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Editor’s Note
Tom C. Green

This issue of SEM Quarterly 
continues our series by female 
SEM leaders. Across Volume 
6 of SEMQ, we are featur-
ing the lessons learned by 

some of the leading SEM executives in North 
America, all of whom are women. For many 
years, women have been underrepresented 
in executive roles. While this is changing, 
there is still much work to be done before 
we achieve gender equity in the C-Suite of 
SEM. This month, Jody Gordon, a pioneer in 
SEM in British Columbia, shares five insights 
on leadership from her stellar career across 
several colleges and universities in her home 
province. This issue also features case studies 
and research articles by women in the profes-
sion. While a few men made the issue, we are 
proud to publish the contributions of so many 
women to our field.

Volume 6, Issue 3 continues with a field 
case by another female SEM leader, Diane 
Walleser of Borough of Manhattan Commu-

nity College (BMCC). Dr. Walleser is a recipi-
ent of the SEM Award of Excellence and has 
served several large community colleges in 
the United States. Her case study examines 
change management, one of the most impor-
tant and under-researched areas of SEM. As 
one of AACRAO’s Core Competencies for 
SEM, this is an area that enrollment leaders 
must master, often through trial and error. 
Walleser’s contribution here is significant in 
growing our understanding of how change 
management applies to our profession.

Following this theme of culture and change, 
Irlanda Price and Brier Albano examine tech-
niques to encourage participation in the SEM 
planning process. This is perhaps the most 
discussed area of SEM planning, as many 
enrollment leaders struggle to gain the partici-
pation and buy-in of academic colleagues. We 
know that getting them on board is essential 
to the successful implementation of any SEM 
plan yet we seem to speak different languages 
when it comes to the SEM planning process. 

Price and Albano provide practical advice for 
anyone writing or revising a SEM plan.

Because academic partnerships in SEM 
are so vital to its success, we offer not one 
but two research articles on this topic in this 
issue. Dr. Jason Trainer, formerly of the Uni-
versity of North Dakota, shares his qualitative 
research on a dual-level approach to estab-
lishing a “shared sense of responsibility for 
enrollment outcomes.” This is another and 
likely more elegant way of discussing “faculty 
buy-in” for SEM. His article is the result of a 
study he conducted on faculty partners in his 
previous institution, and the resulting insights 
will help enrollment managers better under-
stand their faculty colleagues’ point of view on 
enrollment issues.

Volume 6, Issue 3 offers a fifth article. Our 
new format allows us greater flexibility in the 
number of articles we can provide, so con-
sider this a “bonus” article in more ways than 
one. Four stars of our profession, Dr. Jerry 
Lucido, Dean of the Rossier School of Educa-
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tion at USC, Dr. Don Hossler, currently teach-
ing at USC in his “retirement” (his academic 
and research credits are far too long for this 
sentence), Dr. Katie O’Dowd, Project Direc-
tor at WPS-Educational and Psychological 
Assessments (and former director of Rossier’s 
Ph.D. program and enrollment research), and 
Dr. Robert Massa, former SEMO at Johns 
Hopkins, among other stops in his long and 

distinguished career, offer their research on 
a professional body of knowledge for our 
nascent SEM profession. Perhaps we are 
now advancing beyond what Stan Henderson 
called “the brink of a profession” to a nascent 
one in their eyes. Their research aligns with 
AACRAO’s work on competencies and pro-
ficiencies, and offers deeper insights into 
these areas. Besides, this all-star team could 

write out the Los Angeles phone book, and 
I would probably read it. We are grateful for 
their ongoing research and contributions to 
our developing field.

Here’s to your reading pleasure and contin-
ued intellec-
tual growth,
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Leading within a SEM Environment: 
Five Lessons Learned
By Jody Gordon

Over the span of my career, I have read many books 
on leadership. At no time did it ever occur to me that 
someday I would be asked to offer my own reflections 
on leadership. Why? Well, because I agree with Sund-
borg (2018), who states:

[L]eadership is one of the most personal of realities that 
tests and shapes us, makes us vulnerable and self-pos-
sessed, puts us in hundreds of enriching and challenging 
relationships and deepens our humanity. It is not easy 
to write about leadership because it is so personal and 
particular to the individual person (107).

But write I will. I will share some lessons learned 
over my 30-year career (I really did start as a 20-year-
old). I certainly learned many more than five lessons, 
but these shaped my career the most.

One of the most important leadership lessons of 
my career happened when I was a young manager just 
25 years old. The lesson came in the form of a cartoon: 
A young boy is handing his father his report card, and 
his grades amount to no more than a high of C with 
several Fs. The look on the father’s face is one of shock 
and disappointment, but the son simply says, “I don’t 
have to be smart, because someday I’ll just hire lots of 
smart people to work for me.” Effective leaders recog-
nize very early in their careers their strengths as well 
as their shortcomings. When they do, they park their 
egos at the door and hire those who possess skills they 

simply do not have. The risk is that these direct reports 
may outshine their leader; the reward is that they may 
outshine their leader. Herein lies the first of five lessons 
I learned about effective strategic enrollment manage-
ment (SEM) leadership: Surround yourself with a strong 
team. The other four lessons are “count everything that 
moves”; “be the best salesperson ever”; “students first, 
always”; and “have courage with a splash of great wine.”

Simply the Best, Better 
Than All the Rest…
As I reflect on the many years I have had the privilege 
of supporting students within student affairs/student 
services, it is hard to believe that it all began when I 
was a 20-year-old residence assistant and peer student 
advisor. I was incredibly appreciative to have received 
these well-paying student positions on campus. I was, 
after all, your typical starving student with student 
loans. But more important, I was humbled that some-
one with much more experience than I thought I could 
provide something valuable to first-year students. 
This experience shaped my career immensely. Help-
ing other students navigate their journeys in higher 
education is rewarding work. In addition to teaching 
undergraduate criminology students, supporting stu-
dents’ learning outside of the classroom has been the 
focus of my career for almost 30 years. Clearly, I could 
not do it alone.

VIEW FROM THE TOP
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I was just 25 years old when I was promoted to a 
managerial role at a university. That experience taught 
me a lot. I knew nothing about leading and supporting 
others (all of whom were senior to me in age and work 
experience). And while I would like to tell you a won-
derful story of a supervisor who mentored me in those 
early days, that is not at all what happened. Instead, my 
supervisor was an insecure leader with a temper. What 
I did learn in those early days was what not to do as a 
leader. I recognized that I could not manage this alone; I 
needed those around me to feel included and supported 
in order to provide the requisite services to students. 
I needed them, and what they needed from me was 
to feel supported and, most important, to be shielded 
from the wrath of an angry senior manager. Eventually 
I left this position, but not before I saw the power of 
surrounding myself with skillful people.

At the very heart of a SEM-aware institution is an 
understanding that student success is a community ef-
fort. A student’s experience is not driven exclusively 
by what top leaders do. Everyone must be SEM ready 
if students are to be successful: Every hire is critical to 
positively influencing a student’s learning in and out of 
the classroom. As Kerlin (2008) states:

[Strategic] enrollment management is a comprehensive 
and coordinated process that enables a college to identify 
enrollment goals that are allied with its mission, its stra-
tegic plan, its environment, and its resources and to reach 
those goals through the effective integration of administra-
tive processes, student services, curriculum planning, and 
market analysis (11).

During a SEM plan “roadshow” at one university 
I worked at, departments including Human Resource 
Management, Facilities, and Institutional Technology 
wondered what their roles had to do with SEM and 
student success. A deeper understanding of what an 

“effective integration of administrative processes” really 
means for student success helps clarify why what they 
do matters and why who we surround ourselves with 
as leaders matters greatly to achieving our institutional 
mission. With every hire, I still ask myself, “How will 
this candidate further the success of our students?” 

While we don’t get it right every time, when we do, the 
impact on student success is powerful.

With whom we surround ourselves is not limited 
to whom we hire. We also can surround ourselves with 
great colleagues. As Bing (2000) says, “Don’t try to do 
it without pals” (21). While it has always meant more 
work, I have tried to involve myself in projects and 
governance bodies within our profession at a provin-
cial level (for those in the United States, the state level) 
as well as at the national level. I am fortunate to be 
surrounded by many skillful colleagues from whom to 
learn and with whom to share expertise and ideas. And 
if you are lucky, one of those amazing colleagues could 
someday become your great supervisor. Managing up is 
just as important as supervising your team. Don’t forget 
to care for and feed your boss, too. With any luck, they 
are part of the great team with which you get to sur-
round yourself.

Count Everything That Moves
Skillful leaders know that an evidence-rich environ-
ment is critical to sound decision making.

As Bing (2000) so aptly states, “Princes who fail to 
sweat even the tiniest numbers tend to pay for it later” 
(129). Data are the very foundation upon which all SEM 
plans ought to be built. According to Harrington, Hoff-
hehr, and Reid (1998):

Numbers help you answer the three basic questions con-
cerning every decision: (1) Am I getting the results I want? 
(2) Is there too much variation in the results I get? and (3) 
Are the results I get stable over time (xvi).

In a student affairs context, this means asking such 
questions as “How do I know what impact those pro-
grams…have on student learning, retention, and overall 
success?” (Bingham and Bureau 2015, 9). In a SEM-ready 
environment where student success is the ultimate goal, 
we are required to lead through assessment and data 
analysis in all that we do. When preparing a university 
SEM plan, I ask the institutional research office to liter-
ally “count everything that moves.” One example is a 
plan that now reflects almost 20 pages of data analysis 
and allowed that university to put urban legends to rest; 
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it also confirmed some gaps in their knowledge that 
they could now fill.

Data analysis of institutional programs and services 
is a must. No new service or program should ever be 
offered without first asking how its impact on student 
success will be determined. In other words, how will we 
ensure that we are doing no harm but rather furthering 
students’ success? What data needs to be collected and 
analyzed in order to answer this question? As leaders, 
it is our job to ensure that data analysis is occurring 
throughout the division and that a culture of evidence-
based decision making is being instilled among our team. 
For effective decision making to occur, “analysis will 
have to be a broad capability of employees, rather than 
the province of a few ‘rocket scientists’ with quantitative 
expertise” (Davenport and Harris 2007, 16). This certainly 
can be taught, but if you make it a priority in hiring for 
certain positions within your division, then you will 
continue to surround yourself with skillful people (les-
son number one). Yet keeping these rich data analyses to 
ourselves is not how we sing praises of student success.

Being the Best Salesperson Ever
An African proverb says, “As the water hole shrinks, the 
animals look at each other differently.” As higher edu-
cation began to experience fiscal challenges (as a result 
of decreasing enrollments, reduced government fund-
ing, and frozen student tuition), student affairs/services 
found itself under attack. “Under attack” may be strong 
language, but many student affairs/services divisions 
had their budgets slashed, and senior leaders were let 
go in favor of amalgamating the division under another 
vice president or in some cases under a less experienced 
person. In my province, for example, I was one of just 
a small number of vice presidents overseeing a stand-
alone student affairs/services division; most report to 
either the provost or the vice president for administra-
tion. As Bresciani (2012) reminds us, “Student affairs 
makes a unique institutional contribution that requires 
specific educational and professional preparation” (1). 
Or in the words of a former university president with 
whom I worked, “it is imperative to have the ‘voice of 
the student’ at the senior leadership table.”

This shrinking water hole did, however, force many 
student affairs/services division leaders to take action in 
a way we never had before. First, as leaders we became 
much more aware of the ongoing need to evaluate and 
disseminate the results of the impact of our programs 
and services on student success (lesson number two: 
data analysis); second, we began to seek out external 
funding sources through sponsors and organizations 
looking to support youth leadership and development 
in the broader community. Being reliant on external 
funding organizations made it critical to demonstrate 
an ROI and so reinforced the need to evaluate and share 
the results of programmatic and service impact on stu-
dent success (again, lesson number two).

In order to stave off further funding cuts and/or to 
acquire and maintain external funding sources, leaders 
in student affairs/services have had to become skilled at 
telling the story of student learning and student success. 
When that story is tied to ensuring that the institution 
is meeting its strategic enrollment management goals, 
the impact on budgetary decisions can be powerful. Ef-
fective story-telling can only occur in a data-rich envi-
ronment (again, lesson two). Without data, you are just 
another leader with an opinion—or, worse, an opinion 
based solely on anecdotal information.

In Keeling’s (2004) pinnacle work, Learning Reconsid-
ered, student affairs is viewed as “integral to the learn-
ing process because of the opportunities it provides 
students to learn through action, contemplation, re-
flection, and emotional engagement as well as informa-
tion acquisition” (12). While we are humble leaders, we 
should be anything but that when it comes to sharing 
the impact of our division on student success. After all, 
student success is paramount to all that we do as a col-
lege/university.

We should not, however, confuse data with infor-
mation. “Data are what we ‘process’; information is our 
output” (Chrisakis and Demeter 2015, 124). Find ways 
to disseminate information about the impact of what 
you do. Don’t be shy in asking to be on agendas for vari-
ous meetings where other decision leaders are present; 
better yet, bring some of your students along to tell 
that story for you. The most impactful way to share the 
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successes of your division is through the words of your 
students. This brings me to my fourth lesson learned.

Students First, Always!
To use a less violent analogy, putting students first is a 
mountain I am always willing to climb. Several years 
ago, I was faced with the difficult task of needing to 
evolve a very expensive, boutique, single-subject-fo-
cused, student learning support service by expanding 
its reach to a full-fledged, comprehensive, multi-sub-
ject offering of student learning support. This meant 
changing the roles of current staff (but thankfully did 
not mean staff layoffs). We had the data necessary to 
support this decision, but as we began to roll out the 
changes, an outcry from a small group of individuals 
made the environment for change very tense (a peti-
tion was started, public protests occurred, and meetings 
were disrupted). But we knew these changes were best 
for students, and we never lost sight of the main rea-
son we were making them: student success. This took 
courage, conviction, and an unwavering commitment 
to students first, always.

In rare cases, always putting students first can mean 
the difference between life and death. I had the pleasure 
of working with a strong student leader at one univer-
sity. Tragically, she became a victim of a violent sexual 
assault. I did everything I could to support her, includ-
ing checking in on her regularly and ensuring she was 
getting the professional support she needed. Months 
later, she disclosed that when one such call had been 
made by me, she was seriously contemplating suicide. 
That call of concern was just enough to prevent that 
fatal act. Her story grounds me in the work I continue 
to do to support and engage our students. But some 
days it can be challenging, and our commitment to our 
profession is tested. This brings me to the fifth leader-
ship lesson learned.

Courage With a Splash of Wine
There were some days when I was unsure whether I 
was the vice president, students or the vice president 
of responding to litigious behavior. Human rights com-
plaints, lawsuits, privacy requests, harassment com-
plaints, police investigations into criminal activity, etc… 
all leave us feeling a little weary and wondering if this 
is what we signed up for. Student affairs/services has 
become very complicated, but the joys are still plentiful. 
We must not lose sight of the latter. When in doubt, ask 
yourself what courageous decisions you have made that 
resulted in powerful change for your students.

We must have the courage to make bold decisions. 
This can be daunting, so sometimes we go home at 
night and indulge in a glass of wine. The point is to not 
just do what makes you happy at work but to also do 
what makes you happy outside of work. Travel, sports, 
fitness, watching great movies, reading a wonderful 
book—the key is to have some fun. You don’t have to 
be a courageous leader all of the time.

Final Thoughts
As Bontrager (2004) reminds us, “Strategic enrollment 
management (SEM) is a concept and process that enables 
the fulfillment of institutional mission and students’ 
educational goal” (12). I would add that without strong 
leadership, it is not possible to fulfill the institutional 
mission or for students to achieve their educational goals. 
The five lessons learned—surrounding yourself with a 
strong team; encouraging a data-rich environment; be-
ing the best salesperson of student success; ensuring that 
students come first, always; and finally, having the cour-
age to make difficult decisions—have shaped my career 
and who I am as a leader today. SEM is the canvas on 
which I paint my personal picture of leadership every 
day. It has been far from perfect (I tend to stray outside 
of the lines), but it has been colorful and rich.
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Managing Change in a New 
Enrollment Management Culture
By Diane K. Walleser

SEM leaders continually challenge their teams and in-
stitutions to implement changes to student systems and 
processes. Often, these efforts do not go as planned. As 
institutions scramble to increase enrollments, stream-
line workflows, and improve the student experience, 
their success depends on their ability to manage orga-
nizational change in the midst of complex cultures. Fla-
nigan (2016) found that leadership and culture impact 
the effectiveness of SEM organizations and that leader-
ship behavior has the ability to significantly influence 
SEM and organizational cultures. This article describes 
how culture and leadership impacted my own work in 
launching a new enrollment management division.

Change Management Theory
In thinking about how to influence change at my new 
institution, I reflected on the many projects I had al-
ready led. Two authors influenced my thinking most sig-
nificantly, and I realized that they addressed change not 
only from a project perspective but also from a people 
perspective. Early in my career, I learned to use the Six 
Sigma project tool “DMAIC” (define, measure, analyze, 
improve, control). The approach is primarily about proj-
ect management and does not address the people element 
of projects. DMAIC is an effective tool, but I still faced 
surprising roadblocks—caused mostly by staff resistance.

Jeanie Daniel Duck (2001) introduced me to the hu-
man element of change. She identified three essentials:

 ˺ have a strategy that you believe in passionately;

 ˺ have a good management plan 
for execution; and

 ˺ realize that managing the emotional and 
behavioral issues of people is a critical com-
ponent of effective change (Duck 2001).

I had learned the hard way that the best-laid plans 
can go awry when staff will not let go of the old way 
of doing things. Duck’s change lifecycle helped me see 
how projects can get complicated as they scale up and 
as more people get involved. This can lead to conflicts 
and project failures. If the project leader fails to iden-
tify what is going wrong and to address the issues, staff 
morale will flag, and the project’s success will be in 
jeopardy (2001).

While Duck helped me realize the importance of 
managing the emotional and behavioral issues in the 
change process, Jeffrey Hiatt’s ADKAR—A Model for 
Change in Business, Government, and Our Community (2006) 
provided more detail about how to implement change. 
(ADKAR stands for awareness, desire, knowledge, ability, 
and reinforcement and represents Prosci’s formula for 
the change process.) Prosci Sponsor training provided a 
detailed manual on managing change. In examining the 
ADKAR model, two things stood out: First, every project 
evolves from the current state through transition to the 
future state. This made me realize that often, too much 

CASES FROM THE FIELD



October 2018Volume 6(3) 8

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

focus is put on the current state and the future state; 
the transition state is often under-emphasized. Figure 1 
shows that this process includes both project manage-
ment and change management and that both are equally 
important. At a former institution, I led a technology 
conversion project that was phased in over two years. 
That was the first time I worked on a large-scale project 
that had change management built into the planning 
process. There was no doubt that building change man-
agement into the planning created additional work, but 
the results were more robust and predictable than they 
would have been otherwise.

The second element of ADKAR that impacted my 
thinking was that every person involved in the project 
had to go through the three-step process as it related 
to their individual role (Prosci 2014). Structuring our 
change process in this way allowed us to maintain focus 
on outcomes. It increased planning and implementation 
time but also increased the project’s chance of success. 
(See Figure 2.)

New Division, New Challenges
So how does one tackle change at a new institution? 
Having moved from the midwest to New York City, I 
had to consider the culture of the institution as well as 
those of the region and the community. My new college 
had experienced lots of successes and had enjoyed many 
years of healthy enrollments. The results were positive 
but had been gained the hard way, having relied on lots 
of people and paper processes. As the leader of a new 
division, I quickly discovered there was little institu-
tional knowledge about enrollment management. Staff 
were accustomed to a top-down management approach 
and had not been involved in decision making. “Tell me 
what to do” was a common response when I asked staff 
to help with a project or a problem. Empowering staff to 
think on their own took a lot of encouragement and time.

Peasant Theory
Our admissions director was brought in last year to 
help make our systems current and to create a proactive 
recruitment strategy. In trying to understand our cul-
ture, this professional of twenty-plus years related the 

 FIGURE 1 ➤ Project Management and Change Management (Prosci 2014)
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change process to what she had learned about peasant 
theory and her Italian ancestors. She shared how peas-
ants had viewed their world in southern Italy:

 ˺ They believed they were subjects 
of history, not makers of it.

 ˺ They believed they were power-
less to change their environment, so 
there was no reason to take action.

 ˺ They were in favor of a regime that would 
maintain order with a strong hand.

 ˺ They lived in denial of the hope of prog-
ress and of systems (Cancian 1961).

Cancian (1961) also noted that peasants were not 
unaware of modern processes. He shared a particular 
example related to their knowledge that human and 
animal waste could aid the growth of crops. Encouraged 
to use this fertilizer to improve their crops’ growth, “the 
peasant usually argued that it would tire his mule too 
much to carry it to his land” (Cachian 1961, 9).

It was ironic that our work culture was similar to 
the world view of peasants long ago. How could we shift 

employees’ thinking and get our teams to do more than 
“just plant?” It was clear that we had to challenge them 
to think about how they could change their practices to 

“improve their crop.” Most important, we wanted staff 
to know that their actions made a difference and that 
their help was vital in creating a better environment for 
students and staff.

Starting With a Plan
In contemplating how to reset the thinking of our work 
teams, I knew I had to develop a plan with which our 
team could connect and toward which it could work. I 
spent a lot of time seeking to understand the college’s 
strategic goals and to identify students’ needs. It was 
also important that our teams understand the broader 
context so they could appreciate how vital their work 
was to students’ overall experience. To achieve this, I 
created a student experience model. (See Figure 3.) This 
helped our teams understand that enrollment manage-
ment was more than admissions and that all of our ef-
forts must work together from start to finish so students 
can reach their educational goals. This model was also 

 FIGURE 2 ➤ Impact on Employees in a Change Process (Prosci 2014)
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used as the framework for our college-wide strategic 
enrollment management plan.

With a clear picture of what we wanted to accom-
plish, our divisional leadership team focused on three 
goals to help us improve the student experience:

 ˺ Enhance recruitment and outreach.

 ˺ Improve the student onboarding experience.

 ˺ Streamline enrollment operations.

Everything we do in our division is connected to 
these goals. We share them with our teams at monthly 
forums. When planning new initiatives, teams must 
show how they connect to these divisional goals. New 
staff positions must be justified in a way that enables us 
to help meet these goals. Employee performance is re-
warded for work in these areas, and upcoming goals are 
established around these goals. The goals were trans-
lated into an ambitious to-do list:

 ˺ Expand the call/contact center for 
phone and virtual traffic.

 ˺ Build a one-stop center for walk-in traffic.

 ˺ Implement a new admissions applica-
tion and processing workflow.

 ˺ Implement a new student onboarding system.

 ˺ Reformulate the college’s recruitment strategy.

 ˺ Develop a comprehensive student 
communication plan.

 ˺ Implement document imaging and workflow 
for financial aid and the registrar’s office.

Assessing Our Teams
Our next goal was to map out a plan to reach our goals 
and actively engage our teams in the process. Our lead-
ership team was ready, but were our work teams? Did 
they have the skills and the mindset to support our 
lofty goals? Did we have the right people in the right 
jobs? I asked each of our divisional directors to evalu-
ate their work teams. What skills were missing? What 
kind of training was needed? Who were the rock stars? 
After each team was evaluated, our divisional team went 
through the same assessment for the division. After a 
long series of discussions, our divisional directors came 
up with a plan to leverage our resources in the best way 
possible. Our financial aid and registrar’s offices were 
well-managed and functioning at high levels, but other 
areas were struggling. We used our high-performing 

 FIGURE 3 ➤ Student Progression Model
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teams to help coach and mentor those that were under-
performing. Rather than each director focusing solely 
on the work of one unit, they all focused on the goals 
of our division. Without this sharing of resources, open 
discussions about our deficits, and agreement regarding 
how to attain our goals, the change process would have 
failed before it had begun.

We learned that very little formal training was in 
place for our teams. We put together a cross-functional 
work team to survey training needs and to make recom-
mendations regarding what was needed. The committee 
got off to a slow start. I met often with the team chair, 
who was having difficulty getting the team to engage in 
real solutions. They weren’t confident sharing ideas and 
were afraid to make recommendations for the whole 
division. We were fighting against a culture in which 
staff did not believe their opinions mattered. Creating a 
safe place for them to own and present their ideas was 
a real challenge. With a lot of patience and nudging, we 
eventually overcame the resistance. The team has since 
surveyed staff needs and now is mapping out a staff de-
velopment plan and organizing staff appreciation events.

Following are some specific examples of how we are 
progressing with our divisional to-do list. While all of 
our initiatives are important and include work plans, 
we have made the most progress on our call center ex-
pansion and one-stop planning. Consider particularly 
how teams worked through organizational change in 
these specific areas.

Start Small
This year we are launching a new one-stop center. To 
start, we decided to close our admissions service coun-
ter and merge its functions with those of our informa-
tion desk. The intent was to enable admissions staff to 
catch up on processing and to have the one-stop center 
begin phase one of implementation. What started out 
as a simple first step quickly turned into long lines and 
chaos. Staff didn’t have the system access or training 
they needed to respond efficiently to admissions inqui-
ries, and we had unexpected staff turnover. The enroll-
ment services director focused on the goals and worked 
side by side with the team, coaching them along the 

way. It was a rough couple of weeks, but in the end, 
staff were confident in their new skills and supervisors 
and had a realistic view of the challenges of bringing a 
one-stop center to full scale.

Another step in preparing for the one-stop shop 
was to expand the call center, which initially responded 
only to admissions calls. Staff were able to answer 96 
percent of the calls. Other departments were not doing 
so well. For example, during peak season, financial aid 
was able to answer only 38 percent of incoming calls. 
Expanding the call center to respond to all divisional 
calls would constitute a significant first step in building 
our knowledge base in order to ultimately create the 
content training manual for the one-stop shop.

We put a plan in place for the division and hoped to 
have the expanded call center fully functional by the 
start of the fall semester. Midway through the project, 
the manager abruptly announced that the call center 
would not be fully up and running until the first of the 
year. We had no idea of any struggles that would cause 
such a delay. We were so focused on achieving our goal 
that we had missed the subtle hints from the call cen-
ter manager that the project was encountering some 
challenges. Call center staff were struggling particu-
larly with the complexity of financial aid information, 
and training was not proceeding as planned. Staff were 
overwhelmed, resulting in illness, absence from work, 
and staff turnover.

The enrollment management team spent time with 
the call center manager to better understand the chal-
lenges. We validated the call center issues, reengaged 
the call center team, and reordered our priorities. Fi-
nancial aid narrowed the scope of the information 
agents were required to learn, and new technology was 
put in place to provide operators with greater access 
to the answers to financial aid FAQs. Ultimately, we 
met our goal, but certainly not as we had planned. Our 
team persisted through the challenges, identified bet-
ter solutions, and found a way to meet goals without 
compromising desired outcomes.

The call center’s modest start resulted in some early 
wins. Abandoned call rates decreased by more than 
half in the past year. The team answered an additional 
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27,000 calls during the expansion, and the call answer 
rate is currently 92 percent, which meets global call 
center standards of excellence. The center is moving to 
a new location and is expanding its staffing from 13 to 
29 operators.

Building Momentum
Building on the success and confidence gained in the 
call center expansion, planning continues for our one-
stop student center. We have a plan for how the center 
will be designed, built, and staffed. We have been com-
municating planning timelines with staff for the past 
year, and the feedback has been very positive. In the 
next couple of months, we will be asking members of 
admissions, financial aid, testing, and the registrar’s of-
fice to apply for positions in the one-stop shop. As we 
announced the process for selecting the one-stop team, 
staff began to share their concerns. An important next 
step will be to work individually with each staff mem-
ber involved in the change to pinpoint areas of concern. 
This will take time but is a critical step in positively en-
gaging team members. Hiatt (2006, 90–94) offers some 
suggestions for how to work through employee resis-
tance without adversely impacting the overall project:

 ˺ Identify the barrier point to the change. With regard 
to the delay in opening the call center, we needed to 
find out what the issues were and to address them 
appropriately. Our project was at risk until we reas-
sessed the situation and adjusted our plan.

 ˺ Listen, and understand objectives. We are commit-
ted to holding monthly forums to talk about divi-
sional goals. Questions do not always surface during 
these meetings, but often, staff will reach out to 
me or to their supervisors after the meeting to seek 
clarification. Staff are beginning to engage in con-
versations about the future; this is a critical part of 
motivating staff to change.

 ˺ Remove obstacles. Part of the delay in opening the 
call center was because staff were struggling with 
the steep learning curve relative to financial aid con-
tent. After hearing feedback, the director of financial 
aid trimmed the training content to the top ten fre-
quently asked questions. This made it easier for the 

call center team to learn the financial aid content 
and enabled them to answer the majority of ques-
tions callers were asking.

 ˺ Make a personal appeal. Through staff forums and 
one-on-one meetings, I share my vision and com-
mitment to improving the student experience. I 
work hard to emphasize the important role that ev-
eryone on the team has in making our goals a reality.

 ˺ Negotiate; find the win-win. In motivating staff to 
move to the one-stop shop, we tried to focus on 
their professional goals and to offer new roles that 
would help them move toward attainment of those 
goals. While we were not able to offer promotions, 
we were able to offer new work opportunities that 
would increase the likelihood of advancement in 
the future.

 ˺ Provide simple, clear choices and consequences. 
Some employees are not anxious for change and are 
not seeking to move to the one-stop center; they 
need to understand that even if they stay back and 
work in operational roles, their jobs will still change.

 ˺ Hold employees accountable. New expectations are 
being mapped out for the one-stop and the opera-
tional teams. Staff members are beginning to under-
stand that they are expected to be actively engaged 
in helping us reach our goals; there are no seats on 
the sideline.

 ˺ Convert the strongest dissenters. While our first 
instinct is to avoid the naysayers, they are the ones 
with whom we particularly need to connect. Un-
til we understand their real concerns and fears, we 
can’t move forward in a way that will be most ben-
eficial for students.

The list of projects to complete is long, but by tak-
ing small steps, our teams are learning how to manage 
change successfully. Despite the stress, cost, and time 
delays of unexpected challenges, we fight the urge to 
retreat to our old ways of doing things. Our confidence 
in managing projects and change continues to grow. As 
Winston Churchill said, “When you are going through 
hell, keep on going.” In the heat of change, our natural 
instinct is to retreat; instead, we must keep on mov-
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ing. In the end, we will realize the intended benefits 
of change. We may even experience additional benefits, 

like a stronger, smarter and resilient work team whose 
members are ready and willing to tackle new challenges.





October 2018Volume 6(3) 15

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

Working Smarter, Not Harder:  
SEM Participation Strategies That Work
By Irlanda Price and Brier Albano

Many changes occurred at Medicine Hat College (MHC) 
in 2014: installation of a new president, creation of two 
new senior executive portfolios, introduction of a new 
institutional philosophy, reorganization of various de-
partments, and development of a new strategic plan. 
Prior to this major institutional shift, the culture at 
MHC had been focused on student success but protective 
of traditional methods and processes. It was in this con-
text that a strategic enrollment management (SEM) plan 
was commissioned by the college’s senior leadership.

As a comprehensive community institution in Al-
berta, Canada, MHC developed and implemented its 
first SEM plan in 2015–16. The departments critical to 
enrollment success at Medicine Hat College were not 
unfamiliar with the development of an enrollment plan, 
having previously invested extensive resources, time, 
and effort attempting to develop a plan. Unfortunately, 
due to various circumstances, the plan was never final-

ized or approved. The current plan would not have been 
created and approved if special attention had not been 
focused on the institution’s culture. Leadership spent 
quite a bit of time getting to know the culture, norms, 
habits, and traditions of MHC and then identified three 
pillars to provide the basis of the plan: recruitment, re-
tention, and relationships.

After the plan was approved by senior administra-
tion, the real work began. Three subcommittees were 
created to correspond with the plan pillars. Despite ex-
citement that was beginning to build around the plan, 
one common thread among the three groups became 
evident: committees struggled to involve diverse ele-
ments of the campus in the implementation process. 
People supported the plan, but with the number of proj-
ects that faculty and staff do “off the side of their desk,” 
SEM was beginning to become just “another thing” for 
people to do.

Medicine Hat College implemented its first strategic enrollment management 
(SEM) plan in 2015/16. The implementation required a variety of stakeholders, and 
initially Medicine Hat College found it difficult to create a diverse cross-campus 
team. Recognition of the unique cultures within the organization advanced SEM 
efforts and supported college-wide participation in the process. Using work 
completed by the Canadian Foreign Affairs Institute (2005) as a framework, this 
article articulates how this college used intercultural communication strategies to 
increase their success.

LE ADING STR ATEGIES
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Recognition of a variety of cultural components 
within MHC provided staff, faculty, and administrators 
the opportunity to work smarter toward the institution’s 
SEM goals. Creating a shared language with which to talk 
about the SEM plan and using intercultural strategies 
helped the team gain a better understanding of the envi-
ronment, increase participation, and create a cross-cam-
pus SEM culture. This article describes the experiences 
that led to strategies transferable to any SEM implemen-
tation and how MHC did so using an intercultural lens.

About Medicine Hat College
Located in the cities of Medicine Hat and Brooks in the 
province of Alberta, Canada, Medicine Hat College sup-
ports more than 8,000 learners in credit and commu-
nity programming each year. More than 3,700 students 
engaged in full- and part-time credit programming in-
cluding a variety of one-, two-, three-, and four-year 
programs in addition to pre-employment training and 
apprenticeships.

As a member of Campus Alberta, Medicine Hat Col-
lege has a variety of transfer pathways and collaborative 
programs that allow students to take one or two years of 
university studies and, in some cases, a four-year bach-
elor’s degree on site from other Alberta universities. 
More than 50 percent of Medicine Hat College students 
come from the city of Medicine Hat, with just under 
10 percent coming from cities outside Canada. The col-
lege’s students report higher than average satisfaction 
rates, with 95 percent indicating they were satisfied or 
very satisfied with their educational experience (Medi-
cine Hat College 2017).

Medicine Hat College embraces the use of an ap-
preciative inquiry philosophy to guide changes when 
they occur. Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a powerful re-
source for the postsecondary environment. AI has been 
well received because it creates energy and generates 
positive change as people discover and build on their 
positive core and “life-giving forces” to co-create their 
futures (Cockell and McArthur-Blair 2012, 2). Using the 
work of Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012), the college 
focuses attention on strengths through story-telling and 
inquiry which can support the discovery of innovative 

opportunities to be more successful. AI was an impor-
tant driver in discovering how we could “work smarter” 
across the college in order to increase SEM participation.

Our SEM Story
The college’s SEM planning process was led by the as-
sociate vice president, student development and was 
designed over approximately one year with consulta-
tion across MHC’s campuses and departments. Using 
the institution’s strategic plan as its foundation, the 
SEM plan’s main priorities were set by academic lead-
ership after reviewing available data and engaging in 
discussions about goals. Strategies and tactics were then 
developed by a larger SEM team primarily comprising 
administrative staff. It was acknowledged in the devel-
opment of the plan that “increased faculty engagement 
would be critical in order to effectively execute the plan 
successfully” (Price 2016).

One of MHC’s greatest strengths is the abundance 
of data and reports that are available from its strategic 
research and analysis department. These data facilitated 
the process of identifying the overarching institutional 
SEM goals. The plan identifies an 8 percent increase in 
full-time equivalent enrollments by 2020 in addition to 
a retention increase of 1 percentage point per year for a 
total increase in overall retention of 4 percentage points 
by 2020. Aiding these enrollment and retention targets, 
sub-committee goals were developed for recruitment, 
retention, and relationships. The most significant goal 
from the relationships sub-committee was directly con-
nected with the internal culture of the institution: fo-
cusing on investments to internally develop awareness 
and understanding of SEM.

Once the plan was approved, implementation 
started immediately at the committee level. On the re-
cruitment committee, the single faculty member who 
had been part of the team through the initial planning 
stages left, and the committee struggled to find repre-
sentation from the instructional side of the institution. 
At broader SEM meetings, it was noticed that this was 
a trend across committees.

Initial strategies to increase participation included 
mass communications using all means available and 
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asking institutional leaders to recommend faculty par-
ticipants for the committees. Many faculty considered 
SEM to be an administrative effort and did not want to 
participate in additional work that would need to be 
done “off the side of their desk.” Overall, faculty did not 
understand either how the SEM plan had an impact on 
them or the importance of SEM. More important, ad-
ministrative staff did not understand why faculty were 
not participating.

MHC’s plan is continuously under review; it is 
important to recognize the impact of external factors 
beyond the control of any enrollment planning pro-
cess—factors such as the economy, government man-
dates, funding structures, and world politics. By late 
fall 2016, enrollment in apprenticeship and trade train-
ing (which, in Alberta, is allocated by the government) 
began to decrease precipitously. The sub-committees 
had to refocus their efforts and energy on identifying 
strategies to directly impact programs that were under-
subscribed. The academic leaders selected the program 
areas that were experiencing decreasing enrollment and 
high rates of attrition to participate in a full SEM review.

Defining Culture and Using 
Intercultural Strategies in SEM
Renowned cultural expert Geert Hofstede (n.d.) defines 
culture as “the collective programming of the mind that 
distinguishes the members of one group or category of 
people from others” (para 1). Understanding the effects 
of culture was critically important in building partici-
pation strategies that worked at Medicine Hat College. 
Building credibility for the administrative lead of the 
plan (who, incidentally, was a newcomer and thus had 
to learn how to find a place within the prevailing cul-
ture and build trust within it) was essential.

Understanding culture, in its more traditional sense, 
was deemed a priority. In early 2017. many adminis-
trative departments received intercultural assessments 
and training to aid in building a more advanced skill 
set for MHC’s growing international student popula-
tion. Through the lens of intercultural development, a 
greater understanding emerged of the communication 
and participation challenges we were facing with SEM. 
Using intercultural strategies for communication, we 
had the ability to enhance our understanding of the 

 FIGURE 1 ➤ The Cultural SEMberg
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people with whom we work and an opportunity to re-
flect on the way in which we engage.

Using the well-known symbol of the cultural ice-
berg, we looked at the issues that were affecting our 
SEM strategies and created the “cultural SEMberg” (see 
Figure 1). On the surface of the SEMberg were the gen-
eral understandings that MHC employees had different 
jobs and that students were at the center of what we 
do. Under the surface were a variety of priorities, un-
derstandings of authority, skill sets, expectations, and 
different methods of problem solving. As with culture, 
not taking time to understand all that lives below the 
surface was causing setbacks in our progress because 
we had a false understanding of the point from which 
we were starting. Mai Moua (2011) tells us that “cul-
turally intelligent leaders are those that take the time 
to know about culture. They look for opportunities to 
learn about the cultural facts, the music, the history, the 
language, and the behaviors of people.” Not speaking 
the same language as the rest of the institution—partic-
ularly the faculty—and not asking for interpretations of 
the language being used led to many miscommunicated 
ideas and expectations.

SEM and culture being intertwined is not a new 
concept. In 2016, SEM Quarterly published “Diagnosing 
and Changing Organizational Culture in Strategic En-
rollment Management,” which acknowledged the deep 
ties between the cultures of an organization in meeting 
its goals. Using the competing values framework, the 
article explores organizational culture and considers the 
differences between culture assessment at the division 
and department levels (Flanigan 2016, 123).

The realization that different work units on campus 
might be creating micro-cultures within the organi-
zation became the premise for how we could define 
where we were having success. Using a backwards dis-
covery process, we recognized that the new successes 
with cross-campus participation were tied to strategies 
already used internationally to better connect and com-
municate across language, ritual, and other cultural bar-
riers. Therefore, the use of intercultural collaboration 
strategies facilitated the ability to communicate SEM 
in a way that would support even greater participation.

Using seven issues the Canadian Foreign Affairs In-
stitute (CFAI) identified in 2005 for effective intercul-
tural collaborations, we started to dissect the strategies 
being utilized in our work. CFAI identified:

 ˺ Intercultural dialogue

 ˺ Shared tools, jargon, and work methods

 ˺ Knowing the stakeholders and 
the management context

 ˺ Shared understanding of expected results

 ˺ Clear process, transparency, and trust

 ˺ Knowledge and acceptance 
of cultural differences

 ˺ Learning while doing and iterative approach

Within the context of the seven issues for effective 
intercultural collaborations, we recognized that these 
strategies were linked to areas where we were achieving 
success. Following are the observations and examples 
that fit well in terms of using an intercultural frame-
work for SEM participation.

Intercultural Dialogue
It was fitting that intercultural dialogue was the first 
issue identified by Canadian Foreign Affairs as it was 
part of a key event that transformed the way we looked 
at SEM participation and how we could modify our 
strategies in seeking faculty participation. Early in the 
implementation process, we had approached a faculty 
member from an under-enrolled program. The faculty 
member listened to the request to join the SEM com-
mittee then politely declined, saying, “I have no time 
to work on SEM; I have to focus on recruitment and 
retention.” This was our ‘a-ha’ moment.

This interaction started a conversation about how 
we, as administrators, create our own micro-culture 
and language that have the power to alienate other areas 
of the institution. As leaders of the plan development, 
we assumed the entire institution understood the lan-
guage of SEM in the same way we did. Had we been 
engaged in intercultural dialogue, we would have un-
derstood earlier in the process that we needed to change 
how we were speaking about SEM and that this change 
in language could then encourage the campus commu-
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nity to engage in SEM. Not recognizing this earlier hin-
dered some departments’ understanding of what SEM is, 
what it is for, and how it is used. It also demonstrated 
that while we had been vocal and excited about SEM, 
the particular words with which we were familiar did 
not resonate among the larger campus community. We 
needed to better understand the needs of the faculty in 
lieu of demanding that they enter what they considered 

“administrative space.”
The SEM recruitment subcommittee recognized that 

micro-cultures existed and refocused the plan tactics 
on only a few low enrollment programs to support the 
overall SEM goals. This allowed for better dialogue with 
stakeholders as we could focus on a limited number of 
needs in our communications. Partnering with three 
programs allowed for more focused sharing of admin-
istrative and faculty tactics and supported the faculty 
need to see the relevance to their day-to-day work. Us-
ing the phrase “recruitment and retention of students” 
rather than “SEM” while focusing on specific activities 
to support the plan goals helped to increase faculty par-
ticipation to one-third of the overall committee at any 
given meeting.

Shared Tools, Jargon, 
and Work Methods
Once we began to understand the language that other 
cultures within our organization were using, it became 
easy to expand to shared tools, jargon, and work meth-
ods. Each time we interacted with faculty members, we 
worked to develop a shared institutional understanding 
of the meaning of SEM. We were continuously ensuring 
that time was saved for the sharing of different under-
standings of best practices relative to students’ in-class 
learning. Once they realized the value of their contribu-
tion, faculty were prepared to help us understand how 
we could gain their participation. Faculty also reminded 
us, as administrators, where we needed to listen.

One work method that changed almost immediately 
after recognizing our differences was meeting times. 
Non-teaching units almost always were the schedul-
ers of meetings, many of which were between 10 a.m. 
and 2 p.m.—the peak time for teaching classes at our 

institution. Shifting subcommittee meeting times to 
accommodate instructors immediately yielded better 
participation.

Shared tools were also identified quickly. Our in-
stitution produces a weekly newsletter called OnCam-
pus that is sent to all faculty and staff e-mail addresses. 
Through this process, we learned that faculty do not 
perceive OnCampus as having relevant information and 
instead prefer their faculty association newsletter. In 
order to reach a wider audience, we started publishing 
information in both newsletters.

Jargon was also identified quickly and was not al-
ways what we expected. For example, words like “ad-
mitted,” “enrolled,” “confirmed,” “registered,” and 

“applied” not only were misunderstood by faculty but 
also held different meanings for those who had worked 
at other institutions. To promote mutual understanding, 
the terms were explained at meetings with every pro-
gram and the admissions office. In addition to creating 
a common language, the meetings also helped some 
program faculty access data they had wanted but to 
which they had limited access.

We also started promoting “shared jargon”—for ex-
ample, the term “SEMhug.” Initially used to describe the 
way in which SEM envelops all of the important areas in 
a program, SEM committee members began using the 
term to refer to programs that would receive focused 
attention as part of the SEM process. The concept of 
the “hug” seemed to appeal across the institution, with 
faculty proudly announcing that they were part of a 

“SEMhug” program. Later that year, the vice president, 
academic used the term at a senior leadership meeting. 
Creating our own word, even ironically, helped facili-
tate SEM conversations.

Knowing the Stakeholders and 
the Management Context
Every culture has its leaders, whether with formal titles 
or simply having earned the community’s trust and re-
spect. The importance of knowing the team with which 
you are working should never be underestimated, par-
ticularly when you are new. As a newcomer to the 
culture of MHC, I had to get to know key individuals 
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within the college; doing so proved important and per-
sonally rewarding.

Get to know the natural leaders within the institu-
tion—those who are passionate and driven regardless 
of the titles on their business cards. Identifying key 
stakeholders within the institution—those who already 
had established trust and rapport within the college 
culture—helped with the development and implemen-
tation of the SEM plan at MHC. They were able to share 
insight, history, and lessons learned from past attempts 
at creating a plan. They offered lived experiences and 
shared cultural norms, some of which prevented the se-
nior lead from committing cultural faux pas that could 
have potentially undermined any progress in the devel-
opment of the plan.

Getting to know these leaders, who became known 
as SEM champions, included learning about their pas-
sions, motivations, and interests. Supporting their per-
sonal and professional goals came naturally. They were 
so invested, committed, and enthused about student 
success at Medicine Hat College that it was impossible 
not to share their excitement. Investing time and pro-
fessional development opportunities in these champi-
ons only resulted in their greater dedication.

Think strategically about how the passions and drive 
of cultural champions can impact the development and 
implementation of your plan, especially if you are a 
newcomer to the culture.

Shared Understanding 
of Expected Results
Language and communication are perhaps the most 
critical elements of culture. Communication—verbal 
and non-verbal—is meaningful and can be misinter-
preted if one is unfamiliar with cultural norms and 
expectations. During the development of the plan un-
der the leadership of a new senior lead, special atten-
tion was paid to not assuming everyone understood the 
direction in which the plan was going. Assumptions 
that everyone shared a common understanding created 
some setbacks as well as opportunities for reevaluation.

It was important to clarify the expectations of the 
committee, the sub-committees, and their respective 

chairs throughout the process. This helped maintain 
understanding throughout the processes of plan cre-
ation and implementation. Time not spent reevaluating 
the approach or listening to champions can set institu-
tions up for failure such that shared understanding of 
expected results will never truly be achieved.

Clear Process, Transparency, Trust
In conjunction with establishing a common language, 
the simultaneous establishment of trust was beginning 
to occur. As an outsider, building trust within any cul-
ture can be a very slow process, but its significance can-
not and should not be underestimated. Without trust, 
nothing can really be established.

Being clear about intentions, process, and decision 
making is mandatory. Do not leave any questions unan-
swered, and be available to respond to potentially diffi-
cult questions. Clearly articulate the intended outcomes 
of the plan. For example, MHC’s plan was not intended 
to identify low-enrollment programs so they could be 
cut and so faculty and staff would lose their jobs; rather, 
it was to refocus and redesign the way in which MHC 
focused on those program areas.

Medicine Hat College is recognized for having one of 
the highest student satisfaction rates in the province of 
Alberta. It has had this recognition for many years, since 
long before the arrival of the college’s current leaders. 
Naturally, after the significant changes and shifts that 
occurred as part of the reorganization, a lot of questions 
arose as to why they were necessary, especially since 
MHC already had highly satisfied students.

When working with existing cultures, newcomers 
must pay attention and acknowledge and respect their 
history. This is particularly true for administrators who 
are new to their institution and who are charged with 
implementing SEM. In order to establish relationships, 
build trust, and develop credibility, it is critical to rec-
ognize past efforts. For our team, it was important to 
the culture of the institution to celebrate all the work 
and effort that had already been accomplished and to 
acknowledge that processes that were already success-
ful should be maintained. Prioritizing integration and 
acceptance into the introduction of SEM efforts and 
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incorporating past experiences at former institutions 
helped guide the approaches taken at MHC. When com-
municating in a culture that is new, be it a different de-
partment or a new institution, it is critical to maintain 
a personal mindset that acknowledges, supports, and 
celebrates history and past practices.

It may seem basic to establish a transparent process 
as part of the effort to build trust, but it is necessary. 
Establish a process that will facilitate the attainment 
of SEM goals, but remain open to the possibility that 
the process may need to be changed to best meet the 
needs of the institution. Be honest and open about ex-
pectations and direction, and always make yourself, as 
a leader of this initiative, available for questions and to 
hear comments.

As you build trust, community members’ trust in 
the plan you are leading will grow. This takes time; SEM 
planning is not a process that happens overnight. Posi-
tioning yourself within a culture requires time, energy, 
and connection. The requirements for building a SEM 
plan are exactly the same.

Knowledge and Acceptance 
of Cultural Differences
In “A Separate Peace: Strengthening Shared Justice,” 
Borrows (2004) writes, “If each group in an intercul-
tural relationship did not have the space to define, in-
terpret, and apply its own culturally appropriate dispute 
resolution principles, the intercultural aspects of its as-
sociation would eventually disappear” (343). This is an 
important aspect of intercultural communication and 
understanding that is often forgotten.

In creating SEM culture, institutions do not want to 
lose the unique, important elements of our organiza-
tions that help us grow. It is important to ensure that 
our divisional and departmental micro-cultures remain 
intact in order to support the teams and needs in those 
areas, but SEM has the opportunity to be the “place” 
where ideas are shared and our uniqueness is considered 
in order to think strategically about student enrollment.

One way to translate this is to use differences to 
encourage participation. By recognizing the unique per-
spectives of certain faculty members and, more impor-

tant, acknowledging certain weaknesses in that area, the 
overall perceived value of participating in the process 
can be increased. At MHC, this increased participation 
in other activities outside of SEM, as well, including 
faculty attendance at key events throughout the year 
and invitations from faculty for administration to par-
ticipate in key learning activities in which they had 
not had a part in the past (for example, the recruitment 
sub-committee was put on the art program’s events 
mailing list).

Learning While Doing and 
Iterative Approach
Using intercultural approaches and techniques and fo-
cusing on intercultural issues continues to challenge 
our literacy relative to cultural norms across our insti-
tution. Even within micro-cultures, further divisions 
exist that can grossly impact how communication and 
collaboration are perceived. We continually focus on 
learning and building shared understandings while 
continuing to make space for new ideas, work methods, 
and strategies to grow our SEM implementation. Focus-
ing on institutional growth as well as the changes that 
occur because of intercultural efforts being made can 
assist in bringing institutions closer to their goals and 
is recommended in order to ensure that learning and 
growth continue to propel SEM forward.

Just as intercultural strategies are always developing, 
so we continue to develop our own strategies working 
within our institution as the culture changes. Making 
note of where we are having success and growing that 
success is a key part of our strategy. As with any com-
munication strategy, there is no “stop date” by which 
all communication will be complete, so constant review 
and learning from mistakes will continue to support 
SEM growth.

Conclusions
Any time we move or visit a foreign country or even 
begin a new job, “learning culture” is an inevitable part 
of our transition. Implementing a well-researched stra-
tegic enrollment management plan for the first time can 
be supported by the inclusion of a shared cultural space 



October 2018Volume 6(3) 22

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

in which all the unique micro-cultures at your institu-
tion can come together. Develop your shared language; 
ensure understanding; communicate clearly; and invite 
people to participate in the exploration. Celebrate and 

continue to encourage leaders, and always be aware of 
the culture you are trying to influence. The develop-
ment of a new SEM plan tends to create a new culture 
all its own.
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Top Down or Bottom Up: 
Consider a Dual-Level Approach 
to Enrollment Managements
By Jason Trainer

Increasing institutional dependency on tuition revenue paired with rising political pressures 
toward student success outcomes has many institutions turning to enrollment 
management (EM) to improve their institution’s enrollment outcomes. EM is a 
comprehensive and inclusive process focused on achieving the optimum recruitment, 
retention, and graduation institutional outcomes. The academic community remains at the 
epicenter of this EM process. Chief enrollment officers failing to create an institutional 
partnership with the academic community will unlikely attain desired enrollment outcomes.

This study seeks to assist institutions by assessing how a “shared sense of responsibility” 
for enrollment outcomes is developed through the eyes of both chief enrollment officers 
(CEnO) and key academic partners (KAP). Once high-performing institutions are identified, 
the researcher interviewed 20 participants from twelve institutions including twelve 
CEnOs and eight KAPs. This study is designed with a constructivist grounded theory 
approach to data collection and analysis.

The findings of this study suggest institutions that are successfully drawing the academic 
community into their EM process do so by engaging EM at two levels of the institution, the 
central and local. This dual-level approach to EM creates the optimum environment for 
developing a “shared sense of responsibility” for enrollment outcomes with the academic 
units. In order for each level to effectively work together, two institutional conditions must 
be established: credibility and transparency. Each condition is met by addressing three 
distinct elements. Although each element should be addressed, the degree of importance 
of each element is tied to internal and external environmental influencers.

LE ADING STR ATEGIES
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In the United States, disinvestment in higher education 
coupled with public outcry for institutional account-
ability relative to student success has many colleges 
and universities turning to enrollment management 
to improve their enrollment outcomes (SHEEO 2014). 
Enrollment management is being employed to stretch 
beyond individual marketing strategies, recruitment 
and retention tactics, and organizational structure. It 
is aiming to achieve and maintain optimal recruitment, 
retention, and graduation rates with the academic com-
munity remaining at the epicenter (Dolence 1993).

An institution’s chief enrollment officer (CEnO) 
is often charged with developing and overseeing this 
meaningful connection with the academic community. 
In order to meet this challenge, chief enrollment of-
ficers must establish a consultative relationship with 
the academic units (Wallace-Hulecki 2007). Those who 
fail to partner with the academic community will be 
unlikely to attain desired enrollment outcomes (Hossler 
and Kalsbeek 2013). This study seeks to assist institu-
tions and chief enrollment officers by assessing how a 
shared sense of responsibility for enrollment outcomes 
is developed with the academic community.

Literature Review
Strategic Planning
A common outcome in enrollment management is the 
development of a strategic plan that identifies goals, strat-
egies, performance indicators, and responsible individu-
als. This process is often referred to as strategic enrollment 
planning (SEP). It is important to note that the function of 
enrollment management encompasses the SEP process 
and that SEP is often an initial and visible step taken by 
institutions seeking to influence enrollment outcomes. 
The SEP process is a complex, organized effort to connect 
institutional mission with academic, enrollment, stu-
dent affairs, research, facilities, fiscal, technology, and 
fundraising plans (Hundrieser 2012). Although the SEP 
process is unique to each individual institution, sev-
eral consistent themes are identified in the enrollment 
planning literature. These include: senior administra-
tor support, broad committee formation, data-informed 

processes, established goals, targeted strategies, devoted 
institutional resources, and aligned departmental plans.

Organizational Structures
Organizational structures related to enrollment man-
agement are growing increasingly complex, and chief 
enrollment officers are finding themselves in a greater 
position to influence change (Penn 1999). Enrollment 
management structures are of four types: the enroll-
ment management committee, the enrollment manage-
ment coordinator, the enrollment management matrix, 
and the enrollment management division (Kemerer, 
Baldridge, and Green 1982; Penn 1999). Each organiza-
tional model increases the level of complexity, sophis-
tication, and institutional investment. Regardless of the 
model, success often rests with the chief enrollment 
officer’s “ability to influence, communicate, persuade, 
lobby, and bargain with others” (Penn 1999, 7).

No single enrollment management model works for 
every institution (Hossler and Bean 1990; Kalsbeek 2006; 
Lee 2010). Rather, enrollment management models typi-
cally evolve, becoming more sophisticated in response 
to need, culture, and administrative skill (DeBiaso 2012; 
Hossler and Bean 1990). However, enrollment manage-
ment models with increased structure are more likely 
to force the desired institutional change or outcome 
(Kemerer, Baldridge, and Green 1982).

Components and Best Practices
Enrollment management best practices comprise five 
essential components:

 ˺ the utilization of data to identify unique stu-
dent characteristics and potential new markets;

 ˺ the strategic use of resources to cre-
ate need-based financial aid programs;

 ˺ the implementation of retention pro-
grams such as early alert, orientation, and 
other timely professional services;

 ˺ engaging in long-term enrollment plan-
ning focused on mission, academic of-
ferings, and enrollment projections;

 ˺ and the establishment of an organiza-
tional structure that supports coordi-
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nated enrollment management efforts 
(Huddleston and Rumbough 1997; Ke-
merer, Baldridge, and Green 1982).

A common practice is to analyze and segment data 
typically collected in the application process, strate-
gically identifying and targeting prospective students 
more efficiently (Hayes 2007). Examples of these data 
include GPA, standardized test scores, intended area(s) 
of study, location, financial need, level of interest, and/
or admit status. Another common practice is to analyze 
data to identify and understand students’ price sensi-
tivity to tuition. This allows an institution to offer the 
amount of financial aid necessary to influence students’ 
decisions to enroll (Singell 2002). Other common prac-
tices are to target increased retention and graduation 
rates. For example, early alert programs that provide 
systematic intervention have been found to improve 
students’ progress toward degree completion (Zajacova, 
Lynch, and Epenshade 2005).

Faculty Involvement
Enrollment management policies and procedures re-
lated to student success, program development and 
review, and curriculum are inherently linked to aca-
demic matters (Academic Senate for California Com-
munity Colleges 1999). Institutions that fail to engage 
the academic community risk isolating the enrollment 
management process from the innermost and essential 
component driving institutional mission and culture. 
Wallace-Huecki (2007) identifies several underlying 
conditions for successful participation with the aca-
demic community in the EM process:

 ˺ collaborative leadership between the chief aca-
demic officer and the chief enrollment officer;

 ˺ financial incentives linked to ac-
countability and outcomes;

 ˺ the SEM committee comprising se-
nior academic leadership;

 ˺ the CEnO communicates data transpar-
ently both horizontally and vertically;

 ˺ the CEnO holds a position of influ-
ence within the institution;

 ˺ communication with the faculty at 
large via governance bodies.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to examine how public 
institutions develop a shared sense of responsibility for 
enrollment outcomes with the academic community.

Research Questions
The primary research question in this study was “what 
role does the academic community play in institutional 
enrollment efforts?” Secondary research questions 
were:

 ˺ How do chief enrollment officers engage 
the academic community to establish 
a “collaborative partnership” and “shared 
sense of responsibility” with faculty?

 ˺ How does the institution provide a uni-
fied approach toward how students move to, 
through, and away from the institution?

Methods
This study was conducted in accordance with Charmaz’s 
(2006) constructivist perspective of grounded theory. 
Grounded theory is a systematic methodology that 
constructs new theory through analysis of the data 
(Charmaz 2006). In addition, a grounded theory design 
uses data to systematically generate a theory “that ex-
plains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an action, 
or interaction about a substantive topic” (Creswell 2012, 
422). In this case, the grounded theory design examined 
the development of a “shared sense of responsibility” 
for enrollment outcomes at the institution.

Step One: Identification of 
High-Performing Institutions
In order to determine the highest-performing enroll-
ment management institutions, the SEM Health As-
sessment Survey was administered to four-year public 
member institutions of the National Association for 
College Admissions Counseling (NACAC). The SEM 
Health Assessment Survey was created to probe five 
areas: comprehensiveness of enrollment efforts, recruit-
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ment, marketing, financial aid, student retention, and 
student services (Black 2003). Each of the instrument’s 
33 questions was answered using a five-point Likert 
scale, with five being the highest and one being the 
lowest. Subscale scores were calculated by averaging the 
responses from the Likert scale in each of the five core 
areas. A cumulative score was calculated by averaging 
the five subscale scores together.

The SEM Health Assessment Survey was e-mailed 
to the 385 four-year public institutions that had a per-
manent chief enrollment officer. The study netted a 24 
percent response rate, with 91 institutions completing 
the electronic survey within fourteen days. The institu-
tions were sorted from highest to lowest using the cu-
mulative score and then were separated by the NACAC 
regional affiliate association. Fifteen high-performing 
institutions were identified for further study.

Step Two: Institutional Interviews
Step two of the research study was to interview two 
participants from each identified institution—the chief 
enrollment officer (CEnO) and a key academic partner 
(KAP)—about their enrollment management success. 
Each interview was conducted via telephone and lasted 
approximately 30 minutes. All interview questions 
were open-ended, allowing the CEnO to identify prac-
tices, strategies, and individuals of highest importance 
to their success. At the end of the interview, the CEnO 
identified a key academic partner who had played a 
critical role in the institution’s enrollment management 
success. The key academic partner (KAP) interview was 
important to the study because it offered an alternative 
viewpoint and further insight into the institution’s en-
rollment management efforts.

Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and mem-
ber checked in batches of five. The batches allowed the 
data to be collected and analyzed in a zigzag pattern. 
Transcripts underwent four rounds of coding: (1) initial 
codes, (2) focused codes, (3) focused codes to initial theo-
retical framework, and, finally, (4) theoretical codes. The 
joint data collection and analysis helped the study to 
evolve, and interview questions were adjusted to probe 
the emerging theoretical constructs (see Appendix).

Findings
Emergent Theoretical Constructs

As data were collected and analyzed, four theoretical 
constructs emerged. The core phenomenon and con-
struct emerging from those institutions successfully 
developing “a shared sense of responsibility” for en-
rollment outcomes was “engaging EM at two levels of 
the institution.” This dual-level approach to enrollment 
management engaged the academic community at the 
institution’s central and local levels. The researcher 
identified the dual-level construct as the core phenom-
enon in the initial theoretical framework. As this con-
struct moved to the center, existing themes of data were 
viewed through the lens of the central construct. The 
result of two rounds of data collection and ongoing data 
analysis was a refined framework that identified three 
additional theoretical constructs: credibility, transpar-
ency, and environmental influencers.

Central and local levels are the “dual levels” of EM. 
The constructs or conditions of credibility and trans-
parency ensure collaboration between the two levels of 
enrollment management. The condition of credibility is 
achieved through three elements: executive supported, 
data informed, and academically positioned. The condi-
tion of transparency is also achieved through three ele-
ments: defining purposes and goals, maintaining open 
communication, and providing adequate opportunities 
for input and feedback. Last, external and internal in-
fluencers are components of the construct of environ-
mental influencers.

Dual-Level Enrollment Management Model
Institutions and CEnOs that are able to successfully de-
velop a shared sense of responsibility for enrollment 
outcomes with the academic community do so by en-
gaging enrollment management (EM) at two levels. This 
dual-level approach to EM draws individual attention 
to both the central and local levels of the institution. In 
order for the central and local levels to properly inform 
and influence each other, the conditions of credibility 
and transparency must be established. Each of these two 
conditions comprises three elements (defined further 
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below). In addition, internal and external environmen-
tal influencers impact priorities at each level of the in-
stitution, as do the individual elements impacting the 
conditions of credibility and transparency. The dual-
level enrollment management model identifies institu-
tional levels, necessary conditions, and environmental 
influencers (see Figure 1).

Establishing Central-Level EM
Establishing enrollment management (EM) at the cen-
tral level focuses on the creation of broad institutional 
initiatives. These initiatives are often aligned with in-
stitutional strategic plans and typically address areas 
of sought improvement, such as enrollment, retention, 
diversity, and overall academic quality across the insti-
tution.

The advantage of establishing central-level EM is the 
ability to approach institutional initiatives as a single 
entity; a challenge, however, is garnering meaningful 
involvement of the academic community. Faculty par-
ticipation at the central level should include commit-
tees, shared governance, and other methods for faculty 

to provide feedback and input regarding institutional 
priorities. Faculty who develop a deeper understand-
ing of enrollment management at one level are likely 
to serve as stronger partners and collaborators at the 
other level.

Establishing Local-Level EM
Establishing enrollment management (EM) at the local 
level transitions initiatives into the academic units that 
together make up the institution as a whole. Academic 
units include colleges, departments, and academic pro-
grams. Local-level EM focuses on the same initiatives as 
those at the central level: enrollment, retention, diver-
sity, and academic quality. The advantage of establishing 
local-level EM is the increased ability to garner stronger 
understanding, involvement, and commitment by the 
academic community. Local-level EM is advantageous 
because activities derive from the passions and exper-
tise of the faculty; a major challenge is the complexity 
and timeliness of orchestrating multiple priorities and 
initiatives across various academic units within the in-
stitution.

 FIGURE 1 ➤ Dual-Level Enrollment Management Model
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Interaction Between the Dual Levels of EM

In order for the central and local levels to successfully 
inform and influence each other, conditions of cred-
ibility and transparency should be established. Each 
condition is comprised of three elements; the degree of 
importance of each element is tied to internal and exter-
nal environmental influencers. Credibility is earned by 
rooting enrollment management efforts, ensuring they 
are supported by the executive team, data informed, and 
academically positioned within the institution. The lat-
ter is established through organizational structure, aca-
demic relationships, and credentials.

Transparency focuses on creating an environment 
where enrollment management is clearly visible and 
understood throughout the organization. Transparency 
is achieved by implementing an enrollment manage-
ment process that defines purpose and goals, maintains 
open communication, and provides adequate opportu-
nities for input and feedback

Accounting for Environmental Influencers
It is important to identify the environmental influenc-
ers impacting both the central and local levels and to 
account for them within the enrollment management 
process. Environmental influencers may be internal or 
external and affect central and local levels as well as 
credibility and transparency. For an institution to de-
velop an effective enrollment management process, it 
must account for the unique blend of influencers exert-
ing pressure on it.

For example, the central level may be subject to ex-
ternal pressure from state entities to increase enroll-
ment or as a result of decreasing financial support. At 
the same time, local levels of the institution might be 
subject to external pressure from accrediting bodies to 
be more selective or to improve student outcomes. Ac-
counting for these unique pressures fosters collabora-
tion across the institution as it strives to attain desired 
enrollment outcomes. In addition, accounting for inter-
nal influencers helps determine the importance of each 
element comprising credibility and transparency. For 
example, if the institution has a culture characterized 
by faculty mistrust of administration, then strategies 

targeting the elements of transparency will be of utmost 
importance to the enrollment management process.

Making Decisions
The dual-level enrollment management model can be 
used to review and direct institutional enrollment man-
agement efforts. For example, the model could be used to 
conduct an audit of past and/or present enrollment man-
agement efforts or to influence the EM process created by 
the strategic enrollment management (SEM) committee.

Conducting an EM Audit
The dual-level enrollment management model is ideal 
for auditing an institution’s past and current EM efforts. 
The model is especially useful for institutions strug-
gling to develop a shared sense of responsibility with 
the academic community for enrollment outcomes. The 
model helps the institution identify areas for further 
improvement by facilitating auditing of the enrollment 
management process. The model provides a means by 
which institutions can examine their past actions and/
or current enrollment management processes. The con-
clusions of an EM audit can be used in the SEP process, 
which is a visible and essential component of EM.

 ˺ Auditing the Dual Levels. When conducting an EM 
audit using the dual-level model, questions should 
probe both levels of the institution. For example, is 
the institution taking into account both the central 
and local levels? Are the institution’s enrollment 
management efforts pushed strictly downward from 
the central level? What are the enrollment manage-
ment initiatives that can be identified at both levels 
of the institution? Do the two levels successfully in-
form and influence each other? Describe faculty par-
ticipation and buy-in at each level of the institution.

When conducting this enrollment management 
audit, it is also important to recognize that condi-
tions, credibility, and transparency are in no par-
ticular priority order. The audit is not intended to 
identify a proper sequence; rather, it should high-
light areas that need to be addressed. In addition, 
the degree of importance of each of the elements is 
determined by accurately identifying key environ-
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mental influencers. If an institution has an internal 
culture in which faculty members do not partici-
pate in enrollment management activities, then it 
may be difficult to get buy-in (at least initially). In 
such a case, the elements of executive support, clear 
purpose and goals, and open communication are 
critical to developing a culture that supports fac-
ulty acceptance of and participation in enrollment 
management.

 ˺ Auditing Credibility. When reviewing the condition 
of credibility, the institution should evaluate the 
areas of executive support, data-informed decisions, 
and academic positioning. For example, do the pres-
ident and senior-level administration serve as cham-
pions for enrollment management? Is every aspect 
of the enrollment management process informed by 
data? How is enrollment management positioned in 
relation to academics at the institution? Does the EM 
division link directly to the institution’s president 
or provost? Does the chief enrollment officer have a 
terminal degree or strong ties to the faculty?

 ˺ Auditing Transparency. When reviewing the condi-
tion of transparency, be sure to evaluate purpose and 
goals, open communication, and opportunities for 
input and feedback. For example, do the institution’s 
enrollment management efforts clearly define pur-
poses and goals? How are these purposes and goals 
being communicated openly and consistently across 
the institution? Are there adequate opportunities 
for the academic community to provide input and 
feedback regarding EM processes and initiatives?

Influencing the Strategic Enrollment 
Management (SEM) Committee
The dual-level enrollment management model is also 
ideal for influencing the institution’s strategic enroll-
ment management (SEM) committee. The dual-level 
model can be used to create and guide the EM process 
(see Figure 2), which is often overseen by a SEM com-
mittee. The committee selection process should ensure 
participation by key areas, thereby encouraging align-
ment and integration of central- and local-level goals 

 FIGURE 2 ➤ Dual-Level Approach to SEM Committee
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and initiatives. The model can also be used to guide spe-
cific enrollment management processes. For example, 
task groups can be created at each EM level with rec-
ommendations brought back to the SEM committee for 
prioritization, selection, and oversight. (See below for 
additional examples of the dual-level EM model being 
used to influence the SEM process at both the central 
and local levels of the institution.)

 ˺ Institutional/Central Level. SEM at the institutional 
or central level focuses on broad institutional ini-
tiatives, such as data mining and market analysis. 
This information will likely lead to the formation 
of task groups charged with researching, developing, 
and presenting recommendations to the SEM com-
mittee. Institutional SEM task groups may focus on 
scholarships, marketing and communication plans, 
academic advising, transfer friendliness, or early 
alert, among others.

 ˺ College/Local Level. SEM at the college or local level 
will focus on auditing, prioritizing, and recom-
mending action items within each college. A team 
will be created to assist colleges and departments in 
auditing as well as in developing recommendations 
regarding their students’ progress. Collaboration at 
the departmental level will result in the articula-
tion of goals and strategies and the dedication of 
resources to the program’s recruitment and reten-
tion ideas. The results of departmental audits will 
be collected for the dean to review and prioritize. 
Initiatives selected by the deans move “upward” for 
consideration by the SEM committee.

The SEM Committee Dual-Level Process

 ˺ Select broad SEM committee membership.

 ˺ Develop institutional EM activities—e.g., data min-
ing and market analysis.
 ★ Form task groups based on findings.
 ★ Develop and propose recommendations to the 
SEM committee.

 ˺ Develop college/departmental audit activities.
 ★ Design audit worksheets for distribution.
 ★ Create an EM audit team to assist colleges and 

departments.

 ★ Identify college priorities and push recommen-
dations to the SEM committee.

 ˺ Select SEM priorities from institutional and college-
level recommendations.

 ★  Establish performance and outcome goals.
 ★ Develop strategies to meet established goals.
 ★ Implement developed strategies for follow-up, 

measurements, and adjustment.

Recommendations
Make EM Both Central and Local
The primary finding of this study relates to the impor-
tance and value of engaging the academic community at 
both the central and local levels of the institution. This 
dual-level approach to EM creates an optimal environ-
ment for achieving a shared sense of responsibility with 
the academic units for enrollment outcomes. Special 
attention and considerations at both levels should exist 
within EM efforts. Each level adds a distinct value and 
should inform and influence the overarching strategic 
direction of the institution’s EM process. For example, 
the central level focuses on broad institutional initia-
tives such as data mining and market analysis while the 
local level focuses on college or departmental initiatives 
such as identifying recruitment and retention priorities. 
(Environmental influencers that may impact each level 
differently are discussed below.)

A top-down approach to EM risks isolating the pro-
cess from the academic units. In addition, a strictly down-
ward approach discourages a shared sense of responsibil-
ity for enrollment outcomes across the institution.

Recognize Environmental Influencers
Environmental influencers should be considered when 
developing and implementing EM initiatives. Environ-
mental influencers provide internal and external pres-
sure at the central and local levels. By accounting for 
various environmental influencers, the institution’s EM 
efforts will be better positioned to achieve desired out-
comes.

Consider, for example, an institution facing external 
pressure at the central level to increase enrollment in 
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order to establish financial stability. At the same time, 
an academic department at the local level may be ex-
periencing external pressure from accrediting agen-
cies to tighten admissions criteria in order to increase 
student success outcomes. This same institution may 
also be characterized by an internal culture of mistrust 
between administration and faculty. All of these influ-
encers should be taken into account in order to develop 
the institution’s ideal enrollment management process.

Establish Credibility with the 
Academic Community
It is important to establish a sense of credibility regard-
ing enrollment management with the academic com-
munity. Credibility is established by being executively 
supported, data informed, and academically positioned. 
The institution can academically position the EM pro-
cess through organizational structure or via CEnO rela-
tionships and credentials.

Credibility is all about positioning the EM process 
as an institutional priority. Executive support should 
include EM champions as well as adequate financial 
resources. (In fact, it is recommended that financial 
resources be connected to enrollment initiatives and 
desired outcomes.) The use of data throughout the EM 
process also adds credibility and is key when develop-
ing support among the academic community. Last, the 
EM process needs to be positioned to collaborate effec-
tively with the academic units. Organizational struc-
ture is a common approach, where the EM function is 
positioned directly “under” the president or provost. 
The EM process can also be positioned academically by 
having a chief enrollment officer (CEnO) who either has 
strong faculty relationships or has earned advanced aca-
demic credentials. (A CEnO who served previously as 
a faculty member or who has completed a doctoral de-
gree is more likely to be supported by faculty members.)

Facilitate Collaboration  
Through EM Transparency
Transparency is vital for successful collaboration with 
the academic community. Faculty members want to 
easily understand and have a voice in the institution’s 

enrollment management efforts. A transparent enroll-
ment management process clearly identifies purpose 
and goals, maintains open communication, and pro-
vides adequate opportunities for input and feedback. 
Transparency also encourages the free flow of informa-
tion between central and local levels.

Everyone at the institution should understand what 
is driving the enrollment management process. For ex-
ample, the reasons the institution wants to increase its 
retention and graduation rates should be clear. All as-
pects of the EM process need to be communicated at 
every stage and level of the institution: Be sure to create 
opportunities for faculty to provide input and feedback; 
such opportunities may include open forums, participa-
tion on institutional committees, and/or presentations 
to faculty governing bodies. By engaging directly with 
governing bodies—for example, through shared gov-
ernance—enrollment outcomes are reinforced as an 
institutional priority and shared responsibility of the 
academic community.

Conclusion
In summary, institutions that are successfully involving 
the academic community in their enrollment manage-
ment efforts do so by engaging EM at two levels: the cen-
tral and the local. This dual-level approach to EM creates 
the optimum environment for developing a shared 
sense of responsibility with the academic units for en-
rollment outcomes. In order for each level to work with 
the other effectively, two institutional conditions must 
be established: credibility and transparency. Credibility 
is typically gained as a result of executive support, data-
informed decisions, and academic positioning. Trans-
parency is satisfied by having a clear purpose and goals, 
open communication, and opportunities for input and 
feedback. While each element should be addressed, the 
degree of importance of each is likely to be determined 
by internal and external environmental influencers.

The dual-level enrollment management model is an 
effective means by which to audit and review institu-
tions’ current EM efforts. By identifying areas for further 
development and improvement, the model is especially 
useful for institutions struggling to develop a shared 
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sense of responsibility for enrollment outcomes with 
the academic community. The findings of the current 
research inform the following four recommendations:

 ˺ Purposefully engage both cen-
tral and local levels.

 ˺ Take into account environmental influencers.

 ˺ Establish credibility with the 
academic community.

 ˺ Develop transparency with the 
academic community.

The assumptions and limitations of the study were 
affirmed. The dual-level enrollment management model 
is supported by the literature with an interpreted con-
tradiction regarding the role of local-level EM within 
SEP. Opportunities for further research are numerous 
and include the following: studying EM at private and 
two-year institutions; exploring EM conditions, cred-
ibility, and transparency; using the dual-level EM model 
to audit institutions; examining SEP in relation to the 
dual-level EM model; and further investigating the im-
pact of local-level EM on faculty perceptions.

Appendix 
Initial Interview Questions

 ˺ Describe why enrollment management was imple-
mented at your institution.

 ★ What were the goals or reasons 
for EM implementation?

 ★ Where does EM report in the 
organizational structure?

 ˺ Has implementation of enrollment management 
been a collaborative process? If so, who have been 
key partners in your institution’s success?

 ★ Describe the involvement of aca-
demic affairs in the EM process.

 ★ Describe any steps or actions you or your 
department have taken to encourage col-
laboration throughout the EM process.

 ˺ What have been the greatest successes of enrollment 
management at your institution?

 ˺ What have been the greatest challenges or criticisms 
of enrollment management at your institution?

Revised Interview Questions

 ˺ Describe the function of enrollment management 
at your institution.

 ★ What does enrollment management 
look like at the institutional level?

 ★ What does enrollment management look like 
at the divisional or departmental level?

 ★ Could you provide examples of enrollment 
management activities at each level?

 ˺ How would you describe the transparency of enroll-
ment management at your institution?

 ★ To what extent were input and 
feedback collected in your enroll-
ment management process?

 ˺ How would you describe the credibility of enroll-
ment management at your institution?



October 2018Volume 6(3) 33

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

About the Authors
Jason Trainer

Jason Trainer, Ph.D., is the 
founder of Trainer Con-
sulting: Enrollment & Mar-
keting and the Enrollment 

Project podcast. Trainer has led enroll-
ment management and marketing efforts 
at the University of North Dakota, Minot 
State University, and Northland Commu-

nity & Technical College. His research 
interests focus on enrollment planning, 
marketing strategy, and academic involve-
ment within enrollment management.

References
Academic Senate for California Com-

munity Colleges. 1999. The Role of 
Academic Senates In Enrollment 
Management. Retrieved from: <asccc.
org/sites/default/files/publications/
Enrollment_0.pdf>. Sacramento, CA.

Black, J. 2003. The enrollment man-
agement framework. Digital Dis-
sertations. 64(11): 3113329.

Charmaz, K. 2006. Constructing Grounded 
Theory: A Practical Guide Through 
Qualitative Analysis. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Creswell, J. 2012. Qualitative Inquiry and 
Research Design: Choosing Among 
Five Approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

DeBiaso, N. 2012. Enrollment manage-
ment in academic units. (Order No. 
3505875, Arizona State University). Pro-
Quest Dissertations and Theses, 
166. Retrieved from <ezproxy.library.
und.edu/login?url=search.proquest.
com/docview/1013843784>.

Dolence, M. 1993. Strategic Enrollment 
Management: A Primer for Campus 
Administrators. Washington, D.C.: 
American Association of Collegiate 
Registrars and Admissions Officers.

Hayes, T. 2007. Delphi study of the future 
of marketing higher education. Journal 
of Business Research. 60: 927–931.

Hossler, D, and J. Bean. 1990. The Strategic 
Management of College Enrollments 
(1st ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hossler, D, and D. Kalsbeek. 2013. Enroll-
ment management and managing 
enrollments: Revisiting the context for 
institutional strategy. Strategic Enroll-
ment Management Quarterly. 1: 5–25.

Huddleston, T, and L. Rumbough. 
1997. Evaluating the enrollment 
management organization. Col-
lege and University. 72(4): 2–5.

Hundrieser, J. 2012. Strategic Enroll-
ment Planning: A Dynamic Collabora-
tion. Coralville, IA: Noel-Levitz, Inc.

Kalsbeek, D. 2006. Some reflections on 
SEM structure and strategies-part one. 
College and University. 81(3): 3–10.

Kemerer, F, J. Baldridge, and K. Green. 
1982. Strategies for Effective En-
rollment Management. Washing-
ton, D.C.: American Association of 
State Colleges and Universities.

Lee, S. 2010. The Implementation of 
Enrollment Management at Two Public 
Universities Experiencing Demographic 
and Funding Challenges. Indiana Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Dspace 2069–248.

Penn, G. 1999. Enrollment management 
for the 21st century: Institutional goals, 
accountability, and fiscal responsibility. 
ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report. 
26(7). Washington D.C.: The George 
Washington University, Graduate School 
of Education and Human Development.

State Higher Education Executive Officers. 
2014. Moving the Needle: How Finan-
cial Aid Policies Can Help States Meet 
Student Completion Goals. Retrieved 
from: <www.sheeo.org/sites/default/
files/publications/Moving_the_Nee-
dle_041414.pdf>. Boulder, CO.

Singell, L. 2002. Come and stay a while: 
does financial aid effect reten-
tion conditioned on enrollment at a 
large public university? Economics 
of Education Review. 23: 459–471.

Wallace-Hulecki, L. 2007. Creating the 
Conditions for Shared Responsibility 
of Enrollment Outcomes: Reframing 
Strategic Enrollment Management 
from the Academic Lens. Retrieved 
from: <semworks.net/white-papers-
books/creating-conditions.php>. 
Greensboro, NC: SEM Works.

Zajacova, A, S. Lynch, and T. Epenshade. 
2005. Self-efficacy, stress, and aca-
demic success in college. Research 
in Higher Education. 46(6): 677–706.

http://asccc.org/sites/default/files/publications/Enrollment_0.pdf
http://asccc.org/sites/default/files/publications/Enrollment_0.pdf
http://asccc.org/sites/default/files/publications/Enrollment_0.pdf
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/Moving_the_Needle_041414.pdf
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/Moving_the_Needle_041414.pdf
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/Moving_the_Needle_041414.pdf
http://semworks.net/white-papers-books/creating-conditions.php
http://semworks.net/white-papers-books/creating-conditions.php




October 2018Volume 6(3) 35

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

A Professional Body of Knowledge 
for a Nascent Profession
By Jerry Lucido, Don Hossler, Katie O’Dowd, and Bob Massa

There is little doubt that the number of colleges and 
universities that have senior administrative posi-
tions charged with managing college enrollments 
has increased dramatically (Schultz and Lucido 2011). 
Enrollment management has evolved from a senior 
administrative position primarily at less selective pri-
vate institutions that had to work harder to achieve 
their enrollment goals to a normative position found 
at most private and public institutions. As the presence 

of enrollment management organizations has become 
commonplace, increasing attention has been given to 
the training and development of enrollment managers 
(Hossler 2014). These trends have also raised questions 
about the extent to which enrollment management is 
a profession (Henderson 2001; Ward and Hossler 2016). 
Indeed, having an identifiable body of knowledge that 
by implication becomes part of the formal education 
and training of individuals in a field of work is one of 

Little attention has been given to identifying the professional bodies of knowledge 
or expertise that should be possessed by entering, early career, or senior SEM 
staff members. Using a multi-method research approach that included both a 
national survey and a modified Delphi Technique involving senior enrollment and 
admissions professionals, we examine the domains of knowledge/expertise in 
which enrollment management personnel need more education and training. In 
addition, this study reports on the preferred levels of education for the preparation 
of enrollment management personnel. The results reveal that a master’s degree in 
enrollment management, followed by a doctorate in enrollment management, are 
the preferred levels of educational preparation for gaining SEM expertise. The 
domains of knowledge garnered from these studies include: strategic planning, the 
analysis and use of SEM relevant research, marketing, admissions models and 
practice, financial aid, budgeting, campus leadership, diversity, student retention, 
and campus leadership. This study closes with a discussion of the implications for 
the formal educational preparation of future enrollment managers.

THE RESE ARCH AGENDA
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the criteria that sociologists apply when determining 
what is considered a profession (Carpenter 1991, Hen-
derson 2001, Lester 2010). Weidman, Twale, and Stein 
(2001) note that formal higher education graduate pro-
grams also play an important role in socializing novice 
employees into the profession. Thus, research of what 
experienced professionals think novices in the field 
need to know and how they view the formal education 
of enrollment managers is relevant to the nascent field 
of enrollment management.

To shed light on these important issues, the results 
of two studies that examined how senior enrollment 
management professionals view the educational needs 
of early- to mid-career enrollment professionals were 
combined:

 ˺ A national survey of experienced enrollment man-
agers explored two research questions. First, what 
do respondents identify as the areas of knowledge 
and expertise required of enrollment managers? 
Second, what kind of formal education do experi-
enced enrollment managers recommend for early- 
and mid-career professionals? More specifically, do 
early- and mid-career professionals need workshops, 
non-credit certificate/non-degree programs, mas-
ter’s degree programs, or doctoral degree programs?

 ˺ A session that took place at a national professional 
conference on enrollment management added detail. 
A modified Delphi Technique (Powell 2003) was uti-
lized to identify the most pressing concerns of enroll-
ment managers. These findings provide insight into 
the thematic content that should be part of educa-
tional programs for emerging enrollment managers.

Methods
This study was a multi-method study involving two re-
search methods. First, a survey (see Appendix) was sent to 
2,400 senior enrollment professionals; almost 15 percent 
(352) of those completed some but not all of the survey 
items, and 273 completed all of the items. All usable re-
sponses to individual items were included in the analysis. 
The response rate fell at the high end of normal response 
rates for online surveys according to a leading survey 
research company (Fryrear 2015) and at the low end ac-

cording to Nulty (2008); the response rate was lower 
than the authors preferred. The response rate, though 
credible, might give pause in the analysis if a second 
study (described in the methods section) had not also 
been conducted. The two studies enabled the data to be 
triangulated and substantive conclusions to be reached.

The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics 
(Tableau was used to display the results). Using a forced 
choice set of questions, respondents were asked to se-
lect from among a set of options to identify the topic 
areas they believed to be the most important knowl-
edge domains for enrollment managers. The survey also 
asked questions about the delivery methods for courses 
in enrollment management and the appropriate degree 
level for students in an enrollment management pro-
gram. Survey respondents were almost evenly split by 
gender; with regard to race, 73 percent identified as 
white, 6 percent as black, 6 percent as Latino, and 3 
percent as Asian. (The remainder did not answer this 
question.) Only 12 percent held a bachelor’s degree as 
the highest degree attained, 61 percent held master’s 
degrees, and 26 percent had an earned doctorate. On 
average, respondents had sixteen-plus years of experi-
ence. Fifty-two percent worked at private, non-profit 
four-year institutions, and 27 percent worked at public 
institutions (the majority at four-year institutions).

The second study was conducted at the ACT Enroll-
ment Planner’s Conference in July 2016. Approximately 
60 enrollment managers represented an array of two- 
and four-year, public and private institutions. The study 
was based on a two-step process: Before the data-gath-
ering process began, they were organized into groups 
numbering between eight and ten. Using a modified 
Delphi Technique, members of each group were asked 
to identify the five most pressing issues with which 
they were dealing. Group members shared their lists 
and used a consensus process to determine top priori-
ties. The facilitators then grouped the priorities accord-
ing to similar themes; participants were asked to vote 
for their top five concerns.

Considered in their entirety, these two studies pro-
vide a robust understanding of the professional education 
needs of early- to mid-career enrollment managers. They 
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also enable us to present the results of these data with 
confidence and to make summative statements about the 
educational and professional needs of individuals aspir-
ing to careers in the field of enrollment management.

Results
What Level of Education is Needed?
As Figure 1 demonstrates, almost 70 percent of respon-
dents indicated that aspiring enrollment managers 
should earn a graduate degree; 45 percent said that a 
master’s degree was the appropriate level of education, 
and 25 percent thought a doctorate was the right degree 
for an enrollment manager to have earned. Twenty-two 
percent indicated that a certificate program was desir-
able while only 8 percent thought workshop training 
was sufficient. This demonstrates a clear preference for 
formal education as the appropriate training for aspir-
ing senior enrollment managers.

In rank order, the five most important areas that 
respondents thought should be addressed in an educa-
tional program for enrollment managers were:

 ˺ Strategic planning

 ˺ Enrollment research

 ˺ Higher education finance

 ˺ Marketing in higher education

 ˺ Admissions models

To gain deeper insights into the educational needs of 
enrollment managers, two related questions were asked: 
in what areas of responsibility did senior enrollment 
professionals spend most of their time, and in which 
areas did they feel they needed more training. (See Fig-
ure 2.) Those areas in which respondents spend most 
of their time (in order of greatest time spent) include 
recruitment and admissions, personnel management, 
budgeting, campus leadership, and data collection and 
analysis. The areas in which senior respondents needed 
the most training (in rank order) include data collec-
tion and analysis, student retention, campus leadership, 
marketing, and financial aid.

Respondents were asked in which areas their more 
junior colleagues spend most of their time and in which 
those colleagues need more training. (See Figure 3.) The 

 FIGURE 1 ➤ Preferred Education/Training for Enrollment Managers

Certificate Program

EdD Program

Master’s Program45%

8%

22%

25%

Workshop Series



October 2018Volume 6(3) 38

 Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

areas where they spent the most time included recruit-
ment, admissions, marketing, financial aid, and market-
ing; the areas where they needed the most training were 
data collection and analysis, student retention, market-
ing, and personnel management.

Figures 1, 2, and 3 present some clear patterns in 
what senior enrollment officers believe to be important 
domains of knowledge for early career professionals. Tri-
angulating the responses, the researchers asked where 
domains of knowledge were most frequently mentioned. 
(Domains include the ability to use and understand en-
rollment research, higher education marketing, higher 
education finance, and—closely linked with finance—
financial aid.) In addition, the researchers posited that 
strategic planning could be combined with improved 
exercise of senior leadership roles at the campus level. 
Other areas of responsibility (mentioned less frequently 
but still of importance) include student retention and, 
because respondents reported spending a great deal of 
time on staff supervision, personnel management.

Thus far, the results suggest that student recruit-
ment and admissions models are important; however, 

senior enrollment managers must believe that they gain 
expertise through practical experience. Respondents in-
dicated that both they and their staff members spend 
large amounts of time focused on these areas, but for 
the most part, they do not rate them as important areas 
regarding which their staff (or they themselves need to 
gain more knowledge.

Results from this survey were triangulated with the 
five themes that enrollment managers identified through 
the modified Delphi Technique. The themes added more 
detail in the areas of leadership and as catalysts for change 
at institutions’ senior levels. Because of concern that a 
survey that was too lengthy would reduce response rates, 
some items of interest could not be included. As noted in 
the methods section, approximately 60 enrollment pro-
fessionals were asked to identify the five most pressing 
issues they faced. The five that emerged from the Delphi 
Technique included price and perceived value; how en-
rollment managers can be catalysts for change; regional 
decreases in the number of high school graduates; the 
role of enrollment management in outcomes; and getting 
buy-in from senior campus administrators and trustees.

 FIGURE 2 ➤ Areas of Focus and Areas Where Enrollment Managers Need More Training
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 ˺ Price and perceived value: States are simultaneously 
constraining tuition increases at public institutions 
and reducing levels of student debt for public and 
private colleges and universities. Institutions are 
also under pressure to demonstrate the value of the 
college experience and student outcomes—includ-
ing lifetime incomes.

 ˺ Catalysts for change and getting buy-in: After re-
viewing these two themes, the researchers suggest 
that participants were raising many of the same 
issues—for example, too often enrollment manag-
ers are not included when key decisions are made; 
that they need to build coalitions with faculty and 
administrators; that they need to be represented at 
meetings of the board of trustees; and that they need 
to develop working relationships with chief finan-
cial officers.

 ˺ Demographic trends: Concerns related to this theme 
include the projected decreases in the numbers of 
high school graduates in most regions of the United 
States, increasing proportions of Latino and Asian 
high school graduates, the need to undertake more 

market segmentation, and the need to increase the 
number of non-traditional and international students.

 ˺ The role of enrollment management in outcomes: 
In order to demonstrate the value of attending a 
specific institution, participants offer suggestions 
such as having career services report to enrollment 
management; reminding faculty of the importance 
of career-relevant degrees; and the career office tak-
ing special care to serve students in fields that do 
not lead directly to specific careers—to include en-
suring that such students participate in internships.

Most of these themes are consistent with and rein-
force results from the survey. For example, “catalysts 
for change” and “getting buy-in” are companion themes 
to the desire for enrollment managers to have more 
education in the areas of strategic planning and campus 
leadership. By its very nature, the strategic planning 
process involves working with other senior campus ad-
ministrators. Serving as catalysts for change also implies 
working with a range of campus administrators, faculty 
members, and trustees.

 FIGURE 3 ➤ Experienced Enrollment Managers’ Perceptions of Where Early Career Enrollment 
Professionals Spend Most of Their Time and Where They Need More Training
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The first theme, price and perceived value, connects 
with two findings from the survey: First, it speaks to 
the need for research to better understand an institu-
tion’s position in the marketplace. It also raises another 
type of research not addressed in the survey: It suggests 
that enrollment managers need to systematically study 
shifts in state—and federal—policy as it relates to the 
funding of public colleges and universities as well as ef-
forts to control tuition at public institutions. In addition, 
enrollment organizations need to monitor federal and 
state financial aid, which affect public and private in-
stitutions. This theme reinforces another finding from 
the survey: that enrollment managers need education 
and training in the domain of student financial aid. The 
third theme from the conference—declining numbers 
of high school graduates and downward economic 
trends—also speaks to the importance of research, 
though not to directly gathering institutional enroll-
ment data but rather to be constantly tracking publicly 
available demographic and economic trend data. It is 
worth reiterating the importance of monitoring state 
and federal policy trends that could have an impact on 
the number and destinations of students enrolled in 
postsecondary education.

The only theme from the Delphi process that was 
not related to the survey results was the role of en-
rollment management in student outcomes, including 
career placement, internships, and the value added of 
earning a degree from a particular college or university. 
Overall, however, the results from these two different 
methodological approaches to understanding the edu-
cational needs of aspiring enrollment managers are both 
consistent and revealing.

Making Meaning for a Nascent Profession
The results from these two studies are informative re-
garding preferred educational pathways and curricula 
for aspiring and professional enrollment managers. Se-
nior enrollment professionals demonstrate a clear pref-
erence for formal graduate education over certificates or 
workshops: Nearly 70 percent indicate that they believe 
that a graduate degree in enrollment management is the 
appropriate level of training for early- and mid-career 

enrollment professionals. These findings suggest that 
graduate programs in enrollment management should 
become more common. In addition, the research dem-
onstrates that the high degree of consensus about the 
knowledge domains in this field of work will result in 
a more consistent pattern of socialization for new and 
mid-career enrollment professionals (Lester 2010; Wei-
dman, Twale and Stein 2001).

According to triangulation of the range of survey re-
sponses and the modified Delphi technique, senior en-
rollment officers recommend five knowledge domains 
for graduate programs:

 ˺ working with campus leaders, faculty, and trust-
ees to develop and implement strategic plans;

 ˺ higher education finance: Build strong relation-
ships with the campus CFO and the office of fi-
nancial aid;

 ˺ enrollment research techniques and the ability 
to interpret data, identify institutional markets, 
and track demographic trends and federal and 
state policies that could affect postsecondary en-
rollments;

 ˺ higher education marketing; and

 ˺ student retention.

Student retention was the only one of the five do-
mains that did not also emerge from the Delphi process. 
However, it was a strong emphasis in the survey find-
ings and is consistent with the work of Coomes (2000), 
Hossler and Bontrager (2015), and Huddleston (2000). 
An additional area that emerged from the Delphi pro-
cess was the role and/or responsibilities of enrollment 
managers in helping to enhance institutional outcomes. 
While this is important in the present age of account-
ability and concern about the employment outcomes 
and income earned by college graduates, this is not 
an area over which enrollment managers should have 
primary responsibility. (Student outcomes are tightly 
connected to the campus curriculum and student life 
experiences; for enrollment management to oversee 
these would create too expansive a role for the senior 
enrollment officer.) Rather, it is an area with regard 
to which enrollment managers should be concerned, 
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should help provide data to inform discussions, and 
should have a voice in discussions at senior policy levels.

Overall, there was consistency between the re-
sponses to the survey and the insights gleaned from 
the Delphi process. The findings indicate high degrees 
of agreement regarding both the formal training of en-
rollment managers through graduate programs and the 
knowledge that should constitute the curriculum of 
those programs. Indeed, graduate programs have begun 

to emerge: The University of Miami offers a residential 
master’s program, and Drew University offers online 
master’s and doctoral degrees in enrollment manage-
ment. These findings suggest that more graduate pro-
grams with an emphasis on enrollment management are 
likely to emerge in the near future. The next step will 
be for senior professionals in the field to recommend 
these programs to early- and mid-career professionals.
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