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Introduction
If we want to begin addressing the root
causes of the college affordability problem,
we need to look under the hood of
institutional finances and “follow the dollar”:

Where do colleges get their money
from, and how do they spend it?
In this paper, we look at publicly available
data on core revenues and core expenses
for 4-year public colleges and universities in
Massachusetts, New Jersey, South Carolina,
and Virginia. We examine the different
sources of institutions’ core revenues and
the distribution of their core expenses by
functional classification. To see how things
have changed in the past five years, we
looked at data for fiscal years (FY) 2012
and 2017. Finally, to make the concept of
revenues and expenses easier to explain, we
convert the figures to cents on the dollar.
We think public colleges and universities
should be more strategic and intentional
about their revenues and expenses. We
hope this paper helps start conversations
about how institutions make and spend
money to better ensure educational quality
and student success.

Data on Revenues
and Expenses
Colleges and universities are required by law
to report information about their finances
to the U.S. Department of Education every
year through the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS).1
In IPEDS, institutions report operating
and nonoperating revenues from various
sources like tuition and fees, government
appropriations, government grants and
contracts, sales and services, and gifts and
investments. Institutions also report their
expenses by functional classification like
instruction, research, academic support,
student services, and institutional support.
Using these data, the U.S. Department of
Education then calculates figures called
core revenues and core expenses (see the
Appendix for definitions).

Methodology
We pulled the data on core revenues
and core expenses for public 2-year and
public 4-year institutions from the Finance
component of IPEDS for FY2012 and
FY2017. For this analysis, we looked at data
for public 4-year colleges and universities in
Massachusetts, New Jersey, South Carolina,
and Virginia that award primarily bachelor’s
degrees or higher. Figures were not adjusted
for inflation. In addition, figures were not
weighted by enrollment.

Findings
Finding 1: State appropriations make up less than half of
core revenues at most public 4-year institutions, but the
proportion of revenues from state appropriations varies
by state and by institution.
In Massachusetts, state appropriations make up less than half of core revenues at most
institutions, with the exception of the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts, where $0.52 of every
dollar it made in FY2017 came from state appropriations. At the other end of the spectrum, only
$0.26 of every dollar that the University of Massachusetts-Lowell made in FY2017 came from
state appropriations.
Table 1. State Appropriations and Tuition and Fees as a Percent of Core Revenues
at Massachusetts Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Institution

Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts
Massachusetts College of Art and Design
Massachusetts Maritime Academy
Fitchburg State University
Worcester State University
University of Massachusetts-Dartmouth
Salem State University
Framingham State University
University of Massachusetts-Amherst
Bridgewater State University
Westfield State University
University of Massachusetts-Boston
University of Massachusetts-Lowell

State Appropriations

Tuition and Fees

52
45
44
43
39
38
37
36
34
33
33
29
26

23
39
42
40
41
37
42
35
36
51
44
41
44

Excludes University of Massachusetts Medical School Worcester and Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

In New Jersey, state appropriations make up a third or less of institutions’ core revenues. In FY2017,
$0.33 of every dollar that Ramapo College of New Jersey made came from state appropriations,
compared with only $0.05 of every dollar at Thomas Edison State University.
Table 2. State Appropriations and Tuition and Fees as a Percent of Core Revenues
at New Jersey Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Institution

Ramapo College of New Jersey
William Paterson University of New Jersey
Kean University
New Jersey City University
Rowan University
Rutgers University-New Brunswick
The College of New Jersey
New Jersey Institute of Technology
Stockton University
Montclair State University
Rutgers University-Camden
Rutgers University-Newark
Thomas Edison State University

State Appropriations

Tuition and Fees

33
31
30
30
30
29
26
24
21
20
20
17
5

50
47
47
33
35
27
50
34
42
49
46
49
69

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

In South Carolina, state appropriations make up around a quarter or less of institutions’ core
revenues. In FY2017, $0.27 of every dollar that South Carolina State University made came from
state appropriations, compared with only $0.06 of every dollar at Coastal Carolina University.
Table 3. State Appropriations and Tuition and Fees as a Percent of Core Revenues
at South Carolina Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Institution

South Carolina State University
Francis Marion University
Lander University
University of South Carolina-Aiken
Medical University of South Carolina
University of South Carolina-Upstate
Clemson University
University of South Carolina-Columbia
Winthrop University
Citadel Military College of South Carolina
College of Charleston
University of South Carolina-Beaufort
Coastal Carolina University

State Appropriations

Tuition and Fees

27
25
22
16
15
15
14
14
14
12
12
12
6

28
35
40
41
13
46
42
48
42
48
66
42
66

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

And in Virginia, state appropriations make up less than half of institutions’ core revenues. In
FY2017, $0.42 of every dollar that the University of Mary Washington made came from state
appropriations, compared with only $0.07 of every dollar at the University of Virginia.
Table 4. State Appropriations and Tuition and Fees as a Percent of Core Revenues
at Virginia Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Institution

University of Mary Washington
Old Dominion University
Radford University
The University of Virginia's College at Wise
Virginia State University
Longwood University
Norfolk State University
Christopher Newport University
James Madison University
Virginia Commonwealth University
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University
George Mason University
Virginia Military Institute
College of William and Mary
University of Virginia-Main Campus

State Appropriations

Tuition and Fees

42
39
37
37
37
36
36
34
25
23

40
38
37
21
20
39
16
40
57
34

22

39

19
18
17
7

47
34
45
26

Excludes Eastern Virginia Medical School.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

Finding 2: Instruction expenses make up the majority of
core expenses at most public 4-year institutions, but the
proportion of spending on instruction varies by state and
by institution.
In Massachusetts, $0.55 of every dollar that Fitchburg State University spent in FY2017 went to
cover instruction expenses, compared with $0.38 of every dollar at Bridgewater State University.
Table 5. Instruction, Academic Support, Student Service, and Institutional Support Expenses
as a Percent of Core Expenses at Massachusetts Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Institution

Fitchburg State University
Westfield State University
University of Massachusetts-Amherst
Worcester State University
University of Massachusetts-Dartmouth
University of Massachusetts-Boston
Framingham State University
Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts
University of Massachusetts-Lowell
Massachusetts College of Art and Design
Massachusetts Maritime Academy
Salem State University
Bridgewater State University

Instruction

Academic
Support

Student
Service

Institutional
Support

55
53
51
50
48
47
46
45
43
42
40
40
38

9
14
10
11
13
10
17
14
12
10
16
10
14

16
17
8
16
12
8
18
16
12
10
17
12
13

16
13
10
19
16
16
16
22
15
18
19
17
11

Excludes University of Massachusetts Medical School Worcester and Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

In New Jersey, $0.57 of every dollar that Ramapo College of New Jersey spent in FY2017 went
to cover instruction expenses, compared with $0.30 of every dollar at Rutgers University-Newark.
(Thomas Edison State University reported its expenses on instruction as 0 in FY2017, although
that’s probably a reporting issue. See our note about caveats below.)
Table 6. Instruction, Academic Support, Student Service, and Institutional Support Expenses
as a Percent of Core Expenses at New Jersey Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Instruction

Academic
Support

Student
Service

Institutional
Support

Ramapo College of New Jersey
Kean University
Montclair State University
William Paterson University of New Jersey
Stockton University
The College of New Jersey
Rowan University
Rutgers University-Camden
New Jersey City University
Rutgers University-New Brunswick
New Jersey Institute of Technology
Rutgers University-Newark

57
56
52
50
46
46
44
42
40
36
35
30

7
3
11
11
7
11
12
19
8
15
9
31

17
15
6
11
15
14
8
10
12
4
8
9

18
21
17
19
20
12
19
12
14
9
20
12

Thomas Edison State University

0

39

11

45

Institution

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

In South Carolina, $0.54 of every dollar that the College of Charleston spent in FY2017 went to
cover instruction expenses, compared with $0.27 of every dollar at South Carolina State University.
Table 7. Instruction, Academic Support, Student Service, and Institutional Support Expenses as
a Percent of Core Expenses at South Carolina Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Instruction

Academic
Support

Student
Service

Institutional
Support

College of Charleston
Francis Marion University
University of South Carolina-Upstate
University of South Carolina-Beaufort
Citadel Military College of South Carolina
Coastal Carolina University
University of South Carolina-Aiken
University of South Carolina-Columbia
Winthrop University
Clemson University
Medical University of South Carolina

54
54
53
50
49
48
48
47
46
38
32

9
10
10
16
15
8
10
10
9
8
10

8
11
16
18
12
23
16
7
15
6
1

19
14
15
7
18
10
11
10
12
6
10

Lander University
South Carolina State University

31
27

6
6

17
16

14
19

Institution

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

And in Virginia, $0.59 of every dollar that Radford University spent in FY2017 went to cover
instruction expenses, compared with $0.34 of every dollar at the University of Virginia.
Table 8. Instruction, Academic Support, Student Service, and Institutional Support Expenses
as a Percent of Core Expenses at Virginia Public 4-Year Institutions: Fiscal Year 2017
Instruction

Academic
Support

Student
Service

Institutional
Support

Radford University
James Madison University
Christopher Newport University
Old Dominion University
George Mason University
Longwood University
University of Mary Washington
Virginia Commonwealth University
Virginia Military Institute
Virginia State University
Norfolk State University

59
56
55
55
54
49
47
47
47
47
42

10
16
14
14
12
10
19
12
16
8
14

5
6
11
6
5
6
14
3
14
5
6

18
12
15
11
9
16
18
10
16
17
15

The University of Virginia's College at Wise
College of William and Mary
Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University
University of Virginia-Main Campus

42
38

14
13

6
5

15
13

37

9

2

7

34

14

4

9

Institution

Excludes Eastern Virginia Medical School.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, Finance Component

Finding 3: Changes in the distribution of core revenues
by source and the distribution of core expenses by
functional classification vary by state and by institution.
We observed changes in how much revenue institutions earned from different sources between
FY2012 and FY2017, but those changes vary by state and by institution. Similarly, we observed
changes in how institutions spent their money between FY2012 and FY2017.
Click on the links below to access the summary tables we prepared for public 4-year institutions in
each state and find out how distributions changed over time.
Massachusetts Summary Tables

South Carolina Summary Tables

New Jersey Summary Tables

Virginia Summary Tables

A deeper dive is necessary to determine why the figures changed the way they did.

Caveats
We have a few caveats about our analysis:
• We don’t know the exact relationship
between an institution’s core revenues
and its core expenses. Higher education
finance is generally considered “inside
baseball”—not just to external stakeholders
like students, families, and taxpayers, but
often to internal stakeholders like college
faculty and staff as well.
We don’t know how each institution plans
its revenues and expenses from year
to year and whether they’re connected
at all. And we don’t know whether the
proportions of revenues from various
sources and the proportions of expenses
on various functional classifications are
intentional.
In the American Council on Education’s
Evolving Higher Education Business
Models, Soares, Steele, and Wayt correctly
observe that the business model of higher
education “is often analogized to a ‘black
box’ in which spending decisions are often
made without linking revenue and output
data to expenditures.” 2

• The categories of revenues and
expenses that institutions report in
IPEDS are broad. Even with detailed
instructions and other resources provided
by the U.S. Department of Education
to help institutions complete the IPEDS
survey forms, it’s possible that institutions
categorize revenues and expenses
differently. And depending on the kinds of
degrees and programs that an institution
offers, the money it spends on expenses
like research and public service can vary.
That means that figures may not be
comparable across institutions.
• Finally, changes in the distribution
of revenues and expenses should be
viewed in context. Just because a number
goes up or down doesn’t necessarily mean
it’s a good or a bad thing. For example, is
it good that an institution spent $0.38 per
dollar on institutional support five years ago
and now spends just $0.36 per dollar on
the same thing? It depends.
Research shows that institutional spending
on certain categories of expenses have
impacts on degree attainment.3 But
the reported data may not reflect or
adequately capture changes in expenses
for a particular strategic initiative. For
example, an effort like a targeted student
success initiative for African-American
males that involves faculty, student tutors,
and out-of-classroom enrichment activities
may show up in three different functional
categories (instruction, academic support,
and student service).

Conclusion

Download the Data

To be sure, the way institutions report
their finance data to IPEDS isn’t perfect,
and differences can make comparisons
across institutions difficult. In addition, more
nuanced analysis of the IPEDS Finance data
will be necessary to get to the bottom of
why figures changed the way they did over
the past five fiscal years.

Click on the links below to access the raw
data that we used for our analysis.

But looking at an institution’s revenues and
expenses and how they’ve changed over
the years is a good first step to addressing
the root causes of the college affordability
problem. While institutions may not always
have control over how much revenue they
make from each source in a given year
(e.g., lower enrollment, variable investment
return), they do have a choice in how they
spend their money. We think that institutions
should allocate their resources on things
that have been proven to better facilitate
student success.
We want to start conversations about
how institutions can adopt more strategic
practices regarding their revenues and
expenses. We want institution leaders to
use these data to make more intentional
decisions about how they make money
and what they spend their money on.
And we want students and families and
policymakers to know what they get for
their investment.

These data allow us to answer questions like
the following:
• How much of an institution’s revenue is
made up of money it makes from students
and families in tuition and fees?
• In the past five fiscal years, has the
institution continued to rely on tuition
and fees, or has it increased the share of
its revenue from other sources like state
appropriations and private gifts, grants,
and contracts?
• How much of an institution’s expenses
are for instruction, academic support,
and student service?
• How has the institution shifted its expenses
around in the past five years?

Massachusetts Raw Data
New Jersey Raw Data
South Carolina Raw Data
Virginia Raw Data
All U.S. public 2-year and 4-year
institutions Raw Data

Appendix: Data Definitions
The definitions for the data we used are as follows:
Core Revenues

Core revenues for public institutions include tuition and fees; government (federal, state, and local)
appropriations and operating and nonoperating grants/contracts; private gifts, grants, and contracts
(private operating grants/contracts plus gifts and contributions from affiliated entities); sales and
services of educational activities; investment income; other operating and nonoperating sources;
and other revenues and additions (capital appropriations and grants and additions to permanent
endowments). “Other core revenues” include federal appropriations, sales and services of educational
activities, other operating and nonoperating sources, and other revenues and additions. At degreegranting institutions, core revenues exclude revenues from auxiliary enterprises (e.g., bookstores and
dormitories), hospitals, and independent operations.

Tuition and fees

Revenues from all tuition and fees assessed against students (net of refunds and discounts and
allowances) for educational purposes. If tuition or fees are remitted to the state as an offset to the
state appropriation, the total of such tuition or fees are deducted from the total state appropriation and
added to the total for tuition and fees.

State appropriations

Amounts received by the institution through acts of a state legislative body, except grants and
contracts and capital appropriations. Funds reported in this category are for meeting current operating
expenses, not for specific projects or programs.

Local appropriations

Government appropriations made by a governmental entity below the state level.

Government grants
and contracts

Revenues from governmental agencies that are for specific research projects, other types of programs,
or for general institutional operations (if not government appropriations). Examples are research
projects, training programs, student financial assistance, and similar activities for which amounts are
received or expenses are reimbursable under the terms of a grant or contract, including amounts
to cover both direct and indirect expenses. Includes Pell Grants and reimbursement for costs of
administering federal financial aid programs.

Private gifts, grants,
and contracts

Revenues from nongovernmental agencies and organizations that are for specific research projects or
other types of programs and that are classified as operating revenues. Examples are research projects
and similar activities for which amounts are received or expenditures are reimbursable under the
terms of a grant or contract.
Revenues from private donors for which no legal consideration is provided. Includes all gifts or
contributions to the institution except those classified as additions to permanent endowments or
capital grants & gifts. Includes gifts from affiliated organizations. Includes the amount of contributed
services recognized by the institution. Amounts from capital grants and contracts are not included.

Investment return

Revenues derived from the institution's investments, including investments of endowment funds. Such
income may take the form of interest income, dividend income, rental income or royalty income and
includes both realized and unrealized gains and losses.

Other revenues

Includes revenues from other operating sources, federal appropriations, other nonoperating revenues,
and total other revenues and additions.

Core Expenses

Core expenses include expenses for instruction, research, public service, academic support,
institutional support, student services, grant aid/scholarships and fellowships (net of discounts and
allowances), and other functional expenses (a generated category of total expense minus the sum of
core and noncore functions on the Finance component). Expenses for operation and maintenance of
plant, depreciation, and interest are allocated to each of the other functions. Core expenses at degreegranting institutions exclude expenses for auxiliary enterprises (e.g., bookstores and dormitories),
hospitals, and independent operations.

Instruction

Includes expenses of the colleges, schools, departments, and other instructional divisions of the
institution and expenses for departmental research and public service that are not separately
budgeted. Includes general academic instruction, occupational and vocational instruction, community
education, preparatory and adult basic education, and regular, special, and extension sessions.
Also includes expenses for both credit and non-credit activities. Excludes expenses for academic
administration where the primary function is administration (e.g., academic deans). Information
technology expenses related to instructional activities if the institution separately budgets and
expenses information technology resources are included (otherwise these expenses are included in
academic support).

Research

Includes expenses for activities specifically organized to produce research outcomes and
commissioned by an agency either external to the institution or separately budgeted by an
organizational unit within the institution. The category includes institutes and research centers, and
individual and project research. This function does not include non-research sponsored programs (e.g.,
training programs). Also included are information technology expenses related to research activities if
the institution separately budgets and expenses information technology resources (otherwise these
expenses are included in academic support).

Public service

Includes expenses for activities established primarily to provide noninstructional services beneficial
to individuals and groups external to the institution. Examples are conferences, institutes, general
advisory service, reference bureaus, and similar services provided to particular sectors of the
community. This function includes expenses for community services, cooperative extension services,
and public broadcasting services. Also includes information technology expenses related to the public
service activities if the institution separately budgets and expenses information technology resources
(otherwise these expenses are included in academic support).

Academic support

Includes expenses of activities and services that support the institution's primary missions of
instruction, research, and public service. It includes the retention, preservation, and display of
educational materials (for example, libraries, museums, and galleries); organized activities that provide
support services to the academic functions of the institution (such as a demonstration school
associated with a college of education or veterinary and dental clinics if their primary purpose is to
support the instructional program); media such as audiovisual services; academic administration
(including academic deans but not department chairpersons); and formally organized and separately
budgeted academic personnel development and course and curriculum development expenses. Also
included are information technology expenses related to academic support activities; if an institution
does not separately budget and expense information technology resources, the costs associated with
the three primary programs will be applied to this function and the remainder to institutional support.

Student service

Includes expenses for admissions, registrar activities, and activities whose primary purpose is to
contribute to students emotional and physical well-being and to their intellectual, cultural, and
social development outside the context of the formal instructional program. Examples include
student activities, cultural events, student newspapers, intramural athletics, student organizations,
supplemental instruction outside the normal administration, and student records. Intercollegiate
athletics and student health services may also be included except when operated as self-supporting
auxiliary enterprises. Also may include information technology expenses related to student service
activities if the institution separately budgets and expenses information technology resources
(otherwise these expenses are included in institutional support).

Institutional support

Includes expenses for the day-to-day operational support of the institution. Includes expenses
for general administrative services, central executive-level activities concerned with management
and long range planning, legal and fiscal operations, space management, employee personnel and
records, logistical services such as purchasing and printing, and public relations and development.
Also includes information technology expenses related to institutional support activities. If an institution
does not separately budget and expense information technology resources, the costs associated with
student services and operation and maintenance of plant will also be applied to this function.

Other expenses

Includes scholarships and fellowships expenses and other expenses and deductions.

1

IPEDS is a system of interrelated surveys conducted annually by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education
Statistics. Completing IPEDS in a timely and accurate manner is a statutory requirement for institutional participation in federal
student financial aid programs.

2

Louis Soares, Patricia Steele, and Lindsay Wayt, Evolving Higher Education Business Models:
Leading with Data to Deliver Results (Washington, DC: American Council on Education, 2016),
https://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Evolving-Higher-Education-Business-Models.pdf

3

See David Deming and Christopher Walters, “The Impact of Price Caps and Spending Cuts on U.S. Postsecondary Attainment,”
National Bureau of Economic Research (Working Paper 23736), https://www.nber.org/papers/w23736.pdf

