce the student reliance on 

borrowing.  

Return on net assets ratio: This ratio is calculated by dividing the change in net 

assets by the beginning of the year net assets.  It indicated an institution’s asset 

performance (CollegeBoard, 2016a). 

   Stated tuition rate: This is the published tuition rate of a college and university.   

Student loans awarded: Monies the student borrows that must be repaid to a 

lender.  It includes Federal Title IV loans, institutional loans and private loans.  It does 

not include loans made directly to parents (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

Tuition freeze: A tuition freeze refers to when an institution does not increase its 

stated tuition rate in a given year.  

Tuition reduction or reset: A tuition reduction or reset refers to when an 

institution decreases its stated tuition in a given year from its prior year’s tuition.  
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Value of endowment assets: The gross investments of endowed funds for the 

institution or any of its foundations (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics, n.d.). 

Viability ratio: This ratio is calculate by dividing total expendable net assets by 

long-term debt.  It indicates the ability of an institution to meet its debt obligations with 

readily available assets (CollegeBoard, 2016a). 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 One of the primary limitations of this study was that it analyzed institutions which 

reduced tuition in a specific time period, from 2007 to 2017.  The study also focused only 

on the private not-for-profit 4-year or above sector of the higher education industry.  The 

descriptions and outcomes of these institutions may not be indicative of those in other 

time periods or in other sectors of the industry.  The study focused on reductions of in-

state tuition rates charged to full-time first-time undergraduates at private not-for-profit 

institutions.  Thus changes in out-of-state tuition rates and differing tuition rates charged 

to continuing or transferring students may differ from these findings. 

Delimitations of this study included that the scope was narrowed to analyze the 

characteristics and outcomes of a sample of universities which have reduced tuition in the 

same timeframe.  The sample was based on the data analysis performed, and included 

every institution that fit the inclusion criteria, for which data was available.  Economic, 

demographic, competitive, and political factors in that timespan for these institutions 

yielded results that may differ for institutions who reduce tuition in another time period 

or under differing circumstances.  Furthermore, the circumstances of an institution, 

including their current financial stability, their competitive environment, and their 
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academic program offerings further make transferability of these findings to other not-

for-profit four year institutions limited.  The scope was further narrowed to only include 

tuition reductions which were 5% or greater, and undertaken by institutions which were 

not part of a multi-campus or multi-organizational group. 

As the Chief Financial Officer of a university which has undertaken a tuition 

reduction strategy, I entered the study with the inherent bias that this pricing approach is 

a viable option for some institutions to pursue.  With little published research on this 

subject, it was difficult to assess if this bias was accurate.  This potential researcher bias 

was mitigated by my status as a certified public accountant, with extensive financial 

auditing experience and annual ethics training.   In addition to this, I was genuinely 

curious about possible correlation in outcomes for institutions which have undertaken 

tuition reductions, and as such was intentional and conscious to avoid any potential bias 

in methodology and approach.  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

The primary audience of this study was senior leaders and board members of 

universities considering a tuition reduction.  These individuals have the fiduciary and 

ethical responsibility to ensure that their institutions are well run, with business models 

that are financially sustainable and support the mission.  This study sought to provide 

additional information to be used by these leaders in the discernment process about if a 

tuition reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution. 

Significance of the Study 

This study sought to fill a gap in the current literature and research about tuition 

reductions in the private not-for-profit sector of the higher education industry.  It 
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contributes to the current knowledge and practice of the higher education industry.  

Increasing the understanding of the prevalence of tuition reductions, as well as the 

characteristics and outcomes of institutions which have undertaken this change, assists 

industry leaders who are considering this emerging pricing strategy for their institutions. 

Summary 

  Leaders in higher education are considering if their business model and pricing 

strategies are financially sustainable, in light of a changing landscape and public scrutiny 

of the industry.  When considering higher education pricing, research was available to 

document the historical trends in tuition rates and institutional aid.  There appeared to be 

a void in higher education research, with regard to the prevalence, characteristics, and 

outcomes of institutions which have reduced tuition in the last decade. 

This study had a quantitative descriptive and correlation design with secondary 

data.  This study was significant to the field of higher education as it contributes to the 

current knowledge base by providing industry leaders with insights about the prevalence 

of tuition reductions and outcomes of early adopters of this emerging pricing trend.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The higher education industry has been criticized for increasing tuition rates and 

student debt levels (Bloomberg News, 2016).  Many considering college do not 

understand the difference between the stated tuition rate and net charges paid by students 

after financial aid (Grodsky & Jones, 2007).  These amounts can vary greatly.  This 

disparity between stated tuition rate and what students actually end up paying leads to 

misperceptions about whether higher education is within a student’s financial reach 

(StudentPoll, 2012).  Some senior leaders and board members of colleges and universities 

are considering how their institutions might offer education more affordably and attract 

more students.  This literature review sought to provide context about the higher 

education sector, trends in its pricing models, and student perceptions of value.  It delved 

into the emerging phenomenon of tuition reductions, including what is known about 

colleges who have recently taken this strategy, and factors university leaders should 

consider before reducing tuition.  

The Sectors of the Higher Education Industry 

 The higher education industry is typically painted with one wide brush stroke.  

Policymakers, reporters, and the public in general oftentimes view and comment on all 

postsecondary education institutions as one.  In reality, the colleges and universities that 

make up the industry are diverse.  According to the U.S. Department of Education 

National Center on Education Statistics, in fall 2014, there were 4,724 degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions (2016a), serving 20.4 million students (2016b).  The four 

primary sectors of the industry are: public 4-year, public 2-year, private not-for-profit, 
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and private for-profit.  Appendix A provides the number of institutions and number of 

students served in these sectors in fall 2014.  Within these sectors, institutions can be 

further bifurcated by size, by geographic region, and by specialty focus.  These 

differences make understanding the industry challenging, as the missions, populations 

served, educational modalities, student success rates, funding sources, and financial 

models vary greatly. 

 Senior leaders and board members of colleges and universities operate in an 

industry that shifts over time, due to changes in demographics, technology, student 

expectations and the economy.  The total number of students attending degree-granting 

institutions increased 43% from 14.3 million in 1995 to 20.4 million in 2014 (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2016b). 

 Public 4-year institutions and private not-for-profit institutions have served a 

consistent proportion of the market over that time, at approximately 40% and 20% 

respectively (Appendix A).  Meanwhile, over the last two decades, private for-profit 

institutions have increased their market share from 2% in 1995 to 8% in 2014 (Appendix 

A), primarily by serving more of the students who previously would have attended public 

2-year institutions (community colleges). 

Higher Education Price by Sector 

 Education is priced and funded differently by sector.  Public institutions are 

heavily subsidized by tax dollars. Private not-for-profits are typically more tuition 

dependent, with some having endowments and quasi-endowments available to defer a 

portion of the reliance on tuition from students.  Private for-profits are tuition dependent 

taxable entities which are running their institution as a profit making business, and thus 
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are not typically subsidized directly by tax dollars or endowments.    Within these sectors, 

tuition rates vary depending on sources of revenue and costs. 

 According to the “Trends in College Pricing 2016” report, conducted by the 

CollegeBoard (2016a), on average private not-for-profit institutions charge more than 

public institutions.  The report noted that for-profit sector tuition and fee data is based on 

a relatively small sample size, thus is excluded from Table 1. 

Table 1 
 
Average Published and Net Prices and Total Grant Aid and Tax Benefit per Full-Time 
Undergraduate Student for 2016-17 by Sector (CollegeBoard, 2016a). 
 

Public 2-Year 
Institutions 

Public 4-Year 
Institutions 

Private 4-Year 
Not-For-Profit 

Institutions 
Published tuition and fees $3,520 $9,650 $33,480 
Grant aid and tax benefit ($4,020) ($5,880) ($19,290) 
Net tuition and fees ($500) $3,770 $14,190 

 In 2016-17 students attending public two-year colleges (typically community 

colleges), received an average refund for net tuition and fees after grants of $500 (Table 

1), which they could then apply toward other costs of education (room and board, books, 

transportation, supplies). During that same year, the average net tuition and fees after 

grants paid to students at public 4-year institutions and private not-for-profits was $3,770 

and $14,190 respectively (Table 1).  Table 1 does not reflect additional costs of 

attendance, including room and board (on or off campus), books, transportation, and 

other educational costs.  

 The majority of private not-for-profit universities utilize what is referred to as the 

high tuition / high aid model for setting their price.  A higher tuition rate can lead to a 

perception of higher quality.  Private not-for-profits offer a variety of scholarships and 

grants to students.  These include merit scholarships (based on academic ability), need 
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based grants (based on financial need), and awards based on other parameters such as 

participation on athletic teams, in the performing arts, the sciences, or other specific areas 

in which the institution seeks to attract students.  These institutional scholarships and 

grants may be underwritten by donations or endowment earnings.  If they are not 

underwritten, they are referred to as unfunded, and are basically a coupon off of the 

stated tuition rate.  The institutional discount rate for an institution or individual student 

is calculated by taking the total amount of institutional grants and scholarships divided by 

the published tuition and required fee rate. 

In 2013/14, the average tuition and fees at private not-for-profit institutions was 

$30,131 (CollegeBoard, 2014) while the average institutional grants were $13,840 

(CollegeBoard 2016b), resulting in an average institutional discount rate per full-time 

undergraduate student of 46%.  It is important to keep in mind that this was the average.  

At any given institution, there likely was a mix of students paying nearly full tuition (with 

low discount rates) and students receiving high levels of institutional aid (with high 

discount rates).  At least 84% of full-time first-time undergraduates at private not-for-

profits with a bachelor’s Carnegie classification received some form of institutional 

financial aid in 2013/14 (CollegeBoard, 2016b). Thus it is clear that the stated tuition rate 

or sticker price is not representative of what the majority of students attending private 

not-for-profit universities pay. 

 The amounts shown in Table 1 are averages by sector, however tuition rates, fees, 

room and board vary by institution.  Financial aid in the form of grants and scholarships 

awarded to students differs from college to college based on a college’s priorities, and 

can depend on academic ability, financial need of the family, and planned student 
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participation in sports, the arts, or other activities.  This results in an individualized 

pricing model, meaning that student net charges after institutional financial aid at a 

university typically vary on a student by student basis.  It is no wonder that prospective 

students and their families are confused about what college costs and how much they will 

have to pay to attain higher education.   

Historical Pricing Trends 

 Published tuition rates have been on the rise over the last several decades for both 

public and private not-for-profit universities.  Figure 1 and Appendix B depict the trends 

over the last two decades for these sectors.  It is important to note that the historical 

pricing trends included in this section have been adjusted for inflation to 2016 dollars. 

 

Figure 1: Average published tuition and fees, grant aid and tax benefit, and net tuition 

and fees by sector for 1996/97 and 2016/17 (CollegeBoard, 2016a). 
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year

institutions
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Public 2-
year
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year
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1996/97

Public 4-
year

institutions
2016/17

Private not-
for-profit

institutions
1996/97

Private not-
for-profit

institutions
2016/17

Published Tuition and Fees $2,250 $3,520 $4,560 $9,650 $19,920 $33,480
Grant Aid and Tax Benefit $1,420 $4,020 $2,220 $5,880 $8,120 $19,290
Net Tuition and Fees $830 $(500) $2,340 $3,770 $11,800 $14,190
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Public 2-year universities. The average published tuition and fees for full-time 

undergraduates at public 2-year institutions increased from $2,250 in 1996/97 to $3,520 

in 2016/17 (CollegeBoard, 2016a), a 56% or $1,270 increase in twenty years.   

 Public 4-year universities. The average published tuition and fees for full-time 

undergraduates at public 4-year institutions increased from $4,560 in 1996/97 to $9,650 

in 2016/17 (CollegeBoard, 2016a), a 111% or $5,090 increase in twenty years.  This 

change was accompanied by a significant decrease in state support for many institutions, 

as well as an increase in the level of grant aid and tax benefit to students.   

Private not-for-profit universities. The average published tuition and fees for 

full-time undergraduates at private not-for-profit four-year institutions increased from 

$19,920 in 1996/97 to $33,480 in 2016/17 (CollegeBoard, 2016a), a 68% or $13,560 

increase in twenty years.  The level of grant aid and tax benefit has also increased during 

this period, resulting in a more moderate increase in the average net tuition and fees.  

Over that same twenty year period, the net tuition and fees (published tuition and fees 

less grant aid and tax benefit) increased 20% (or $2,390) from $11,800 in 1996/97 to 

$14,190 in 2016/17 (CollegeBoard, 2016a).  The sustainability of this financial model 

comes into question, considering that tuition rates and institutional discounting are 

increasing more significantly than net tuition revenue. 

Private for-profit universities. Limited information is available regarding 

private for-profit university pricing trends. The CollegeBoard (2016a) “Trends in College 

Pricing” report does not have longitudinal data about private for-profit pricing trends.  

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Data Statistics, the 
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price of attending an undergraduate private for-profit institution decreased to $21,000 in 

2013/14 from $22,000 in 2012/13 (2016a).   

Forecasted Trends in Net Tuition Revenue 

 The financial outlook for the higher education industry reflects that pricing will 

continue to impact both the public and private sectors.  According to Moody’s analyst 

Erin Ortiz, “In the new normal of an affordability-centric higher education environment, 

tuition increases are more than likely to remain modest, tracking closely to the higher 

education price index (HEPI) or inflation (2016).”  Moody’s Investor Services (2016) 

reported that public universities are forecasted to have a median net tuition revenue 

increase of 2% in 2017 compared to 8% in 2012.  Moody’s attributes this to state policies 

such as required tuition rate freezes or limitations impacting public universities’ ability to 

increase tuition rates.   

Private universities are forecasted to see net tuition revenue growth of only 2.5% 

in 2017, due to the high level of competition in the sector and affordability continuing to 

be a focus of the market (Moody’s, 2016).  This rationale aligns with the perceptions of 

chief business officers of private not-for-profit universities surveyed in 2015.  Of the 401 

participants surveyed, 53.5% reported a decrease in freshmen enrollment between fall 

2014 and fall 2015 (National Association of College and University Business Officers, 

2016).  Those who experienced declines shared their perceptions on the reasons for lower 

freshmen enrollment.  These included: price sensitivity of students (62%), increased 

competition (60%), and changing demographics (51%) (National Association of College 

and University Business Officers, 2016).  
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The Value of Higher Education 

Earning Potential 

 The pursuit of higher education continues to provide a good return on investment.  

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015), in 2014 individuals with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher earned 1.8 times that of individuals with just a high school diploma 

(Appendix C). 

 Over time, this differential can have a substantial impact on an individual’s and 

family’s long term earning potential.  Extrapolating the differential in the 2014 amounts 

in Appendix C over 40 years of employment results in over $1 million more wages 

earned by individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher compared to those with only a 

high school diploma.  While college tuition may be one of the biggest investments one 

makes in their life, the long term returns through increased lifetime earning support that 

pursuing higher education remains of value.  

Likelihood of Degree Completion  

 In higher education, one of the primary measurements of student success is 

completion of the academic degree.  As illustrated in Appendix D, student completion 

rates after six years varied depending on the type of institution the student initially 

enrolled in during 2010. 

 Private not-for-profit 4-year colleges typically have higher published tuition and 

fees and net tuition and fees than the other sectors, however they also have the highest 

completion rate at 74% (Shapiro, Dunbar, Wakhungu, Yuan, Nathan, & Hwang, 2016).  

Both public 2-year and private for-profit 4-year institutions have much lower completion 

rates at 39% and 37%, respectively (Shapiro, et al, 2016).  Considering that private for-
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profit 4-year institutions typically cost significantly more than public 2-year colleges, 

these institutions appear to offer the lowest likelihood of success and return on 

investment of the four sectors.  Please note that these completion rates represent the 

number of students who completed their degree at the institution they initially started at.  

Students which did not complete from their original institutions may have either stopped 

out of post-secondary education or transferred to another institution.  

Perception of Price 

 The price of higher education and financial aid available are important factors in 

the college selection process for prospective students and their families (Noel-Levitz, 

2012).  This is complicated by the fact that the pricing structure of the higher education 

industry is complex and not transparent.  In a study analyzing parents’ accuracy in 

estimating college costs, it was found that of 2,346 sampled, parents on average estimated 

tuition and fees at 175% of their true price (Grodsky & Jones, 2007).  These 

misperceptions about price can result in families perceiving that college is not accessible, 

when after factoring in financial aid their preferred university may be within their 

financial reach. 

Perception of Value and Affordability 

The general public has become skeptical of the higher education industry.  In 

2015, Gallup (2016) conducted a poll of 1,616 U.S. adults in partnership with the Lumina 

Foundation.  Participants were asked questions about the value, quality, and price of 

higher education.  Highlights of the report included:  

• 70% of respondents believe that in the future it will be even more important to 
have a professional certificate or degree in order to have a good job 

• 24% of respondents believe post-high school education is affordable to 
everyone in the U.S. who needs it 
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• 78% agree or strongly agree that higher education institutions need to change 
in order to better meet the needs of students 

• 43% agree or strongly agree that higher education institutions actually are 
changing in order to better meet the needs of students (Gallup, Inc., 2016). 

 
Thus while the majority of those polled believe that higher education is important, 

only 24% believe that it is affordable to all who need it.  This survey also reflects that the 

public expects universities to change to better meet student needs. 

Impact of Family Income on College Attendance 

 The economic divide of the citizens of United States is significant.  84% of the 

wealth of the country is owned by the top 20% earners, while only 0.3% of the wealth is 

owned by the bottom 40% of earners (Fitz, 2015).  This economic inequality leads to 

differences in attitudes about and levels of pursuit of higher education.  In 2014, the 

percentage of students who attended college immediately after completing high school 

was 81% for students from high income families (top 20% of all family incomes), 64% 

for those from middle income families (middle 60% of all family incomes) and 52% for 

those from low income families (bottom 20% of all family incomes) (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016c).  Thus only half of high school graduates from low income families 

are attending college compared to eight out of ten graduates from high income families.   

Higher Education Pricing Strategies 

 Universities in the not-for-profit sector, typically utilize a high tuition / high aid 

strategy.  This is a pricing structure in which a published or stated tuition rate is set 

higher than most students actually pay.  Discounts are then offered in the form of 

scholarships and grants which lower the net tuition paid by students, and are used as a 

recruitment tool to attract students to an institution.  Typically these institutions increase 

tuition at a rate between 2% and 5% (CollegeBoard, 2016a). 
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 Yanikoski (1989) offers several aspects of post-secondary education’s pricing 

model which differ from many other industries.  Student demand rarely increases the 

price a university is able to charge.  Additionally, universities with excess capacity rarely 

decrease their price to encourage higher sales.  Published tuition rates only loosely 

correlate with the actual cost to deliver the education or the actual amounts students and 

families pay.  Competition in the market typically drives up prices rather than decreasing 

them (Kennedy, 2016).  Finally, increasing tuition rates do not necessarily translate into 

corresponding increases in net tuition revenue, as the institutional financial aid often 

increases as well.  Considering all of this, it is understandable that many board members 

of universities, who work in other fields, find the higher education pricing model 

perplexing and counterintuitive.  

The value proposition and escalating price of higher education have been reported 

on extensively.  As such, several universities have undertaken changes in their tuition 

setting strategy in order to address affordability, differentiate themselves in the market, 

and garner publicity (which can translate in increased enrollment).  What remains to be 

seen is if this increase in enrollment will be sustained over time.   

Strategies pursued by universities have included tuition reduction, tuition freeze, 

fixed tuition guarantee, replacing loans with grants, public university price matching, 

fast-track degree programs, job guarantees and four-year graduation guarantees.   

Between 2008/09 and 2013/14, 208 private institutions implemented or announced 

affordability measures being undertaken (Hanover Research, 2013).  The five most 

prevalent approaches were: a) tuition freeze (54 institutions), replacing loans with grants 

(39 institutions), fast-track degree programs (25 institutions), four year graduation 
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guarantees (23 institutions) and tuition reductions (21 institutions) (Hanover Research, 

2013). 

Tuition Reductions 

 Tuition reductions in the private not-for-profit sector are a relatively recent 

phenomenon.  As such, there is limited published research regarding the nature of 

circumstances for universities which have undertaken tuition reductions and their 

outcomes.  Two researchers, Dr. Lucie Lapovsky and Dr. Laura Casamento, have 

performed case studies of private not-for-profit universities which have reduced tuition in 

recent years.  The names of the universities studied were omitted in both reports.  That 

being said, it appears that there is overlap of three institutions studied, based upon the 

year in which the reduction occurred and the % of tuition reduced.  Thus it appears that 

there currently is case study research available on nine discrete anonymous universities 

between Lapovsky’s and Casamento’s research.   

 In 2016, Lapovsky surveyed chief financial officers at private four-year not-for-

profit universities about tuition setting strategies.  Of the 153 respondents (a 10.4% 

response rate) asked if they considered lowering tuition for 2016, 4% shared they 

considered it seriously, 19% shared that they gave it some consideration, and 76% gave it 

no consideration (2016c).  When these same individuals were asked if they were 

considering lowering tuition for 2017, 4% shared they were considering it seriously, 10% 

shared that they were giving it some consideration, and 87% were giving it no 

consideration (2016c).   

Assuming these percentages are representative of the entire population of private 

not-for-profit 4-year colleges surveyed, it can be extrapolated that approximately 64 
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universities were seriously considering a tuition reduction for 2017 (4% of 1,591 

institutions) and 159 were giving some consideration to a tuition reduction (10% of 1,591 

institutions).  As such, it appears there is considerable interest in the emerging 

phenomenon of tuition reductions by chief financial officers of the private not-for-profit 

sector.   

Potential Advantages of Reducing Tuition 

 The potential advantages of reducing tuition include increased transparency, 

increased perception of affordability, lowering the financial burden on students, engaging 

students in a conversation about value and net cost of education, and increased publicity.  

 Greater transparency. Colleges who reset their tuition are presenting a more 

realistic picture to students about what an institution will cost them, enabling them to 

make better informed decisions (Educated Quest, n.d.). 

 Increase perception of affordability. Lower tuition may give prospective 

students the impression that an institution is more financially feasible for their family.  

This is especially true for private not-for-profit universities who are competing with 

lower cost public universities and community colleges.   

Students and families considering attending private not-for-profit colleges and 

universities are oftentimes shocked by the sticker price.  According to a 2012 survey of 

1,461 high school seniors planning to go to college, the majority of students and their 

families limit the institutions they are considering based on “sticker price” rather than the 

net cost including financial aid (StudentPoll, 2012).   The study found that 58% of low-

income students, 62% of middle-income students, and 48% of students from affluent 

families ruled out institutions based solely on their “sticker price” (StudentPoll, 2012).   
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This study aligns with another survey of 799 undergraduate students aged 18 to 

24 and their parents from 2016 (1,593 total participants) (Sallie Mae & Ipsos, 2016). 57% 

of the students and 35% of the parents who participated in the survey shared that they 

eliminated institutions based on cost prior to applying to the institution (Sallie Mae & 

Ipsos, 2016).  Based on these surveys, over half of prospective undergraduate student are 

ruling out certain universities as a possibility purely based on the published tuition rate.  

Thus universities that abandon the high tuition / high aid pricing model very well may 

attract a new population of prospective students who previously had not considered them, 

purely on the basis of their stated tuition rate. 

 Lower financial burden for students.  Typically a reduction in tuition is 

partnered with changes to the institutional financial aid offerings of the university.  This 

provides an opportunity for universities to restructure their scholarships and grants, to 

lower the financial burden on students.  College of Saint Mary in Omaha, NE identified 

increasing access and affordability in both perception (through the reduced tuition rate) 

and reality (through more generous institutional aid packages for low income students 

(2016a).  They went so far as to assure all continuing full-time undergraduate that they 

would save at least $1,000 in net tuition in 2017/18 compared to the prior year (College 

of Saint Mary, 2016b). 

 Engaging a discussion. The publicity which can be garnered by a tuition 

reduction can entice prospective students who previously perceived a private college to 

be too expensive, to reconsider the institution as a possibility.  Concordia University of 

Saint Paul (CUSP) reduced its tuition by 33% or $10,000 in fall 2013 (Lewin, 2013). 

According to Dr. Eric LaMott, Senior Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, the 
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University has focused its messaging with prospective students away from stated tuition 

rate, and toward the value of a CUSP education and what their out-of-pocket costs will be 

(Personal Communication, 10/14/14).   

 Increase publicity.  When leveraged through marketing, tuition reductions tend 

to gain publicity and have been known to increase the inquiry pool for institutions who 

undertake them.  Today’s prospective students value results, thus institutions must 

convey both affordability and prestige while focusing on outcomes (Lawlor, 2014). 

Potential Risks of Reducing Tuition 

 Risks of undertaking a tuition reduction strategy include reputational, strategy, 

stakeholder satisfaction and financial risks. 

 Reputational risk.  Announcing a tuition reduction oftentimes generates 

publicity.  It is important to be strategic in sharing the motivation and details behind the 

change in order to help make sense of the reduction to others.  If not, individuals may 

make assumptions about lower quality, that this is a marketing ploy, or that the university 

is desperate. 

Lower price equals lower quality. The Chivas Regal effect refers to the 

perception that price equals quality.  Thus the perception that the higher the tuition rate of 

a university, the better the education it offers.  If a university reduces its tuition rate, the 

perception by the market may be that the quality of the education it offers is of lower 

quality.  According to Edvisors (n.d.) tuition reducing colleges do not appear to have 

been affected by the Chivas Regal effect, potentially lowering the level of this risk. 

Is this just a marketing gimmick? If a university simply reduces its tuition and its 

institutional financial aid by the same amount, the actual out-of-pocket expense to 
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students will not change.  The only families likely to see reductions in the net cost they 

pay out-of-pocket are those with little financial assistance through scholarships and 

academic need based grants (Dysart, 2014).  Thus the students who potentially will 

benefit are those who can afford to pay, who are currently paying close to full tuition, and 

under a reset would pay less.  In this scenario, institutional leadership will struggle with 

explaining the validity of the pricing change with constituencies and the press (Lawlor 

Group, 2015).  

Desperation.  Universities who choose to make a tuition reduction can be 

perceived as being financially desperate (Dysart, 2014).  

Strategy Risks.  For tuition dependent universities, changing the pricing model 

goes straight to the heart of a fundamental aspect of the business strategy.  It is important 

to assess how a reduction in not only the price, but the scholarships of a university will be 

received by prospective students. 

Loss of the Lure of Big Scholarships.  Students and their families take great 

pride in the scholarships they receive for academics and athletics.  When comparing 

institutions, students may perceive that one institution values them more than another 

based on the size of the scholarships being offered. 

According to President Donald Farish of Roger Williams University, his Board 

originally planned on a tuition and financial aid reduction, however after consulting with 

experts they decided against it.  The consultants shared that the University would be 

“committing financial suicide because people were used to getting discounts and things 

on sale (Berman, 2013)”.  For this institution’s target market, consultants concluded that 
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a tuition rate of $36,000 with $13,000 in financial aid awards was more likely to be 

accepted than a tuition rate of $26,000 with no financial aid (Berman, 2013).  

Louisiana State’s president F. King Alexander describes a “let’s make a deal” 

mentality.  “Parents come to me and say so-and-so school charges $40,000 but is giving 

me $15,000 in scholarships so it seems they want my student more than you do” 

(Berman, 2013). Thus a risk of reducing tuition is that it limits the dollar size of the 

scholarships and grants an institution can offer students while maintaining the long-term 

viability of its financial model.  When comparing financial aid packages of multiple 

institutions, prospective students and their parents may perceive that the higher cost, 

higher aid institution must value them more than the lower cost, lower aid institution. 

In Casamento’s case study of four universities which reduced tuition, the 

institution referred to as “South College” shared that continuing student athletes in 

particular struggled with the reduction in their athletic awards.  The vice president of 

enrollment management stated, “Now students are comparing their academic worth, their 

athletic worth, and not gaining a clear understanding of why their $20,000 scholarship 

was just reduced to $8,500” (Casamento, 2016, p.81).  This supports the thought that the 

size of financial aid awards, especially for student athletes, is important in not only 

college selection, but also continuing student satisfaction. 

 Incorrectly predicting how your target market will react.  JC Penney is an 

example of a retail business who dramatically changed their pricing model with negative 

results.  In 2011, Ron Johnson joined JC Penny as its new Chief Executive Officer, 

following success as a marketer at Apple.  Johnson tried to reinvent the JC Penney brand 

by doing away with a high retail / high discount model and replacing it with an “everyday 
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low prices model”.  The change was an abject failure. Sales dropped 26% producing an 

annual loss for the company of $1 billion (Connor, 2013).  Prior to reducing tuition, 

university leaders should ensure that they understand their target market and how those 

individuals may react to a pricing strategy change.  Advice on how to avoid the mistake 

made by Johnson are included in Appendix I. 

Stakeholder satisfaction risk. One must consider how prospective and current 

students may perceive a change in tuition and financial aid (Carlson & Thomason, 2013).  

At Ashland University, the announcement of a $10,000 tuition reduction was initially 

welcomed by current students (Lemon, 2013).  Once they received letters detailing their 

new tuition rate, and revised financial aid, many were disappointed to find the actual 

decrease they could expect was only $600.   

Other stakeholders may question a tuition reduction as well.  Faculty and staff 

may wonder how the university can afford the change, and if it will result in employee 

cut backs or budget reductions.  Alums may wonder if the lowering of the price will in 

turn lower the value of their degree.  They may also resent that new students will pay less 

than they did, especially if they have taken out loans which they are continuing to make 

payments on following graduation.  Finally donors may wonder if this means that the 

college no longer needs their donations, because the institution can afford to reduce the 

tuition.  On the other hand, the counter reaction may be true as well.  One institution 

which reduced tuition found that its alums were so pleased with the university’s efforts to 

increase affordability that they actually increased their level of giving following the 

tuition reset (Lapovsky, 2015). 
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 Financial risk. Creating a multi-year financial plan to support a tuition reduction 

is key.  Tuition dependent institutions reducing their tuition and aid strategy should 

carefully consider contingency plans if their financial modeling relies on an increase in 

enrollment volume to offset a reduction in net tuition revenue per student.  Roger 

Williams University was considering a tuition reduction and enlisted the assistance of an 

outside consultant to assess the pricing preferences of their prospective students. The 

consultant found that “twice as many families preferred the high-cost, high-discount 

approach, and…warned that cutting tuition would cut the freshman class in half” (Lewin, 

2013).  Instead of reducing tuition, Roger Williams University rolled out a fixed tuition 

rate guarantee for its freshman class.  If their consultant’s assessment would have proved 

accurate, and they had reduced tuition, the financial shortfall from the reduced freshmen 

enrollment could have created a significant financial challenge for the institution. 

Advice to Those Considering a Tuition Reduction   

I had experience in leading the tuition reduction discernment process and 

implementation at College of Saint Mary in Omaha, NE.  This section is a combination of 

lessons learned through her personal experience as well as from other sources who have 

been cited. 

Develop a steering committee. Universities considering a tuition reduction 

should develop a steering committee of key individuals to review the process.  This could 

include the president, chief financial officer, financial aid director, marketing director and 

recruitment director (Casamento, 2016).  Engaging board members in this process can be 

very beneficial, as this group is typically has fiduciary responsibility over the tuition 

strategy.  It is important to identify a leader who understands the business model to 
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champion the change (Connor 2013).   The purpose, scope and timeline of the committee 

should be clear.  One of the outcomes should be a presentation and/or report to the board 

of directors, to ensure they are well informed prior to making a decision about the tuition 

strategy.  External industry consultants can also be helpful in this process (Lapovsky, 

2015; Casamento, 2016).  

Start with a common level of understanding.  The members of the steering 

committee likely will be coming to the project with different areas of expertise and levels 

of knowledge about the university’s business model, recruitment model, and the industry 

as a whole.  Discussing these areas for one’s institution, as well as educating the group 

about what is known about tuition reductions at other universities will help the group ask 

informed questions and make researched recommendations.  A listing of resources 

compiled while researching this subject are included in Appendix H to assist university 

leaders considering tuition reductions at their institutions. 

Discern if a tuition reduction is an appropriate strategy for your institution. 

When discerning if a tuition reduction should be pursued, the steering committee should 

consider the target market, historical applicant pool, and competition of the university.  

The correct tuition strategy is dependent on an institution’s target market 

(Berman, 2013).  The target market may be the same type of students you currently 

recruit, only you want to recruit them in greater numbers. In this case, a thorough analysis 

of the institution’s historical applicant pool can be useful (Carlson & Thomason, 2013).  

One might find that groups of prospective students may have differing preferences on 

pricing strategies.  For example, high school students and parents may be compelled by 

impressive scholarships, which would indicate a high tuition / high aid model is 
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appropriate.  Perhaps the university has a large population of transfer students who are 

more familiar with tuition and scholarships, and thus are more focused on the bottom line 

amount they are responsible for.  Market research can be helpful in understanding the 

specific preferences of the target market which the university is aiming to attract.  

It is important to understand who your competition is, and what pricing strategy 

they utilize (Berman, 2013). While this may seem like a simple question, it can actually 

be quite nuanced.  It is not necessarily as simple as listing all of the other universities in 

the same higher education sector within the geographic region.  For example, a not-for-

profit university may find that prospective students are not only considering competing 

private colleges, but also area community colleges, public universities, and for-profits.  A 

university may find that they have different competitors for different academic programs.  

Perhaps the modality of the programs creates a different pool of competitors.  For 

example online programs expand the list of competitors outside of the geographic region.  

Tools available to assess one’s competition include the Admitted Student Questionnaire 

offered by the CollegeBoard (n.d.), and the College Navigator Tool offered by the U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.).   

During this process, confidentiality is of the utmost importance (personal 

interview with Eric LaMott, Senior Vice President and Chief Operating Officer at 

Concordia Saint Paul University, 10/14/14).  If individuals on campus become aware that 

a tuition reduction is being considered, and the university does not pursue this strategy, 

the results could be frustrated and disappointed students. 

Articulate your motivation for change. Be clear about why your institution is 

undertaking a tuition reduction (Lapovsky, 2016a).  Is it to increase affordability for 
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students, to grow enrollment, to maintain market share, to improve financial stability, or 

to respond to external expectations?  Whatever the motivating factors, it is important to 

clarify and articulate them early in the process, as they will inform and influence the 

planning process. 

Consider alternates to a tuition reduction.  Alternate strategies which could 

increase affordability and attract students include tuition guarantees, a tuition freeze, 

eliminating fees, and developing accelerated degree programs. In an article titled 

“Considering a Reduction in the Price of Tuition?”, John Dysart offers additional tactics 

for university leaders to consider rather than a tuition reduction (2014). These can be 

found in Appendix M.  

Ben Kennedy (2016) presented in a webinar hosted by the National Association of 

College and University Business Officer titled “Rethinking Tuition Discounting 

Strategies”.  In it, he shared that universities should consider focusing on differentiating 

themselves from their competitors rather than engaging in pricing and discounting wars.  

Tactics offered included offering academic areas of excellence, unique co-curricular 

experiences, leveraging relationship based recruiting, simplifying and streamlining the 

recruitment process, and offering specific scholarships to recruit groups of students 

targeted for factors relevant to the university.  Finally, he shared that improving the 

recruitment, marketing and student services strategies can be more effective in increasing 

enrollment than changing the institution’s pricing strategy. 

Develop plans.  A tuition reduction is not a silver bullet (Berman, 2013; 

Kennedy, 2016).  Ideally, it should be considered one piece of an overall larger 

institutional strategy or strategic plan. The strategic plan should be supported by a multi-
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year financial plan.  Universities should consider diversification of tuition revenue 

streams (personal interview with Eric LaMott, Senior Vice President and Chief Operating 

Officer at Concordia Saint Paul University, 10/14/14).  This could include adding or 

expanding online, graduate, or degree completion programs.  This will help mitigate the 

financial risk of changing the undergraduate tuition and financial aid strategy.  

A detailed pricing plan should be developed as a component of the financial plan.  

This should include the proposed tuition reduction, planned tuition rate increases in 

future years, and revisions to the institutional financial aid model.   

Finally, a comprehensive marketing and communication plan, is needed in order 

to capitalize on the publicity of the change and to ensure that stakeholders feel informed.  

This is an area where external experts can be of great service. 

Measure and assess results.  Along with clarifying the motivation for a tuition 

reduction, a university should determine how they will define success with the strategy.  

They should then measure and assess these outcomes, in order to provide the opportunity 

for course corrections along the way.  Lapovsky offers a variety of possible indicators of 

success, including increased net tuition revenue, increased enrollment, increased net 

tuition revenue per student, attracting a new population of students, and increased 

diversity (2016a).   

The Need for a Comprehensive Analysis of Institutions Reducing Tuition 

There appears to be a void in the literature, with regard to a comprehensive listing 

of institutions which have reduced tuition.  Appendices E, F and G provide partial listings 

which have been published.  A comprehensive list of institutions which have reduced 
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tuition would be helpful to industry researchers studying tuition pricing strategies as well 

as university leadership considering a tuition reduction for their institution.  

Two research studies have been performed on a selection of private not-for-profit 

universities which have reduced tuition from the years 2011 to 2014 (in addition to one 

from 1996) with tuition reductions ranging from 8% to 43% (Casamento, 2016; 

Lapovsky, 2015).   These case studies provide useful insights into the circumstances 

leading up to and outcomes of nine institutions which have reduced tuition.  These 

existing studies do not address the prevalence of a tuition reduction pricing strategy 

within the private not-for-profit sector.  Understanding how many institutions in the 

sector have reduced tuition, as well as their characteristics and outcomes, was a void in 

the literature prior to this study.  This study provides additional insights for the industry 

and its pricing decision makers. 

Summary 

The higher education industry has been scrutinized for tuition rate increases and 

student debt burdens.  Despite this, higher education is still valued by the public due to 

how it increases an individual’s earning potential.  The industry itself is composed of four 

primary sectors: 2-year public, 4-year public, private not-for-profit and private for-profit 

institutions.  Each of these sectors has different average tuition rates, degree completion 

rates, historical pricing trends, and pricing strategies.   

University leaders are in a position to consider how to address the trend of 

increasing tuition, and if their current pricing strategy is sustainable.  In the private not-

for-profit sector, a high tuition / high aid model is prevalent.  Institutions typically 

increase their tuition by 2-5% per year, oftentimes increasing institutional aid offered 
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along the way as well.   Certain institutions have undertaken alternate pricing strategies 

including tuition freezes, replacing loans with grants, adding fast track degree programs, 

offering four year graduation guarantees, and reducing tuition. 

The focus of this study was on the phenomenon of tuition reductions.  Prior to this 

study, there was not a comprehensive list of private not-for-profit institutions which had 

reduced tuition.  Limited research had been published about the outcomes of institutions 

which have reduced tuition.  There was some published guidance offered by industry 

experts for those considering a tuition reduction strategy.  There are certainly advantages 

and risks to undertaking a tuition reduction. Leaders considering this pricing change 

should develop a steering committee to explore this option, weighing the possible risks 

and rewards of this change for their particular circumstances. 
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

This study was designed to analyze the phenomenon of tuition reductions in 

higher education at a macro level.  It utilized a quantitative descriptive and correlational 

design with secondary analysis. 

Research Questions 

The study was structured into four phases, one for each of four research questions. 

1. Which private not-for-profit 4-year or above degree-granting institutions have 

reduced their tuition between 2007 and 2017?  When did the tuition reductions occur, 

and how much did the rates change? 

2. Were the tuition reductions identified in phase one of the study more or less prevalent 

in institutions which: 

h) Had smaller rather than larger enrollments? 

i) Were located in certain geographic regions? 

j) Enrolled a high proportion of transfer students? 

k) Served a high proportion of students with high financial need? 

l) Had larger rather than smaller endowments? 

m) Were religiously affiliated? 

n) Had stronger rather than weaker financial health? 

3. How did the following operational outcomes change in the year of the tuition 

reduction for the institutions identified in phase one of the study? 

g) New full-time undergraduate enrollment. 

h) Student retention from freshmen to sophomore year. 
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i) Net price per full-time first-time undergraduates. 

j) Average annual student borrowings for full-time first-time undergraduates. 

k) Proportion of undergraduates awarded Pell grants. 

l) Institutional net tuition revenue. 

4. What were the correlations between the institutional characteristics from phase two 

and the operational outcomes of phase three? 

Research Design 

The primary data sources for the study were the U.S. Department of Education’s 

National Center for Data Statistics (n.d.) and the composite financial index for select 

institutions as calculated by the public accounting firm of CliftonLarsonAllen. 

The study was structured into four phases, one for each of four research questions.  

The first phase of the study focused on determining which private not-for-profit 4-year or 

above degree-granting institutions reduced their tuition between 2007 and 2017.  It had a 

quantitative descriptive design.  The results of phase one became the population for the 

analyses of phases two, three, and four of the study. 

The second phase sought to determine if tuition reductions were more prevalent at 

institutions with certain characteristics, as defined in research question two.  It utilized a 

quantitative correlational design with secondary.  Specifically, applying a chi-square test 

to determine if there was a statistical difference in the characteristics of tuition reducing 

institutions as compared to the private not-for-profit 4-year or above sector. 

The third phase analyzed the change in the operational outcomes of tuition 

reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction, as defined in research question 

three.  It utilized a quantitative correlational design with secondary data.  Specifically, 
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applying a chi-square test to determine if there was a statistical difference in the change 

in the operating outcomes of tuition reducing institutions as compared to the private not-

for-profit 4-year or above sector. 

The fourth phase analyzed the distribution of the changes operational outcomes of 

tuition reducing institutions (from phase three) based on their institutional characteristics 

(from phase two).  It utilized a quantitative correlational design with secondary data.  

Specifically, applying a chi-square test to determine if there was a statistical difference in 

the observed versus expected distribution of the changes in the operating outcomes based 

on their institutional characteristics.  

Phases two, three, and four of the study sought to identify if there were patterns or 

trends in the relationships between these variables.  The focus was to determine if there 

were correlational relationships between these variables and was not intended to prove a 

causal relationship.   

Rationale for Selection of Outcome Variables. Many institutions site 

enrollment growth as a reason for reducing tuition (Lapovsky, 2015; Casamento, 2016).  

In order to measure the success of this goal, the following outcome indicators were 

analyzed: a) New full-time undergraduate enrollment, and b) Student retention. 

Some tuition reducing institutions have shared that they made the change because 

it was the right thing to do in an effort to increase student access and affordability 

(Lapovsky, 2015; Casamento, 2016).  In order to measure the success of this goal, the 

following outcomes were analyzed: a) Net price per full-time first-time undergraduate 

student, b) average annual student loan borrowings, and c) the percentage of full-time 

undergraduates awarded Pell grants. 
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Finally, the efficacy of a tuition reduction is dependent on it being part of a 

financially sustainable long-term business approach.  In order to measure the success of 

this goal, the net tuition revenue was analyzed.   

Data Sources 

The primary data source was external publicly available data from the U.S. 

Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) (n.d.).  Data was obtained from the 

IPEDS website through a series of downloads, utilizing the following steps: 

1. Use the data 

2. Compare institutions 

3.  What data would you like to access? Use final release data/ Continue 

4.  Select institutions / by groups / by EZ group / Select: U.S. only / Special 

characteristics: Sector (private not-for-profit, 4-year or above), Degree-

granting status (degree granting), Has full-time first-time undergraduates 

(yes)/ Search / Continue 

5. Select variables / Brose search variables / various variables were utilized  for 

this study / Continue 

6. Output / used pre-populated selections / Continue 

7. Open 

8. Saved the csv files as excel workbooks. 

In phase two, the composite financial index was used to assess the financial health 

of tuition reducing institutions in the year prior to the change.  The Council of 

Independent Colleges (CIC) calculates the national average composite financial index of 
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its member institutions annually as part of their Financial Indicators Toolkit.  The 

individual university calculations are not publicly available from CIC.  That being said, 

CIC provides the formula utilized and the sources of data used in the calculation, which 

include the IPEDS system and the university’s 990 tax return.  The public accounting 

firm of CliftonLarsonAllen calculated the composite financial index used in phase two.   

In phase three, the change in net tuition revenue was used to assess the 

operational financial change in the year of the tuition reduction.  This data was obtained 

from the institutional 990 tax returns (Guidestar, n.d.). 

Analysis Description and Approach 

Phase One 

The private not-for-profit 4 year or above sector of higher education in the United 

States has 1,309 institutions which enroll degree-seeking full-time first-time 

undergraduate students (U.S. Department of Education, 2016d).  According to the IPEDS 

database (U.S. Department of Education, 2016d), 179 institutions are reported to have 

had a total of 244 tuition reductions of in-state tuition from 2007 to 2016.  These 

institutions were utilized as a starting point for phase one of the study.   

The scope of the study limited the population to institutions enrolling degree 

seeking full-time first-time undergraduate students in order to omit private not-for-profit 

institutions offering only non-degree seeking coursework and those offering only 

graduate level coursework, as the study is focused on changes in undergraduate tuition 

rates.   

  The scope of this study was limited to tuition reductions of 5% or greater.  The 

aim of this study is to provide higher education leaders and policy makers with a greater 
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understanding of institutions which have adopted a tuition reduction strategy, their 

characteristics, and the outcomes following the change.  The 57 institutions which 

reduced tuition less than 5% made only minor adjustments to their pricing strategy, or 

were assumed to have changed their reporting calculation for determining the in-state 

tuition rate for full-time undergraduates, and as such have been omitted from this study.   

The study also excluded 25 institutions which were members of 4 large multi-

campus or multi-organizational institutions.  These were omitted because tuition 

reductions only occurred at certain campuses or organizations within the larger 

institutions, thus a tuition reduction strategy was not applicable to the organization as a 

whole. 

The potential population for this study was reduced to 97 institutions after 

adjusting for scope limitations.  The next step was to validate that a tuition reduction 

occurred, or to locate secondary evidence that a tuition rate reduction did not occur.  This 

included reviewing the institutions’ websites, reviewing institutional catalogs and/or 

student handbooks, and searching for news releases or articles about a tuition reduction at 

the given institution.  Personal communication via email or telephone call was utilized, 

for any institutions in which secondary written evidence was unavailable.  The results of 

this verification process are included in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

 Summary of Results of the Verification Process of Phase One 
 # of 

Institutions 
Institutions with verified tuition reductions 41 
Institutions verified not to have had a tuition reduction 31 
Institutions for which secondary evidence could not be located 
to verify or disprove a tuition reduction 

25 

Institutions outside of the scope of the study as they were part 
of a multi-campus or multi-organizational institution  

25 

Institutions outside of the scope of the study as apparent tuition 
reduction was less than 5% 

57 

Total private not-for-profit 4 year or above institutions in the 
United States enrolling full-time first-time undergraduates and 
reported to have reduced in-state tuition in the U.S. 
Department of Education (2016d) IPEDS database between 
2007 and 2016. 

179 

 There were 31 institutions which were reported to have tuition reductions in the 

U.S. Department of Education (2016d) database, but were confirmed through secondary 

evidence not to have been actual tuition rate decreases.  A listing of these institutions, 

some of which had reported reductions in more than one year, is included in Appendix O.  

Secondary written evidence, primarily through reviewing archived institutional catalogs 

or student handbooks, was available for approximately two thirds of the institutions.  The 

remaining third were confirmed through personal communication, primarily emails and 

conversations with registrars at the institutions.   

The most common reason for the apparent tuition rate decrease which did not 

actually occur was that the institution charges a per credit tuition rate, and the assumption 

for the average number of credits per year was changed between years when reported to 

the U.S. Department of Education. One institution shared that the apparent tuition 

reduction was actually the result of a restructuring of the semesters, which in reality did 

not result in a tuition change for the undergraduate program as a whole (personal 
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communication with A. Pressman at Yeshivath Beth Moshe, August 23, 2017).  Another 

institution shared that they charge a different tuition rate in the freshmen, sophomore, 

junior and senior years of the undergraduate program.  For many years, the institution had 

reported the average tuition rate for the four years to the U.S. Department of Education.  

After consultation with the agency, they changed their reporting to the rate for incoming 

full-time first-time students.  They were unable to correct prior years reporting.  This 

resulted in an apparent tuition rate decrease in the IPEDS database, which was not truly a 

tuition decrease, but actually due to a change in reporting (personal communication with 

K. Green of Mount Carmel College of Nursing, August 23, 2017). 

Phase Two 

 The majority of the data utilized in phase two of the study came from the U.S. 

Department of Education’s IPEDS database, utilizing descriptive data from the most 

recent data available.  The population of phase two was the 45 private not-for-profit 

institutions with validated in-state tuition reductions identified in phase one of the study.  

Analyses through Excel pivot tables and charts were utilized to compare the prevalence 

of tuition reductions for each of the characteristics compared to the private not-for-profit 

sector as a whole.  Additional chi-square tests were performed for the majority of the 

characteristics, in order to assess if there was a statistical difference in the distribution of 

the tuition reducing institutions as compared to those which did not reduce tuition within 

the sector from 2007 to 2017.  The specific source of the data utilized to analyze each 

characteristic can be found in Table 3.  
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Table 3 

U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) Fields Utilized in Phase Two 
Characteristic Data field in U.S. Department of Education, 

Integrated Postsecondary Education (IPEDS) data 
system (n.d.) 

Enrollment size Institution size in 2015 
Geographic region Bureau of Economic Analysis Regions in 2015 
Proportion of transfer students Full-time first-time degree/certificate seeking 

undergraduate enrollment and Full-time transfer-in 
degree/certificate seeking undergraduate enrollment 
in 2015 

Proportion of students with 
high financial need 

% of undergraduate students awarded Pell grants in 
2014 

Endowment size Value of endowment assets at the end of the fiscal 
year for 2015 

Religious affiliation Religious affiliation for 2015 
Financial health A separate data source was utilized for this 

characteristic. 

The composite financial index (CFI) in the year prior to the tuition reduction was 

utilized to measure the long-term financial health of the institutions as they prepared for a 

tuition reduction strategy. The CFI is a composite score composed of four weighted 

ratios: primary reserve, viability, return on net assets, and net operating revenues. The 

CFI scores for the sample population were calculated by the certified public accounting 

firm of CliftonLarsonAllen.  This data was charted on a scatterplot, indicating how many 

of the institutions were above and below 3.0, the score considered the threshold for 

financial health.  The chart also reflected what strategies have been suggested for the 

various levels of the CFI by the ratio developers (Tahey, Salluzzo, Prager, Mezzina, & 

Cowen, 2016).  The national median CFI scores for a portion of the sector, as published 

by the Council of Independent Colleges (The Austen Group, 2017), were included in the 

results, as context for the general financial state of the industry in the years included 

within the study.   
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Phase Three 

 The success of a tuition reduction implementation is dependent upon the 

motivating factors influencing the decision to reduce tuition.  They could include: a) 

increasing or maintaining enrollment, b) improving student affordability, c) improving 

access to education for students with high levels of financial need, and d) improving or 

maintaining the institution’s financial health.  The population utilized in phase three was 

the 45 private not-for-profit institutions with validated tuition reductions identified in 

phase one of the study from 2007 to 2017.  The sample utilized for phase three was 

institutions with available data for the years of 2011 to 2015.  A listing of the possible 

motivating factors, associated outcomes, sample size and comparison group is included in 

Table 4. The majority of these outcomes were accessible through the U.S. Department of 

Education IPEDS database (n.d).   

Analyses through excel pivot tables and charts were utilized to compare changes 

in the outcomes between the year prior to and the year of a tuition reduction, unless 

otherwise noted.  Comparisons to changes for the private not-for-profit sector were 

included when available.  Chi-square tests were performed for the majority of the 

outcomes, in order to assess if there was a statistical difference in the distribution of the 

outcomes for the tuition reducing institutions as compared to the outcomes for the private 

not-for-profit 4 year or above sector.    
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Table 4  

Possible Motivations for Reducing Tuition and Success Outcomes for Phase Three  
Possible 

motivations 
for reducing 

tuition 

Possible Success 
Outcomes  

Data Field from U.S. 
Department of 

Education (n.d.) 

Sample Size and 
Comparison Group 

 
Increasing or 
maintaining 
enrollment 

Increasing or 
maintaining the 

number of new full-
time undergraduates 

Full-time first-time 
degree/certificate 

seeking undergraduate 
enrollment plus full-

time transfer-in 
degree/certificate 

seeking undergraduate 
enrollment 

Sample: 34 tuition 
reducers from 2011 

to 2015 
Comparison: 

Changes in sector 
from 2014 to 2015 

Improving student 
retention Full-time retention rate 

Sample: 34 tuition 
reducers from 2011 

to 2015 
Comparison: 

Changes in sector 
from 2014 to 2015 

Improving 
student 

affordability 

Decreasing the net 
price per full-time 

first-time 
undergraduate student 

Published in-state 
tuition less the average 
amount of institutional 
grant aid awarded to 
full-time first-time 

undergraduates 

Sample: 24 tuition 
reducers from 2011 

to 2014 with 
available data 

Comparison: change 
in sector from 2013 

to 2014 

Decreasing the 
average annual 

student loan 
borrowing 

Average amount of 
student loans awarded 
to full-time first-time 

undergraduates 

Sample: 23 tuition 
reducers from 2011 

to 2014 with 
available data 

Comparison: change 
in sector from 2013 

to 2014 

Improving 
student access 

Increasing the % of 
full-time 

undergraduates 
awarded Pell grants 

Percentage of 
undergraduate students 

awarded Pell grants 

Sample: 25 tuition 
reducers from 2011 

to 2014 
Comparison: change 
in sector from 2013 

to 2014 
Improving 

institutional 
financial 

health 

Increasing or 
maintaining the 
institution’s net 
tuition revenue 

990 tax returns from 
GuideStar (n.d.) 

Sample: 17 tuition 
reducers from 2013 

and 2015 
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 Assessing changes in the financial health of tuition reducing institutions created a 

challenge.  According to Phil Tahey, co-author of “Strategic Financial Analysis for 

Higher Education” (Tahey, et al, 2016), the CFI score utilized in phase two of the study is 

an appropriate measure of the overall long-term financial health of an institution. That 

being said, it is not an ideal indicator of operating changes from year to year, due to the 

heavy weighting of balance sheet ratios within the composite calculation (personal 

communication on August 25, 2017).  Additionally, the IPEDS database does not track 

any overall operating performance indicators.   Instead, the GuideStar (n.d.) website was 

utilized to access the 990 tax returns for the sample set, in order to collect data on the 

operating changes in the year prior to and year of the tuition reductions. 

  The percentage change in the net tuition revenue was utilized as an outcome 

variable to measure the operational financial changes in the year of the tuition reduction 

as compared to the year prior.  The rationale behind selection of this outcome is that the 

majority of private not-for-profit institutions are tuition dependent.  Thus changes in net 

tuition revenue for the institution are a key operating outcome which could be impacted 

by a tuition reduction.  Net tuition revenue is driven by enrollment levels, pricing 

strategy, institutional aid strategy, and student retention; factors which could be impacted 

by a tuition reduction.  Limitations of this indicator include: a) the measure includes both 

tuition and fee revenue, while the study only focused on tuition strategy changes, b) the 

measure includes undergraduate and graduate level revenue, while the study only focused 

on undergraduate tuition, and c) there is no readily available data about net tuition 

revenue changes for the sector during the timeframe being analyzed.  
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The net tuition revenue data was obtained from the publicly available form 990 

tax returns for 17 institutions which reduced tuition between 2013 and 2015.  The tax 

return line items utilized were the program service revenue tuition and fees less the grants 

and other assistance to domestic individuals.  This data was charted on a scatterplot, 

indicating how many of the institutions had an increase or a decrease in net tuition 

revenue in the year of the tuition reduction. 

Ethical Considerations 

This study analyzed college and university data at a macro level.  It did not 

involve analysis of individual student or employee data.  As such, there was a low level 

of risk of harm to any humans. 

Phase one and two of the study resulted in a list of universities which have 

reduced tuition, with some basic publicly available characteristics.  These results pose a 

low level risk of harm to the institutions.  

Phase three and four of the study resulted in a correlation analysis of certain 

outcome indicators tuition reducing institutions within the not-for-profit sector. The data 

included in the correlation analysis was all publicly available, or able to be calculated 

based on publicly available data.  That being said, publishing the specific outcomes of 

individual institutions did pose the risk of causing reputation harm to individual 

institutions.  As such, the results of the outcomes portion of these phases of the study did 

not include any specific results for specific institutions in order to protect their identity. 

Finally, the proposal for this dissertation in practice proposal was reviewed and 

approved by Creighton’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) ensuring that it met the 

University’s expectations for ethical research.  



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  53 

Summary 

The aim of this study was to provide senior leaders and board members of 

colleges and universities, considering a tuition reduction, with information to assist in the 

decision making process.  The results of the study include a comprehensive listing of 

institutions which have reduced tuition from 2007 to 2017, based on U.S. Department of 

Education Data from IPEDS, and correlation analyses characteristics and outcomes of 

these institutions as compared to the private not-for-profit sector, and as compared to one 

another.   

The tuition reduction strategy has been pursued by a small percentage of private 

not-for-profit institutions.  Prior to this study, there was limited research and literature 

available about it.  In addition to this study, there were two research studies which used a 

case study approach to analyze the phenomenon at nine institutions.  These studies are 

helpful in understanding the processes, circumstances and outcomes of individual 

institutions.  The significance of this study was that it shed light on tuition reductions 

from a macro perspective, with regard to the prevalence, characteristics, and outcomes of 

early adopters of this emerging trend.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS  

Introduction 

 The first phase of this study responded to research question 1: Which private not-

for-profit 4 year or above institutions in the United States have reduced in-state tuition for 

full-time undergraduates by 5% or greater between 2007 and 2017?  The resulting list 

served as the population for phases two and three of the study.   

 The second phase of this study responded to research question 2, focused on 

understanding if tuition reductions were more prevalent in certain types of institutions 

within the private-not-for profit sector from 2007 to 2017.  The characteristics examined 

were: a) enrollment size, b) geographic region, c) proportion of transfer students, d) 

proportion of financially needy students, e) endowment size, f) religious affiliation, and 

g) financial health.  The population utilized in phase two of the study was the 45 tuition 

reducing institutions identified in phase one of the study.    

The third phase of this study responded to research question 3, focused on 

understanding the outcomes of private-not-for profit institutions which have reduced 

tuition in the last decade.  In essence, research question three sought to assess if the 

tuition reductions were “successful”.  The analysis of this phase focused on examining if 

there was improvement, consistency, or a decline in key performance outcomes for 

tuition reducing institutions once the pricing strategy was implemented.  The study 

sought to identify if there were any correlating outcomes following a tuition reduction for 

a sample set of institutions as compared to the sector, and is not purporting that there is a 

causal relationship between a tuition reduction strategy and the outcomes being 

examined. 
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The fourth phase of this study responded to research question 4, focused on 

understanding if there was a correlation between any of the outcomes analyzed in phase 

three with any of the institutional characteristics analyzed in phase two for tuition 

reducing institutions in the not-for-profit higher education sector.  This portion of the 

study sought to identify if there were any correlating outcomes following a tuition 

reduction based on the characteristics of the institutions, and is not purporting that there 

is a causal relationship between the institutional characteristics and outcomes being 

examined. 

Results of Phase One 

Tuition Reducing Institutions from 2007 to 2017 

The U.S. Department of Education (2016d) database reports in-state tuition rates 

through fall 2016.  A total of 41 institutions from 2007 to 2016 had tuition reductions 

which were validated through secondary sources.  An online search for institutions 

reducing tuition in fall 2017 was performed and resulted in 4 institution.  As such, there 

were 45 private not-for-profit institutions in the United States with validated in-state 

tuition reductions for full-time first-time undergraduates between 2007 and 2017. Table 5 

provides a listing of these institutions, the magnitude of the reduction, and the year(s) in 

which tuition reductions occurred.  A more detailed listing of these institutions, along 

with references of secondary evidence utilized to validate the tuition reductions can be 

found in Appendix N. 
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Table 5  
Tuition Reducing Institutions Verified in Phase One 

 

Institution
In-State Tuition 

% Change Effective
Alaska Pacific University   (Anchorage, AK) -34.3% Fall 2014
Ashland University   (Ashland, OH) -34.6% Fall 2014
Ave Maria University   (Ave Maria, FL) -22.7% Fall 2014
Baptist Bible College   (Springfield, MO) -53.0% Fall 2010
Beis Medrash Heichal Dovid   (Far Rockaway, NY) -21.4% Fall 2011
Belmont Abbey College   (Belmont, NC) -33.0% Fall 2013
Bethune-Cookman University   (Daytona Beach, FL) -6.7% Fall 2014
Blackburn College (Carlinville, IL) -13.3% Fall 2008
Boston Baptist College   (Boston, MA) -15.6% Fall 2015
Brewton-Parker College   (Mount Vernon, GA) -25.0% Fall 2011
Burlington College (Burlington, VT) * -8.7% Fall 2016
Cabrini College   (Radnor, PA) -12.9% Fall 2012
Cleary University   (Howell, MI) -22.0% Fall 2012
College of Mount Saint Vincent   (Bronx, NY) -27.8% Fall 2015
College of Saint Mary (Omaha, NE) -33.4% Fall 2017
Columbia College (Columbia, SC) -32.5% Fall 2017
Concordia University-Saint Paul   (Saint Paul, MN) -33.7% Fall 2013
Converse College   (Spartanburg, SC) -44.9% Fall 2014
Davis College   (Johnson City, NY) -15.2% Fall 2011
Grace College and Theological Seminary   (Winona Lake, IN) -9.0% Fall 2015
Hiwassee College   (Madisonville, TN) -21.8% Fall 2013
Holy Apostles College and Seminary   (Cromwell, CT) -28.9% Fall 2015
Immaculata University (Immaculata, PA) -23.0% Fall 2017
Iowa Wesleyan University (Mount Pleasant, IA) -16.0% Fall 2016
Jarvis Christian College   (Hawkins, TX) -15.0% Fall 2012
LaSalle University (Philadelphia, PA) -28.7% Fall 2017
Lesley University   (Cambridge, MA) -25.0% Fall 2014
Lincoln Christian University   (Lincoln, IL) -18.4% Fall 2015
Lincoln College   (Lincoln, IL) -28.3% Fall 2012
Ohio Northern University   (Ada, OH) -24.6% Fall 2014
Paul Quinn College   (Dallas, TX) -37.9% Fall 2015
Piedmont International University   (Winston-Salem, NC) -25.6% Fall 2014
Prescott College   (Prescott, AZ) -11.9% Fall 2014
Rosemont College (Byrn Mawr, PA) -41.3% Fall 2016
Saint Louis Christian College   (Florissant, MO) -43.0% Fall 2013
Sewanee-The University of the South   (Sewanee, TN) -10.0% Fall 2011
Southern Virginia University   (Buena Vista, VA) -22.8% Fall 2014
St. Vincent's College   (Bridgeport, CT) ** -14.4% Fall 2015
Stillman College   (Tuscaloosa, AL) -29.5% Fall 2015
University of Charleston   (Charleston, WV) -22.0% Fall 2012
Utica College (Utica, NY) -42.7% Fall 2016
Warner Pacific College   (Portland, OR) -25.5% Fall 2008
William Peace University   (Raleigh, NC) -7.7% Fall 2012
Wilmington College   (Wilmington, OH) -16.3% Fall 2015
Wilson College   (Chambersburg, PA) -17.4% Fall 2014

* Burlington College announce a tuition reduction for fall 2016, but closed prior to it being implemented.
** St. Vincent's College reduced tuition in fall 2014 as well, by 12.4%.
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Prevalence of Tuition Reductions in the Last Decade 

The 45 institutions which had validated tuition reduction between 2007 and 2017 

constitute 3.4% of the private not-for-profit higher education sector.  Nearly two-thirds of 

the tuition reductions have occurred in the four years from fall 2014 to fall 2017 (Figure 

2), with 2014 having the most reductions at 12. 

 

Figure 2: Number of verified tuition reductions from 2007 to 2017, as identified in phase 

one of this study, by year. 

 This study was finalized in September 2017.  Through completion of this study, 

three additional institutions have announced planned tuition reductions for the 2018/19 

academic year: Birmingham-Southern College, 51% (Associated Press, 2017), University 

of the Sciences, 37% (Snyder, 2017), Mills College, 36% (2017), Avila University, 33% 

(n.d.), Sweet Briar College, 32% (Seltzer, 2017), Drew University, 20% (n.d.),  

Cleveland Institute of Music, 15%, (2017), and Cornerstone University, 11% (Seltzer, 

2017).  The announcement of these reductions followed the analyses of this study, and as 
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such were not included.  This brings the total number of tuition reductions from 2007 to 

2018 to 52 institutions, or 4.0% of the sector. 

Magnitude of Tuition Reductions   

The magnitude of the percentage change at the 45 tuition reducing institutions 

which were validated in phase one of the study ranged from 6.7% to 53.0%, with 23.0% 

as the median (Figure 3).  In dollars, the range was from $970 to $14,500, with $4,300 

being the median (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 3: Magnitude of annual in-state tuition percentage decrease of 45 tuition reducing 

institutions between 2007 and 2017 validated in phase one of this study, with the 

maximum, minimum, and median labeled.  
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Figure 4: Magnitude of annual in-state tuition dollar decrease of 45 tuition reducing 

institutions between 2007 and 2017 validated in phase one of this study, with the 

maximum, minimum, and median labeled.  

Results of Phase Two  

Enrollment Size 

Tuition reductions were most prevalent in institutions with smaller enrollments, 

with 53% of them having total enrollment of less than 1,000 students, and 40% having 

enrollments of 1,000 to 4,999 total students (Figure 5).  The range of total enrollment in 

fall 2015 for the institutions which reduced tuition was 85 students to 5,683 students, 

with the median of 923 students.  The median for the private not-for-profit sector for that 

same timeframe was a total enrollment of 1,483 students. 
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Figure 5: Distribution by enrollment size of 45 tuition reducing institutions from 2007 to 

2017 compared to the private not-for-profit sector in 2015. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =4.5 (p = .13), with p being 

greater than .05.  Therefore, there does not appear to be a statistical difference in the 

distribution of tuition reducing institutions enrollment size compared to the private not-

for profit sector. 

Geographic Region 

Tuition reductions were most prevalent in the Southeast region with 29% and in 

the Mid East region with 20% (Figure 6).  The Far West region had the largest variance, 

with 4% of tuition reducers being in this region, compared to 10% for the sector (Figure 

6). The states in which tuition reductions were most prevalent were Pennsylvania (5 

institutions) and New York (4 institutions).  Additionally, the states of Illinois, North 

Carolina and Massachusetts each had 3 institutions reducing tuition.   
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Figure 6: Distribution by geographic region of 45 tuition reducing institutions from 2007 

to 2017 compared to the private not-for-profit sector in 2015. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =19.7 (p = .82), with p being 

greater than .05.  Therefore, there does not appear to be a statistical difference in the 

distribution of tuition reducing institutions by geographic region compared to the private 

not-for profit sector. 

Proportion of Transfer Students 

Tuition reductions were most prevalent in institutions for which transfer students 

composed between 20% and 40% of total new full-time undergraduates (Figure 7).  The 

average % of incoming full-time undergraduate students which were transfers at tuition 

reducing institutions was 30.9% compared to 27.7% for the sector as a whole. 

4%

18%

20%

11%

11%

0%

29%

7%

10%

16%

21%

9%

12%

3%

24%

6%

Far West

Great Lakes

Mid East

New England

Plains

Rocky Mountains

Southeast

Southwest

Sector Tuition Reducers



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  62 

 

Figure 7: Distribution by proportion of new full-time undergraduates which were 

transfers of 45 tuition reducing institutions from 2007 to 2017 compared to the private 

not-for-profit sector in 2015. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =2.5 (p = .07), with p being 

greater than .05.  Therefore, there does not appear to be a statistical difference in the 

distribution of tuition reducing institutions by proportion of new full-time undergraduates 

which were transfers compared to the private not-for profit sector. 

Proportion of Students with High Financial Need 

Nearly two-thirds of the institutions which reduced had students receiving Pell 

grants composing 40% or more of their full-time undergraduates (Figure 8). The average 

% of full-time undergraduate students which received Pell grants at tuition reducing 

institutions was 44.7% compared to 39.1% for the sector. 

27%

44%

29%

44%

31%

23%

Less than 20%

Between 20% and 40%

Greater than 40%

Sector Tuition Reducers



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  63 

 

Figure 8: Distribution by proportion of full-time undergraduates awarded Pell grants of 

45 tuition reducing institutions from 2007 to 2017 compared to the private not-for-profit 

sector in 2014. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =1.8 (p = .03), with p being 

less than .05.  Therefore there does appear to be a statistical difference in the distribution 

of tuition reducing institutions by proportion of full-time undergraduates which were Pell 

eligible compared to the private not-for profit sector. 

Endowment Size 

Tuition reductions were most prevalent in the institutions with endowments under 

$25 million (Figure 9).  Endowment values in 2015 ranged from $.5 million to $377.8 

million, with a median of $15.1 million for the 40 institutions with reported data for 

endowments in IPEDS.  The median for the private not-for-profit sector for that same 

timeframe was $35.8 million. 
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Figure 9: Distribution by endowment size of 45 tuition reducing institutions from 2007 to 

2017 compared to the private not-for-profit sector in 2015. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =4.7 (p = .02), with p being 

less than .05.  Therefore there does appear to be a statistical difference in the distribution 

of tuition reducing institutions by endowment size compared to the private not-for profit 

sector. 

Religious Affiliation 

Tuition reductions were most prevalent in religiously affiliated institutions at 80% 

(Figure 10).  The most prevalent religious affiliations were Roman Catholic (10 

institutions), United Methodist (6 institutions), Baptist (4 institutions) and Presbyterian 

Church (4 institutions). 
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Figure 10: Distribution by religious affiliation of 45 tuition reducing institutions from 

2007 to 2017 compared to the private not-for-profit higher sector in 2015. 

The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =0.0 (p =.002), with p being 

less than .05.  Therefore there does appear to be a statistical difference in the distribution 

of tuition reducing institutions by proportion of new full-time undergraduates who 

attended religiously affiliated schools compared to the private not-for profit sector as a 

whole. 

Financial Health 

The composite financial index (CFI) in the year prior to the tuition reduction was 

utilized to measure the long-term financial health of the institutions as they prepared for a 

tuition reduction strategy. There were 34 validated private not-for-profit institutions 

which reduced tuition between 2011 and 2015.  The publicly available data needed to 

calculate the CFI was available for 29 of these institutions.  The calculations for these 

institutions for these years were performed by the certified public accounting firm of 

CliftonLarsonAllen.  

The financial health of the 29 tuition reducing institutions between 2011 and 2015 

ranged from a low of -1.6 to a high of +9.2 on a scale of -4 to +10.  The median of the 
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the index developers.  The national median CFI scores for a portion of the sector, as 

published by the Council of Independent Colleges (The Austen Group, 2017), were +2.8 

in 2011/12, +4.1 in 2012/13, +4.3 in 2013/14, and +3.3 in 2014/15.  Thus the general 

financial state of the industry in the years included within this analysis ranged from +2.8 

to +4.3.   

The CFI developers offer up strategies to be considered by institution leaders at 

various levels of financial health, as detailed in Table 6. 

Table 6  

Strategies for Composite Financial Index Scores (Tahey, et al, 2016), used in Figure 11 

 

  

Deploy resources to achieve robust mission (7.5 to 10)
Allow experimentation with new initiatives (6.5 to 7.5)
Focus resources to compete in future state (4.5 to 6.5)
Direct resources to allow transformation (2.5 to 4.5)
Re-engineer the institution (1 to 2.5)
Consider substantive programmatic adjustments (-1 to 1)
Assess debt and Department of Education compliance and remediation (-2 to -1)
Consider structured programs to conserve cash (-3 to -2)
Consider whether financial exigency is appropriate (-4 to -3)
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Figure 11: Composite financial index in the year prior to a tuition reduction for 29 

private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions from 2011 to 2015, with suggested 

strategies as described in Table 6. 

 The most prevalent strategy suggested was for the 11 institutions in the range of 

+2.5 to +4.5, which is recommended to “direct resources to allow transformation” (Table 

6).  A tuition reduction strategy may be considered a transformative strategy for an 

institution. 

 In conclusion, tuition reducing institutions from 2011 to 2015 had financial health 

across the spectrum of weak to strong, with the median aligning with the recommended 

level for financial health of 3.0, and falling within the range of the national median 

during that same timeframe. 
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year prior to the tuition reduction to the year of the tuition reduction.  This is consistent 

with the distribution for the private not-for profit sector for the same timeframe (Figure 

12).    

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage of tuition reducing 

institutions which had new full-time enrollment increases with the private not-for profit 

sector from 2014 to 2015.  The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =6.4      

(p = .91), with p being greater than .05.  Therefore, there does not appear to be a 

statistical difference in the percentage of tuition reducing institutions which had increases 

in new full-time undergraduate enrollment as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 12: Changes in new full-time undergraduates for 34 tuition reducing institutions 

from 2011 to 2015 compared to the private not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe. 

 The median change in new full-time undergraduate enrollment for the 34 tuition 
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50.0% 51.6% 52.0% 51.4% 51.8% 50.4%

50.0% 48.4% 48.0% 48.6% 48.2% 49.6%

Tuition
Reducers

2014 to 2015
Sector

2013 to 2014
Sector

2012 to 2013
Sector

2011 to 2012
Sector

2010 to 2011
Sector

Increased or maintained new full-time undergraduate enrollment
Decreased new full-time undergraduate enrollment



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  69 

median decrease of 16.0% (Figure 14).  These percentage changes in levels of new full-

time enrollment were higher than the private not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe.  

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage change in new full-

time enrollment in ranges of +/- from 0% to 9.9%, from 10% to 19.99%, and greater than 

20% for tuition reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction with the private 

not-for profit sector from 2014 to 2015.  The chi square test result for this relationship 

was χ2 =6.7 (p = .17), with p being greater than .05.  Therefore there does not appear to 

be a statistical difference in the magnitude of the changes in new full-time enrollment of 

tuition reducing institutions as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 13: Median percentage increase in new full-time undergraduates for 17 tuition 

reducing institutions with increases in this outcome from 2011 to 2015 compared to the 

private not-for-profit sector institutions with enrollment increases for the same 

timeframe. 
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Figure 14: Median percentage decrease in new full-time undergraduates for 17 tuition 

reducing institutions with decreases in this outcome from 2011 to 2015 compared to the 

private not-for-profit sector institutions with enrollment decreases for the same 

timeframe. 

Change in student retention. Three-fourths of institutions which reduced tuition 

from 2011 to 2015 had increases in freshmen to sophomore full-time first-time 

undergraduate retention from the year prior to the tuition reduction to the year of the 

tuition reduction.  This is better than the results for the private not-for profit sector for the 

same timeframe (Figure 15).    

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage of tuition reducing 

institutions which had retention increases with the private not-for profit sector from 2014 

to 2015.  The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =.3 (p = .04), with p being 

less than .05.  Therefore there does appear to be a statistical difference in the percentage 

of tuition reducing institutions which had increases in full-time first time undergraduate 

retention as compared to the sector. 
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Figure 15: Change in retention for 34 tuition reducing institutions from 2011 to 2015 

compared to the private not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe. 

 The median change in full-time first-time undergraduate retention for the 34 

tuition reducing institutions in the sample set was a 3.0% improvement, with a range of   

-16.0% to +100.0%.  The 25 institutions which increased retention had a median increase 

of 7.0% (Figure 16).  The 9 institutions with retention declines had a median decrease of 

3.0% (Figure 17).  The magnitude of improvement in retention was higher than the 

private not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe for those tuition reducers with 

improvements. The magnitude of decline in retention was consistent with the private not-

for-profit sector for the same timeframe for those tuition reducers with declines.  

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage change in full-time 

first time retention in ranges of +/- from 0% to 4%, from 5% to 10%, and greater than 

10% for tuition reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction with the private 
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statistical difference in the magnitude of the changes in full-time first-time retention of 

tuition reducing institutions as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 16: Median percentage increase in retention for 25 tuition reducing institutions 

with increases in this outcome from 2011 to 2015 compared to the private not-for-profit 

sector institutions with retention increases for the same timeframe. 

 

Figure 17: Median percentage decrease in retention for nine tuition reducing institutions 

with decreases in this outcome from 2011 to 2015 compared to the private not-for-profit 

sector institutions with retention decreases for the same timeframe. 
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Improving student affordability 

Change in net price. Three-fourths of institutions which reduced tuition from 

2011 to 2014 had decreases in the net price for full-time first-time undergraduates from 

the year prior to the tuition reduction to the year of the tuition reduction.  This is more 

prevalent than the private not-for profit sector for the same timeframe (Figure 18).    

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage of tuition reducing 

institutions which decreased the net price with the private not-for profit sector from 2013 

to 2014.  The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =.1 (p = .001), with p 

being less than .05.  Therefore, there does appear to be a statistical difference in the 

percentage of tuition reducing institutions which had decreases in net price as compared 

to the sector. 

 

Figure 18: Change in net price for full-time first-time undergraduates for 24 tuition 

reducing institutions from 2011 to 2014 compared to the private not-for-profit sector for 

the same timeframe. 
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 The median change in net price for the 24 tuition reducing institutions in the 

sample set was an 8.7% decrease, with a range of -82.6% to +15.5%.  The 6 institutions 

which increased net price had a median increase of 9.7% (Figure 19). The 18 institutions 

which decreased net price had a median decrease of 12.1% (Figure 20).  These 

percentage changes in net price were higher than the private not-for-profit sector for the 

same timeframe.  

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage change in net price 

in ranges of +/- from 0% to 4.9%, from 5% to 9.9%, and 10% or greater for tuition 

reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction with the private not-for profit 

sector from 2013 to 2014.  The chi square test result for this relationship was χ2 =.5       

(p <.001), with p being less than .05.  Therefore, there does appear to be a statistical 

difference in the magnitude of the changes in net price of tuition reducing institutions as 

compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 19: Median percentage increase in net price for full-time first-time undergraduates 

for six tuition reducing institutions with increases in this outcome from 2011 to 2014 
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compared to the private not-for-profit sector institutions with net price increases for the 

same timeframe. 

 

Figure 20: Median percentage decrease in net price for full-time first-time 

undergraduates for 18 tuition reducing institutions with increases in this outcome from 

2011 to 2014 compared to the private not-for-profit sector institutions with net price 

decreases for the same timeframe. 
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tuition from 2011 to 2014 had decreases in the average annual student loans taken out 

byfull-time first-time undergraduates from the year prior to the tuition reduction to the 

year of the tuition reduction.  This is more prevalent than the private not-for profit sector 
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percentage of institutions which have reduced annual student borrowings for full-time 
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χ2 =1.9 (p = .40), with p being greater than .05.  Therefore there does not appear to be a 

statistical difference in the percentage of tuition reducing institutions which had 

decreases in average annual student borrowings as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 21: Change in average annual student loans for 23 tuition reducing institutions 

from 2011 to 2014 compared to the private not-for-profit higher sector for the same 

timeframe. 

 The median change in student borrowings for the 23 tuition reducing institutions 

in the sample set was a 3.4% decrease, with a range of -47.0% to +74.0%.  The nine 

institutions which increased student borrowings had a median increase of 7.7% (Figure 

22). The 14 institutions which decreased student borrowings had a median decrease of 

8.7% (Figure 23).  These percentage changes in net price were relatively consistent with 

the private not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe.  

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage change in student 

borrowings in ranges of +/- from 0% to 4.9%, from 5% to 9.9%, and 10% or greater for 

tuition reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction with the private not-for 
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profit sector from 2013 to 2014.  The chi square test result for this relationship was        

χ2 =7.2 (p = .21), with p being greater than .05.  Therefore there does not appear to be a 

statistical difference in the magnitude of the changes in student borrowings of tuition 

reducing institutions as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 22: Median percentage increase in average annual student loans for nine tuition 

reducing institutions with increases in this outcome from 2011 to 2014 compared to the 

private not-for-profit sector institutions with student loan increases for the same 

timeframe. 
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Figure 23: Median percentage decrease in average annual student loans for 14 tuition 

reducing institutions with decreases in this outcome from 2011 to 2014 compared to the 

private not-for-profit sector institutions with student loan decreases for the same 

timeframe. 

Improving student access 

Change in level of undergraduates awarded Pell grants. Forty-four percent of 

institutions which reduced tuition from 2011 to 2014 had increased proportions of 

undergraduate students awarded Pell grants from the year prior to the tuition reduction to 

the year of the tuition reduction.  This is slightly lower than the private not-for profit 

sector for the same timeframe (Figure 24).   For purposes of measuring an improvement 

in student access to education, an increase in the level of undergraduate students awarded 

Pell grants is assessed as a positive result.  That being said, many institutions rely on a 

mix of students of varying financial ability to pay, in order for the net tuition revenue 

model to be financially sustainable. 
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Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage of tuition reducing 

institutions which had decreased levels of undergraduate students awarded Pell grants 

with the private not-for profit sector from 2013 to 2014.  The chi square test result for this 

relationship is χ2 =1.1 (p = .23), with p being greater than .05.  Therefore there does not 

appear to be a statistical difference in the percentage of tuition reducing institutions 

which had increases in the level of undergraduates awarded Pell grants as compared to 

the sector. 

 

Figure 24: Change in undergraduates awarded Pell grants for 25 tuition reducing 

institutions from 2011 to 2014 compared to the private not-for-profit sector for the same 

timeframe. 

 The median change in level of undergraduates awarded Pell grants for the 25 

tuition reducing institutions in the sample set was a 1.0% decrease, with a range of -

14.0% to +31.0%.  The 11 institutions which maintained or increased the level of Pell 

recipients had a median increase of 6.0% (Figure 25). The 14 institutions which 

decreased net price had a median decrease of 2.0% (Figure 26).  The magnitude of 
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increase for tuition reducers was higher than the private not-for-profit sector for the same 

timeframe for those tuition reducers with increased levels of Pell grant recipients. The 

magnitude of declines in levels of Pell grant recipients was consistent with the private 

not-for-profit sector for the same timeframe for those tuition reducers with declines.  

Statistical analysis was performed comparing the percentage change in the level 

of Pell grant recipients in ranges of +/- from 0% to 2.0%, from 3.0% to 4.0%, and 5.0% 

or greater for tuition reducing institutions in the year of the tuition reduction with the 

private not-for profit sector from 2013 to 2014.  The chi square test result for this 

relationship is χ2 =2.6 (p = .01), with p being less than .05.  Therefore there does appear 

to be a statistical difference in the magnitude of the changes in Pell grant recipients of 

tuition reducing institutions as compared to the sector. 

 

Figure 25: Median percentage increase in the percentage of undergraduates awarded Pell 

grants for 11 tuition reducing institutions with increases in this outcome from 2011 to 

2014 compared to the private not-for-profit sector institution with Pell increases for the 

same timeframe. 
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Figure 26: Median percentage decrease in the percentage of undergraduates awarded Pell 

grants for 14 tuition reducing institutions with decreases in this outcome from 2011 to 

2014 compared to the private not-for-profit sector institutions with Pell decreases for the 

same timeframe. 

Improving Institutional Financial Health 

Change in net tuition revenue.  The change in net tuition year from the year 

prior to versus the year of the tuition reduction was utilized to measure the change in 

short term operational financial health of the institutions who adopted a tuition reduction 

strategy.  

The change in net tuition revenue of 17 tuition reducing institutions between 2013 

and 2015 ranged from a low of -18.5% to a high of +43.8%.  The median of the group 

was a 2.1% increase in net tuition revenue. Approximately half, or 52.9%, of the 

institutions had increased net tuition revenue, with a median of 8.9%.  The remaining 

47.1% had decreasing net tuition revenue, with a median of 7.6% (Figure 28). 
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Figure 27: Change in net tuition revenue from the year prior to versus the year of a 

tuition reduction for 17 private not-for-profit institutions from 2013 to 2015. 

 In conclusion, tuition reducing institutions from 2013 to 2015 had a relatively 

even distribution of increases and decreased in net tuition revenue. 

Summary of Phase Three  

 The results of the analyses of operating outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction 

are summarized in Table 7. 

Table 7 

Operational Outcomes of Tuition Reducing Institutions Relative to the Sector. 
Success factor: Increasing or maintaining enrollment 
Change in new full-time undergraduates 
- 50% of tuition reducers had increases in new full-time 

undergraduates (full-time first time and transfers in) in the 
year of the tuition reduction.  Of those, the median 
increase was 19.4%. 

- 50% of tuition reducers had decreases in this outcome, 
with a median decrease of 16.0% 

- The median result of this outcome for tuition reducers was 
0.0%. 

These outcomes were 
statistically consistent 
with the sector. 

Change in student retention 
- 73.5% of tuition reducers had improved freshmen to 

sophomore full-time first-time retention in the year of the 

There is a statistical 
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outcome for tuition 
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tuition reduction.  Of those, the median increase was 
7.0%. 

- 26.5% of tuition reducers had declines in this outcome, 
with a median decrease of 3.0%. 

- The median result of this outcome for tuition reducers was 
3.0% improvement. 

reducers as compared 
to the sector. 

Success factor: Improving student affordability 
Change in net price 
- 75% of tuition reducers lowered the net price for full-time 

first-time undergraduates in the year of the tuition 
reduction.  Of those, the median decrease was 12.1%. 

- 25% of tuition reducers increased the net price, with a 
median increase of 9.7%. 

- The median result for tuition reducers was an 8.7% 
decrease in the net price. 

There is a statistical 
difference in this 
outcome for tuition 
reducers as compared 
to the sector. 

Change in average annual student loans awarded 
- 60.9% of tuition reducers lowered the average annual 

student loans awarded in the year of the tuition reduction.  
Of those, the median decrease was 8.7%. 

- 39.1% of tuition reducers increased the student borrowing 
levels, with a median increase of 7.7%. 

- The median result for tuition reducers was a 3.4% 
decrease in student borrowing levels. 

These outcomes were 
statistically consistent 
with the sector. 

Success factor: Improving student access 
Change in the percentage of undergraduates awarded Pell 
- 44% of tuition reducers increased the percentage of 

undergraduates awarded Pell grants in the year of the 
tuition reduction.  Of those, the median increase was 
6.0%. 

- 56% of tuition reducers decreased the percentage of 
undergraduates awarded Pell grants, with a median 
decrease of 2.0%. 

- The median result for tuition reducers was a 1.0% 
decrease in the percentage of undergraduates awarded Pell 
grants. 

The proportion of 
institutions was 
statistically consistent 
with the sector.   
 
There is a statistical 
difference in the 
distribution of changes 
in this outcome for 
tuition reducers as 
compared to the 
sector. 

Success factor: Institutional financial health 
Change in net tuition revenue 
- 52.9% of tuition reducers increased net tuition revenue in 

the year of the tuition reduction.  Of those, the median 
increase was 8.9%. 

- 47.1% of tuition reducers decreased net tuition revenue, 
with a median decrease of 7.6%. 

- The median result for tuition reducers was a 2.1% increase 
in net tuition revenue. 

Sector-wide data is not 
readily available for 
this outcome for 
comparison. 
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Results of Phase Four 

Analysis Approach 

 Phase two of this study analyzed institutional characteristics of tuition reducers.  

Phase three of this study analyzed potential outcomes of success of tuition reducing 

institutions in the year of the reduction.  In order to assess if there are any correlating 

relationship between the institutional characteristics and change in outcomes, statistical 

analysis via chi square calculation were performed for relationships between the seven 

institutional characteristics and six operational outcomes included in Figure 28.  The 

population utilized in phase four was the private not-for-profit institutions with validated 

tuition reductions identified in phase one of the study which reduced tuition from of 2011 

to 2015 with available IPEDS data.  The sample sizes for each combination of outcome 

and characteristic analyzed can be found in Appendix P.   

Findings 

I used a chi-square test to examine the relationship between institutional 

characteristics and changes in outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction (Figure 28).  

Only two relationships were significant: religious affiliations with full-time first-time 

retention (χ2 = ,  p < .05) and financial health with net tuition revenue (χ2 = ,  p < .05).   
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Figure 28: Summary of results of phase four assessing correlation in individual 

operational outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction as grouped by institutional 

characteristics. 
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X:   Based on a chi-square analysis there does not appear to be a statistical difference in this outcome in the year of the reduction, 
for tuition reducing institutions as grouped by these characteristics.

Y:   Based on a chi-square analysis there appears to be a statistical difference in this outcome in the year of the reduction, for 
tuition reducing institutions as grouped by these characteristics.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Chapter five summarizes the purpose, aim and proposed recommendations of the 

study, focused on tuition reductions in the private not-for-profit sector of the higher 

education industry.  This study contributes to the literature gap of understanding tuition 

reductions in the not-for-profit sector at a macro-level.  It provides institutional decision 

makers with context about tuition reductions which have occurred, as well as a 

framework for discerning if a tuition reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative descriptive and correlational study was to 

increase understanding of the prevalence, key characteristics and outcomes of private not-

for-profit 4-year universities which reduced tuition for full-time undergraduates between 

2007 and 2017. 

Aim of the Study 

The study aimed to provide higher education leaders and policy makers with a 

greater understanding of which institutions have reduced tuition in the private not-for-

profit sector, characteristics of these institutions, and key outcomes in the years following 

the change.   Furthermore, the study provides a decision framework for higher education 

leaders considering if a tuition reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution. 
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Summary and Significance of Findings 

Phase One 

Phase one this study resulted in a list of 45 private not-for-profit 4 year or above 

institutions enrolling full-time first-time undergraduates in the United States which have 

reduced in-state tuition for full-time first-time undergraduates by 5% or greater between 

2007 and 2017.  Nearly two-thirds of the tuition reductions occurred between 2014 and 

2017, with 2014 having the highest number of tuition reductions in the decade. The 

median tuition reduction was $4,300 or 23%.   

The study found that more private not-for profit institutions have reduced in-state 

tuition for full-time first-time undergraduates than previously reported.   At the time of 

this study, the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities (NAICU) 

published a listing of 32 tuition reductions or tuition resets from 2007 to 2017, as found 

in Appendix G.  Of these, 20 were also validated within phase one of this study, with the 

remaining 12 being outside of the scope of the study as the tuition reduction did not apply 

to the in-state tuition charged to all in-state full-time first-time undergraduate students.   

Thus, the study has validated 45 private not-for-profit institutions which reduced in-state 

tuition for all full-time first-time undergraduates from 2007 to 2017, more than doubling 

the list of 20 institutions as published by NAICU at the time of this study (Figure 29).   
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Figure 29: Number of U.S. private not-for-profit institutions which reduced in-state 

tuition for full-time first-time undergraduates from 2007 to 2017, previously published by 

NAICU (n.d) and added through this study.  

The significance of phase one of this study are that it a) established the population 

of institutions to be analyzed in phases two, three and four, b) resulted in the most 

comprehensive listing of its kind, doubling the number of validated tuition reductions for 

the private not-profit sector of the higher education industry, and c) demonstrated that the 

U.S. Department of Education’s database is a comprehensive data source for higher 

education related research, however the data is not always consistently or reliability 

reported, thus additional verification of data is recommended.  

Phase Two  

Private not-for profit institutions which reduced tuition between 2007 and 2017 

tended to be religiously affiliated, have small enrollments, small endowments, serve a 

high proportion of students with financial need, and moderate levels of transfer students.  

These institutions were geographically distributed consistent with the sector as a whole.  
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Their financial health ranged from weak to strong, with the most prevalent group aligning 

with the sector national median and recommended level of financial health.  Overall, 

tuition reducing institutions had distribution characteristics similar to the sector as a 

whole, with the exception of the following: a) tuition reducers serve a higher proportion 

of students with high financial need, b) tuition reducers have smaller endowments, and c) 

tuition reducers are more likely to be religiously affiliated (Table 8). 

Table 8  

Characteristics of Tuition Reducing Institutions Relative to the Sector. 

Characteristic Tuition reductions were most prevalent in 

Did the 
characteristics 

statistically differ 
from the sector? 

Enrollment size Institutions with under 1,000 students (53%) 
(Figure 5) 

No 
χ2 =4.5 (p = .13) 

Geographic 
region 

Institutions in the Southeast (29%) and Mid 
East (20%) (Figure 6) 

No 
χ2 =19.7 (p = .82) 

Proportion of 
transfer student 

Institutions with between 20% and 40% of 
their incoming full-time undergraduates being 
transfers (44%) (Figure 7) 

No 
χ2 =2.5 (p = .07) 

Proportion of 
students with 
high financial 
need 

Institutions with over 40% of their full-time 
undergraduates receiving Pell grants (60%) 
(Figure 8) 

Yes 
χ2 =1.8 (p = .03) 

Endowment size Institutions with endowments valued at less 
than $25 million (58%) (Figure 9) 

Yes 
χ2 =4.7 (p = .02) 

Religious 
affiliation 

Institutions which are religiously affiliated 
(80%) (Figure 10) 

Yes 
χ2 =.002 (p =0) 

Financial health Institutions with moderate levels of financial 
health (median CFI approximated national 
average) (Figure 11) 

No 
(Figure 11) 

 
 

Phase two provides higher education industry leaders with an understanding of 

selected characteristics of the private not-for-profit institutions which have reduced 

tuition in the last decade, within the context of the sector as a whole.  Critics have 

speculated that a tuition reduction strategy is a last ditch effort to save financially 
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struggling institutions.  While this may be the case for some, overall the financial health 

of institutions which have reduced tuition is consistent with the range and median of the 

sector as a whole.  Critics have also questioned the authenticity of the approach, 

speculating that tuition reductions are simply a marketing ploy.  Phase two of this study 

illustrates that tuition reducing institutions in the last decade tended to serve a high level 

of students with financial need, to have smaller endowments, and to be religiously 

affiliated.  These findings support the contention by many of these institutions that a 

tuition reduction strategy is an effort to increase access and affordability for students.  

Phase two also raises the question as to why institutions with large endowments have not 

reduced their tuition rates, when in theory their institutions are the most resourced to do 

so within the industry. 

Phase Three  

The majority of private not-for profit institutions which reduced tuition between 

2011 and 2014 had improved student retention, lower net price per student, and lower 

average student loans awarded in the year of the tuition reduction, as compared to the 

prior year.  Despite these increase in affordability, only 44.0% of these institutions served 

a greater percentage of students with high financial need (as indicated by Pell awards).  

Approximately half of tuition reducing institutions had increases in new student 

enrollment and improved net tuition revenue.  Thus overall tuition reductions correlated 

with positive student outcomes for the majority of institutions, while not necessarily 

resulting in increased levels of new students, students with high financial need, or net 

tuition revenue. Figure 30 summarizes of the results of phase three of this study.  
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*There is a statistical difference in this outcome for tuition reducers compared to the 
sector. 

Figure 30: Operational outcomes of tuition reducing institutions relative to the sector. 

Phase three provides higher education industry leaders with an understanding of 

the nature of certain outcomes of private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions in the 

last decade, within the context of the sector.  Critics have speculated that a tuition 

reduction strategy does not result in savings for students, as the financial aid is lowered at 

the same time as tuition is (Edvisors, n.d.).  While this may be the case for some, overall 

the majority of tuition reducers lowered the net price for students as well as the average 

student loans awarded.  It is unclear if these reductions in net price per student were 

intentional, or the unintended result of changes in the institutional aid policies not 

aligning proportionally with the tuition reductions.  Others speculate that a tuition 

reduction strategy will increase new student enrollment.  This study demonstrates that 

this is not a guaranteed outcome, as only half of tuition reducing institutions maintained 

or grew their incoming full-time undergraduate enrollment.  Likewise, some institutional 
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leaders think that a tuition reduction will help increase their financial strength through 

increased net tuition revenue, which may or may not be the case.  Phase three also 

demonstrates that incrementally larger portions of the private not-for-profit 4-year or 

above sector of higher education have made improvements in lowering the annual student 

loans awarded to full-time first-time students, and decreasing the net price per student 

from 2010 to 2014.  At this same time, the overwhelming majority of the sector continues 

to increase stated tuition rates each year.  While this is outside of the scope of this study, 

it does call to question if the sector’s current predominant approach of high tuition – high 

discount is sustainable. 

Phase Four 

Phase four found that the majority of outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction 

did not appear to have any statistical difference in distribution when grouped by 

institutional characteristics of the study.  The exceptions to this were the relationship 

between religious affiliation and changes in retention rates, and the relationship between 

institutional financial health prior to the tuition reduction and changes in net tuition 

revenue after the tuition reduction.  Religiously affiliated institutions had improved 

student retention at statistically higher levels than non-religiously affiliated institutions 

(Figure 31).  Financially stronger institutions (with composite financial indexes (CFIs) 

greater than or equal to 3.0) had improved net tuition revenue increases at statistically 

higher levels than financially weaker institutions (with CFIs less than 3.0) (Figure 31).  

The CFI range is from -4 to +10, with +3.0 considered the threshold for financial health 

by the index developers.   
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It is important to note that these are correlational relationships, rather than a 

causal relationships.  Additional research would be needed to gain greater understanding 

of why these factors correlate. 

 

Figure 31: Distribution of 34 private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions from 
2011 to 2015 by religious affiliation and change in full-time first-time retention in the 
year of the pricing change.  
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Figure 32: Distribution of 13 private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions from 

2011 to 2014 by financial health in the year prior to a tuition reduction (as indicated 

through the composite financial index) and change in net tuition revenue in the year of 

the pricing change. 

These findings are significant because they provide higher education private not-

for-profit sector decision makers with insights about the relationships between these 

potential outcomes based on institutional characteristics.  For example, an institution 

which is financially struggling and considering a tuition reduction strategy would benefit 

by knowing that for the six institutions analyzed with low CFIs in the year prior to the 

tuition reduction, only one had net tuition revenue improvement in the year of the tuition 

reduction.  While many factors contribute to net tuition revenue (including recruitment, 

retention, tuition rate, and discounting strategy), these results indicate that there is 

heightened financial risk of reduced net tuition revenue for financially weak institutions 

than for financially strong institutions.  Meanwhile, financially weak institutions had 
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resulting outcomes statistically consistent with financially strong institutions in the areas 

of change in enrollment, change in retention, change in net price, change in student 

borrowings, and change in proportion of students with high financial need. 

Recommendations  

Higher education leaders considering a tuition reduction strategy can look to 

current case study research and published literature for themes which have emerged as 

key factors in the successful implementation of a tuition reduction strategy. 

• Financial strength – Institutions who approach a tuition reduction from a position 

of financial strength appear to have greater success (Cassamento, 2016; Lawlor, 

2016; Supiano & DeFrancesco, 2015). 

• Market research – It is important to understand the price sensitivity of an 

institution’s prospective students when discerning if a tuition reduction will be an 

effective strategy (Cassamento, 2016; Supiano & DeFrancesco, 2015). 

• Business Model – A clear understanding of the current and planned business 

model, specificially the level of revenue diversification, is needed for institutional 

leaders to make an informed decision about changes to the pricing model.   

• Strategic Planning – Tuition reductions have a higher likelihood of success when 

they are part of a broader long-term strategic plan, which includes revenue 

diversification strategies (Cassamento, 2016; Supiano & DeFrancesco, 2015). 

• Marketing – Publicity garnered from the tuition reduction assists in increasing 

new student recruitment.  Institutions can maximize the impact in this area by 

increasing their investment in advertising and utilizing outside marketing 

consultants (Cassamento, 2016). 



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  96 

This study found that the two operating outcomes for tuition reducing institutions 

which were statistically stronger than the rest of the sector were changes in retention and 

the reduction of net price for full-time first-time students.  Other outcomes such as the 

change in new full-time undergraduates, average student loans, % of Pell undergraduates, 

and net tuition revenue aligned with the results of the sector.  Tuition reducing 

institutions had both positive and negative outcomes in these areas.  As such, these results 

alone do not provide decision makers with conclusive answers about if a tuition reduction 

strategy is appropriate for their institution.   

College and university leaders considering pricing strategies would benefit from a 

series of questions to answer while assessing if a tuition reduction strategy is appropriate 

for their institution and its particular circumstances. The  recommended decision 

framework included in Table 9 was developed based the themes in current literature and 

research on this subject, the findings of this study, and my experience in leading a tuition 

reduction strategy at College of Saint Mary located in Omaha, NE.  Leaders who utilize 

this framework will be well informed about their institution’s particular business model, 

competitive environment, recruitment and retention processes, risks and potential benefits 

of a tuition reduction strategy.  They will be able to assess if they have the resources 

(time, expertise, and funding) to improve the likelihood of a successful implementation. 

  



TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  97 

Table 9 

Decision Framework for Leaders Considering a Tuition Reduction 
Why is your institution considering a tuition reduction? 
 To grow enrollment 
 Because it is the right thing to do 
 To lower the financial burden for students 
 To differentiate your institution from your competitors 
 To align your pricing with competing public universities 
 To strengthen your institution’s financial health 
Do you understand your current business model? 
 Current pricing approach and philosophy 
 Historical enrollment trends by type of student (undergraduate vs graduate, by 

academic program, full-time first-time vs transfers in, athletes vs non-athletes, 
residential vs commuters, high financial need vs middle income vs full paying) 

 Programs with excess capacity or room to grow 
 Enrollment funnel trends and conversion rates 
 Gross tuition and fee revenue by academic program 
 Institutional financial aid policy  
 Undergraduate discount rate by type of student  
 Student retention benchmarked with comparable institutions 
 Funded vs unfunded institutional financial aid 
 Net programmatic contribution (tuition & fees, less institutional aid, less costs 

to run the program) for academic and co-curricular programs 
Who are you competing with to attract students and what is their pricing strategy? 
 Using a programmatic lens 
 Using a co-curricular lens 
 Using a geographic lens 
 Using a mission lens 
In addition to pricing strategy, have you considered other elements that could 
contribute to how much of the market you currently serve? 
 Academic programs that serve a specific niche 
 Quality academic programs that offer students a strong return-on-investment 
 Modality of programs (face-to-face, online, hybrid) 
 Effective marketing and promotion 
 Effective leaders in recruitment and retention  
 Systems that ensure maximization of recruitment and retention 
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Have you assessed and mitigated the potential risks of a tuition reduction? These 
could include: 
 Reputational risk 
  Does lower tuition mean lower quality? 
  Is this a marketing gimmick? 
  Is the institution financially desperate? 
 Strategy risk  
  Are you accurately predicting how your target market will react? 
  Will reductions in scholarship levels negatively impact new student 

recruitment?   
  Will continuing students benefit from the change?   
  How will faculty, staff, alumnae react to the change? 
  Can you learn from the successes and challenges of similarly situated 

institutions which have reduced tuition? 
 Financial risk  
  Do you have alternate revenue streams such as graduate programs?   
  Do you have donor support (through annual gifts or endowment) which 

will help lower the financial burden on students? 
  Do you have contingency reserves available in case operational results do 

not go as planned? 
Do you have the following resources in place to successfully plan and execute a 
tuition reduction?  
 Time for due diligence, planning, and implementing measures to mitigate risks 
 Decision makers who understand the business model, competition, risks, and 

potential rewards of a tuition reduction 
 An internal expert and champion to lead the effort 
 A focused and invested team to support the champion 
 An experienced marketing and communication team or partner 
 A multi-year strategic plan, which the tuition reduction is a part of 
 A multi-year financial plan informed and driven by the strategic plan 
 Revised financial aid policies to implement alongside of the tuition reduction 
 Short-term and long-term communication plans for key stakeholders 
 Recruitment leadership, staff, and systems which can successfully serve 

potential increases in student inquiries 
 The courage and wisdom to follow through or change course depending on 

what is best for the institution 
What measurements would indicate that the tuition reduction was a success? 
 Increasing or maintaining new student recruitment levels 
 Increasing or maintaining student retention 
 Decreasing the net price (tuition + fees – institutional aid) for students 
 Decreasing the average annual amount of loans borrowed by students 
 Increasing the proportion of undergraduate students awarded Pell grants 
 Increasing or maintaining the institution’s net tuition revenue by x% 
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The higher education industry has research reports which are updated annually 

and utilized for benchmarking and context by college and university leaders.  These 

include the CollegeBoard’s “Trends in College Pricing” report (2016a) and “Trends in 

Student Aid” report (2016b).  It is recommended that a similar longitudinal report on 

tuition reductions, updated annually, would increase understanding of the prevalence of 

this strategy as well as the long-term operating results of those who choose it.  The report 

could include a list of tuition reducing institutions from 2007 forward, the magnitude of 

the reductions, the characteristics of the institutions, and the outcomes following the 

reductions both in the initial year and in those that follow.   

The third and final recommendation is to develop an online tuition reduction 

resource center.  This would serve higher education leaders by consolidating the research 

and literature about tuition reductions in one place.  This center would include a link to 

this study, articles about tuition reductions, and the resources listed in Appendix H. 

Implementation of Recommendations 

The framework in Table 9 will be shared with private not-for-profit higher 

education leaders through a published article or series of articles, and through national 

conferences held by higher education organizations.  These organizations could include 

the CollegeBoard, the Council of Independent Colleges, the National Association of 

College and University Business Officers, the National Association of Independent 

Colleges and Universities, or the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and 

Colleges.  The proposed updated annual report will ideally be sponsored and published 

by a higher education organization.  Finally, the online tuition reduction resource center 

is planned to be established and maintained by the College of Saint Mary in Omaha, NE. 
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

 This study contributes to the greater good of both society and the private not-for-

profit higher education industry. The study contributes to the literature on tuition 

reductions in higher education, specifically filling the void of analyzing tuition reductions 

at a macro level for the last decade.  The results of this study provide leaders of private 

not-for-profit institutions with a decision framework for considering a tuition reduction 

strategy, analyses of other institutions who have undertaken this strategy, and an online 

tuition reduction resource center.  The intention is that these tools will support 

institutional leaders in making informed well planned decisions about if a tuition 

reduction strategy is appropriate for their institution.  This ultimately helps society by 

continuing the conversation about how the higher education industry can improve access 

to affordable higher education for all.  

Implications for Future Research 

 This study could be built upon and expanded by studying the following additional 

research questions. 

• Is there a correlational relationships between the level of investment an institution 

makes in advertising when reducing tuition and the level of success of the pricing 

change? 

• Are changes in the following operational outcomes statistically consistent or 

different for tuition reducing institutions compared with the not-for-profit sector? 

o The number of full-time undergraduates awarded Pell grants 

o The number of first-generation students enrolled 
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o The number of single parents enrolled 

o The number of ethnic/racial minorities enrolled 

o The number of transfer students enrolled 

o The number of full-time first-time students enrolled 

o The number of student inquiries 

o The number of student applications 

o The number of students accepted 

• Were the outcomes in the years following a tuition reduction statistically 

consistent or different than the outcomes in the year of the pricing change for 

private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions? 

• What tuition setting strategy was utilized by tuition reducing institutions in the 

years following a tuition reduction? 

• How prevalent are tuition reductions at private not-for-profit women’s institutions 

and historically black colleges and universities? 

• Why did religiously affiliated tuition reducing institutions analyzed in this study 

have improved student retention at statistically higher levels than non-religiously 

affiliated institutions?   

• Why did financially stronger tuition reducing institutions analyzed in this study 

have improved net tuition revenue increases at statistically higher levels than 

financially weaker institutions?  

• Are tuition reductions more or less prevalent in the public 4-year, public 2-year, 

or for-profit sectors, as compared to the private not-for profit sector? 
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• Are the institutional characteristics consistent or different for tuition reducers in 

the other sectors of the higher education industry? 

• Are the operational outcomes following a pricing change consistent or different 

for tuition reducers in the other sectors of the higher education industry? 

• How prevalent are tuition freezes in the private not-for-profit sector?  What were 

the characteristics and outcomes of institutions which froze tuition? 

• How prevalent are significant tuition increases in the private not-for-profit sector?  

What were the characteristics and outcomes of institutions which significantly 

increased tuition? 

• What are the trends for changes in fees in the private not-for-profit sector? 

• Are public institutions reducing the tuition rates for out-of-state students? 

• This study found that private not-for-profit tuition reducing institutions primarily 

had small endowments.  What measures are institutions with large endowments 

taking to address student access and affordability? 

• Is the prevalent high tuition / high discount model financially sustainable, 

considering that the private not-for-profit sector has made improvements in 

lowering the annual student loans awarded to full-time first-time students and 

decreased the average net price per student while continuing to inflate the stated 

tuition rates through incremental annual increases? 

Summary of the Study 

This quantitative descriptive and correlational study sought to increase 

understanding of the prevalence, key characteristics and outcomes of private not-for-
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profit 4-year universities which reduced tuition for full-time undergraduates between 

2007 and 2017.   

Phase one of the study identified and verified that tuition reductions occurred at 

45 private not-for-profit institutions between 2007 and 2017.  In addition to these, three 

more institutions have announced tuition reductions for the 2018/19 academic year.  The 

tuition reductions from 2007 to 2017 ranged from 6.7% to 53%, with a median 23% 

reduction in rate.  These findings are significant because they add 25 more tuition 

reducing institutions (over 5%, at private not-for-profit institutions, and applying to all 

full-time first-time undergraduates) to the list published by NAICU.  Each of the 45 

tuition reductions were verified with a secondary source.  This important because it was 

found that a larger number of institutions appeared to have decreased tuition when 

comparing data in the U.S. Department of Education IPEDS database, but had not 

reduced the actual rate.  The reported decreases were oftentimes the result of changes in 

reporting.  

Phase two analyzed the characteristics of the tuition reducing institutions 

identified in phase one, comparing them to the private not-for-profit sector as a whole.  It 

found that tuition reducing institutions tended to be religiously affiliated, have small 

enrollments, small endowments, serve a high proportion of students with financial need, 

and moderate levels of transfer students.  These institutions were geographically 

distributed consistent with the sector as a whole.  Their financial health ranged from 

weak to strong, with the most prevalent group aligning with the sector national median 

and recommended level of financial health.  Overall, tuition reducing institutions had 

distribution characteristics similar to the sector as a whole, with the exception of the 
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following: a) tuition reducers serve a higher proportion of students with high financial 

need, b) tuition reducers have smaller endowments, and c) tuition reducers are more 

likely to be religiously affiliated. 

Phase three analyzed the operational outcomes of tuition reducing institutions 

from 2011 to 2014.  It found that in the year of the tuition reduction, the majority had 

improved student retention, lower net price per student, and lower average student loans 

awarded in the year of the tuition reduction, as compared to the prior year.  Despite these 

increase in affordability, only 44.0% of these institutions served a greater percentage of 

students with high financial need (as indicated by Pell awards).  Approximately half of 

tuition reducing institutions had increases in new student enrollment and improved net 

tuition revenue.  Thus overall tuition reductions correlated with positive student outcomes 

for the majority of institutions, while not necessarily resulting in increased levels of new 

students, students with high financial need, or net tuition revenue. 

Phase four found that the majority of outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction 

analyzed in phase three did not appear to have any statistical difference in distribution 

when grouped by institutional characteristics included in phase two of the study.  The 

exceptions to this were the relationship between religious affiliation and changes in 

retention rates, and the relationship between institutional financial health prior to the 

tuition reduction and changes in net tuition revenue after the tuition reduction.  

Religiously affiliated institutions had improved student retention at statistically higher 

levels than non-religiously affiliated institutions.  Financially stronger institutions had 

improved net tuition revenue increases at statistically higher levels than financially 
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weaker institutions.  It is important to note that these are correlational relationships, 

rather than a causal relationships.   

This study is significant because it provides private not-for-profit higher 

education leaders with a greater understanding of the magnitude and occurrence of tuition 

reductions at 45 institutions from 2007 to 2017, characteristics of these institutions, and 

key outcomes in the year following the change.   Furthermore, the study provides a 

decision framework for decision makers considering if a tuition reduction strategy is 

appropriate for their institution.  The study recommends that these analyses be updated 

and published annually, and that an online tuition reduction resource center be developed. 
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Appendix A 

Number and Percentage of Students at Degree-Granting Postsecondary Institutions 

 

Figure A1. Number of degree-granting postsecondary institutions by sector, fall 2014 

(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2016a). 

 

Figure A2. Number of students at degree-granting postsecondary institutions by sector, 

fall 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2016b).  
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Figure A3. Number of students at degree-granting postsecondary institutions by sector, 

fall 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2016b). 

 

Figure A4. Percentage of students at degree-granting postsecondary institutions by sector, 

Fall 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2016b). 
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Appendix B 

Historical Pricing Trends from 1996 to 2016 by Sector 

 

Figure B1. Average published and net prices net tuition and fees after grants and tax 

benefits at public 2-year institutions in 1996, 2001, 2006, 2010 and 2016 (CollegeBoard, 

2016a).

 

Figure B2. Average published and net prices net tuition and fees after grants and tax 

benefits at public 4-year institutions in 1996, 2001, 2006, 2010 and 2016 (CollegeBoard, 

2016a). 
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Figure B3. Average published and net prices net tuition and fees after grants and tax 

benefits at private not-for-profit institutions in 1996, 2001, 2006, 2010 and 2016 

(CollegeBoard, 2016a). 
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Appendix C 

Earning Differential between High School Graduates and those with a Bachelor’s Degree 

or Higher 

 

Median weekly earnings in 2014 dollars of both sexes ages 25 and older, by educational 

attainment (high school graduates and bachelor’s degree or higher), every five years from 

1979 to 2014 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). 
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Appendix D 

Student Completion Rates by Sector for 2010 

 

Six year outcomes of students beginning enrollment in 2010 by starting institution type 

(Shapiro, Dundar, Wakhungu, Yuan, Nathan, & Hwang, 2016). 
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Appendix E 

Listing of 39 Colleges which have Reduced Tuition (Lapovsky, 2016b & Edvisors, n.d.) 

(14 of which are included within the scope of this study as noted) 

College Reduction Year 
Notes in relation to this 

study 

Abilene Christian University (TX) 50% 2003-2004 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Alaska Pacific University 34% 2014-2015 Included  

Albertson College (ID) 30% 2003-2004 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Ancilla 4% 2013-14 Excluded -reduction less 
than 5% 

Ashland University (OH) 37% 2014-2015 Included 
Belmont Abbey College 33% 2013-2014 Included 

Bethany College (WV) 42% 2002-2003 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Blackburn College 15% 2008-2009 Included 

Bluefield College (VA) 24% 1998-1999 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Burlington College (VT) 25% Summer 2012 Excluded – reduction not 
for all FTU 

Cabrini College (PA) 12.50% 2012-2013 Included 

College of William & Mary (VA) 20% 1999-2000 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Concordia University (MN) 33.70% 2013-2014 Included 
Converse College (SC) 43% 2014-2015 Included 

Eureka College (IL) 30% 2004-2005 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Harrison College (IN, OH, NC, online) 
9 programs) 10% Winter 2013 Excluded – reduction not 

for all FTU 

Heidelberg College (OH) 28% 2002-2003 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Lincoln College (IL) 24% 2012-2013 Included 

Marlboro College (VT) 8% 1999-2000 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Muskingum College (OH) 29% 1996-1997 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

North Carolina Wesleyan College (NC) 23% 1996-1997 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

http://www.forbes.com/colleges/abilene-christian-university/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/pacific-university/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/ashland-university/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/bethany-college/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/college-of-william-and-mary/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/converse-college/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/marlboro-college/
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North Park University (IL) 30% 2005-2006 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Ohio Northern University 20% 2014-2015 Included 

Penn Foster College 28% 2009-2010 Excluded –for-profit 
sector 

Pine Manor College (MA) 34% 1998-1999 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Rosemont 43% 2016-17 Included 

Seton Hall University (NJ) 61% 2012-2013 Excluded – reduction not 
for all FTU 

Sheldon Jackson College (AK) 42% 1998-1999 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

South Dakota Colleges 50% 2006-2007 Excluded – public sector 

Thiel College (PA) 27% 1998-1999 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

University of Charleston 22% 2012-2013 Included 
University of North Texas (Oklahoma 
esidents only) 45.50% 2015-2016 Excluded – public sector 

University of the South (Sewanee) 10% 2011-2012 Included 

University of Virginia (VA) 20% 1999-2000 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Utica College 42% 2016-17 Included 

Waldorf College (IA) 30% 1987-1988 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Wells College (NY) 30% 1999-2000 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

Westminster College (MO) 20% 2003-2004 Excluded -reduction prior 
to 2007 

William Peace University (NC) 7.70% 2012-2013 Included 
 

  

http://www.forbes.com/colleges/ohio-northern-university/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/seton-hall-university/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/university-of-north-texas/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/university-of-virginia-main-campus/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/wells-college/
http://www.forbes.com/colleges/westminster-college-mo/
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Appendix F 

Kiplinger Listing of 10 Colleges Lowering Tuition (Pitsker, 2015) 

(4 of which are included within the scope of this study as noted) 

Institution Notes in relation to this study 
Utica College Included 
Rosemont College Included 
Stillman College Included 
Central Washington University Excluded – public sector 
Evergreen State College  Excluded – public sector 
Eastern Washington University Excluded – public sector 
Western Washington University Excluded – public sector 
Wilmington College Included 
University of Washington Excluded – public sector 
Washington State University Excluded – public sector 
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Appendix G 

National Association of Independent College and Universities Listing of Universities 

which have Cut Tuition: 32 institutions from 2009 through 2017 (n.d.) 

(20 of which are included within the scope of this study as noted) 

2017-18  
College of St. Mary (Omaha, NE):  33 percent reduction Included 
LaSalle University (Philadelphia, PA): 29 percent reduction Included 
Marian University (Fond du Lac, WI):  $910 reduction in annual 
tuition rate  

* 

2016/17  
Burlington College (Burlington, VT): 9 percent reduction  [Closed 
May 2016] 

Included 

Rosemont College (Bryn Mawr, PA): 43 percent for freshmen Included 
University of Bridgeport (Bridgeport, CT): reduced tuition for in-state 
students to $18,500 

*** 

University of St. Joseph (West Hartford, CT):  29 percent reduction in 
room and board 

** 

Utica College (Utica, NY): 42 percent for freshmen Included 
2014/15  
Ashland University (Ashland, OH):  $10,000 or 37 percent Included 
Ohio Northern University (Ada, OH): 20-25 percent depending on 
major 

Included 

Seton Hall University (South Orange, NJ): reduced tuition to $22,500 
for freshmen. 

**** 

Southern Virginia University (Buena Vista, VA): reduced tuition by 23 
percent 

Included 

2013/14  
Alaska Pacific University (Anchorage, AK): 32.6 percent Included 
Converse College (Spartanburg, SC): 43 percent Included 
Belmont Abbey College (Belmont, NC): 33 percent Included 
Concordia University (St. Paul, MN): 33 percent   Included 
2012/13  
Burlington College (Burlington, VT):  25 percent discount for summer 
semester 

** 

Cabrini College (Radnor, PA):  12.5 percent Included 
Duquesne University (Pittsburgh, PA):  50-percent discount on tuition 
and fees 

** 

Lincoln College (Lincoln/Normal, IL):  24/28 percent at Lincoln and 
Normal campuses 

Included 

Regent University (Virginia Beach, VA):  20 percent for online 
undergraduate 

** 
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Seton Hall University (South Orange, NJ): $21,000 for high achieving 
students 

** 

University of Charleston (Charleston, WV):  22 percent for freshmen 
and transfer students. 

Included 

William Peace University (Raleigh, NC):  7.7 percent. Included 
2011/12  
Beis Medrash Heichal Dovid (Far Rockaway, NY): 20 percent Included 
Bluefield College (Bluefield, VA): 25 percent for working adults ** 
Brewton-Parker College (Ailey, GA): 22 percent Included 
Davis College (Johnson City, NY): 22 percent Included 
Sewanee: The University of the South (Sewanee, TN): 10 percent Included 
Urbana University (Urbana, OH): 50 percent for online intersession 
courses 

** 

2010/11 – None  
2009/10  
Davis & Elkins College (Elkins, WV): 1 percent * 
William Jessup University (Rocklin, CA): 2.5 percent * 

 
* Outside of the scope of this study as the reduction was less than 5%. 
** Outside of the scope of this study because the reduction did not apply to in-state full-
time first-time undergraduate tuition rates for the fall/spring semesters. 
*** University of Bridgeport guaranteed in 2016 that full-time first-time freshmen within 
the state would not pay more than $18,500 for net tuition, fees, room and board after 
institutional aid (Geary, 2016).  This is a reduction in net out-of-pocket costs, rather than 
in the actual in-state tuition rate, and thus is outside of the scope of this study. 
**** Seton Hall offers a $22,500 tuition reduction to incoming students meeting certain 
academic requirements (Seton Hall University, n.d.).  This tuition reduction is not 
available to all in-state full-time first-time undergraduates, and thus is outside of the 
scope of this study. 
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Appendix H 

Resources for University Leaders Considering a Tuition Reduction 

This study was aimed to serve as a tool for university leaders considering a tuition 

reduction.  As such, the following list of resources utilized during this study and when I 

was planning for College of Saint Mary’s tuition reduction, have been included for this 

audience. 

• Appendix I - Advice for Avoiding the Pricing Mistakes made by JC Penney 

(Connor 2013, Tuttle, 2013)  

• Appendix J - Interactive Game: You’re the President – Would You Suggest a 

Price Cut? (Supiano & DeFrancesco, 2015) 

• Appendix K - Questions Universities Leaders Should Ask Before Reducing 

Tuition (Lapovsky, 2016a) 

• Appendix L - Tuition Reset Lessons Learned (Lawlor, 2016) 

• Appendix M - Alternate Strategies to Increase Net Tuition Revenue (Dysart, 

2014) 

• A multiple case study analysis exploring how less selective, tuition-dependent 

colleges and universities approached an undergraduate tuition price reset strategy 

(Casamento, 2016) 

• Successful tuition resets: Bold, relevant solutions in a disruptive marketplace, 

(Arwidson, Lawlor, LaMott, Gates & Casamento, 2017). 

• Going against the grain: Tuition reset, (Kottich, Stevens, & Fritz, 2017). 

• Twenty Indicators of Institutional Vulnerability (Martins, Samels, & Associates, 

2009, p.9-20) 
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• Ten Factors that Influence Financial Health of Private Universities (Townsley, 

2009, p.33) 

• Crisis in Higher Education: A Plan to Save Small Liberal Arts Colleges in 

America (Docking & Curton, 2015) 

• Reengineering the University: How to be Mission Centered, Market Smart, and 

Margin Conscious (Massy, 2016) 

• Why does College Cost so Much? (Archibald & Feldman, 2011)  
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Appendix I 

Advice for Avoiding the Pricing Mistakes made by JC Penney  

In 2011, Ron Johnson attempted to reinvent the JC Penney brand by doing away with a 

high retail / high discount model and replacing it with an “everyday low prices model”.  

The change resulted in a 26% in sales producing an annual loss for the company of $1 

billion (Connor, 2013).  The following were the primary pitfalls Johnson made, according 

to an article titled “The 5 Big Mistakes that Led to Ron Johnson’s Ouster at JC Penney” 

(Tuttle, 2013).  

1. He misinterpreted what his customers wanted. 
2. He failed to test his ideas in advance. 
3. His core customers were alienated. 
4. He did not understand the JC Penney brand. 
5. It was perceived that he did not respect or like his company.  

 

The following advice to avoid the same results as Johnson, was shared in an 

article titled “Executives Beware: Are you the next Ron Johnson of JC Penney?  Is your 

company’s low pricing IQ putting your survivability at risk?” (Connor, 2013).   

1. Begin your pricing conversation today, not while you are in crisis. 
2. Identify a high level internal champion who understands the business model. 
3. Make the pricing initiative an institution-wide initiative. 
4. Begin the initiative now. 
5. Develop and follow a well thought out plan. 
6. Communicate with your constituents using language that meets their level of 

pricing understanding. 
7. Have patience. 
8. Make the pricing initiative a highly visible function.  
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Appendix J 

“Interactive Game: You’re the President – Would You Suggest a Price Cut?” (Supiano & 

DeFrancesco, 2015) 

“Do people think your institution is expensive? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: Why Fix What Isn’t Broken? 
The point of cutting tuition is to bring the college’s topline price down to a level families 
are more comfortable with. If families don’t think your price is too high now, then there’s 

really no reason to lower it. 
↓ 

Is your pricing model high tuition, high aid (in other words, you have a high sticker price 
and discount a lot)? 

Yes 
No - Game Over: Your Sticker and Net Prices Are Close 

A tuition cut is intended to bring the sticker price closer to the average price student pay 
after institutional grants and scholarships. If those numbers are already close together, a 

cut doesn’t really make sense. 
↓ 

Are you elite and selective? 
Yes - Game Over: Why Fix What Isn’t Broken? 

Even with a high sticker price, your college is turning away lots of would-be students. 
That’s exactly the position most other colleges are trying to reach. Why fix what isn’t 

broken? 
No 
↓ 

Are you desperate or about to close? 
Yes - Game Over: No Silver Bullet 

There’s no reason to think that cutting tuition works as a Hail Mary pass. Colleges that 
have made the move strategically have made a case that they are not desperate. If you 

can’t do that, selling this move to students is going to be tough. Besides, it’ll cost money 
you might not have. 

No 
↓ 

Do you get most of your money from what students pay in tuition? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: You Have a Cushion 
If the revenue you get from tuition isn’t what’s keeping the lights on, you have a nice 

buffer, and are less likely to need to make a drastic pricing change 
↓ 

Does your college have attractive features you could do a better job of marketing? 
Yes - Game Over: Market Something Else 

If you think you can draw more students in by highlighting something other than a price 
cut, you probably want to try that first. It’s hard to get sustained public attention from 

http://chronicle.com/article/Sticking-With-a-High-Tuition/145875/
http://www.universitybusiness.com/article/cutting-price-factors-consider
http://chronicle.com/article/Get-Your-College-Education/141943/
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dropping your price for one particular year. Other aspects of the college you might 
highlight likely have more staying power. 

No 
↓ 

Do you have evidence your high sticker price keeps people from applying? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: Do More Homework 
Your issue might be financial aid, not sticker price. 

↓ 
Are nearly all of your students already paying an amount (after institutional grants and 

scholarships) that’s below or equal to what your new sticker price would be? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: Your Current Model Works Better 
If you’re getting more money from most students right now than you could with a lower 

price, cutting tuition doesn’t make much sense. 
↓ 

Do you have the capacity — in terms of faculty, classroom space, and housing — to 
enroll more students than you have right now? 

Yes 
No - Could you add capacity at a low enough cost that having more students would still 

financially benefit the college? No - Game Over: Your Current Model Works Better 
If you bring in less money per student and can’t make it up in volume, a price cut means 

losing money. 
↓ 

Even so, you shouldn’t bet on an enrollment surge. Do you have a revenue source besides 
undergraduate tuition? 

Yes 
No - Game Over: Too Much Risk 

Changing your pricing strategy is pretty risky if the college is getting all of its money 
from undergraduate tuition 

↓ 
That helps. Do you know how many students you’d need to enroll, and how much tuition 

money you’d need from them, in order to at least break even after a tuition cut? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: Do More Homework 
You’ll have to do some research to determine what those numbers are before you can 

evaluate whether or not a cut might make sense. 
↓ 

Can you realistically hit those enrollment and tuition-revenue targets? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: Too Much Risk 
If your research suggests that you can’t bring in the class you would need to make a new 

pricing model work, then implementing one is awfully risky. 
↓ 

Can you structure your price cut so that returning students pay no more than they 
otherwise would have (and ideally a little bit less)? 

http://chronicle.com/article/Concordia-U-Saint-Paul-Will/134314/
https://www.edvisors.com/plan-for-college/money-saving-tips/tuition-cuts/
http://www.artsci.com/news/item/index.aspx?pageaction=ViewSinglePublic&LinkID=166&ModuleID=174
http://www.universitybusiness.com/article/cutting-price-factors-consider
http://chronicle.com/article/Concordia-U-Saint-Paul-Will/134314/
https://www.edvisors.com/plan-for-college/money-saving-tips/tuition-cuts/
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Yes 
No - Game Over: Disgruntled Students 

Students don’t like it when their college introduces improvements that don’t benefit 
them. Do you really want to proceed with a decision that will anger three of the four 

student cohorts on campus? 
↓ 

Now you’ll need to figure out a way to explain to current students what you’re doing and 
how it affects them. Also, can you use the tuition cut to draw attention to something else 

cool about your college? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: A Short Term Fix, at Best 
That’s too bad. A price cut can attract public attention for a little while, but ideally, you 

would direct that attention to something more lasting about your college. 
↓ 

Can you cut your sticker price by a percentage that sounds impressive? 
Yes 

No - Game Over: It’s a Tough Sell 
People may like sales, but it’s harder to argue you’re making a big difference if you’re 

not cutting price by a double-digit percentage. 
↓ 

Do you have evidence that students in your own market will respond positively to a price 
cut? 
Yes 

No- Game Over: Do More Homework 
Not all prospective students are the same. If yours aren’t excited by a price reduction, 

then there’s no reason to do one. 
↓ 

A cut might work! 
You sound like the kind of college that might want to consider a tuition cut. But your 

work here is hardly done. You’re going to want to do lots of research on your financial 
model and student market, and project how various cuts—and other things you might do 

instead—would play out before arriving at a decision. 
   

  

http://chronicle.com/blogs/headcount/how-a-university-told-students-about-its-tuition-cut/31720
http://www.artsci.com/news/item/index.aspx?pageaction=ViewSinglePublic&LinkID=166&ModuleID=174


TUITION REDUCTIONS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS  145 

Appendix K 

Questions Universities Leaders Should Ask Before Reducing Tuition (Lapovsky, 2016a) 

• “How would you change your admissions and financial aid strategies? 
• What would you do about the tuition price and financial aid for continuing 

students? 
• What would success look like?  What outcomes do you want? 
• How would a price reset/reduction be perceived? 
• How would you market and message it to new students, continuing students and 

parents, alums and the public? 
• Who should be involved in the conversations? 
• When should the board become involved? 
• How confidential should the conversations be? 
• What % of your students are receiving financial aid? 
• How much are your students paying by ability and need? 
• What is the distribution of institutional aid? 
• What are your overlap schools and where do you win or lose? 
• How do you aid similar students compared to overlap schools – mystery shop/net 

price calculator? 
• When will you announce the new price? 
• Why are you lowering your tuition? What are you expecting to accomplish from 

this change? 
• How much money will you lose from lowering tuition?  How will you have the 

resources that you need to operate with the lower tuition? 
• How do you respond to those who say that this must be an act of desperation? 
• How will you be perceived in the market place?  Isn’t price related to quality? 
• How will your peer group change? 
• Will you be a different school from the one that your alums graduate from; will 

they still be proud of their alma mater? 
• How will you explain to current students that tuition has been reduced?  How will 

you position what they will now pay with the lower tuition? 
• What will you call the tuition reduction? 
• How do you revise your tuition discounting strategy without historic data? 
• Do you start increasing tuition again?” 
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Appendix L 

“Tuition Reset Lessons Learned” (Lawlor, 2016) 

“A tuition reset that is implemented as a comprehensive strategic initiative can help solve 
several issues.  It can correct the pricing perception problem (in the eyes of prospective 
students and families) that occurs when an institution’s published cost is out of alignment 
with its market position. It can improve access for students who are put off by a high 
sticker price. It can improve affordability, such as among middleclass students who are 
taking on high debt. And it can replace the high-price/high-discount model with 
something more sustainable. 
 

Yet even with strategic implementation, only a select few institutions are primed 
for genuine success via a tuition reset. Those that are tend to have several things in 
common: 
 

• First, an institution must be operating from a position of institutional strength in 
terms of enrollment numbers, financial stability, and revenue streams. This is 
especially true because a tuition reset involves significant up-front expenses. An 
institution must be willing to absorb any potential losses during the first year of a 
tuition reset as the financial aid award model takes effect. And it also takes the 
proper investment of marketing dollars to generate awareness of—and sustain the 
momentum of—a tuition reset. 

 
• Institutions also are in a better position to succeed with a tuition reset if they have 

an innovative campus culture and leaders who are responsive to the realities of 
the higher education marketplace, as well as to the needs of the students they 
serve. The board and administration will need to engage in data-based decision 
making, which requires ample time to plan, process, discern, and decide. But then 
to manage the actual change requires nimbleness and rapid response. 

 
• And perhaps most importantly, the institution must be delivering an educational 

experience of real value. No matter what the published price or net price is, 
families will always expect a good return on their investment. A tuition reset can 
increase interest and consideration, but an institution still must offer an 
educational experience that results in student satisfaction and successful post-
graduate outcomes. The core message of improved value from good quality at a 
lower price must be authentic. 

 
When considering whether to do a tuition reset, “no” is probably the viable conclusion 
for most institutions.  But for small tuition-driven private colleges with fiscal stamina that 
are able to embrace change and offer true value, a tuition reset can go a long way in 
boosting their brand equity in the marketplace.” 
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Appendix M 

Alternate Strategies to Increase Net Tuition Revenue (Dysart, 2014) 

“There are a number of other options available for colleges and universities to increase 

net revenue, compete in the marketplace and address the escalating cost of higher 

education. 

• For institutions with excess capacity, there are likely opportunities for 
enrollment growth. 

• Incorporating on-line opportunities for students enrolled in traditional 
programs can create economies of scale and reduce costs. 

• Consider making changes in academic programs to better focus institutional 
educational efforts. Offering under-enrolled majors is expensive. 

• While it is critically important to maintain the physical plant, it is not 
necessary to engage in facility arms races. 

• Making progress in decreasing attrition rates will likely result in reduced 
institutional expenditures. 

• Consider creating opportunities for students to graduate in less than four years 
or create programs where students can earn baccalaureate and master’s 
degrees in five years. 

• Invest in placement initiatives to improve employment opportunities for 
students. 

• Eliminate viewbooks, brochures and catalogues to reduce costs. Take the 
plunge and move to paperless admission, registrar and financial aid offices. 

• Evaluate your current financial aid practices to ensure that you are spending 
institutional financial aid funds wisely. 

• Review parameters of endowed scholarship funds to ensure that the award 
rules support general goals with regard to academic quality and access. Many 
institutions have been able to work with donors to update the parameters 
based on new market realities. 

• Look to increase the size of classes where possible. 
• Create partnerships with other colleges and universities. 
• Review current academic employment practices, including tenure. 
• Carefully consider your cost for college athletics. It may make more sense to 

participate in NCAA Division III rather than Division II or NAIA. 
• Increase teaching loads. 
• Conduct a review to examine the opportunities to better utilize technology to 

reduce costs. 
• Formerly review your textbook policies with an eye toward encouraging 

faculty to utilize electronic versions or less expensive textbooks. 
• Make better use of facilities by examining course scheduling. Class can be 

scheduled in the afternoon and all day, even on Friday. 
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• Ensure that your library is maximizing use of digital delivery to reduce the 
cost of storing tens of thousands of books. 

• Increase fund-raising efforts to provide more financial aid to students. 
Targeting successful graduates who personally benefitted from institutionally 
funded scholarships and grants during their enrollment periods would be a 
good place to start. 

• Consider making greater use of adjunct faculty. 
• Consolidate or eliminate offices with outdated or duplicate functions. For 

example, there is no need for separate Financial Aid and Scholarship offices. 
• Research opportunities to outsource services. 
• Examine travel by admission officers to reduce costs. 

There is certainly nothing inherently wrong with the strategy of reducing tuition. I just do 

not believe that it serves a useful purpose and it is not really addressing concerns 

regarding net college costs” (Dysart, 2014).  
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Appendix N 

Detailed Listing of Tuition Reducing Institutions Validated in Phase One of this Study by 

Year 

There were 46 validated tuition reductions at 45 private not-for-profit 4-year or above 

U.S. institutions which enrolled full-time first-time undergraduates identified in phase 

one of this study as of August 31, 2017. 

 

Published 
In-State 
Tuition 

Year prior

Published 
In-State 
Tuition 
Year of 

Reduction

$ Change of 
In-State 
Tuition 

% Change 
of In-State 

Tuition 
Reference of Secondary 

Validation

College of Saint Mary (Omaha, NE) $29,954 $19,950 -$10,004 -33.4% (College of Saint Mary, 2016)

Columbia College (Columbia, SC) $28,900 $19,500 -$9,400 -32.5% (Columbia College, n.d.)

LaSalle University (Philadelphia, PA) $40,400 $28,800 -$11,600 -28.7% (La Salle University, 2016)

Immaculata University (Immaculata, PA) $34,410 $26,500 -$7,910 -23.0% (Associated Press, 2017)

Utica College (Utica, NY) $33,946 $19,446 -$14,500 -42.7% (Utica College, n.d.)

Rosemont College (Byrn Mawr, PA) $31,520 $18,500 -$13,020 -41.3% (Rosemont College, 2016)

Iowa Wesleyan University (Mount Pleasant, 
IA) $26,806 $22,516 -$4,290 -16.0% (Personal communication 

with C. Plunkett, August 28, 

Burlington College (Burlington, VT)* $23,546 $21,500 -$2,046 -8.7% (Vermont Business 
Magazine, 2015, November 

Paul Quinn College   (Dallas, TX) $9,300 $5,775 -$3,525 -37.9% (Light, N., 2017)

Stillman College   (Tuscaloosa, AL) $13,548 $9,548 -$4,000 -29.5% (Enoch, E., 2015)

Holy Apostles College and Seminary   
(Cromwell, CT) $10,800 $7,680 -$3,120 -28.9% (Holy Apostles College & 

Seminary, 2015)

College of Mount Saint Vincent   (Bronx, NY) $29,980 $21,640 -$8,340 -27.8% (Marketwired, 2014)

Lincoln Christian University   (Lincoln, IL) $15,810 $12,900 -$2,910 -18.4% (Lincoln Christian 
University, 2015).

Wilmington College   (Wilmington, OH) $28,420 $23,800 -$4,620 -16.3% (Reynolds, 2014)

Boston Baptist College   (Boston, MA) $13,500 $11,400 -$2,100 -15.6% (Personal communication 
with R. Butler, August 30, 

St. Vincent's College   (Bridgeport, CT) ** $16,680 $14,280 -$2,400 -14.4% (St. Vincent's College, 2015 
& 2014)

Grace College and Theological Seminary   
(Winona Lake, IN) $24,670 $22,450 -$2,220 -9.0% (Grace College and 

Seminary, n.d.)

Fall 2017 Tuition Reductions (4 universities)
Note: This is based on an internet search, as IPEDS data is not yet available.

Fall 2016 Tuition Reductions (4 universities)
Note: This is based on preliminary IPEDS data as of 8/22/17.

Fall 2015 Tuition Reductions (9 universities)
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Published In-
State Tuition 

Year prior

Published In-
State Tuition 

Year of 
Reduction

$ Change of 
In-State 
Tuition 

% Change of 
In-State 
Tuition 

Reference of Secondary 
Validation

Converse College   (Spartanburg, SC) $28,124 $15,500 -$12,624 -44.9% (Lewin, T., 2013)

Ashland University   (Ashland, OH) $28,908 $18,908 -$10,000 -34.6% (Ashland University, n.d.)

Alaska Pacific University   (Anchorage, AK) $29,700 $19,500 -$10,200 -34.3% (Alaska Pacific University, 
2013)

Piedmont International University   (Winston-
Salem, NC) $11,900 $8,850 -$3,050 -25.6% (personal communication 

with Chris Ronk, 8/23/17)

Lesley University   (Cambridge, MA) $32,000 $24,000 -$8,000 -25.0% (Moore, 2013)

Ohio Northern University   (Ada, OH) $36,470 $27,500 -$8,970 -24.6% (Ohio Northern University 
Pettit College of Law, 2014)

Southern Virginia University   (Buena Vista, 
VA) $18,900 $14,600 -$4,300 -22.8% (Southern Virginia 

University, 2013)

Ave Maria University   (Ave Maria, FL) $22,256 $17,196 -$5,060 -22.7% (Lewin, T., 2013)

Wilson College   (Chambersburg, PA) $28,745 $23,745 -$5,000 -17.4% (Wilson College, 2013)

St. Vincent's College   (Bridgeport, CT) ** $19,050 $16,680 -$2,370 -12.4% (St. Vincent's College, 2014 
& 2013)

Prescott College   (Prescott, AZ) $28,320 $24,960 -$3,360 -11.9% (Sajko, B., 2013)

Bethune-Cookman University   (Daytona 
Beach, FL) $14,410 $13,440 -$970 -6.7% (Bethune-Cookman 

University, 2014 & 2013)

Saint Louis Christian College   (Florissant, 
MO) $14,400 $8,215 -$6,185 -43.0% (Personal communication 

with Cindy Bingamon, 
Concordia University-Saint Paul   (Saint Paul, 
MN) $29,700 $19,700 -$10,000 -33.7% (Concordia University - Saint 

Paul, n.d.)

Belmont Abbey College   (Belmont, NC) $27,622 $18,500 -$9,122 -33.0% (Belmont Abbey College, 
n.d.)

Hiwassee College   (Madisonville, TN) $17,040 $13,320 -$3,720 -21.8% (Hiwassee College, 2013)

Lincoln College   (Lincoln, IL) $23,000 $16,500 -$6,500 -28.3% (Richardson, 2011)

University of Charleston   (Charleston, WV) $25,000 $19,500 -$5,500 -22.0% (Ellis, 2012)

Cleary University   (Howell, MI) $17,760 $13,860 -$3,900 -22.0% (Cleary University, 2012 and 
2013)

Jarvis Christian College   (Hawkins, TX) $11,870 $10,090 -$1,780 -15.0% (Longview News - Journal, 
2012)

Cabrini College   (Radnor, PA) $32,266 $28,090 -$4,176 -12.9% (Capizzi, 2012)

William Peace University   (Raleigh, NC) $25,686 $23,700 -$1,986 -7.7% (deBruyn, 2012)

Brewton-Parker College   (Mount Vernon, GA) $15,470 $11,600 -$3,870 -25.0% (Ellis, B., 2011)

Beis Medrash Heichal Dovid   (Far Rockaway, 
NY) $8,775 $6,900 -$1,875 -21.4% (NAICU, n.d.)

Davis College   (Johnson City, NY) $12,960 $10,990 -$1,970 -15.2% (Ellis, B., 2011)

Sewanee-The University of the South   
(Sewanee, TN) $35,590 $32,020 -$3,570 -10.0% (Steinberg, 2011)

Fall 2012 Tuition Reductions (6 universities)

Fall 2011 Tuition Reductions (4 universities)

Fall 2014 Tuition Reductions (12 universities)

Fall 2013 Tuition Reductions (4 universities)
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Published 
In-State 
Tuition 

Year prior

Published 
In-State 
Tuition 
Year of 

Reduction

$ Change of 
In-State 
Tuition 

% Change 
of In-State 

Tuition 
Reference of Secondary 

Validation

Baptist Bible College   (Springfield, MO) $13,610 $6,400 -$7,210 -53.0% (personal communication 
with Terry Allcorn, 8/22/17)

Warner Pacific College   (Portland, OR) $21,480 $16,000 -$5,480 -25.5% (personal communication 
with Betty Astin, 8/23/17)

Blackburn College (Carlinville, IL) $15,700 $13,610 -$2,090 -13.3% (Associated Press, 
2007,September 28)

Fall 2010 Tuition Reductions (1 university)

Fall 2009 Tuition Reductions (0 universities)

Fall 2008 Tuition Reductions (2 universities)

Fall 2007 Tuition Reductions (0 universities)

* Burlington College (Burlington, VT) announced a tuition reduction of 9% for 2016-17, however the campus closed during the 2016 
year, thus it was not reported in IPEDS (Anderson, 2016).

** St. Vincent's College reduced tuition in both 2014 and 2015.
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Appendix O 

Detailed Listing of Institutions from Phase One of this Study which Did Not Reduce 

Tuition 

There were 39 institutions which appeared to have reduced tuition according to the U.S. 

Department of Education (2016d) database, for which secondary evidence was obtained 

verifying that a tuition reduction did not occur.   

 

Year of 
Reported 
Tuition 

Reduction Institution

Reported In-
State Tuition 

in Year of 
Reduction

Reported $ 
Change of In-
State Tuition 

Reference of Secondary Evidence 
that a Tuition Reduction Did Not 

Occur

2016/17 Bethesda University   (Anaheim, CA) $7,250 -$1,750 (Bethesda University, 2016 & 2014)

2016/17 Cleary University   (Howell, MI) $17,500 -$2,500 (Cleary University, 2016 & 2015))

2016/17 Northwestern Health Sciences University   
(Bloomington, MN) $9,696 -$1,280 (Personal communication with S. 

Neppl, August 22,2017)

2016/17 Virginia International University (Fairfax, 
VA) $9,408 -$720 (Virginia International University, 

2016 & 2015)

2015/16 Jewish Theological Seminary of America   
(New York, NY) $19,000 -$22,650 (Personal communication with 

Dorsch, A., August 23, 2017)

2015/16 Northwood University-Texas   (Cedar Hill, 
TX) $10,200 -$11,750 (Northwood University, 2015 & 

2014)

2015/16 Good Samaritan College of Nursing and 
Health Science   (Cincinnati, OH) $13,304 -$4,601 (Good Samaritan College of 

Nursing and Health Science, 2015 

2015/16 National Louis University   (Chicago, IL) $10,242 -$2,250 (Personal communication with E. 
Hakl, August 30,2017)

2015/16 Aultman College of Nursing and Health 
Sciences   (Canton, OH) $15,690 -$2,598 (Aultman College of Nursing and 

Health Sciences, 2015 & 2014)

2015/16 Central Christian College of Kansas   
(McPherson, KS) $14,118 -$1,736 (Central Christian College of 

Kansas, 2015 & 2014)

2015/16 New Hope Christian College-Eugene   
(Eugene, OR) $13,200 -$1,500 (New Hope Christian College 

Eugene, 2015 & 2014)

2015/16 Trinity College of Nursing & Health Sciences   
(Rock Island, IL) $24,273 -$2,090 (Trinity College of Nursing & 

Health Sciences, 2015 & 2014)

2015/16 Donnelly College   (Kansas City, KS) $6,720 -$364 (Donnelly College, 2015 & 2014)

2014/15 College of Biblical Studies-Houston   
(Houston, TX) $6,576 -$2,820 (College of Bible Studies Houston, 

2014 & 2012)

2014/15 National Louis University   (Chicago, IL) $12,492 -$3,123 (Personal communication with E. 
Hakl, August 30,2017)

2014/15 Pacific States University   (Los Angeles, CA) $15,465 -$3,275 (Personal communication with 
Registrar, August 29, 2017)

2014/15 Southwestern Christian University   (Bethany, 
OK) $11,160 -$1,590 (Personal communication with M. 

Pinion on August 30, 2017)

2014/15 Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary   
(Kansas City, MO) $5,520 -$460 (Hudson, 2014)
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Year of 
Reported 
Tuition 

Reduction Institution

Reported In-
State Tuition 

in Year of 
Reduction

Reported $ 
Change of In-
State Tuition 

Reference of Secondary Evidence 
that a Tuition Reduction Did Not 

Occur

2014/15 Boise Bible College   (Boise, ID) $11,250 -$750 (Boise Bible College, 2014 & 2012)

2013/14 Mount Carmel College of Nursing   
(Columbus, OH) $10,943 -$5,460 (Personal communication with K. 

Green, August 23, 2017)

2013/14 Central Christian College of Kansas   
(McPherson, KS) $14,450 -$4,300 (Central Christian College of 

Kansas, 2012 & 2013)

2013/14 Cox College   (Springfield, MO) $8,856 -$1,897 (Cox College, 2012 & 2013)

2013/14 Peirce College   (Philadelphia, PA) $12,792 -$2,658 (Peirce College, 2012 & 2013)

2013/14 National Louis University   (Chicago, IL) $15,615 -$3,240 (Personal communication with E. 
Hakl, August 30,2017)

2013/14 Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary   
(Kansas City, MO) $5,980 -$320 (Hudson, 2014)

2012/13 Ohio Christian University   (Circleville, OH) $7,556 -$8,044 (Ohio Christian University, n.d.)

2012/13 Messenger College   (Euless, TX) $6,300 -$1,260 (Personal communication with A. 
Heppner, August 23, 2017)

2012/13 Liberty University   (Lynchburg, VA) $15,442 -$2,364 (Liberty University, n.d.)

2011/12 Columbia College   (Columbia, MO) $6,034 -$982 (Columbia College - Columbia, 
MO, 2011 & 2010)

2011/12 Park University   (Parkville, MO) $7,920 -$928 (Park University, 2011 & 2010)

2011/12 Southeastern Bible College   (Birmingham, 
AL) $10,500 -$750 (Southeastern Bible College, 2011 

& 2010)

2011/12 University of the Southwest   (Hobbs, NM) $13,608 -$892 (University of the Southwest, 2011 
& 2010)

2010/11 Columbia College   (Columbia, MO) $7,016 -$7,560 (Columbia College - Columbia, 
MO, 2011 & 2010)

2010/11 Yeshivath Beth Moshe   (Scranton, PA) $8,000 -$1,500 (Personal communication with A. 
Pressman, August 23, 2017)

2010/11 Alfred University   (Alfred, NY) $22,227 -$2,139 (Alfred University, 2010 & 2009)

2010/11 Piedmont International University   (Winston-
Salem, NC) $10,380 -$790 (Personal communication with 

Ronk, C., August 27, 2017))

2009/10 Keiser University-Ft Lauderdale   (Fort 
Lauderdale, FL) $13,376 -$1,096 (Keiser University, 2009 & 2008)

2008/09 North Park University   (Chicago, IL) $17,600 -$2,355 (North Park University, 2008 & 
2007)

2007/08 Northwestern Health Sciences University   
(Bloomington, MN) $7,152 -$3,144 (Personal communication with S. 

Neppl, August 22,2017)
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Appendix P 

Sample Size and Chi Square Results for Phase Four of Study 

The figure below includes the sample size and chi square results of the data analysis of 

phase four of the study assessing correlation in individual operational outcomes in the 

year of a tuition reduction as grouped by institutional characteristics.  The population 

utilized was private not-for-profit institutions with validated tuition reductions in phase 

one of the study, which reduced tuition between 2011 and 2015.  Sample sizes varied 

based on the availability of data.   

 

 

New full-time 
undergraduate 

enrollment
Full-time first-
time retention

Net price per 
student

Average 
annual student 

borrowings

Percentage of 
Pell awarded 

students
Net tuition 

revenue
Enrollment size S=30  C=.71 S=30 C=.22 S=24 C=.10 S=23 C=.10 S=23 C=.29 S=15 C=.21

Proportion of transfer students S=34 C=.49 S=34 C=.86 S=24 C=.81 S=23 C=.65 S=25 C=.25 S=17 C=.49
Proportion of students with high 
financial need S=34 C=1.0 S=34 C=.18 S=24 C=.24 S=23 C=.43 S=25 C=.50 S=17 C=.46

Endowment size S=30 C=.71 S=30 C=.22 S=22 C=.48 S=22 C=.07 S=23 C=.29 S=15 C=.21

Religious Affiliation S=34 C=.67 S=34 C=.04 S=24 C=.44 S=23 C=.24 S=25 C=.41 S=17 C=.20

Financial health S=27 C=.34 S=27 C=.58 S=21 C=.31 S=21 C=.47 S=22 C=.39 S=13 C=.048

Magnitude of tuition reduction (%) S=34 C=.79 S=34 C=.90 S=24 C=.09 S=23 C=.45 S=25 C=.98 S=17 C=.72In
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Change in outcomes in the year of a tuition reduction

S= Sample size
C= Chi square result, those with results <.05 are considered statistically significant and are shaded




