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About Carrie:
Coordinator, Data and Research, ICUT

8 years as VP for Research at the Georgia Independent 
College Association

15 years working with Independent College Associations 
in NC, VA, LA, GA, TX, OR, SC

10 years as IPEDS Educator for NCES, frequent TRP 
invitee and served 3 years as TRP moderator

Served in IR at multiple institutions

Contracted with Lumina, SHEEO, UCMC, NECHE, and 
SREB on data projects







The enrollment cliff isn't just about 
fewer applications—it's about fewer 
students, period. 
This is a demographic shift 18 years in 
the making.

1. The Great Recession (2008–2009)
2. Long-term social and economic 

trends
3. Lower birth rates
4. Covid impact



NATIONAL AND STATE-LEVEL SNAPSHOT















INSTITUTIONAL STRATEGY AND 
COMPETITION



Why we can’t get 
comfortable:
The enrollment “level” is not equally 
distributed.
Highly selective and flagship institutions 
tend to have stronger brand recognition, 
more robust waitlists, and out-of-state 
recruitment pipelines.

Regional public universities and small 
private colleges are often more 
vulnerable.

Institutions with high discount rates, 
limited aid flexibility, or unclear value 
propositions will have trouble 
competing. 
Those who have invested in affordability, 
branding, and outcomes storytelling are 
better positioned to weather the storm.



Why we can’t get 
comfortable:
When in-state pipelines shrink, 
states—and their public universities—
don’t just downsize. They look across 
state lines to fill classrooms and 
balance budgets.

Institutions become more reliant on 
non-resident enrollment to offset in-
state shortfalls.

States can’t manufacture more high 
school grads—but they can recruit 
yours.

Out-of-state students have become 
part of many states’ revenue strategy.



Why we can’t get 
comfortable:

Outside colleges and universities begin to think 
creatively about how to attract talent.

Merit-based scholarships for non-residents that 
mimic in-state pricing.

Online and hybrid programs that reach students 
without physical relocation.

Institutions that pivot quickly—toward adult 
learners, online delivery, short-term credentials, or 
partnerships—are more resilient.



Why we can’t get 
comfortable:

Students who once prioritized fit or 
mission may now prioritize cost and 
perceived prestige.

Institutions are using their scale and 
funding to recruit students you’ve 
historically served.

Large public institutions increasingly 
mimic small college experiences (e.g., 
honors colleges, small class sizes).



SOME EXAMPLES….













STRATEGIC TAKEAWAYS



How can we close the gap?
The real opportunity as a nation lies in the 
college-going rate, not just the raw number of 
high school graduates.

Nationally, about 35% of high school graduates 
don’t go to college—and this varies widely by 
region, income, and race/ethnicity. In some 
states, fewer than 50% of high school grads enroll 
in postsecondary education within a year. 

Even a modest increase in college-going rates 
could significantly cushion the impact of the 
enrollment cliff.



https://nchems.org/college-rates-by-state-year/







What can you do?
1. Tell our story better/clarify ROI

2. Lean into your mission

3. Know your audience/clientele/student

4. Diversify and expand recruitment pipelines

5. Improve retention to preserve enrollment and track transfer-out students 
to learn where they go and why

6. Invest in attracting transfer students

7. Re-evaluate discounting practices

8. Innovate academic offerings and delivery

9. Enhance community and employer partnerships

10. Reimagine admissions and messaging

11. Use data and scenario planning to lead strategically



CAROLYN SLOANE MATA, PH.D.

Email: Carolyn.mata@icut.org
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-mata-
phd-1aa5b023/ 

Thank you!
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