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Significant impending changes in the demographics of the college-going

population will require higher education institutions to adjust admissions policies

and student success initiatives in their strategic enrollment management plans.

The role of the chief enrollment management officer (CEMO) will be examined for

its potential to shape policies around access and equity within an institution using

transformative leadership theory. It is predicted that there could be up to 750

vacant CEMO positions within the next few years, creating an opportunity for

higher education institutions to bring transformative leaders into this role.

The first colonial colleges in the United States were
founded with the mission to “identify and ratify a co-
lonial elite” (Thelin 2004, 24). These colleges catered
to the sons of wealthy Puritan families and produced
the political, business, and religious leaders of the new
colonies. The notion of a traditional student has evolved
since then, but in many ways higher education still
favors those with money, power, and resources. At the
top-tier colleges, more than 6o percent of students are
from the highest socioeconomic quartile, while only
4 percent are from the lowest socioeconomic quar-
tile (Chetty, et al. 2020). The odds are stacked against
lower-income students. Wealthier students have ac-
cess to test prep classes, tutors, guidance from parents
and school counselors, and the ability to go on college

visit tours. The practice of favoring children of alumni,
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known as legacy admissions, gives these often wealthy
and disproportionately white students an advantage
similar to adding 160 SAT points, while donations made
directly to a college can give students a “VIP” status
(Reeves 2019). These practices will “contribute to grow-
ing income and wealth inequality, which in turn will
exacerbate these inequalities across future generations”
(Haveman and Smeeding 2006, 128).

At a time when 61 percent of U.S. adults think
that higher education is going in the wrong direction
(Brown 2018), getting a degree still matters. A study
conducted by the Georgetown University Center on
Education and the Workforce looked at the return on
investment (ROI) of a college degree after 40 years. They
found that attending elite schools such as Harvard,

Stanford, or Massachusetts Institute of Technology have
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ROIs of close to $2 million, while top flagship public
institutions pay off at around $1 million, and degrees
from community colleges have ROIs closer to $500,000
(Carnevale, Rose, and Cheah 2019). Even when consid-
ering the loan burden that many middle- and low-in-
come students take on, a college degree is still one of
the best investments a person can make (Abel and Deitz
2014; Haveman and Smeeding 2006). Along with the
impact on lifetime earnings, Deming (2019) states that
other social problems such as declining male labor force
participation, rising mortality rates, and opioid addic-
tion disproportionately afflicts people without college
degrees. Institutions of higher education need to find
ways to provide inclusive, equitable, and high quality

education to anyone wanting to pursue it.

Challenges Facing the
Higher Education Industry

Despite the overwhelming evidence of the benefits of
higher education, institutions will soon be facing a de-
cade of challenges. A sharp decline in births between
2008 and 2013 (Grawe 2018; Johnson 2014; Lipka 2014)
will hit colleges and universities in the late 2020s when
fewer high school graduates leads to an unprecedented
reduction in demand for higher education (Grawe 2018).
According to the Higher Education Demand Index
(HEDI), in aggregate, by the mid 2020s, community
colleges can expect about a 13 percent decrease in en-
rollments while four-year institutions are likely to expe-
rience a 10 percent decrease in enrollments (Grawe 2018).

The declining birth rate is only part of the story.
Migration patterns are also impacting the number
of potential students. The 2018 U.S. Census Bureau’s
Vintage Population Estimates show that the Northeast
and Midwest are declining in population while Flor-
ida, Texas, and the West Coast are increasing. The areas
of increasing population tend to have less wealth, and
students are less likely to enroll in college than the
areas that are declining in population (Lipka 2014). Col-
lege readiness is also an issue. The ACT’s (2019) college
and career readiness report for 2019 showed that only
37 percent of students met at least three of the four

college readiness benchmarks, and just nine percent
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of underserved learners, defined as minority students
from low-income families whose parents did not attend
college, met three or more readiness benchmarks. The
percentage of graduates meeting benchmarks in math
and English have been on a long-term downward trend,
with the high school class of 2019 hitting a fifteen-year
low. To achieve their enrollment goals, many higher
education institutions will need to expand recruiting
efforts into new markets and consider ways to support
students who are not college-ready by developing pro-
grams and initiatives to help these students succeed.

A third challenge for higher education institutions
is the continuing budget constraints. The Great Reces-
sion caused most states to make deep cuts to funding
for their public institutions. It is estimated that states
spent an average of 16 percent less per student in 2017
than they did in 2008 (Mitchell, et al. 2018), and more
cuts are expected as a result of the 2020 coronavirus
pandemic (Diep 2020). This has forced institutions to
increase tuition, cut support services, limit course of-
ferings, and reduce faculty positions. Data from the Col-
lege Board (2018) indicates that average tuition and fees
at a four-year public institution rose from about $7,500
in 2008-09 to $10,230 in 2018-19. Increased depen-
dency on tuition revenue has institutions looking for
more students from wealthier families who have the
ability to pay the full price (Grawe 2018). Yet, these full-
pay students will be harder to find. The socioeconomic
characteristics of the rising generation will require sig-
nificant financial assistance and large-scale investments
in financial aid (McGee 2015). It is expected that the
number of students with the ability to pay without aid
will decline, and those who remain will be increasingly
sensitive to price and look for discounts among their
options. Institutions will be under increasing pressure
to meet their targeted enrollment numbers in order to
balance their budget (Tough 2019).

Declining birth rates, migration of students, and
pressure to enroll enough students to meet revenue
goals will all lead to increased competition for a smaller
pool of students. Leaders of colleges and universities
cannot afford to stick with the traditional approach to

recruiting and retaining students. They need to create
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a strategic plan that allows them to set realistic goals to
ensure long-term viability while also seeking to equal-
ize opportunities for students from traditionally un-
derrepresented families. It will require a willingness to
challenge the way educational opportunities are offered,
who they are offered to, how they are credentialed, and

how it is paid for.

Enrolilment Management

To meet the challenges of recruitment and retention,
many higher education institutions engage in the prac-
tice of strategic enrollment management. Enrollment
management involves a systematic approach to pursu-
ing an institution’s goals and outcomes (Hossler and
Kalsbeek 2008). The concept was first introduced in the
1970s and used by private liberal arts colleges who were
beginning to face increased competition as public insti-
tutions started offering more career-oriented education
(Maguire 1976). Enrollment management integrates the
areas responsible for admissions, funding, and student
success to align goals of the institution in an inten-
tional way, such as increasing the academic profile of
the incoming class of students or ensuring economic,
racial, and ethnic diversity (Hossler and Kalsbeek 2008;
Maguire 1976). Enrollment management goals often will
also address persistence and graduation rates and set
targets for tuition revenue. The work is data-driven
and involves long-range planning with market research
techniques and financial modeling (Hossler and Kals-
beek 2008).

Driven by the belief that integrated efforts are
greater than the sum of their individual parts, a hall-
mark of strategic enrollment management is collabo-
ration among all those who have a role in attracting,
instructing, and providing services to students (Magu-
ire 1976; Paxton and Perez-Greene 2001). In the ideal
scenario, faculty and deans alter their programs ac-
cording to student interests; more tutors are hired in
anticipation of increased needs; and facilities managers
understand that beautiful landscaping can help attract
prospective students and families when they come for
college tours. Everyone at the institution should under-

stand their role in recruiting and supporting students.
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The person charged with leading the enrollment
management efforts is the chief enrollment manage-
ment officer, also known as the CEM0O. CEMOs work
with presidents and other senior leaders to develop a
strategic enrollment management plan that takes into
consideration the goals and mission of the institution
along with financial projections and market research
on prospective students. Once a strategic enrollment
management plan is in place, the CEMO must ensure
that members of the campus community understand
their role in supporting the plan. The CEMO also needs
to continually provide data and metrics to demonstrate
whether the goals of the enrollment management plan

are being met.

Who Are CEMOs?

The structure of enrollment management and the
role of the CEMO varies according to institutional
culture, climate, and character (Hossler and Kalsbeek
2008), but there are many similarities in the enroll-
ment management model. The American Association
of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers 2017
Chief Enrollment Management Officer Career Profile
Report (AACRAO 2017) found that roughly half of U.s.
institutions currently have an enrollment management
structure. This is expected to increase as more com-
munity colleges and international institutions move to
the model. Findings from the 2017 profile report show
that about 75 percent of CEMOs report directly to the
institution’s president or provost, demonstrating that
most institutions understand the high value of enroll-
ment management to the vitality of their campus. The
majority of CEMOs serve on committees related to re-
cruitment, student success and retention, and strategic
planning. As a top-level leadership position within the
institution, CEMOs are well paid, with median salaries
around $100,000 at two-year institutions, $150,000
at baccalaureate and master’s institutions, and nearly
$200,000 at doctoral institutions according to the Col-
lege and University Professional Association for Human
Resources. The median salary for women CEMOS is
$142,500 while the median salary for men is $160,600,

indicating a 0.88 cent gender pay gap that is likely due
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to more men occupying CEMO roles at elite institutions
(Bichsel and McChesney 2017).

Several dissertations have explored the CEMO role.
Snowden (2010) identified enrollment management as
an institutionalized organizational field and an emerging
profession. One CEMO she interviewed described the
role as requiring facilitation, coordination, and bringing
people together to take a wide view within the institu-
tion. They also are responsible for providing data to help
others operationalize issues and make good choices.

Studies by Liedtke (2013) and de Leur (2007) re-
vealed that CEMOs need to be visionary and possess
problem-solving skills. Further, de Leur’s (2007) study
found that CEMOs are collaborative, analytical, re-
sourceful, and participative. Liedtke’s (2013) research
found that CEMOs need to have character, initiative,
competence, and communication skills. Collectively,
these studies portray the ideal CEMO as a leader with
an eye on the horizon who can bring key constituents
together for strategic planning and motivate all those
involved with serving students to do their part of the
plan.

Insight into the challenges of the CEMO position
can be found in AACRAO’s 2017 Career Profile report.
It indicates that there is high turnover, with almost 40
percent of current CEMOs planning to change positions
in the next four years, leaving almost 750 vacancies
across the United States (AACRAO 2017). Respondents
to a 2018 survey of CEMOs by the executive search firm
Witt/Kiefer (n.d.) cited “pressure,” “high stress,” “heavy
workload,” and “burnout” among reasons for leaving
the field. Many also say conflicting expectations to bal-
ance quality, quantity, and revenue create a challenging

environment that requires managing expectations.

Opportunity at the CEMO Role

Discussions with representatives of executive search
firms reveal that the CEMO role is one of the most diffi-
cult roles to fill among higher education leadership posi-
tions. The pool of skilled candidates is small; numerous
experienced CEMOSs are approaching retirement; and
according to one recruiter, many younger professionals

are not interested in moving beyond mid-level positions.
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The pressure to meet enrollment goals is high and likely
to become even more difficult in the next decade with
changing demographic and socioeconomic conditions.
CEMOs will face increased competition for a shrinking
pool of academically qualified high school graduates
with the ability to pay the full price of tuition. They will
encounter more students in need of remedial education
and academic support programs. Dwindling state and
federal support will lead to more pressure to increase
tuition revenue. It is easy to see why the role may not
be appealing to those who see these dismal conditions.

Yet, a reframing of the CEMO role shows the poten-
tial to bring transformative change to higher education.
CEMOs are in a position to deconstruct existing knowl-
edge frameworks and implement innovative initiatives
to create opportunities for nontraditional students. The
next decade will be a time when visionary leaders in
the CEMO role will be needed to challenge the status
quo. Bringing a social justice approach to recruiting,
admissions, financial aid, and student retention pro-
grams could start to close the gaps for students from
disadvantaged families and ultimately improve social
mobility. Leaders of higher education institutions need
to recognize the importance of the CEMO in fulfill-
ing the mission of the institution. When hiring a new
CEMO, institutions need to consider how the leader-
ship styles of their candidates can either positively or
negatively impact their ability to execute their strategic

enrollment management plan.

Evolution of Leadership Styles

The field of educational leadership has seen the evolu-
tion of three theories: transactional, transformational,
and transformative leadership. The roots of transac-
tional leadership theory developed from Max Weber’s
1947 writings on bureaucracy and rational-legal leader-
ship, where “the purest type of legal rule is that effected
through a bureaucratic administrative staff” (Weber
2019, 347). Staff work within a hierarchy and are moti-
vated to do their jobs because they are paid a salary. The
leader exercises control through an exchange of benefits.
This style of leadership values fairness and responsibil-

ity. Burns (1978) describes transactional leadership as a
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bargaining process where “each party to the bargain is
conscious of the power resources and attitudes of the
other” (19). He goes on to define transformational lead-
ership as a relationship between the leader and follower
where leaders “shape and alter and elevate the motives
and values and goals of followers through the vital teach-
ing role of leadership” (425). Both the leader and fol-
lowers need to move beyond their individual goals and
unite in the pursuit of change that represents collective
interests. The group is working “as mutual support for
a common purpose” (20) with a goal of ultimately im-
proving the environment of their organization. While
similar because of their focus on promoting equality
and social justice, Shields (2010) differentiates trans-
formative leadership from transformational leadership.
Transformative leaders go beyond the needs of their
specific organization to seek out “deep and equitable
change” (22) within the community, nation, and world.

Examples of all three leadership styles can be found
within the context of admissions and enrollment man-
agement. As the field of enrollment management was
first developing in the 1970s, it was common to see
transactional leadership play out in schools with rigid
admissions processes, such as setting a quota on weekly
phone calls for admissions counselors.

In the 1990s, transformational leadership was
demonstrated through the practice of tuition discount-
ing, which became a popular way to target and attract
new types of students. Tuition discounting can involve
setting high tuition rates and strategically redistribut-
ing excess tuition revenue to allow the institution to
offer grants and other types of financial aid to mid-
dle-class and low-income students (Johnson 2019), al-
lowing for more diversity of the student body. Another
example of transformational leadership is implement-
ing practices that involve holistic review of admissions
candidates to look beyond test scores and GPA and take
into consideration other unique talents or evidence of
resilience and grit. Both examples demonstrate deliber-
ate strategies that attend to the needs of students from
a variety of backgrounds.

Transformative leadership practices go beyond

seeking benefits for the organization and focus on how
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decisions can lead to equity reform and an impact on
broader society. An example of transformative leader-
ship can be found at institutions that partner with com-
munities to fund pipeline programs in K-I2 schools.
These programs, often aimed at middle school and high
school students in under-resourced school districts, are
designed to boost students’ academic preparation and
engage them in college-readiness activities. While some
of the students may opt to attend that institution, the
goal is for the students to have multiple options and
select whatever institution is the best fit for their goals
(Love 2019). Ultimately, these types of programs in-
crease the number of students who are better prepared

to succeed in college.

The Need for
Transformative Leadership

The anticipated challenges of the next decade due to
declining birth rates, declining federal and state sup-
port, population migration, and growing socioeconomic
gaps brings higher education into a volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous reality. Shields (2017) uses this
description, referred to as VUCA, to explain the chaos
of primary and secondary education globally. Higher
education is in a similar state and will require transfor-
mative leaders who “ensure a more equitable, inclusive,
and socially just opportunities for all” (Shields 2017, 5).

Transformative leadership theory is not prescrip-
tive, and instead calls for consideration of goals and
priorities. It includes eight tenets for leaders to incor-
porate in their leadership framework. First is the man-
date to affect deep and equitable change. This involves
understanding of the mission of the institution and an
understanding of the students it serves. Second is the
need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frame-
works that perpetuate inequity and injustice. Leaders
must examine their current policies and practices to
address racism and other prejudices that exist and en-
sure they are meeting the needs of all students. Third
is the need to address the inequitable distribution of
power. This can include examining policies within ad-
missions that traditionally favor students from wealth-

ier backgrounds, but also considering how academic
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policies could be adjusted to give students more power
to choose their learning experiences. Fourth is an em-
phasis on both individual and collective good. This tenet
serves as a reminder that institutions are educating in-
dividual students but also contributing to the broader
goal of strengthening democratic society by providing
engaged and educated citizens. Fifth is a focus on eman-
cipation, democracy, equity, and justice. Leaders need
to consider what they and their institution can do to
support underserved populations, refugees, and other
marginalized groups. Sixth is an emphasis on interde-
pendence, interconnectedness, and global awareness.
Leaders should strive to create a campus environment
that brings together a diverse set of students and pro-
vide opportunities for them to learn from one another.
They also need to collaborate with community leaders,
the private sector, K-12 administrators, and politicians
to develop new approaches to funding education.

The last two tenets of transformative leadership the-
ory acknowledge the difficulty in challenging existing
practices and enacting change. Tenet seven is the neces-
sity of balancing critique with promise. Leaders need
to be willing to critique the current practices of their
institution. “Social justice, democratic community, and
global awareness do not and cannot happen at a dis-
tance” (Shields 2017, 108). They must also propose ideas
to move forward. The challenges facing higher educa-
tion institutions will require radical solutions to open
access to new populations of learners while also ad-
dressing the critical issues around budgets and funding.
The final tenet is the call to exhibit moral courage. Rad-
ical change will face pushback. Leaders need to believe
deeply in their vision for a better future, anticipate the
pushback, and find ways to move their vision forward.

CEMOs can think about their own transformative
leadership qualities by asking themselves several ques-
tions. What is my institution’s mission, and is it being
carried out through our admissions practices? What
communities do we want to serve? Is our campus pre-

pared to serve these students in a culturally responsive
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manner? How inclusive are our policies and practices?
What opportunities do we have to redistribute power?
Higher education is notoriously slow to enact
change. However, the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic demon-
strated that it is possible to rapidly shift to policies and
procedures that support changing conditions. Exam-
ples include implementing test-optional admissions, ex-
panding pass/fail grading options, and allowing more
flexible transfer credit policies. More classes are being
offered remotely or in formats that are more flexible.
CEMOs should be closely monitoring these changes
and consider how some of these policies might help to
attract and support new types of learners in the future.
Would higher education be more accessible to these
new types of learners if courses were more modular
and flexible? What if instructors were freed from the
burden of assigning letter grades and instead issue pass
grades to students who have mastered the material?
Would this reduce anxiety and issues of grading bias?
Extending this further, could smaller, stackable creden-
tials provide a more flexible pathway for nontraditional
students? Transformational CEMOs will be instrumen-

tal in reimagining the future of higher education.

Conclusion

The impending demographic and socioeconomic
changes will require transformative CEMO leaders to
break down the existing knowledge framework of a
traditional college student and rebuild a new model that
supports adult learners, first generation students, refu-
gees, and other types of nontraditional students. They
need to re-examine the inequities in the distribution
of power within current practices to find ways to open
up access to marginalized populations. The numerous
openings for CEMOs create an opportunity for insti-
tutions to hire more transformative leaders to make a
significant difference in the way admissions, financial
aid, student success, and other programs impacting SEM

will evolve over the next decade.
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