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Forward

The need for a strong and eff ecƟ ve markeƟ ng plan within public 
insƟ tuƟ ons of higher educaƟ on is ever more apparent as 
compeƟ Ɵ on increases and state revenues decrease. Knowing 

where an insƟ tuƟ on is posiƟ oned in the marketplace in relaƟ on to 
where it wants or needs to be; and how this placement is aff ected by 
student saƟ sfacƟ on and enrollment trends are both seminal components 
to future insƟ tuƟ onal viability and sustainability. Furthermore, 
concepts such as market research, strategic planning, and enrollment 
management - which were once thought to be independent of each 
other - are now interconnected as interrelaƟ onships have become more 
obvious.

Through this publicaƟ on, the Offi  ce of InsƟ Ɵ Ɵ onal Research, Planning, 
and Assessment has aƩ empted to off er an iniƟ al look at specifi c factors 
which are related to broad markeƟ ng quesƟ ons such as how prospecƟ ve 
students view UNA, how does UNA posiƟ on itself to its best advantage, 
and what is the right balance between tuiƟ on and the perceived quality 
of its academic off erings?

Each of the four secƟ ons within this report address a parƟ cular 
markeƟ ng concept within higher educaƟ on while providing valuable 
market research data and analysis to induce discussion and further 
research.

Therefore, the objecƟ ve of this markeƟ ng research report is to iniƟ ate 
answers to some of the broad-based markeƟ ng quesƟ ons and to 
establish the framework for increasing UNA’s knowledge of its niche in 
the higher educaƟ on marketplace.

As UNA focuses more on market research, strategic planning, and 
enrollment management, OIRPA will conƟ nue to off er similar reports as 
the need arises and more data become available.
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IntroducƟ on

Higher educaƟ on naƟ onwide is in a state 
of change and instability.  The cost 
of aƩ ending public higher educaƟ on 

has signifi cantly increased in response to 
substanƟ al decreases in state revenue. 
Furthermore, the media have brought naƟ onal 
aƩ enƟ on to the problem of rising student debt 
while others start to quesƟ on the actual value 
of a college educaƟ on in today’s world.

PotenƟ al students have more higher educaƟ on 
opƟ ons than ever before including tradiƟ onal 
brick-and-mortar insƟ tuƟ ons, online univer-
siƟ es, hybrid programs, or studying overseas. 
Against this backdrop, educaƟ on marketers 
have to develop and refi ne the messages 
necessary to aƩ ract and retain students while 
generaƟ ng suffi  cient revenue to keep insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons acƟ ve.

In many instances, college choices are geo-
graphically moƟ vated so there’s instant local 
demand. Similar brand messaging has been 
employed for a long Ɵ me, and largely success-
ful. But over Ɵ me as trends change, brand 
messaging needs to be updated and channels 
adapted to reach the right consumers despite 
where they reside.

Higher educaƟ on, therefore, is becoming more 
compeƟ Ɵ ve from a variety of perspecƟ ves. In-
ternally, insƟ tuƟ ons must manage costs, while 
at the same Ɵ me, meet a growing need to 
specialize and communicate a unique message 
to an expanding marketplace. From the appli-
cant’s vantage, student prospects are faced 
with more educaƟ on opƟ ons than ever before. 
Therefore, a solid markeƟ ng and enrollment 

Marketing Research in Higher Education    Section One

strategy can directly aff ect the boƩ om line of a 
higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ on through the mea-
surement and understanding of its posiƟ on in 
the marketplace, the eliminaƟ on of weakness-
es, and building upon its strengths.

A successful strategic or enrollment man-
agement plan, however, cannot be creat-
ed without solid data to support it. To use 
a literary example, in The Copper Beeches 
(Doyle, 2002), Sherlock Holmes exclaimed, 
“Data! Data! Data! I can’t make bricks with-
out clay.” Holmes’ exclamaƟ on is perhaps 
one of his most famous lines, and with good 
reason. For it points to a tendency of doing 
the impossible: to make bricks without the 
proper materials. When applied to markeƟ ng 
and enrollment management, “making bricks 
without clay” simply means to establish the-
ories, strategies, policies, and pracƟ ces in the 
absence of anything on which to base them. 
Without suffi  cient data the insƟ tuƟ on creates 
speculaƟ on, absent of any hard facts.
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Successful markeƟ ng research in higher ed-
ucaƟ on should involve strategic enrollment 
planning, as well as an understanding of mar-
ket posiƟ oning and how tuiƟ on and perceived 
value aff ects that posiƟ oning. 

According to Hossler (1986), “Strategic enroll-
ment planning is an organizaƟ onal concept 
and a systemaƟ c set of acƟ viƟ es designed 
to enable educaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons to exert 

Strategic Enrollment Planning

more infl uence on their enrollments.” Tradi-
Ɵ onally organized by strategic planning and 
strongly supported by insƟ tuƟ onal research, 
enrollment planning acƟ viƟ es concern student 
college choice, transiƟ on to college, student 
aƩ riƟ on and retenƟ on, and student outcomes 
(Hossler, 1991). TradiƟ onally, a comprehensive 
and eff ecƟ ve strategic enrollment plan should 
contain the following fi ve components:

1. InsƟ tuƟ onal and SituaƟ onal Assessment

Similar to a SWOT analysis, the insƟ tuƟ onal and situaƟ onal assessment focuses on insƟ -
tuƟ onal strengths and challenges as well as external opportuniƟ es and threats. Important 
components of this secƟ on include:

•  Enrollment Trends – At least 3 to 5 years of enrollment history including headcount 
and credit hours by degree level, learning modality (online, on campus, blended), 
and student type.

•  Service Area Demographic Trends – Includes data on high school graduates within 
the primary service area, adult learner trends, and other demographic realiƟ es.

•  OccupaƟ onal Trends – Current and future job and career opportuniƟ es are also 
important.

•  Resource Constraints – Includes data such as residence hall capacity, capital con-
sideraƟ ons, technology consideraƟ ons, and human resource limitaƟ ons.

•  CompeƟ Ɵ on – IdenƟ fy local compeƟ tors as well as regional and naƟ onal compeƟ -
Ɵ on for each program.

2. InsƟ tuƟ onal Strategic DirecƟ on

The strategic enrollment plan should complement the insƟ tuƟ onal strategic plan.  While 
the enƟ re insƟ tuƟ onal strategic plan does not need to be included, it is wise to idenƟ fy 
the enrollment-related goals and objecƟ ves which may infl uence insƟ tuƟ onal enrollment.
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3. Student Recruitment and Enrollment Strategy

IdenƟ fy the goals and objecƟ ves for student recruitment by degree program and learning 
modality.  In addiƟ on, the insƟ tuƟ on should idenƟ fy the specifi c metrics and key perfor-
mance indicators (KPIs), which will be used to determine if the goals have been accom-
plished.

4. Student RetenƟ on and Student Success Strategy

Strategic enrollment is the sum of recruitment, retenƟ on, progression, and graduaƟ on.  
In fact, a plan that neglects to include retenƟ on, progression, and graduaƟ on is missing 
out on the most important part of enrollment management: student success (Luna and 
Vaughn, 2012).  Included in this component are goals and strategies concerning factors 
like academic (faculty) engagement, fi nancial aid, engagement with peers (extracurric-
ular acƟ viƟ es), and academic support programs.  Further, like the recruitment compo-
nent, this component should include specifi c metrics and KPIs for each of the retenƟ on 
strategies idenƟ fi ed.

5. MarkeƟ ng and Student Financial Support Strategy

While this component is not always included, it is important. Many strategic enroll-
ment planners are also responsible for the markeƟ ng funcƟ on. Therefore, because 
the insƟ tuƟ onal reputaƟ on (brand) is so important to recruitment and enrollment, 
it is also a good idea to include markeƟ ng and market research as part of the overall 
strategic enrollment plan.
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Strategic PosiƟ oning

According to Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence 
(1998), higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons fi t into 
one of 16 categories. They are as follows:

TradiƟ onal

1. Research colleges and universiƟ es

2. Comprehensive colleges and universi-
Ɵ es

3. Small colleges and universiƟ es

4. Community colleges

5. Specialty colleges and universiƟ es

New Breed

6. Co-op colleges and universiƟ es (insƟ -
tuƟ ons cooperaƟ ng with other insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons)

7. Composite universiƟ es (perfor-
mance-funded insƟ tuƟ ons using a 
tradiƟ onal business model)

8. Perpetual learning colleges and univer-
siƟ es (Off er true life-long learning)

9. Virtual universiƟ es (Non-brick and 
mortar insƟ tuƟ ons)

10. Virtual college and university indexes 
(OrganizaƟ ons that off er virtual and 
tradiƟ onal courses from other insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons)

11. Self-directed teams within colleges 
and universiƟ es (Departmental teams, 
cohorts, team teaching)

The concept of strategic enrollment planning 
has changed over the years. Many insƟ tuƟ ons 
now realize that simply expanding new mar-
kets, pressing admissions professionals for 
more students, or throwing markeƟ ng dollars 
at trendy slogans or higher-end technologies 
are no longer viable soluƟ ons. Successful 
strategic enrollment pracƟ ces look wholly and 
strategically at enrollment dynamics as well as 
the interplay between those dynamics. In the 
previous example, Black (2001) presents all of 
the dynamics of enrollment management:

In order to assess itself against this markeƟ ng/
strategic enrollment perspecƟ ve, the insƟ tu-
Ɵ on should fi rst answer basic markeƟ ng re-
search quesƟ ons. Such quesƟ ons may include:

1. How do prospecƟ ve students view an 
insƟ tuƟ on?

2. How does an insƟ tuƟ on gauge the 
demand for a new or exisƟ ng academic 
program?

3. What opportuniƟ es and threats are 
posed by insƟ tuƟ ons off ering similar 
academic programs?

4. How does an insƟ tuƟ on posiƟ on itself 
to its best advantage?

5. What is the right balance between 
tuiƟ on and the perceived quality of 
academic programs?

6. How can an insƟ tuƟ on opƟ mally idenƟ -
fy market segments that correspond to 
a desired objecƟ ve?

The objecƟ ve of UNA’s markeƟ ng research 
report is to iniƟ ate some of these answers and 
to establish the framework for increasing the 
insƟ tuƟ on’s knowledge of where it is in rela-
Ɵ on to where it would like to be in the future.
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12. Assessment and competency-based 
colleges and universiƟ es (Mandatory 
use of assessment for student learning)

13. Corporate universiƟ es (For-profi t learn-
ing insƟ tuƟ ons)

14. Company universiƟ es (EducaƟ onal/
training programs for employees)

15. AlternaƟ ve colleges and universiƟ es 
(Market-based, non-tradiƟ onal insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons)

16. Emerging (Other insƟ tuƟ ons not fi ƫ  ng 
into the above categories)

Rowley and Sherman (2001) developed a 
two-dimensional schemaƟ c diagram (Figure 
1-1)whereby all 16 categories of colleges and 
universiƟ es may be placed. The two dimen-
sions are the resource base of the insƟ tuƟ on 
and the guiding philosophy of the insƟ tuƟ on. 
According to Rowley and Sherman, resources 
provide the basics for all insƟ tuƟ onal acƟ vity, 
whereas insƟ tuƟ onal philosophy determines 
the direcƟ on where the insƟ tuƟ on will move. 
In many cases, both resources and philosophy 
are decided by enƟ Ɵ es over the insƟ tuƟ on 
(i.e. state government or corporaƟ ons).

Furthermore, Rowley and Sherman created 
three disƟ nct zones of risk in the schemat-
ic model. Zone 1 is the most risky due to the 
lack of substanƟ al resources and the tendency 

to be inwardly as opposed to outwardly 
focused. Zone 2 presents moderate risk 
condiƟ ons because it blends higher levels 
of resources with broader philosophical 
orientaƟ on. Zone 3 represents the low-
er risk levels based on state-support and 
public demand (Rowley and Sherman, 
2001). The schemaƟ c is depicted below 
with the tradiƟ onal insƟ tuƟ onal types in 
grey:                                                                                                                                  

It should be noted that these 16 catego-
ries are not independent of each other. 
As market condiƟ ons change, tradiƟ onal 
insƟ tuƟ ons may adapt characterisƟ cs of 
new breed insƟ tuƟ ons and vice versa. For 
example, since the publicaƟ on of their 
book, environmental factors have dra-
maƟ cally changed for public higher edu-
caƟ on. State resources naƟ onwide have 
signifi cantly diminished and accountabil-
ity is at its highest. To that end, more tra-
diƟ onal comprehensive colleges and uni-

versiƟ es have switched to competence-based 
insƟ tuƟ ons and their resource posiƟ oning has 
substanƟ ally decreased. 
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Pricing and Perceived Value

U.S. higher educaƟ on is not unlike most goods 
and services, because its customers (i.e. stu-
dents) have a wide array of choices for their 
educaƟ on dollar. It is the job of the insƟ tuƟ on 
within the market to fi nd their compeƟ Ɵ ve 
edge and meet student needs beƩ er than 
the next insƟ tuƟ on. Therefore, where there 
are only a fi nite number of unique academic 
programs out there, how do higher educaƟ on 
insƟ tuƟ ons set tuiƟ on at diff erent rates with 
diff erent degrees of success?

Michael Porter (1980) reduced any compeƟ -
Ɵ on into three unique strategies:

 Cost Leadership

 Product Diff erenƟ aƟ on

 Market SegmentaƟ on

Speaking 
academically, these 
strategies represent 
the ways in which 
an insƟ tuƟ on could 
provide students 
with what they want 
at a beƩ er price, 
or more eff ecƟ vely 
than others. 
EssenƟ ally porter 
maintained that all 
companies (higher 
educaƟ on included) 
compete on cost, 
perceived value 
(diff erenƟ aƟ on), 
or by focusing on 
a very specifi c 
customer (market 
segmentaƟ on). 
Looking at Porter’s 
strategies in a diff erent way, Bowman and 

Faulkner (1996) developed the Strategy Clock. 
It extended Porter’s three strategies to eight 
(Figure 1-2) and beƩ er explains the cost and 
perceived value with which many higher 
educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons concern themselves.

PosiƟ on 1: Price/Low Value

Higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons do not choose 
to compete in this category. This posiƟ on is 
considered “bargain basement” and those in-
sƟ tuƟ ons that are in this posiƟ on did not plan 
to be. Here, academic programs lack diff eren-
Ɵ al value and the only way to succeed is by 
selling volume and conƟ nually aƩ racƟ ng new 
students. Here academic programs are inferior 
but tuiƟ on is aƩ racƟ ve enough to enƟ ce some 
students to try them once.

PosiƟ on 2: Low Price

InsƟ tuƟ ons compeƟ ng in this category are the 
low cost leaders. These are the insƟ tuƟ ons 
that drive tuiƟ on down to bare minimums 

and balance low 
margins with 
high volume. If 
low cost lead-
ers have large 
enough volume 
or strong strate-
gic reasons for 
their posiƟ on, 
they can sustain 
this approach to 
become a pow-
erful force with-
in the market.

PosiƟ on 3: Hy-
brid (moderate 
tuiƟ on/moder-
ate diff erenƟ a-
Ɵ on)

Hybrid insƟ -
tuƟ ons off er 

programs at a lower cost but with a higher 
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perceived value than many other low cost 
compeƟ tors. While volume is an issue with 
these insƟ tuƟ ons, they build a reputaƟ on of 
off ering fair prices for reasonable goods. In 
many cases, the two-year colleges fi t into this 
posiƟ on. 

PosiƟ on 4: Diff erenƟ aƟ on

InsƟ tuƟ ons that diff erenƟ ate off er their stu-
dents high perceived value. To aff ord this, they 
either increase tuiƟ on or seek greater market 
share. Branding is important with diff eren-
Ɵ aƟ on strategies as it allows a company to 
become synonymous with quality as well as 
a price point. Many smaller private four-year 
liberal arts colleges fi t into this posiƟ on.

PosiƟ on 5: Focused Diff erenƟ aƟ on

These are the “designer” or “bouƟ que” insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons because they have a high perceived value 
at a high tuiƟ on. Students aƩ end these insƟ -
tuƟ ons based on perceived value alone. While 
the insƟ tuƟ on may not have any more real 
value than other insƟ tuƟ ons, the percepƟ on 
of value is high enough to charge very high 
tuiƟ on. Many of the larger private research 
insƟ tuƟ ons fi t into this posiƟ on.

PosiƟ on 6: Increased Price/Standard Product

When revenue from other sources falls, insƟ -
tuƟ ons have to increase their tuiƟ on without 
any increase to the value side of the equaƟ on. 
If the tuiƟ on is accepted by students, the insƟ -
tuƟ on either enjoys higher revenues or is able 
to sustain its current revenues given the reve-
nue decline from other sources. If the higher 
tuiƟ on is not accepted by students, market 
share falls. Many of the master’s/comprehen-
sive regional insƟ tuƟ ons fi t into this posiƟ on.

PosiƟ on 7: High Price/Low Value

This is classic monopoly pricing. In a market 
where only one insƟ tuƟ on off ers the program 
(or delivery of the program), perceived value 
is not of concern because, if the student needs 

the program, the student will pay the tuiƟ on 
set. In a free market economy, monopolies do 
not last long. Many for-profi t insƟ tuƟ ons fi t 
into this posiƟ on.

PosiƟ on 8: Low Value/Standard Price

InsƟ tuƟ ons do not strive for this posiƟ on, 
they fall into it. Here, the insƟ tuƟ on has a 
perceived low value academic program either 
through fi nancial problems or accreditaƟ on 
issues. In order to conƟ nue to operate, the 
insƟ tuƟ on cannot increase its tuiƟ on. Some 
private baccalaureate insƟ tuƟ ons fall into this 
posiƟ on. 
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Conclusion

     In the stream of economic changes, techno-
logical innovaƟ ons, and market fl uctuaƟ ons, 
higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons have been caught 
in the undertow of managing scarce resources 
while trying to meet the need of diverse popu-
laƟ ons. Without an acƟ ve and eff ecƟ ve stra-
tegic enrollment markeƟ ng plan, unprepared 
insƟ tuƟ ons will surely succumb. Such a plan 
should uƟ lize historic and current data to drive 
insƟ tuƟ onal decision-making and to eff ecƟ vely 
posiƟ on the insƟ tuƟ on based upon where it 
would like to be in the future.
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Enrollment and Degrees      Section Two    

IntroducƟ on

According to the NaƟ onal Center for 
EducaƟ on StaƟ sƟ cs, enrollment in de-
gree-granƟ ng insƟ tuƟ ons increased by 

11% between 1990 and 2000. Between 2000 
and 2010, enrollment increased 37% from 15.3 
million to 21.0 million. Much of the growth be-
tween 2000 and 2010 was in full-Ɵ me enroll-
ment; the number of full-Ɵ me students rose 
45%, while the number of part-Ɵ me students 
rose 26%. During the same Ɵ me period, the 
number of females rose 39%, while the num-
ber of males rose 35%. Enrollment increases 
can be aff ected both by populaƟ on growth and 
by rising rates of enrollment (NCES, 2009). 

Between 2000 and 2010, the number of 18- 
to 24-year-olds increased from 27.3 million 
to 30.7 million, an increase of 12%, and the 
percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds enrolled in 
college rose from 35% in 2000 to 41% in 2010. 
In recent years, the percentage increase in the 
number of students age 25 and over has been 
larger than the percentage increase in the 
number of younger students, and this paƩ ern 
is expected to conƟ nue. Between 2000 and 
2010, the enrollment of students under age 
25 increased by 34%. Enrollment of students 
25 and over rose 42% during the same period. 
From 2010 to 2020, NCES projects a rise of 11 
percent in enrollments of students under 25, 
and a rise of 20% in enrollments of students 25 
and over (NCES, 2009).

Since 1988, the number of females in post-bac-
calaureate programs has exceeded the number 
of males. Between 2000 and 2010, the number 

of male full-Ɵ me post-baccalaureate students 
increased by 38%, compared with a 62% in-
crease in the number of females. Among part-
Ɵ me post-baccalaureate students, the number 
of males increased by 17% and the number of 
females increased by 26 % (NCES, 2009). 

The percentage of American college students 
who are Hispanic, Asian/Pacifi c Islander, and 
Black has been increasing. From 1976 to 2010, 
the percentage of Hispanic students rose from 
3% to 13 %, the percentage of Asian/Pacifi c 
Islander students rose from 2% to 6%, and the 
percentage of Black students rose from 9% 
to 14%. During the same period, the overall 
makeup of White students fell from 83% to 
61%. Race/ethnicity is not reported for nonres-
ident aliens, who made up 2% and 3% of total 
enrollment in 1976 and 2010, respecƟ vely 
(NCES, 2009).

Since 2004 at UNA, White enrollment has 
stayed steady averaging 71%. While Black 
and Hispanic enrollment has seen liƩ le vari-
ability over this Ɵ me period they increased 
signifi cantly during the fall 2012 semester. For 
example, Black enrollment averaged 11% over 
the 10-year period but the single-year number 
increased to 17% during the fall 2012 semester 
alone. Likewise, Hispanic enrollment averaged 
1.4% during the 10-year period but the sin-
gle-year number during 2012 doubled to 2.8%.

Gender enrollment has not signifi cantly 
changed over UNA’s 10-year period. On aver-
age, females make up 56% of total enrollment 
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and males make up 44%. Looking at age, the 
tradiƟ onal age group of student under 25 
years of age has shown a slight increase with 
average 10-year enrollment at 71%, but the 
2012 single-year number was 75%. Those who 
are 25 to 49 years of age has shown a small 
decrease with an average of 26%, but the 2012 
single-year number was 23%.

These data indicate that while minority and 
non-tradiƟ onally-aged students are signifi -
cantly increasing naƟ onwide, UNA conƟ nues 
to show strong enrollment numbers among 
tradiƟ onal college students. 
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Student Enrollment

     A signifi cant component in markeƟ ng re-
search within higher educaƟ on is the need to 
determine what geographical areas students 
are coming from and what is the enrollment 
trend of students within each area. Most of 
a master’s level/comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on’s 
enrollment tradiƟ onally comes from its prima-
ry service area. This area is usually defi ned as 
those counƟ es within or closely surrounding 
the insƟ tuƟ on. While it is important to monitor 
enrollment within this area, it is also import-
ant to determine if trends exist outside of this 
primary service area.

UNA’s primary service area consists of those 
counƟ es within the northwest corner of the 
state. Furthermore, due to tuiƟ on reciprocity 

agreements with neighboring states, those stu-
dents from out-of-state counƟ es that are adja-
cent to the Alabama state line are eligible to pay 
in-state tuiƟ on. This reciprocity policy, therefore, 
extends UNA’s primary service area to parts of 
Mississippi and Tennessee.

In 2012, UNA’s fall enrollment totaled 7,053. 
Below is a map indicaƟ ng those counƟ es that 
contain the highest concentraƟ on of UNA stu-
dents. Clearly, Lauderdale County has the high-
est number of students while the immediate 
counƟ es surrounding it show strong numbers as 
well. Of parƟ cular interest, however, is how UNA 
enrollment extends below northwest Alabama 
into Jeff erson, Shelby, and Tuscaloosa CounƟ es. 
Furthermore, high enrollments occur within 
those Tennessee CounƟ es that surround the 
Interstate 65 corridor. Other points of interest 
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include Madison and Marshall CounƟ es in the 
Northeast corner of Alabama as well as Mont-
gomery and Baldwin CounƟ es located in the 
southern part of the state that are included 
within the southern part of the Interstate 65 
corridor.

In the map below, UNA’s 2012 fall enrollment 
as compared with its fall enrollment in 2010 
(n=7,279), shows a decline of 226 students. 
Diff erences between fall 2012 and 2010 enroll-
ment were computed and highlighted in the 
map below. With the excepƟ on of Lawrence 
County, Tennessee, most of UNA’s immediate 
counƟ es, including Lauderdale, show decreas-
es in enrollment. Of further interest are north 
central and central counƟ es in Alabama that 

are clearly showing growth. While most of 
these counƟ es follow the Interstate 65 corri-
dor, many of these counƟ es are closer to other 
insƟ tuƟ ons such as The University of Alabama, 
The University of Alabama in Huntsville, and 
the University of Alabama in Birmingham. 
Further research needs to be conducted to 
determine if increased admission standards 
are causing more students from these counƟ es 
to enroll at UNA; if a change in the role, scope, 
and mission of these three research insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons are aff ecƟ ng enrollments or if the costs 
associated with these tradiƟ onal research 
insƟ tuƟ ons have somehow exceeded their 
perceived value by some students.
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However, other fi ndings have shown that in 
highly resourced schools, students were more 
likely to assume debt in order to pay for their 
college educaƟ on while students at poorly 
resourced schools were not (Perna, 2008). It 
was also found that the cultural disposiƟ ons 
of students and families to risk-taking, 
indebtedness, and fi nancial vulnerability were 
salient factors in the decision to borrow or not. 
However, educaƟ on debt burdens sƟ ll remain 
manageable for most borrowers because most 
believe the educaƟ onal opportuniƟ es made 
possible through borrowing are well worth any 
problems associated with paying off  the loans 
(Baum & O’Malley, 2002). However, borrowers 
from low-income families are more likely than 
others to report repayment diffi  culƟ es and an 
increasing number of borrowers are puƫ  ng 
off  buying a home, geƫ  ng married, and/
or having children unƟ l their debt is repaid. 
This naƟ onal trend signals that college tuiƟ on 
costs are clearly having an increasing negaƟ ve 
impact on students (Baum & O’Malley, 2002).

To start an invesƟ gaƟ on on the impact 
that UNA tuiƟ on and fee increases have 
on enrollment, the Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal 
Research, Planning, and Assessment tracked 
enrollment from the insƟ tuƟ on’s top feeder 
high schools over the past ten years. These 
enrollment numbers were then compared 
to the actual number of college-eligible 
graduates within each of these high schools in 
order to determine a yield rate. For instance, 
an insƟ tuƟ on may believe itself to be in good 
shape when it sees increases in new freshmen 
enrollment from year to year. However, this 
trend may be misleading if the yield rate of 
high school students from tradiƟ onally top 
feeder schools is actually decreasing. 

Another component in higher educaƟ on 
markeƟ ng research is determining how 
increases in tuiƟ on aff ect enrollment. 
Over the past fi ve years, higher educaƟ on 
insƟ tuƟ ons in Alabama have seen signifi cant 
decreases in state revenues. Furthermore, 
the naƟ onal economy has seen interest 
rates drop, creaƟ ng concern for insƟ tuƟ onal 
investment liquidity, triggering diminished 
long-term investment capital, and generaƟ ng 
a slowdown in fundraising. In the wake of 
these weakened external resources, higher 
educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons have been forced to cut 
costs and increase tuiƟ on and fees to maintain 
appropriate operaƟ ons. 

While naƟ onwide staƟ sƟ cs over the past fi ve 
years indicate public four-year insƟ tuƟ ons 
average 4-5% tuiƟ on gains, tuiƟ on increases in 
Alabama have more than doubled this fi gure, 
primarily due to the decrease in state revenue.
Meanwhile, naƟ onal staƟ sƟ cs indicate that 
most full-Ɵ me undergraduate students are 
receiving some type of fi nancial aid or loan. 
This assistance weakens the direct negaƟ ve 
eff ect tuiƟ on increases have on enrollment 
because these students are either paying 
nothing, paying a lower than published 
tuiƟ on price, or are delaying their enƟ re 
cost of higher educaƟ on unƟ l they graduate. 
Without a doubt, though, higher tuiƟ on costs 
have strained federal aid programs and have 
caused parents and students to look more 
closely at the return on their higher educaƟ on 
investments.

Research indicates that low-income, fi rst-
generaƟ on students oŌ en forgo the use of 
loans to pay for college for fear that they 
will be burdened with debt (IHEP, 2008). 

TuiƟ on Increase as a Factor 

in Enrollment
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In other words, while new freshmen numbers 
are increasing, the insƟ tuƟ on may actually 
see a decrease in the total number of high 
school graduates who could actually enroll. 
For example, say an insƟ tuƟ on enrolls 500 
students from a high school graduaƟ ng class of 
1,000. The yield rate in this example would be 
50%. The following year, the insƟ tuƟ on enrolls 
550 students from a graduaƟ ng class of 1,500. 
While there is an increase in the number of 
students enrolled from 500 to 550, the yield 
rate of students who could enroll dropped 
from 50% to 37%. This yield gives a beƩ er 
picture of enrollment than the primary data 
alone.

AŌ er the yield rate was established, it was 
compared to actual increases in UNA tuiƟ on 
and fees during that same period. The results 
are shown in Figure 2-1 below. While it is clear 
to see tuiƟ on and fee increases have a negaƟ ve 
impact on yield rate, the R-squared staƟ sƟ c 
shows a more analyƟ cal picture. According to 
this staƟ sƟ c, over 58% of the variability in yield 
rate from UNA’s top feeder high schools is due 
to tuiƟ on and fee increases. This fi nding may 
help to shed some light on enrollment paƩ erns 
within the state and surrounding states.
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Figure 2-1 Comparison of Tuition/Fee Increases 
to Yield of Top Feeder High Schools
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1. Business

a. AccounƟ ng

b. Economics

c. Finance

d. Management

e. MarkeƟ ng

f. Computer InformaƟ on Systems

2. EducaƟ on

a. Elementary EducaƟ on

b. Health, Physical EducaƟ on, and 
RecreaƟ on

c. Secondary EducaƟ on

3. Formal Science

a. Computer Science

b. MathemaƟ cs

4. HumaniƟ es

a. Art

b. CommunicaƟ on

c. English

d. Entertainment Industry

e. Foreign Languages

f. History

g. PoliƟ cal Science

h. Music

5. Interdisciplinary Studies

a. Interdisciplinary Studies

b. General Studies

6. Natural Sciences

a. Biology

b. Chemistry

c. Industrial Hygiene

d. General Science

e. Physics/Earth Science

7. Nursing

8. Social Science

a. Geography

b. History

c. PoliƟ cal Science

d. Psychology

e. Social Work

f. Sociology

Degree Trends  

 A major purpose for aƩ ending a higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ on is to earn a degree. As another 
component in higher educaƟ on market research, degree trends can be observed to see areas of 
opportunity or threat. Due to the fact that UNA off ers many types of degree programs, OIRPA 
grouped degree types into eight separate families. The families and subsequent degrees includ-
ed within are included below:



16

Degrees from these families were grouped, 
trend data were collected over the past ten 
years, and the data were then ploƩ ed in Fig-
ure 2-2 below. The most striking observaƟ on 
within this chart is the signifi cant decline of 
business degrees. While the NaƟ onal Center 
of EducaƟ on StaƟ sƟ cs as well as The Associa-
Ɵ on to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 
indicate that business degrees, in general, 
have increased and are expected to increase 
in the near future, these degrees at UNA have 
shown a clear decrease. Looking further, these 
decreases seem to be only in certain program 
within the College of Business. 

 -
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UNA Degree Trends

Business Education Formal Science
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For example, baccalaureate degrees in Com-
puter InformaƟ on Systems show a decrease 
from 44 degrees in 2006 to 19 degrees in 2011 
for a loss of 57%. Management and MarkeƟ ng 
degrees in both baccalaureate and master’s 
degrees show decreases. In 2006, 138 bacca-
laureate degrees were earned compared to 
118 degrees in 2011 indicaƟ ng a 15% de-
crease. Also, in 2006, a total of 255 master’s 
degrees were awarded as compared to 185 
in 2011 for a decrease of 28%. Social Scienc-
es and Nursing degrees are showing healthy 
increases over the six-year period. While IDS 
degrees are in the clear minority, they have 
shown a signifi cant increase over the past 
year.
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Conclusion

     While the data in this secƟ on addresses 
many points of interest, many quesƟ ons are 
yet to be answered and will require addiƟ onal 
research. It is therefore recommended that 
this research report be shared with UNA’s vice 
presidents as well as the newly formed Strate-
gic Planning and MarkeƟ ng commiƩ ees. It is 
hoped that this report will induce conversaƟ on 
and raise more quesƟ ons while UNA strategi-
cally focuses on its role, scope, and mission of 
the future.
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   New Freshmen Survey Results          Section Three

IntroducƟ on

As part of the University of North Ala-
bama’s strategy to understand student 
choice and to determine those aƩ ri-

butes students believe are important in their 
choice, the Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Research, 
Planning, and Assessment created the New 
Freshmen Survey. This survey focused on the 
important insƟ tuƟ onal characterisƟ cs this 
group used when deciding on a college and 
how these new freshmen rated UNA on each 
one of these aƩ ributes. The purpose of this 
study is to help the insƟ tuƟ on gain a beƩ er 
understanding of where it is meeƟ ng or not 
meeƟ ng student expectaƟ ons, and to also aid 
it in determining its current and opƟ mal posi-
Ɵ oning within the higher educaƟ on market.

According to offi  cial data from OIRPA, fall 
2012 freshman enrollment was 1,078 which is 
a 16% increase from last fall. While freshman 
headcount enrollment increased, the makeup 
of the freshman class (gender, race, age, etc.) 
is very similar to previous years. Also similar is 
the average ACT Composite average of 21 and 
high school GPA of 3.07.

This report will focus on the research results 
obtained from the New Freshman Survey 
administered during the fall 2012 semester. 
Results from this year’s survey will serve as 
baseline data for subsequent New Freshman 
Survey administraƟ ons.
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Methodology

This study examined student levels of 
importance and saƟ sfacƟ on to specifi c 
insƟ tuƟ onal aƩ ributes. In many cases 
throughout this study, freshmen were asked to 
rank the importance of a parƟ cular aƩ ribute 
in choosing a university, and then to indicate 
the level of saƟ sfacƟ on they have experienced 
thus far with the same aƩ ribute at UNA. 
Respondents to this study consisted of fi rst-
Ɵ me, full-Ɵ me UNA freshmen who made up 
UNA’s offi  cial fall 2012 cohort (n = 1,070). The 
design of the instrument was based, in part, on 
the Importance-Performance Model (Sethna, 
1982; Kotler & Fox, 1985; Polcyn, 1986; Luna, 
1997; and MarƟ lla & James, 1977).

Respondents were contacted by e-mail and 
directed to go to a hosted site (Qualtrics.
com) where the survey was located. The 
survey consisted of 15 quesƟ ons. These 
quesƟ ons were selected aŌ er a review of the 
relevant literature, an examinaƟ on of previous 
studies conducted at UNA, and consultaƟ on 
with various academic and student support 
professionals. Some of the quesƟ ons sought 
various kinds of demographic informaƟ on such 
as the number of insƟ tuƟ ons they applied 
to, the number of student organizaƟ ons they 
belonged to, and whether they planned to 
transfer to another school.

A signifi cant porƟ on of the survey asked 
respondents to indicate the importance of 
19 key aƩ ributes that were involved in the 
process of college/university choice. The 
respondents then were asked to indicate 
their level of saƟ sfacƟ on with the same 19 
aƩ ributes, based on their experiences thus far 
at UNA. Both categories of importance and 
saƟ sfacƟ on were measured using a 5-point 
Likert-type scale (1 = not important/saƟ sfi ed 
to 5 = very important/saƟ sfi ed). Simple 

staƟ sƟ cs were used to idenƟ fy the measures 
of least importance, most importance, least 
saƟ sfi ed, and most saƟ sfi ed. Furthermore, the 
importance measure mean for a parƟ cular 
aƩ ribute was then subtracted from the 
saƟ sfacƟ on measure mean for that same 
aƩ ribute. The diff erence between the two 
measures was referred to as the Performance 
Gap. Higher Performance Gaps indicated 
areas where UNA was least meeƟ ng freshman 
expectaƟ ons.

A total of 248 respondents completed the 
survey for a response rate of 23% of the new 
freshman cohort (1,078). For the sample size 
among the aggregate new freshman popula-
Ɵ on to be signifi cant at the .05 level, a sam-
ple of at least 280 was needed based on the 
following formula: 

Note: s = sample size required; X2 = the table value of 
chi-square for 1 degree of freedom at the desired confi -
dence level; N = the populaƟ on size; P = the populaƟ on 
proporƟ on (assumed to be .50 since this would provide 
maximum sample size; d = the degree of accuracy ex-
pressed as a proporƟ on (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970)

Using the formula, the desired response size 
of 280 is greater than the actual response size 
of 248. Therefore, while the actual response 
size is close to the desired size, the fi ndings of 
this study may not generalize to all fi rst-Ɵ me 
freshmen at UNA. 

2

2 2
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Results
Demographics

     Since the overall sample size was slightly 
less than the desired response size, it was 
important to compare respondent demo-
graphics to the enƟ re new freshman cohort. In 
comparing to race/ethnicity, the sample size 
was not signifi cantly diff erent than the cohort. 
For example, Whites made up 77.5% of the 
respondent group and 72.1% of the enƟ re 
freshman cohort. Blacks made up 14.75% of 
the respondent group and 16.25% of the fresh-
man cohort. Therefore, from these data, it can 
be concluded that the racial makeup of the 
respondent group was similar to the cohort 
group.

When compared to gender, however, it is clear 
to see that females made up a signifi cantly 
higher percentage of the respondent group 
than in the overall freshman cohort group. 
Within the respondent group, 70.33% were 
females while 29.67% were males. Compared 
to the overall freshman cohort, only 56% are 
female and 44% are male. The results of this 
survey, therefore, could be infl uenced by the 
higher number of female respondents.

Almost 89% of the respondents listed Alabama 
as their permanent address and almost 67% 
of these freshman respondents indicated that 
their permanent address was 30 or more miles 
from Campus. Over 32% of respondents indi-
cated that their permanent address was less 
than 30 miles from campus.

Almost 50% of respondents indicated that they 
applied to only one or two colleges during 
their search, while almost 24% applied to 4 or 
more schools.  When asked where UNA ranked 
in their choice for college, over 57% indicated 
that UNA was their fi rst choice, while over 29% 
indicated that UNA was their second choice. 
Therefore, almost 87% of the respondents 

indicated that UNA was either their fi rst or 
second choice. Only 5% indicated that UNA 
was their fourth choice or lower.

Respondents were then asked if they planned 
to transfer from UNA to another college or 
university in order to complete their under-
graduate degree. Over 80% indicated that they 
did not plan to transfer, while less than 20% 
indicated that they did plan to transfer. Out 
of those who indicated they would transfer to 
another insƟ tuƟ on, the majority stated that 
they planned to transfer to The University of 
Alabama, Auburn University, or the University 
of Alabama in Birmingham.

Respondents were also asked to indicate how 
many organizaƟ ons or acƟ viƟ es they were in-
volved in at UNA. Over 35% were not affi  liated 
with any organizaƟ on or acƟ vity, while about 
31% indicated that they were involved in one. 
About 15% indicated that they were involved 
in four or more organizaƟ ons or acƟ viƟ es.

Student SaƟ sfacƟ on

In the survey, respondents were asked to 
choose from a list their top reason for aƩ end-
ing UNA. 

These results (Fig. 3-1) indicate that locaƟ on, 
cost, and availability of major/program were 
the main reasons these respondents came to 
UNA. These results tend to support other data 
in the survey where the majority indicated that 
UNA was their fi rst choice and that the major-
ity did not plan to transfer to another insƟ tu-
Ɵ on to complete their undergraduate degree. 
In an open-ended quesƟ on, in which students 
were asked to list their primary reasons for 
aƩ ending UNA, most listed cost, closeness to 
home, and inviƟ ng atmosphere.
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When asked what UNA’s major weakness 
was, respondents were again asked to choose 
from a list. The results are listed. When asked 
what UNA’s major weakness was, respon-
dents were again asked to choose from a list. 
The results are listed in the graph below (Fig. 
3-2).

While cost was a major factor in the 
respondents’ decision to come to UNA, it 
also was listed 
as the top 
weakness. 
These results 
indicate that 
these new 
freshmen 
are sensiƟ ve 
to ever-
increasing 
tuiƟ on costs 
in response to 
signifi cantly 
decreased state revenue. In an open-ended 
quesƟ on asking respondents to list UNA’s top 
weakness, many stated that rising costs was a 
problem for them. However, 72 respondents 
indicated that they were not pleased with 
housing opƟ ons. The open-ended responses 
emulated this result, as many respondents 
indicated that they did not like the dorms 
for one reason or 
another.

Performance Gaps

A signifi cant por-
Ɵ on of the survey 
asked respondents 
to indicate the 
importance of 19 
key characterisƟ cs 
that were involved 
in their process of 
college/university selecƟ on. The respondents 
were then asked to indicate their level of 
saƟ sfacƟ on with the same 19 characterisƟ cs 
through their experience at UNA. Both cat-

egories of importance and saƟ sfacƟ on were 
measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 
= not important/saƟ sfi ed to 5 = very import-
ant/saƟ sfi ed). From these data a radar chart 
was created.

A radar chart consists of equi-angular spokes, 
or axes, each represenƟ ng a disƟ nct variable. 
A data point of a variable is placed on the 
axis so that its distance from the origin 

relaƟ ve to 
the length 
of the axis is 
proporƟ onal 
to the 
magnitude of 
the variable 
relaƟ ve to its 
maximum. 
Lines are 
drawn 
connecƟ ng 
data points on 

adjacent axes, thus forming the characterisƟ c 
polygon for an observaƟ on. A radar chart 
containing one polygon helps the researcher 
idenƟ fy the dominant variables for a given 
observaƟ on. A radar chart with mulƟ ple 
polygons compares the relaƟ ve strength and 
weakness of the observaƟ ons.

In this study, 
the radar 
chart con-
sisted of two 
polygons. 
The fi rst 
measures the 
importance 
that respon-
dents placed 
on key aƩ ri-
butes when 

choosing a college or university. The second 
polygon measured respondent saƟ sfacƟ on 
with these same aƩ ributes at UNA. The chart 
below displays the radar chart used in this 
study.
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The purple line or polygon indicates the level 
of importance that respondents placed on 
each of the 19 aƩ ributes. The gold line or 
polygon indicates the level of saƟ sfacƟ on 
students indicated for the same aƩ ributes at 
UNA. Where the purple and gold lines inter-
cept demonstrates where the insƟ tuƟ on is 
meeƟ ng the expectaƟ on of the respondent – 
no maƩ er where on the scale they fall. When 
the purple line is greater than the gold line 
a performance gap occurs. The larger the 
performance gap, the least the insƟ tuƟ on 
is meeƟ ng respondent needs. An inversion 
occurs when the saƟ sfacƟ on line supersedes 
the line of importance. This phenomenon may 
indicate an area of overkill, since the respon-
dent is placing less emphasis on the impor-
tance of an aƩ ribute as compared to the level 
of saƟ sfacƟ on associated with it.

In the chart below (Fig. 3-3), it is clear that 
the largest performance gap occur with Safe 

Campus, Cost to AƩ end, and Availability 
of Scholarships. These fi ndings are further 
supported in the open-ended responses 
where the students were asked to indicate 
the largest area of weakness at UNA. In their 
responses, the majority of the students cited 
higher costs, lack of adequate scholarships, 
and their concern with the safety of the cam-
pus. According to campus crime staƟ sƟ cs, 
off ences such as burglary and violent crime 
have not increased signifi cantly over the past 
four years. In fact, staƟ sƟ cs have shown a de-
crease in some areas. However, the rapidity 
and frequency of Lion Alert messages going 
out to students, along with increased news 
coverage on those few crimes that do occur 
may address, at least, some of the concern 
among students.

Areas where UNA is meeƟ ng or is coming 
close to meeƟ ng student expectaƟ ons are 
Campus Atmosphere, Access to Faculty, 
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Advising, NaƟ onal and State-wide ReputaƟ on, 
SelecƟ ve Admission Standards, Smaller Class 
Sizes, Leadership Development, and Quality of 
Classrooms and Building FaciliƟ es. These are all 
aspects the insƟ tuƟ on should exploit within its 
markeƟ ng materials in an eff ort to increase the 
perceived value of an UNA degree, while also off -
seƫ  ng the perceived costs associated with it.

Areas that may signal overkill are Close to Home, 
Varsity AthleƟ cs, and the Honors Program. Clear-
ly, while most students liked the locaƟ on of the 
insƟ tuƟ on, they were not as concerned with its 
proximity to home. Based on the average student 
who aƩ ends a master’s/comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on 
like UNA, it is not surprising that Varsity AthleƟ cs 
scored low in importance. Furthermore, because 
few UNA students are part of the Honors Program, 
most of the respondents clearly do not see the 
benefi t of this program.

Conclusion

     While campus safety was the area where 
students had the most concern, these scores may 
have been skewed due to increased alerts on cam-
pus concerning crime events, as well as increased 
media coverage. Only subsequent administraƟ ons 
of the survey to future new freshmen as well the 
review of campus crime staƟ sƟ cs will determine if 
this year’s measure is accurate or if it is an aberra-
Ɵ on. 

Campus costs and the availability of scholarships 
to off set those higher costs are other major con-
cerns of UNA students. As tuiƟ on rises, many stu-
dents may opt to aƩ end a two-year college or to 
go to a major research university where, although 
the costs may be higher, the perceived value or 
benefi t may be signifi cantly greater. 

It is recommended that this survey be conducted 
at least every two years in order to conƟ nue to 
gauge new freshmen perspecƟ ves on what is im-
portant to them and how UNA meets their needs.
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IntroducƟ on

Over the past decade, student reten-
Ɵ on and graduaƟ on rate staƟ sƟ cs 
have garnered an increasingly great-

er amount of aƩ enƟ on from InsƟ tuƟ ons of 
Higher EducaƟ on (IHE).  Though retenƟ on 
and graduaƟ on rates have always held a sig-
nifi cant degree of aƩ enƟ on for IHEs, recent 
federal oversight measures (i.e. No Child LeŌ  
Behind) and ever reducing State appropria-
Ɵ ons, occurring throughout the past decade, 
have given these insƟ tuƟ ons an even greater 
impetus to beƩ er understand the contribut-
ing factors that aƩ ribute to student aƩ riƟ on.  

The cost of student aƩ riƟ on has typically 
been viewed from the student’s perspec-
Ɵ ve, in measures refl ecƟ ng Ɵ me and money 
spent by the student towards a degree never 
aƩ ained.  Now, the cost of student aƩ riƟ on, 
from the perspecƟ ve of IHEs, has gained 
a larger focus.  Ever diminishing revenue, 
appropriated to IHEs from state funds, is 
forcing universiƟ es to discover and cut costs 
wherever possible.  The cost of student at-
triƟ on that IHEs pay is the revenue, in terms 
of educaƟ on and related spending, spent on 
students that do not graduate. Approximate-
ly 35% of the 2003-04 naƟ onal freshman co-
hort did not graduate and were not enrolled 
at any IHE by the 2008-09 academic year 
(Johnson, 2012).  The total costs of these 
students accounted for 19% of total instruc-
Ɵ onal spending for IHEs.  Further analysis 
of these students reveals that only 10% leŌ  
with cumulaƟ ve GPAs below a C average.  
Furthermore, 40% held GPAs in the A to B 
range.  These fi ndings strongly suggest that 

academic failure may not be the primary fac-
tor infl uencing student aƩ riƟ on.  In fact, the 
top three reasons cited by these students for 
leaving higher educaƟ on were “Personal Rea-
sons”, “Financial Reasons”, and “Other Reasons” 
(Johnson, 2012).  In order for IHEs to reduce 
their costs of aƩ riƟ on they must beƩ er under-
stand all of the reasons students are leaving 
higher educaƟ on.

In an eff ort to beƩ er understand the factors 
that infl uence students at the University of 
North Alabama  to leave the insƟ tuƟ on, the 
Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Research, Planning, and 
Assessment (OIRPA) created and administered 
the Freshman in Good-Standing AƩ riƟ on sur-
vey.  This survey was restricted to individuals 
from UNA’s Fall 2011 freshman cohort that did 
not return for the fall 2012 semester, though 
their cumulaƟ ve GPA placed the students in 
good-standing (a GPA equal to or greater than 
2.0).  This restricƟ ve measure was taken in 
order to beƩ er understand what factors, other 
than purely academic failure, are infl uencing 
students to leave UNA.  

   

   Factors Inϐluencing Student Attrition        Section Four
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Methodology

     The current study, which examined stu-
dents who leŌ  the University in good-stand-
ing, sought to discover the primary reasons 
students iniƟ ally decided to aƩ end UNA and 
the primary reasons these students leŌ  the 
University.  Furthermore, the survey sought 
to discover what aspects of their aƩ endance 
were most and least saƟ sfying.  In addiƟ on to 
these measures, students were asked if they 
were currently enrolled at another IHE and, if 
they were, they were asked what insƟ tuƟ on 
they aƩ ended.  Students then were asked if 
they planned to return to UNA in the future.  
Lastly, students were asked what, if any, mea-
sures could the University have taken to retain 
them as students.  

Procedures

In order to reach the desired sample to survey, 
the populaƟ on of all fall 2011 fi rst-Ɵ me, full-
Ɵ me freshmen (n=916) was populated with 
their cumulaƟ ve GPA, as of the beginning of 
the fall 2012 semester.  The iniƟ al populaƟ on 
was matched to the frozen fall 2012 enroll-
ment database and all students that were not 
enrolled in the fall 2012 semester were iden-
Ɵ fi ed as non-returners (n=287).  The group of 
non-returners were classifi ed, based on their 
cumulaƟ ve GPA, as “LeŌ  in Good-Standing” 
(n=145) or “LeŌ  in Poor-Standing” (n=142), 
where students with GPAs >= 2.0 were regard-
ed as being in good-standing.

The survey, consisƟ ng of 10 items, and was 
created using Qualtrics.  The OIRPA staff  con-
ducted the survey via telephone.  Of the 145 
students that leŌ  the University in good-stand-
ing, 105 students had acƟ ve telephone records 
in Banner.  All 105 telephone numbers were 
called and a total of 44 students/parents were 
contacted and parƟ cipated in the study.

Telephone Procedure

The list of students to call was divided among 
the OIRPA staff .  Each staff  member began 
the survey by staƟ ng his/her name, affi  liaƟ on 
with the University, and that they were 
conducƟ ng a survey of recent freshmen.  This 
was followed by asking if the selected student 
was available to parƟ cipate in the survey.  If 
the student was not available, but the parent 
was willing and able to answer the survey, the 
parent’s input was taken as a last resort.  Of 
the 44 total responders to the survey, 13 were 
parental input.

The survey conƟ nued by asking if the student 
was enrolled at another insƟ tuƟ on, and if so 
the student was asked to state what college 
or university they were aƩ ending.  The four 
quesƟ ons that followed addressed the primary 
quesƟ ons of the survey.  The student was fi rst 
asked to list their primary reasons for iniƟ ally 
deciding to aƩ end UNA.  This was followed by 
asking the student his/her primary reasons for 
leaving the University.  

Students were asked if they were involved in 
any UNA sponsored extracurricular acƟ viƟ es, 
while aƩ ending UNA.  This was followed by 
asking if they have any plans to return to UNA 
in the future.

Three addiƟ onal open-ended quesƟ ons closed 
the survey.  The fi rst two quesƟ ons asked each 
student to state the most saƟ sfying and least 
saƟ sfying experiences with the University, 
while aƩ ending.  Lastly, each student was 
asked what UNA could have done to keep him/
her as a student.  All open ended responses 
were recorded and coded into specifi ed 
categories.  
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Results

Demographics

     To gain perspecƟ ve of the survey respon-
dents (n=44), analysis of general demographic 
data was  conducted and compared to students 
within their fall 2011 cohort that returned for 
the fall 2012 
semester.  
There were 
no signifi cant 
diff erences 
between the 
two groups in 
terms of race 
and ethnicity.  
Seventy-fi ve 
percent of 
the survey 
respondents were White and 15.9% were 
Black or African American.  These percentages 
are almost idenƟ cal to the returning fall 2011 
cohort, which were 75.7% White and 15.9% 
Black or African American.  Furthermore, 
percentage breakdown of gender between the 
two groups was not 
signifi cantly diff er-
ent, with 65.9% of 
respondents being 
female and 63.6% 
of returning cohort 
members being 
female.  

In-state residence 
between the two 
groups was also 
compared.  Of the students surveyed, 97.7% 
were Alabama residents.  Of the 2011 full-Ɵ me 
fi rst-Ɵ me freshman that returned for fall 2012, 
94.8% were Alabama residents.

Of the students surveyed, 68% indicated 

that they were currently enrolled at another 
college or university.  Sixty-seven percent of 
these students were enrolled at a 2-year in-
sƟ tuƟ on, while 33% were enrolled at a 4-year 

university.   

Primary Reasons 
for AƩ ending and 
Leaving

Respondents were 
asked to state their 
primary reason(s) 
for aƩ ending UNA.  
Their responses 
were coded and 

categorized.  The results are listed in Fig. 4-1. 
Of the 44 total respondents, 17 (38.6%) indi-
cated that the relaƟ ve locaƟ on of UNA to their 
homes was a primary reason for aƩ ending.  
The availability of fi nancial aid and/or scholar-
ship was the second most popular reason for 
aƩ ending (18.2%), followed by availability of 

a desired major 
(15.9%), campus 
atmosphere 
(13.6%), and 
personal rea-
sons (13.6%).  

The results to 
the survey’s 
quesƟ on that 
asked “what 
was your pri-

mary reason or reasons for leaving UNA” are 
displayed in Fig. 4-2.

By far, the category of “personal” issues 
was the most common reason indicated 
by students for leaving UNA, with 34.1% of 
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those surveyed indicaƟ ng such.   Examples 
of personal reasons included family, marital, 
health related issues.  “Distance from home”, 
“overall cost”, and “loss of scholarship/fi nancial 
aid” followed in respecƟ ve order.  However, 
if the categories 
“overall cost” and 
“loss of scholarship/
fi nancial aid” 
were combined 
into the over-
arching category of 
“Financial Reasons”, 
that category would 
be indicated by 25% 
of respondents.  

Most and Least SaƟ sfying Experiences

Surveyed respondents were asked to indicate 
the most saƟ sfying experience or aspect of 
aƩ ending UNA, as well as their least saƟ sfying 
experience.  The results are displayed in 
Fig. 4-3. As seen in the graph above, faculty 
interacƟ on was the most common response 
given by students when asked what was their 
most saƟ sfying experience, while aƩ ending 
UNA.  Almost 30% of students indicated 
as such.  In line with this fi nding, 13.6% of 
students stated that smaller class sizes ranked 
as one of the 
best aspects 
of their 
experience at 
UNA.  General 
social reasons 
were given 
by 16% of 
students 
surveyed 
as one of 
the most saƟ sfying aspects/experiences of 
aƩ ending UNA.  

Respondents were also asked to state their 
“least saƟ sfying experience of aƩ ending UNA.”  
The results of this inquiry are displayed in Fig. 
4-4. By far, the most common answer to this 

quesƟ on fell into the category of “nothing”.  
Students in this category, approximately 
36%, stated that they could not state a major 
negaƟ ve experience while aƩ ending UNA.  Most 
of these students indicated that there were 

personal reasons 
why they chose 
not to enroll in 
the fall 2012 
semester.  The 
highest category 
of negaƟ ve 
experience was 
“dorm life”, 
at 15.9% of 
respondents 

indicated such.  The categories “distance from 
home”, “loss of scholarship”, negaƟ ve “faculty” 
interacƟ ons, and negaƟ ve “social” reasons were 
followed respecƟ vely as the most indicated 
negaƟ ve experiences.  

The fi nal quesƟ on of the survey asked students, 
“What UNA could have done to keep him/her 
as a student”.  These responses were coded and 
classifi ed into appropriate categories.  Approxi-
mately 59% of respondents indicated that there 
was nothing that the University could have done 
to keep him/her as a student due to various per-
sonal reasons.  Of students that indicated that 

UNA could have done 
something to keep 
them as a student, 
47.1% indicated beƩ er 
fi nancial aid/scholar-
ships would have kept 
them enrolled.  

Lastly, students were 
asked if they plan to 
return to UNA in the 

future.  FiŌ y percent of students indicated that 
they would not return, while 29.5% said they 
may return and 20.5% said that they do plan to 
return to UNA.
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Conclusion

     The fi ndings of this study reveal that the 
factors infl uencing student aƩ riƟ on at UNA may 
not diff er greatly from factors infl uencing student 
aƩ riƟ on at other insƟ tuƟ ons of higher educa-
Ɵ on.  The top two reasons that students in good 
academic standing are leaving UNA, personal and 
fi nancial reasons, are idenƟ cal to the reasons 
cited in the Delta Cost Project (2012). Though 
there may be very liƩ le that a university could 
do to retain students that leave due to purely 
personal reasons, acƟ ons taken by insƟ tuƟ ons 
to improve student awareness of various means 
of fi nancial assistance may allow these enƟ Ɵ es 
to retain students who are proving their abiliƟ es 
scholasƟ cally.  

Several posiƟ ve results were pulled from data 
collected in this study.  A majority of students 
cited that their most saƟ sfying experience while 
aƩ ending UNA was related to the instrucƟ onal 
experience, whether that be due to the quali-
ty of faculty or their appreciaƟ on of small class 
sizes.  Furthermore, a large percentage of those 
surveyed could recall no outstanding negaƟ ve 
experience associated with their Ɵ me as a UNA 
student.  These University strengths, among oth-
ers, are likely responsible for the fi nding that half 
of the respondents indicated that they are either 
planning on or considering returning to UNA.  
MarkeƟ ng these strengths may be a valuable tool 
to recruit and retain students looking for an inƟ -
mate university experience highlighted by quality 
instrucƟ on.

Areas of future student aƩ riƟ on research could 
extend the sample populaƟ on beyond the fresh-
men class.  Gaining an understanding of the 
amount of students leaving the University in their 
junior and senior years, along with their reasons, 
should prove benefi cial.  In fact, the Delta Cost 
Project (2012), which aggregated naƟ onal stu-
dent retenƟ on data, indicated that of all students 
leaving higher educaƟ on with unfi nished degrees, 
33% leŌ  in their junior year or later and in good 
academic standing. 
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