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It is November and high school students across the country are busily working on college 

applications and checking their mailboxes for thick or thin letters.  News stories are popping up 

on television and articles are appearing in newspapers about the stresses students and parents 

face in the college admission process.  The confusion and stress surrounding this process are 

palpable.  Higher education admission and aid decision-making processes are mysterious and 

opaque to many people.  Higher education institutions can help this situation by making their 

criteria for admission and aid more transparent (McPherson & Schapiro, 1998, p. 142-143), but 

this can only happen if the institutions first understand the reasoning behind their decisions.  

Who decides what admission and aid criteria are to be used at an individual higher education 

institution?  Why are these specific criteria decided upon?  These are some of the questions that 

will be explored.  An initial question of how the mission of an institution is translated into 

admission and aid (both need and merit based) decisions framed the research.  After exploring 

the relevant writings on this topic, it has become clear that fulfilling the institutional mission is 

only one factor in the complicated process of admission and aid decision-making.  This

conclusion will become clear by first, exploring institutional mission and other factors in 

admission decisions, second, by understanding institutional mission and the many other 

complicating factors in aid decisions, and finally, by illuminating the role enrollment 

management plays in utilizing institutional mission and other factors in both admission and aid 

decisions. 

The reasons behind a higher education institution’s decision to admit a particular student 

are complicated, but this has not always been the case.  At some points in the history of higher 

education all that was necessary for admission was a “warm body [and a] good check” (Duffy & 

Goldberg, 1998, p. 34).  “Many more colleges and academies were established in the period 
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between the Revolution and the Civil War than were needed to fulfill the demand for higher 

education among the population of the period” (Church & Sedlak, 1997, p. 139).  In the earliest 

history of American higher education, colleges and universities simply needed enough students 

and the tuition dollars they brought with them to keep the college running.  

In certain periods of high education, such as prior to the middle of the 20th century, one 

could describe college admissions as mostly “student-centered” (Sjogren, 1986, p. 118).  

Students applied to the college they were interested, met the minimum criteria for admission and 

were admitted (Sjogren, 1986).  “Societal and institutional interests were of less concern” 

(Sjogren, 1986, p.118).  Colleges and universities have found it necessary to return to this 

concept of admitting most interested students who meet minimum criteria throughout the history 

of higher education as shifting demographics have created applicant shortfalls (Duffy & 

Goldberg, 1998, p. 29).  

A primary and overarching institutional concern in the admissions process is choosing 

students who will be successful academically at the particular college or university (Sjogren, 

1986, p. 119).  Each individual institution decides what criteria they will use to predict academic 

success.  This is a complicated and sometimes controversial topic. While a full exploration is not 

within the scope of this research, some factors are grade point average, high school rank, trend in 

grades, high school quality, strength of curriculum, standardized test scores, recommendations, 

personal statement and extracurricular activities (Sjogren, 1986, pp.120-123).  Other institutional 

motives in admissions decisions include fulfilling the mission of the institution and practical 

considerations of keeping the institution either financially solvent or making a profit, depending 

on the nature of the institution.  The more idealistic observers and participants of the admission 

process would like the institutional mission to be the first priority.  For example, if a university 
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was founded to serve the needs of a state and increase access for underserved populations, it 

should put in place admissions criteria that will allow access for the intended constituencies.  

There is no need for admissions criteria to remain static, but they should always be in service of 

maintaining the mission of the institution.  But “easy as it is to exalt the importance of ‘mission’, 

we are reminded again and again that the ability to insist on one principle or another also 

depends in no small degree on practical considerations such as the pulling power of the school 

and the size of its endowment” (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998, p. xiii).  It is also important to 

acknowledge that there are “external constraints” as well as “internal actions” that shape the 

admissions process (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998, p. xvii).  Additionally, there are multiple 

institutional goals that are trying to be advanced through the admissions process and they are not 

always in agreement.  Some contradictory priorities of a college or university might include 

“enhancing academic achievement, […] maintaining effective […] ties with primary 

constituencies, enrolling a well-balanced class, [and] attracting students (and faculty) with skills 

and interests that are useful in the daily life of a complex institution” (Willingham, 1986, p. 124).  

At the same time as admissions decisions have become more driven by societal and 

institutional motives, the final make-up of the incoming class has been increasingly taken out of 

the hands of higher education institutions.  Prior to the mid 20th century, students would apply to 

one college: the one they wanted to attend.  Now, students apply to multiple institutions and 

make the final choice on where they will attend (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998, p. 38).  This partial 

lack of control has led many colleges and universities to try to use institutional aid to convince 

students to choose their particular institution, as will be addressed in the next section.

Institutional aid comes in many forms and is used for many purposes.  A full analysis of 

all forms and purposes is not within the scope of this research, but details pertaining to the 
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advancement of institutional mission through aid decisions will be analyzed.  Institutional aid 

can be simplified into two major types: merit-based (commonly referred to as scholarships) and 

need-based (commonly referred to as financial aid).  Sometimes there are overlaps between these 

two types.  At the onset of a discussion of institutional aid, it is imperative to note that public and 

private institutions can face different issues in the aid awarding process.  The scope of this 

research does not allow for a clear delineation on every point so it will be most helpful to focus 

on common issues.

Higher education institutions have demonstrated the use of aid in furthering the goals of 

their own institutions and broader societal goals through aid targeted at minority students (Duffy 

& Goldberg, 1998; Wilkinson 2005).  Both institutions and society have called for greater 

diversity and access.  Aid, both merit-based and need-based, has helped to provide for both.  This 

increased diversity benefited not only the students who received the aid, but also the other 

students who attended the institution through greater opportunities for learning from a diverse set 

of classmates (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998).  But even this apparently altruistic goal of social justice 

has been contested and thus hidden by college administrators who have tried to pass off aid to 

minority students in the aforementioned way of bettering educational quality in order not to 

appear as they are taking from the rich to give to the poor (Wilkinson, 2005, p. 19).  At the same 

time, colleges and universities have realized a diversified student body is necessary for recruiting 

students, faculty and donors, thus making it a market necessity as well as a societal and 

institutional mission goal (Wilkinson, 2005, pp. 23-24).  

Internal issues and institutional goals are not the only shaper of aid decisions at a college 

or university.  The “approach toward aid at the federal level nevertheless influenced how 

institutions distributed their own aid” (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998, p. 173).  Since the 1980s, 
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     the real value of federal aid has declined, forcing institutions […] to spend more of their    

     resources on student aid.  As institutions have assumed greater responsibility for financial aid,  

     the focus of aid programs has shifted away from the national goals of expanding access and 

     ensuring choice to institutional priorities such as building and enrolling a quality class.

     (Duffy & Goldberg, 1998, p. 192)

It is apparent from these two quotations that the factors that determine institutional aid are 

complicated.  In Aiding Student, Buying Students, Wilkinson contends, “Colleges have listed 

their awards and benefits to look democratic and to get the quantity and quality of students they 

want” (2005, p. 18).  Even within a particular institution, the decisions about how to award aid 

are complicated, as “colleges typically have multiple objectives” (McPherson &Schapiro, 1998, 

p. 101).  Ultimately, “it is up to educational leaders and their constituencies (boards of trustees, 

students, alumni, faculty, and sometime the general public) to determine the right path to follow” 

(McPherson & Schapiro, 1998, p. 101).  Unfortunately, the literature does not go further than 

identifying actors in the aid decision-making process.  

Very often, the market determines college and university aid decisions.  Higher education 

institutions “have societal and educational purposes (mission) but can only survive by attracting 

customers and donors and balancing their books (market)” (Wilkinson, 2005, p. 21).  At times, 

need based aid has been sacrificed in the name of bettering the quality of an institution through 

greater investments in faculty and facilities (Wilkinson, 2005, p. 23).   The financial components 

of the aid decision-making process often seem to be more important than fulfilling institutional 

mission. Kalsbeek and Hossler illustrate this point, stating “Campus leaders at private and public 

institutions must weigh how much tuition revenue they can and should commit to financial aid as 

a means to achieve wide-ranging goals of prestige, diversity, and net revenue within the context 
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of their academic missions and institutional capacities and economics” (2008a, p. 3).  McPherson 

and Shapiro concur: 

     colleges and universities, beset by their own fiscal problems and by intense competition for 

     highly qualified, fee-paying students, have ceased to think of their financial aid efforts 

     principally as a noble charitable opportunity and have instead come to focus on the financial 

     aid operation as a key strategic weapon both in recruiting students and in maximizing  

     institutional revenues. (1998, p. 1)

The field of enrollment management gives a lens for viewing the translation of 

institutional mission into admission and aid decisions while also revealing some of the key actors 

in these decisions.  Most institutions share a few common goals, but these goals can be in 

competition with one another.  There are “six primary and overarching goals found at most 

campuses: improving market position and market demand; enhancing the academic profile of the 

student body; ensuring the economic diversity of the student body; ensuring racial/ethnic 

diversity; improving persistence and graduation rates; and increasing net revenue” (Kalsbeek & 

Hossler, 2008b, p. 6).  There is not complete agreement in the literature on the role of an 

enrollment manager as the role is defined differently at different institutions, but a helpful 

definition comes from Duffy and Goldberg: “An enrollment manager coordinates the admission, 

financial aid, retention, and institutional research in order to ensure that the college achieves its 

enrollment goals of quality and diversity and still realizes a positive net tuition revenue” (1998, 

p. xx).  In other words, the enrollment manager coordinates admission and aid decisions to 

actualize the proscribed goals of the institution.  While the enrollment manager holds great 

responsibilities, he or she only carries out the decisions made elsewhere in the institution.  

     One of their most important roles is to make sure that at the very least, even if behind closed 
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     doors, boards of trustees and senior campus policy makers engage in informed discussions 

     about the tradeoffs associated with financial aid to ensure that technique in itself doesn’t 

     overshadow institutional purposes and priorities. (Kalsbeek & Hossler, 2008a, p. 8)

The enrollment manager can and should frame these important discussions with those  persons 

responsible for decision-making about admission and aid by “look[ing] to the institution’s 

mission for clarity and coherence” (Kalsbeek & Hossler, 2008a, p. 10). 

Strategic planning is the forerunner of enrollment management and is still used in the 

early developments of enrollment management system.  “Strategic planning asks the basic 

questions of institutional health and survival” (Kemerer, 1982, p. 124).  Strategic planning must 

first take into account institutional mission and then look into 

     external and internal environments.  After evaluating the mission in light of the environmental 

     assessments, strategic planning guides usually help the planning team develop realistic goals 

     and objectives that take into consideration both the mission of the institution and its strengths 

     and weaknesses, as well as the external environment. (Hossler, 1986, p. 20)

As in earlier discussions on admission and aid decisions, no decision is simply mission-based or 

market based.  “The effects of new student enrollment and campus-based aid programs on net 

revenue have a pronounced effect on the economic health and vitality of colleges and 

universities.  Hence, enrollment management is not only part of an enrollment strategy, it has 

also become a budgeting strategy” (Coomes, 2000, p. 78). 

Both mission and market clearly play essential roles in higher education admission and 

aid decisions.  If either one was ignored, a college or university would fail on either a 

philosophical or financial basis.  For this reason, enrollment management must continue to be 

strategically used.  I suggest a simple framework to guide the interplay between mission and 
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market in admission and aid decisions: a higher education institution should aim to control what 

it can about the market so that mission can matter.  Most enrollment management analysts, such 

as Hossler and Kalsbeek, agree that mission should be the guiding force behind strong 

enrollment management systems.  It is up to enrollment managers to work with institutional 

decision makers to ensure this happens.  Future research is necessary on the role the structural 

positioning of the enrollment manager in the organization of an institution.  That information 

would be helpful in understanding exactly how mission is translated into admission and aid 

frameworks in light of market forces.  Finally, colleges and universities will best serve 

themselves, their continued existence and success by continually reflecting on important 

questions.  What comes first in admissions and aid decisions? Is the primary goal meeting the 

needs of the student, the needs of society or the needs of the institution?  Is there a most effective 

way that all three of these sets of needs can be met simultaneously?  These questions are not 

easily answered, but serious contemplation is required.  
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