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Enrollment Management Briefing 

BACKGROUND 

The goal of enrollment management is to achieve the optimal recruitment, retention, and 
graduation of students at OSU, consistent with the university’s strategic goals as articulated in 
SP 4.0. The following report summarizes OSU’s progress in meeting its enrollment 
management goals, external factors influencing enrollment at the university, and initiatives we 
are pursuing to counter the threats and capture the opportunities we face. 

STRATEGIC ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT AT OSU 

Strategic enrollment management at OSU is led by the Division of Enrollment Management. 
However, success requires a collaborative effort of multiple units, including: the divisions of 
Enrollment Management, Undergraduate Education, Student Affairs, Information and 
Technology, and Outreach and Engagement; the Graduate School; the Office of International 
Admissions and INTO OSU; Ecampus; and the academic colleges. The major elements of 
OSU’s enrollment management system are: 

 Office of Admissions: identifies, recruits, and admits qualified undergraduate applicants 
to OSU in alignment with enrollment goals and in collaboration with university partners; 

 Office of Financial Aid: administers funds from Federal, state, institutional, and private 
sources to ensure higher educational opportunities are available to all eligible students;  

 Office of Scholarships: administers institutional level scholarships, provides scholarship 
information to students and families, and supports academic colleges and other campus 
partners in management and awarding of their scholarship funds; 

 Office of the Registrar: provides enrollment and instructional tools and services for 
students, faculty and staff; maintains academic history records; and works with campus 
partners to ensure policies and processes are geared toward student success; 

 Office of Precollege Programs supports and oversees programs designed to provide 
youth from diverse backgrounds pathways to an OSU education; 

 Degree Partnership Program, previously named "Dual Enrollment," allows students to be 
jointly admitted and enrolled at OSU and any of our community college partner schools;  

 Enrollment Management Information Technology: collaborating with the Division of 
Information and Technology, provides the information systems, third party data 
integration, digital marketing, business and data analysis, routine reporting, and 
hardware management to support enrollment management; 

 INTO OSU and the Office of International Admissions: Directly recruits, admits and 
supports the enrollment of international students through pathway and direct entry 
programs. 
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 Division of Undergraduate Education: Supports the development of new undergraduate 
academic programs by colleges, schools, and departments and aids in creation and 
delivery of experiential learning experiences (including Study Abroad); 

 Division of Student Affairs: Supports students’ academic progress and success through 
the Office of Academic Achievement, University Housing and Dining, Health and 
Wellness support, and multiple co-curricular programs;  

 Division of Information Technology: Provides enrollment management technology and 
data solutions to meet the complex needs of internal and external users. 

 Division of Outreach and Engagement: Provides education and programming for Oregon 
youth related to preparing for and attending college, including, but not limited to OSU.  
Programs include Gateway/Transfer OSU and Juntos. 

 Graduate School: Working with academic colleges, the Graduate School coordinates 
policy, process and strategies for meeting graduate-level enrollment goals, including 
development of new degree programs, recruitment support, admissions, and funding 
opportunities to support assistantships. 

 Academic colleges: Academic colleges play a significant role in attracting, retaining, and 
graduating their students. Colleges focus recruitment efforts on lead generation and 
yield of admitted students, and raise scholarship funding to improve both recruitment 
and retention. 

Coordination among units happens through a variety of councils and workgroups, including the 
Strategic Enrollment Management Steering Committee, the OSU Student Recruitment Council, 
Graduate Council, Curriculum Council, and others. Various dashboards and reports have been 
built to help campus partners monitor progress on enrollment related metrics. 

ENROLLMENT TRENDS 

Total enrollment at OSU has grown each year since the mid-1990s. Figure 1 illustrates how 
OSU has grown over time through a changing mix of Corvallis, Cascades and Ecampus 
students.  

We have been fortunate to continue growing in recent years. However, for many of the reasons 
outlined in this report, OSU-Corvallis enrollment declined for the first time in as many years this 
fall (Figure 2). Driving the decline were slowing new student enrollments in 2015, 2016 and 
2017, particularly among low- and lower middle-income resident freshmen and transfers. 

Some specific trends: 

 Enrollments of high achieving residents (high school GPA at least 3.75) and non-
residents have climbed over the past few years (Figure 3). Online students enrolled via 
Ecampus have continued to grow (Figure 1), as has OSU-Cascades enrollments 
(Figures 1 and 4), both leading to overall enrollment increases at OSU as a whole. 

 Diversity has continued to improve with nearly one-quarter of our domestic student 
population at OSU coming from a historically underrepresented race or ethnicity.  
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 While higher education enrollment numbers overall are in decline in the United States, 
fully online student enrollment, now considered mainstream, continues to grow. 
According to Eduventures, over 2 million undergraduates, about 15% of the total, now 
study fully online along with over 1 million graduate students. The number of exclusively 
online students has climbed in the past several years. At Oregon State, our fully online 
(Ecampus) student headcount has increased by more than 20% in the past two years; in 
2015-16, there were 7,523 fully online students compared to 9,051 in 2017-18.  
 

 International students are declining due primarily to loss of government sponsorships in 
the Middle East, shifts in the Chinese market, and declines in graduate students as a 
result of volatility in visa policy. These changes are impacting universities across the 
country, resulting in increased competition for a smaller pool of students coming to the 
US. 

 Students enrolling through our Degree Partnership Program continues to increase 
(Figure 5), but transfer enrollments at Oregon community colleges have been on the 
decline in the past several years, despite Oregon Promise. 

Total enrollment is expected to continue to trend downward due to external factors. We expect 
an overall decline in total OSU enrollment in fall 2019 for the first time since 1996, but are 
working diligently to reverse the trend through our strategies and tactics. 

Our yield, or the percentage of admitted freshmen that end up enrolling at OSU, has been 
declining for the past five years as well, dropping by 3 percentage points (down 10%) during this 
time. This mirrors national trends brought on by the proliferation of common applications, and 
the rise in average number of schools that college-bound students are applying to. 

Graduate applications have declined in the past three years, but academic colleges, who make 
their own admission decisions at the Graduate level, are only able to admit about one-third of 
applicants, due to capacity and funding restraints (such as tuition stipends, assistantships, etc.).  
Changes in international markets have had the largest impact in graduate applications and 
enrollments. In professional graduate programs, such as the MBA, recruitment has become 
increasingly competitive as more schools are providing these programs in different locations 
and online.     

OSU has performed well increasing MBA enrollments through the Portland Center and is a 
model for our future success using that facility. The Master’s in Engineering is also gaining more 
attention due to recent national rankings and shows opportunity for growth.  

Portland Center applications are increasing as awareness of our offerings and presence in 
downtown Portland grows.  Academic colleges continue to explore offerings (such as degree 
programs, credentials, and outreach) for the center as we continue to refine our marketing and 
recruitment efforts for Portland. 
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Figure 1: OSU enrollment growth and “mix”(Corvallis+1, Cascades, Ecampus) 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Year over Year change in OSU (Corvallis) FTE enrollment from 2004 through 2018. 

                                                           
1 Corvallis+ includes face-to-face students in Corvallis, at EOU, and elsewhere other than OSU-Cascades 
 

+ 
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Figure 3: Corvallis and Ecampus enrollment trend by residency 

 
 

Figure 4:  OSU-Cascades enrollment trend 
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Figure 5:  Degree Partnership Program enrollment trend 

 

PERSISTENCE AND GRADUATION 
First year retention and six year graduation rates are improving (see Figure 6). The 
Undergraduate Student Success Initiative and college-level efforts to better retain and graduate 
students are having a positive impact. However, gaps in retention and graduation rates between 
both underrepresented minorities and low income students and their classmates have not 
improved significantly.  Six year graduation rates for Pell-eligible students are 5.5 percentage 
points behind the total population and students from historically underrepresented minority 
groups are 7.4 percentage points behind their peers. 

One of the most common tactics among universities to improve retention and graduation rates is 
to increase the admissions selectivity. With the exception of recruiting more high achieving 
Oregon high school graduates, OSU has not adopted that approach. Our inclusive excellence 
mission prioritizes accessibility and our Land Grant ideals prioritize service to the people of 
Oregon.  Instead, we have sought to make continuous internal improvements to serve a diverse 
student body better. 
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Figure 6: First year retention and 6 year graduation rate trends

 

FINANCIAL AID AND SCHOLARSHIPS 
The availability and effective use of financial aid and scholarship support plays a critical role in 
recruitment, retention and graduation. While most federal aid administered by OSU is restricted, 
there are some opportunities to pair federal aid with state and institutional aid to drive 
enrollments. Aid rarely goes far enough to cover all of a student’s need, however. Figure 7 
shows the average unmet need of residents and non-residents attending OSU after their 
expected family contribution (determined through the Free Application for Federal Student Aid) 
and federal, state and institutional aid (merit and need grants and scholarships) are applied. 

 
Figure 7: Average unmet need of current OSU undergraduates after aid is applied 
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OSU has experienced strong growth among high achieving resident freshmen, going from 
32.7% of the resident freshmen ten years ago to 44% this past fall. For the past six years we 
have operated a scholarship program that was designed to improve this metric and move us 
closer to 50%. The result of our success over time has been increased merit scholarship 
spending via discounts, which in turn has reduced the amount of discount dollars available to 
award to low-income students with less or no merit aid. The result is fewer low- and lower 
middle-income students enrolling at OSU over time, which is illustrated in Figure 8 below. Figure 
9 illustrates the mix of types of aid awarded to OSU students over time. 

There has been a lot of emphasis on scholarship fundraising in recent years, much of which is 
driven by academic colleges.  As enrollment declines, it is imperative that we coordinate our use 
of all available aid funds to maximize enrollment, meet mission, and achieve budget goals. OSU 
launched ScholarDollars this year, which is a web-based “one stop” scholarship database and 
application tool. This will allow us to better coordinate our awarding and achieve enrollment 
goals.   

Generally, the financial position of graduating OSU students is strong, with the average resident 
student (average debt) and a loan default rate of 3.9% compared to the national average of 
10.8%, but this is likely a function of the change in financial profile of our students. The average 
loan debt for an Oregon State University graduate is $27,697, while the national average is 
$30,100. 

 

Figure 8: First-time Freshman Enrollment by Parent(s) Adjusted Gross Income 
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Figure 9: Change in the types and amounts of aid awarded in last four academic years 

 

METRICS  

The core outcome metrics informing enrollment management are summarized in Attachment 1. 
Many of these metrics are included among the new SP4.0 metrics and some are still under 
development. 

THREATS AND OPPORTUNITIES  

The following is a summary of threats and opportunities facing OSU as it pursues its enrollment 
goals. 

Increasing Competition 
Nationally, the traditional college-going population is declining; rising costs, stagnating incomes, 
and disinvestment by states are reducing affordability; and there is rising skepticism regarding 
the value of higher education. These pressures have led to increased competition throughout 
the higher education sector.  

Oregon State’s portfolio of degree programs, locations, and delivery methods has allowed it to 
take advantage of opportunities in the marketplace that serve many different student profiles 
and, as a result, the university has experienced growing enrollments for many years. In fall 
2018, the Corvallis campus experienced its first decline in many years, but that decline comes 
as a result of progressively smaller new incoming classes over the past few years. Those 
smaller classes are the result of flat and declining high school graduation numbers in Oregon 
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and many key feeder states (Figure 10); changes in state higher education policies and 
practices, particularly in California; and competitors’ strategies.  

Figure 10: Projected high school graduates in Western states 

 

Diversifying Student Population 
Enrollment from the adult learner market pursuing online degrees continues to grow and 
outpace enrollment directly out of high school, which is flat or declining overall. According to 
Eduventures, a higher education research firm, fall 2017 data from the Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDs) estimates that 15% of the total undergraduate 
student population in the U.S. are enrolled fully online. This is an increase of 13% since 2012. It 
is estimated that 30% of the total graduate student population in the U.S. are enrolled fully 
online. This is an increase of 36% since 2012. 

Evolving College Exploration Process 
Students are using a growing number of sources to learn about and shape their opinions about 
colleges. Competitive recruitment and engagement of students requires creation of multiple 
layers of engagement, the ability to experiment with new approaches to stay ahead of the curve, 
and strong integration with a single customer relations management system to make sense of it 
all.  

Not only can we not rely on our traditional markets, we cannot rely on our traditional ways of 
reaching markets. Traditionally, we have relied on the ability purchase names of prospective 
students and could gain their attention through email and mailings.  Now, we must rely on a 
much broader, engaging strategy through social media, early outreach, segmented marketing, 
text, mail, email and web-based approaches.  
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Economic Conditions 
Currently, state and national economic conditions are good, but volatile. An economic downturn 
is looking increasingly likely in the next 12-18 months. Higher education enrollments generally 
increase when the economy is in a slump. Institutions gain enrollment, but suffer from 
reductions in state and federal funding. The state of Oregon’s fiscal model, which is heavy on 
the income tax as a source of revenue, is particularly volatile and can lead to significant cuts in 
higher education funding during economic downturns. Corporate partnerships and hiring for 
graduates can also decline. Net tuition revenues from increased enrollments will be needed to 
support losses elsewhere. All of this underscores the importance of a strong, growth-focused 
enrollment plan. 

The university is pursuing a number of strategies to help adjust to the changing landscape while 
taking advantage of Oregon State’s many strengths and remaining true to the university’s 
mission. To guide these efforts the university adopted its 2019–2024 Enrollment Plan, 
developed as a collaborative effort between the Division of Enrollment Management and 
university partners.  

This plan identifies four priority recommendations, each of which will lead to better management 
practices and enrollment growth:  

1. Develop and implement a university-wide customer relationship management (CRM) 
practice and set of tools, with a focus on integrating enrollment-related functionality into the 
entire student relationship lifecycle. 

2. Evaluate current discounting and scholarship awarding and renewal practices to achieve 
enrollment goals. 

3. Conduct an external review of our enrollment management system to benchmark against 
national best practices. 

4. Prioritize market expansion by identifying a portfolio of enrollment growth opportunities that 
both diversify enrollment and maximize net tuition revenue. 

CURRENT SPECIAL INITIATIVES AND PROJECTS 
Enrollment: Increasing the Applicant Pool and Improving Yield 

Projects and initiatives include: 

 Adoption of the Common Application (Common App) – Joined the Common 
Application in the current admissions cycle to improve our exposure to non-resident 
applicants and allow for common processes for students applying to other schools. Initial 
results indicate more applications from the Midwest and East Coast, but we expect to 
improve results as we fully implement in the 2019-2020 cycle. 

 Improved transfer tools – Improving access to pre-enrollment coaching and improving 
transfer credit evaluation response time and self-guided tools.  We expect to launch a 
tool that will allow prospective transfers to see how their credits taken elsewhere will 
count toward specific OSU degrees in the next two months. We are in the preliminary 
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stages of implementing software that “reads” transcripts and assigns transfer credit at 
the time of admission. This will cut credit evaluation time from months to days. 

 Faster transfer credit articulation – Hired two additional transfer credit evaluators to 
reduce transfer admission and credit articulation turnaround times.  

 Increased focus on yield – Coordinating with academic units to engage in aligned 
recruiting efforts of admitted students to improve new student enrollments.  For example, 
college representatives call high achieving students admitted to OSU, but not chosen for 
the Honors College, to encourage their enrollment and point them to opportunities 
available to them outside Honors College. 

 Expanding precollege outreach – Expanding Beaver Hangouts to underserved youth 
and expanding grant-funded invention youth camps throughout rural Oregon. 

 Expanding regional recruiters – Expanded presence in key markets through on-site 
admissions representatives in Northern California, Southern California (2), Seattle, 
Portland, and Hawaii. Expanding transfer recruitment and transition planning support 
through placed representatives at Portland Community College (OSU 
Transfer/Gateway). 

 Increasing “personal touches” – Delivering a personalized website and print 
publication based on a student’s unique interests at OSU.  Also personally delivering 
“surprise” awards to Presidential Scholarship recipients throughout Oregon.  Both aimed 
at improving yield. 

 Meltbot – Using artificial intelligence in our communications (“bot technology”) that 
provides immediate responses to student who wish to engage with us via text and 
through our website.  National research indicates this prevents loss of enrollment that 
occurs during summer (“melt”).  

 Updating academic regulations and processes updates – Pursuing changes to 
academic regulations which prevent quick-to-market, innovative academic offerings 
which meet the changing demand for higher education.  For example, we are currently 
working through curriculum approval processes to consider a change which will allow 
OSU to offer certificate programs to students not pursuing an OSU degree. 

Boosting Persistence and Graduation 
The following initiatives will help students optimize their time at OSU and shorten their time to 
degree: 

 New class scheduling tool – Introducing a new online scheduling tool for academic 
departments that allows for multi-year planning and time optimization tools to ensure 
they are offering courses when students can attend. 

 Student registration – Improving the student registration experience by coupling it with 
degree plans so students are triggered to register for courses that keep them on track 
toward graduation. 
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 Institutional awarding – OSU previously required students to apply to graduate.  In 
some cases students were not doing so and left OSU, but had met the requirements to 
earn their degree. This effort awards degrees to these students, reducing barriers to 
graduation and ensuring degrees are awarded at the time they are earned. 

Increasing Impact of Financial Aid and Scholarships 
The following initiatives will better utilize existing funds to maximize enrollment outcomes: 

 Financial aid leveraging – Working with consultant Ruffalo Noel Levitz, currently uses 
modeling to award available financial aid and scholarship funds in a way that maximizes 
enrollment and balances multiple enrollment goals. Further refinement is expected in 
2019-2020 to adjust to new enrollment realities. 

 Reforming Bridge to Success – Awarding both financial and student support benefits 
to Oregon’s lowest income students, including tuition support, guaranteed on-campus 
employment, assigned faculty mentor, and priority access to economical housing and 
dining options. 

 Financial Aid awards – Awarding earlier than previous years and having improved 
award letters be more transparent. 

 Student debt transparency – Launching mid-year outreach to students with loans 
regarding their debt commitments and continued eligibility. 

 OSU ScholarDollars – Implementing a “one stop” OSU scholarship application and 
awarding solution.  Solution allows scholarship administrators to work in concert with the 
Office of Scholarships to coordinate awarding strategically, in line with leveraging best 
practices. 

 Completion Grants – Working with campus partners and a University Innovation 
Alliance grant to award gift aid aimed at getting students near graduation who are in 
financial crisis to the finish line. 


