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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Research, Planning, and Assessment 
was directed to fi nd out as much informaƟ on as it could 

about the students who were admiƩ ed to UNA for the fall 2013 
semester but who did not enroll (n=1,112). Highlights of the 
informaƟ on gathered is below:

• A total of 46% of the students are aƩ ending two-year 
colleges.

• A total of 22% aƩ end Masters/Comprehensive 
insƟ tuƟ ons with the large majority enrolling in 
Jacksonville State University, Troy University, and the 
University of Montevallo.

• Out of those students who aƩ ended a Masters/
Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on, 36% aƩ ended a private 
college or university.

• Most students chose insƟ tuƟ ons that were closer to 
home than UNA. However, within UNA’s Primary Service 
Area, many of these students aƩ ended insƟ tuƟ ons 
further away than UNA.

• The primary reason for not aƩ ending UNA was that they 
were not awarded a scholarship.

The study also concluded the following:

• A large part of UNA’s market niche is concerned about 
price and may look for lower cost alternaƟ ve if they 
believe their perceived value will be the same or beƩ er.

• Many in UNA’s market niche are also enrolling in private 
insƟ tuƟ ons where, while costs are higher, a higher value 
may be perceived.

• UNA should strive to keep student costs down to a 
minimum, while creaƟ ng unique programs designed to 
minimize the eff ect of costs increases. Such programs 
could include specifi cally targeted scholarship 
opportuniƟ es, as well as academic procedures to help 
students earn their degree in four years.

• By UNA off ering the Vanguard Scholarship Program, 
the insƟ tuƟ on should create higher demand of target 
students while, at the same Ɵ me, aim its broader 
message toward quallity rather than cost.

• UNA clearly should strengthen its branding and 
messaging by focusing on the unique benefi ts to students 
who enroll at its insƟ tuƟ on.
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INTRODUCTION

Shortly aŌ er the offi  cial census data collecƟ on for the fall 
2013, it was discovered that UNA’s acceptances to enroll-
ment yield had dropped from its normal rate of 39% to 

34%. This fi ve-percentage point drop in matriculaƟ on culminat-
ed in approximately 136 fewer freshmen enrolled at UNA.

This drop also accounted for a 12% decrease of new freshmen 
enrolled from the previous fall semester. On September 26th, 
the Vice President of Academic Aff airs and Provost’s Offi  ce di-
rected the Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Research, Planning, and Assess-
ment to gather whatever data was available concerning these 
students who chose not to aƩ end UNA.

NaƟ onwide, data indicates that both new freshman and current 
student enrollments are declining. The U.S. Census reported 
that college enrollment declined for the fi rst Ɵ me in six years 
during the fall 2012 semester and that trend is conƟ nuing this 
fall (Reuters, 2013). According to Moody’s Investors Service 
(2013), enrollment challenges will persist for several years, and 
those insƟ tuƟ ons likely to suff er the biggest squeeze will have a 
larger dependency on tuiƟ on as their primary revenue source.

Understanding where these students decided to enroll (if they 
enrolled at all) and why they chose a parƟ cular insƟ tuƟ on over 
UNA are seminal quesƟ ons that should be addressed within the 
insƟ tuƟ on’s enrollment management research plan. This study 
addresses these quesƟ ons of students who were admiƩ ed to 
UNA during the fall 2013 semester but who decided to aƩ end 
another insƟ tuƟ on. The methodology used in this study, along 
with results obtained, is included within this report. 
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“The National Student 
Clearinghouse is 
the nation’s leading 
source for education 
verifi cation and student 
outcomes research.”

METHODOLOGY

AŌ er the Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Research, Planning, and 
Assessment (OIRPA) completed its offi  cial collecƟ on of 
census data from the fall 2013 semester, it uƟ lized the 

cooperaƟ ve eff orts of both the Admissions and Registrar offi  ces 
to generate a list of those students who were admiƩ ed to the 
insƟ tuƟ on but who did not enroll (n=1,112). On October 10th, 
this list was then forwarded to the NaƟ onal Student Clearing-
house Research Center to determine the status of each of these 
students.

The NaƟ onal Student Clearinghouse is the naƟ on’s leading 
source for educaƟ on verifi caƟ on and student outcomes re-
search. Currently, most US higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons parƟ ci-
pate in data sharing with this organizaƟ on and, according to the 
Clearinghouse; it maintains data on almost 98 % of all higher 
educaƟ on students within the US. The Research Center provides 
student outcomes data to higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ ons, states, 
school districts, and educaƟ onal organizaƟ ons.

On October 15th, the Clearinghouse responded with a report 
indicaƟ ng the enrollment status and other demographic data 
of each student on the list. The Clearinghouse was able to fi nd 
data on 838 of the original 1,112 list of students (75%). Reasons 
why the Clearinghouse could not fi nd data on all of the students 
could be aƩ ributed to one or more of the following:

1. The insƟ tuƟ on where the student enrolled does not 
share data with the Clearinghouse

2. The student decided not to enroll in a higher educaƟ on 
insƟ tuƟ on

3. A Clearinghouse-parƟ cipaƟ ng insƟ tuƟ on had not yet 
submiƩ ed their data

From these 838 students, various comparaƟ ve descripƟ ve data 
were generated based on informaƟ on provided by the Clearing-
house, as well as data collected by UNA during the applicaƟ on 
process.

In addiƟ on to the descripƟ ve data, OIRPA also conducted tele-
phone interviews with those students who decided to enroll in 
an insƟ tuƟ on similar in role, scope, mission, and size, to UNA. 
Respondents were asked why they decided not to enroll in UNA 
and what the insƟ tuƟ on could have done diff erently to ensure 
that the student would have chosen UNA.
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“A total of 180 students 
enrolled in a Masters/
Comprehensive university 
(22%). Out of this 
percentage, 28 enrolled 
in Jacksonville State 
University, 22 enrolled in 
Troy University, and 18 
enrolled in the University 
of Montevallo.”

RESULTS - DESCRIPTIVE DATA

The following results came from data obtained from the 
Admissions and Registrar offi  ces at UNA as well as from 
the NaƟ onal Student Clearinghouse:

Type of Ins  tu  on A  ended

Based on an abridged classifi caƟ on of insƟ tuƟ onal types from 
the Carnegie Commission, students were placed into type of 
insƟ tuƟ on they aƩ ended. For purposes of comparison, UNA is 
classifi ed as a Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on. The data in 
Figure 1 indicates that the majority of students who decided 
not to aƩ end UNA enrolled in an Associates-level or two-year 
college (46%). Out of this percentage, 104 enrolled in Calhoun 

Community College, 85 enrolled in Northwest Shoals Commu-
nity College, and over 40 enrolled in both Wallace State Commu-
nity College and Bevill State Community College.

A total of 216 students enrolled in a Doctoral-GranƟ ng Research 
insƟ tuƟ on (26%). Out of this percentage, 77 enrolled in The 
University of Alabama, 33 enrolled in Auburn University, and 32 
enrolled in The University of Alabama – Birmingham.

A total of 180 students enrolled in a Masters/Comprehensive 
university (22%). Out of this percentage, 28 enrolled in Jack-
sonville State University, 22 enrolled in Troy University, and 18 
enrolled in the University of Montevallo.

It should be noted that, based on a prior study by Luna and 
Vaughn (2012), the two- and four-year insƟ tuƟ ons menƟ oned 
above are also the predominant insƟ tuƟ ons of choice when 
students transfer out from UNA.

Associates
46%

Bacaularete
6%

Masters 
/Comp.

22%

Research
26%

Special
0%

Figure 1: Type of School Attended
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General assumpƟ ons can be made as to why students decided 
to aƩ end either a two-year college or one of the state’s four-
year research insƟ tuƟ ons over UNA.  With this in mind, a ma-
jor focus of this research concerned why students who were 
accepted at UNA decided to aƩ end another similar Masters/
Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on. One signifi cant reason students may 
decide on one insƟ tuƟ on over another is academic program 
(major) availability. However, as shown in Figure 2, this may not 
provide an adequate explanaƟ on. Out of all students who chose 
another Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on over UNA, only 6% 

chose an academic program not off ered by UNA. The vast major-
ity (67%) did not declare a major and 27% chose programs that 
were also off ered at UNA.

Throughout the rest of this secƟ on, descripƟ ve data from all of 
the 838 students will be compared to those 180 students who 
chose to aƩ end a Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on.

Primary Residence of Students

According to Figures 3-A and 3-B, the majority of students from 
both groups came from UNA’s primary service area. This primary 
area includes Colbert, Cullman, Franklin, Lauderdale, Lawrence, 
Limestone, Madison, Marion, Morgan, Walker, and Winston 

Offered By 
UNA
27%

Not Offered 
By UNA

6%

Not Declared
67%

Figure 2: Majors Sought
Masters/Comprehensive

Primary 
Service Area

65%

Alabama, 
Non PSA

26%

Not 
Alabama, 
Non PSA

9%

Figure 3-A: Primary Residence
All Students

Primary 
Service Area

46%

Alabama, 
Non PSA

38%

Not 
Alabama, 
Non PSA

16%

Figure 3-B: Primary Residence
Masters/Comprehensive Students

“Out of all students who 
chose another Masters/
Comprehensive institu-
tion over UNA, only 
6% chose an academic 
program not offerd by 
UNA.”
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counƟ es in Alabama; Alcorn, Itawamba, Lee, PrenƟ ss, and Tisho-
mingo counƟ es in Mississippi; and Decatur, Giles, Hardin, Hen-
derson, Lawrence, Lewis, Lincoln, Maury, McNairy, Perry, and 
Wayne counƟ es in Tennessee. A signifi cantly higher percentage 
of Masters/Comprehensive students came from Alabama coun-
Ɵ es outside the primary service area and from outside the state 
as compared to the All Students group. An explanaƟ on of this 
diff erence can be aƩ ributed to the large number of Primary Ser-
vice Area students within the All Students group who aƩ ended 
two-year colleges.

For example, over 65% of All Students came from the Primary 
Service Area as compared to those enrolled in only Masters/
Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ ons. Likewise, within the All Students 
group, 26% came from within the State but outside of the Pri-
mary Service Area as compared to 38% of the Master’s Compre-
hensive group. 

ACT Composite Score

The ACT Composite Score average for all students in the group 
as well as those who aƩ ended Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tu-
Ɵ ons was 21. This is the same average as the ACT Composite 
score of UNA’s entering freshman cohort for fall 2013.
While the distribuƟ on of ACT Composite Score for All Students 
and Masters/Comprehensive students is similar (Figures 4-A and 
4-B), there is a signifi cantly higher percentage of Masters/Com-
prehensive students who have scores that fall within the 20-25 

range. While this diff erence in distribuƟ on is understandable, it 
may also support recent iniƟ aƟ on of the Vanguard Scholarship 
Program whereby some scholarship dollars are diverted to give 
parƟ al scholarships to students earning a 23 or 24 ACT score.

For example, out of the 180 students who decided to aƩ end 

Under 20
43%

20 - 25
49%

26 and Over
8%

Figure 4-A: ACT Composite Score
All Students

Under 20
27%20 - 25

62%

26 and Over
11%

Figure 4-B: ACT Composite Score
Masters/Comprehensive Students
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a Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on, 108 of them came from 
UNA’s Primary Service Area. Out of these students, 26 (24%) 
would have been eligible for a parƟ al scholarship through the 
Vanguard program. A total of 18 of these 108 students (17%) 
earned ACT scores higher than 24. It is interesƟ ng to note that, 
during the telephone interview, the majority of these 44 stu-
dents cited scholarship availability and cost of aƩ endance as 
the main factor that kept them from aƩ ending UNA. However, it 
should also be noted that 19 students of these 44 (44%) made 
the decision to aƩ end a private insƟ tuƟ on.

Enrollment Status of Students

According to UNA policy, freshmen may be admiƩ ed to the 
insƟ tuƟ on as either condiƟ onal or uncondiƟ onal. A condiƟ on-
ally admiƩ ed student does not meet the general requirement 
threshold for the ACT score or high school grade point average 
within the student’s core units.

A Temporary Admit status indicates that the insƟ tuƟ on is miss-
ing an offi  cial document (i.e. ACT scores, fi nal high school 
transcript, dually enrolled college transcript, etc.). Therefore, 
students were either classifi ed as Temporary or Complete and 
as either CondiƟ onal or UncondiƟ onal. Since the Temporary and 
Complete status have liƩ le bearing on a student’s academic abil-
ity, this study condensed status as either CondiƟ onal or Uncon-
diƟ onal.

It should be noted that CondiƟ onally admiƩ ed freshmen are not 
eligible for any of UNA’s “Excellence” or merit-based scholar-
ships. However, some of these students could receive band or 
athleƟ c scholarships. 
According to Figures 5-A and 5-B, the overwhelming majority of 

students within both groups were admiƩ ed uncondiƟ onally. This 
informaƟ on could also be useful to further support UNA’s iniƟ a-

Conditional
15%

Unconditional
85%

Figure 5-B: UNA Admit Status
Masters/Comprehensive Students

Conditional
18%

Unconditional
82%

Figure 5-A: UNA Admit Status
All Students
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Ɵ on of the Vanguard Scholarship Program.

Ins  tu  onal Governance

While state support of public higher educaƟ on has signifi cantly 
waned over the past fi ve years to where most public insƟ tuƟ ons 
are receiving less than half of their revenue from the state, the 
tuiƟ on of public higher educaƟ on is sƟ ll aƩ racƟ ve to many. Al-
though tuiƟ on costs for public higher educaƟ on have increased 
commensurate to decreases in state revenue, the costs for 
private-sector educaƟ on have also increased and are sƟ ll much 
higher than public higher educaƟ on.
Michael Porter (1980) reduced any compeƟ Ɵ on into three 
unique strategies:

 Cost Leadership
 Product Diff erenƟ aƟ on
 Market SegmentaƟ on

Speaking academically, Luna (2012) stated that these strate-
gies represent the ways in which an insƟ tuƟ on could provide 
students with what they want at a perceived beƩ er price, or 
more eff ecƟ vely than others. EssenƟ ally, Porter maintained that 
all companies (higher educaƟ on included) compete on cost, 
perceived value (diff erenƟ aƟ on), or by focusing on a very spe-
cifi c customer (market segmentaƟ on). Therefore, students who 
aƩ end a signifi cantly more expensive private insƟ tuƟ on clearly 
perceive a beƩ er or more eff ecƟ ve educaƟ on than the public 
counterpart.

Looking at Figures 6-A and 6-B, it is evident that most stu-
dents who aƩ ended an insƟ tuƟ on other than UNA enrolled in 
a public college or university. There is, however, a signifi cantly 
higher percentage of students within the Masters/Comprehen-
sive group who aƩ ended private insƟ tuƟ ons (36%) over the All 

Public
64%

Private
36%

Figure 6-B: Institutional Governance
Masters/Comprehensive Students

Public
89%

Private
11%

Figure 6-A: Institutional Governance
All Students
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Students group. If the higher numbers of students within the 
Masters/Comprehensive group who aƩ end private insƟ tuƟ ons 
perceive a higher quality of educaƟ onal experience than at a 
public insƟ tuƟ on, UNA could exploit this percepƟ on by changing 
its image to refl ect its small class sizes, quality of teaching, and 
the fact that 80% of its total credit hour producƟ on is taught by 
full-Ɵ me faculty (Luna, 2012).

Distance from Home

How far a student will live from home is oŌ en a deciding fac-
tor when aƩ ending an insƟ tuƟ on. While some students desire 
to live far away from home, others want to be much closer. An 
important quesƟ on for this research, therefore, focused on the 
average distance from the student’s home to the insƟ tuƟ on they 
are aƩ ending as compared to the distance from their home to 
UNA. The original fi le received by OIRPA contained the zip code 
of the permanent address. Zip codes for the aƩ ending insƟ tuƟ on 
were then later added to the fi le.

In order to calculate distance using zip codes, the longitude and 
laƟ tude (in degrees) had to be added to the fi le for each zip 
code. Next, each longitude and laƟ tude value had to be convert-
ed from degrees to radians using the following formula: 

long = atan(1)/45 *longdeg

NOTE: The formula for la  tude is the same as the formula for longitude

Next, the Great Circle Distance Formula was used to calculate 
the distance in miles between the two pairs of values. Assume 
that the longitude and laƟ tude for the fi rst zip code are LONG1 
and LAT1, respecƟ vely, and the longitude and laƟ tude for the 
second zip code are LONG2 and LAT2, respecƟ vely. The Great 
Circle Distance formula is as follows:

Dist=3949.99*arcos(sin(LAT1)*sin(LAT2)+cos(LAT1)*cos(LAT2)
*cos(LONG1-LONG2))

Mean distances for distance between home and aƩ ending 
school, and distance between home and UNA were calculated 
by residency status and type of insƟ tuƟ on aƩ ended. It was 
determined that using mean values would result in signifi cantly 
skewed results because a few students from each group decided 
to aƩ end insƟ tuƟ ons considerably further away than the majori-
ty of the students within the group. These outliers tend to infl ate 
the mean. To adjust for this skewness, the median was used in-

“An important question 
for this research, there-
fore, focused on the av-
erage distance from the 
student’s home to the 
institution they are attend-
ing as compared to the 
distance from their home 
to UNA.”
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stead. The median is the actual midpoint of a frequency distribu-
Ɵ on of observed values and is not aff ected as much by outliers 
as the mean. Results shown in Figures 7-A and 7-B indicate that 
students living outside of Alabama and outside of UNA’s Primary 
Service Area are aƩ ending insƟ tuƟ ons that are closer to home 
than UNA. This is true for both the All Students and Masters/
Comprehensive groups.

Concerning students within the state but who reside outside of 

the Primary Service area, both The All Students and Masters/
Comprehensive groups indicate that the distance between the 
students’ home and the aƩ ending insƟ tuƟ on is closer than the 
distance between their home and UNA. 
Students within the Primary Service Area, however, are aƩ end-
ing insƟ tuƟ ons that are further away from their home than UNA. 
Within the All Students group the distance from home to the 
aƩ ending insƟ tuƟ on is slightly higher than between their home 
and UNA. For the Masters/Comprehensive group, the distance is 
almost four Ɵ mes greater.
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“...the overwhelming 
response (52%) was that 
the institution they are 
currently attending offered 
them either a partial or 
full scholarship while 
UNA did not.”

RESULTS - TELEPHONE SURVEY

While assumpƟ ons can be made as to why students at-
tended either two-year colleges or four-year research 
universiƟ es, UNA was interested in learning why 

students who were accepted to UNA decided to aƩ end Masters/
Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ ons which are similar in role, scope, and 
mission to UNA. Furthermore, as the data above suggests, the 
majority of these students did not aƩ end another insƟ tuƟ on 
due to an academic program not off ered at UNA.

As part of this research report, the Offi  ce of InsƟ tuƟ onal Re-
search, Planning, and Assessment planned to conduct individual 
telephone interviews with each student who decided to aƩ end 
a Masters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on. Phone numbers were 
obtained through a cooperaƟ ve eff ort of both the Admissions 
and Registrar offi  ces as part of the original data fi le requested. 
Out of the total number of students who chose to aƩ end a Mas-
ters/Comprehensive insƟ tuƟ on (n=234), the offi  ce successfully 
interviewed 118 (50%) while 8 (3%) refused to parƟ cipate in the 
interview. A total of 69 (30%) of the respondents did not answer 
the phone aŌ er two aƩ empts, and 39 (17%) of the phone num-
bers were invalid.

Why Students Did Not A  end UNA

The primary quesƟ on asked of the 118 respondents was why 
they chose not to enroll in UNA. As shown in Figure 8, the over-
whelming response (52%) was that the insƟ tuƟ on they are cur-
rently aƩ ending off ered them either a parƟ al or full scholarship 

while UNA did not.  A total of 19% said that distance was their 
main concern ciƟ ng that they either did not want to live too far 
away from home or that their parents did not want them to live 

Scholarship 
Availability

52%Distance
19%

Overall Cost
16%

Other
13%

Figure 8: Telephone Survey Results
Why Students Did Not Enroll in UNA
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too far away from home. A total of 16% stated that cost was a 
factor and UNA would be more costly to aƩ end than the school 
they are currently aƩ ending either because the tuiƟ on was 
higher at UNA or because they received some type of fi nancial 
assistance from the insƟ tuƟ on in which they decided to enroll. 
The other category included personal issues (9%), major not of-
fered (3%), and customer service issues (1%).

 
It should be noted that scholarship availability and overall cost 
seemed to aff ect respondents within UNA’s Primary Service area 
to a greater extent than those students residing within other 
Alabama counƟ es or those students who resided outside of 
Alabama and outside of the Primary Service Area. This is also 
supported in the Figures 7-A and 7-B that indicate students 
within these areas aƩ ended schools that were closer to their 
home than UNA. 

When asked what UNA could have done to convince them to 
enroll at UNA, the single answer from most of the respondents 
was to ensure the availability of more scholarship off erings.
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CONCLUSION

As noted in Luna (2012), higher educaƟ on naƟ onwide is in 
a state of change and instability. PotenƟ al students have 
more higher educaƟ on opƟ ons than ever and educaƟ on 

marketers must develop and refi ne the messages necessary to 
aƩ ract and retain students, while generaƟ ng suffi  cient revenue 
to keep insƟ tuƟ ons acƟ ve.

In many instances, college choices are geographically moƟ vated 
so there is instant local demand. Clearly the research from this 
study supports this claim to some extent. Similar brand messag-
ing has been employed for a long Ɵ me, and largely successful. 
However, over Ɵ me, and as trends change, brand messaging 
needs to be updated and channels adapted to reach the right 
consumers, despite where they reside.
In today’s market most students are looking for value in their 
educaƟ on dollar. In this case:

(perceived) VALUE = (perceived) BENEFITS – (perceived) COSTS

Therefore, while some students may focus more on the costs 
of enrolling at a parƟ cular insƟ tuƟ on, others focus more on the 
benefi ts. In developing branding strategies in a highly compeƟ -
Ɵ ve and volaƟ le environment, colleges and universiƟ es should 
concentrate resources and eff orts more on promoƟ ng the ben-
efi ts of aƩ ending their parƟ cular insƟ tuƟ on, rather than empha-
size the costs associated with it.
Higher educaƟ on, therefore, is becoming more compeƟ Ɵ ve from 
a variety of perspecƟ ves. Internally, insƟ tuƟ ons must manage 
costs, while at the same Ɵ me meet a growing need to specialize 
and communicate a unique message to an expanding market-
place. From the applicant’s vantage, student prospects are faced 
with more educaƟ on opƟ ons than ever before. Therefore, a solid 
markeƟ ng and enrollment management strategy can directly 
aff ect the boƩ om line of a higher educaƟ on insƟ tuƟ on through 
the measurement and understanding of its posiƟ on in the mar-
ketplace, the eliminaƟ on of weaknesses, and building upon its 
strengths.

From this research the following assumpƟ ons may be formed:

1. A large part of UNA’s market niche is concerned about 
price and may look for lower cost alternaƟ ve if they 
believe their perceived value will be the same or beƩ er.
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2. Many in UNA’s market niche are also enrolling in private 
insƟ tuƟ ons where, while costs are higher, a higher value 
may be perceived.

3. UNA should strive to keep student costs down to a 
minimum, while creaƟ ng unique programs designed to 
minimize the eff ect of costs increases. Such programs 
could include specifi cally targeted scholarship 
opportuniƟ es, as well as academic procedures to help 
students earn their degree in four years.

4. By UNA off ering the Vanguard Scholarship Program, 
the insƟ tuƟ on should create higher demand of target 
students while, at the same Ɵ me, aim its broader 
message more toward the academic benefi ts of UNA 
rather than a discount in cost.

5. UNA clearly should strengthen its branding and 
messaging by focusing on the unique benefi ts to 
students who enroll at its insƟ tuƟ on.  Such benefi ts could 
include the fact that 80% of all credit hour producƟ on 
is taught by full-Ɵ me faculty, signifi cantly smaller class 
sizes, exemplar academic programs and achievements 
of students therein, and the overall climate of the UNA 
campus.
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