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By any conceivable measure, 2020 was a year of change and disruption nationally, as 

well as globally, facing enough potentially life-altering events to last a lifetime. We 

have dealt with a deadly pandemic and a successive vaccination roll-out, a global social 

justice movement, an unusual and historic U.S. election, a stock market crash and subsequent 

rebound, a fluctuating economy, and deadly wildfires to name just a few examples.

Institutions of higher education were not immune to the realities of these events and the 

enormity of their impact. Institutions did not anticipate these global events as part of their 

2020 plan, and most were thrust into some level of crisis that created multiple challenges. As 

students and their families grappled with the ever-changing realities of daily life, particularly 

in the throes of the pandemic, institutions were pushed into scenarios where quick decisions 

were necessary, while information was often limited. Due to the economic changes, many 

institutions were faced with the need to diversify their offerings to provide clear value and 

benefit to students. Adaptability and flexibility became the norm. Many higher education 

institutions, and their administrators and faculty, learned to change quickly, and many 

changed more in a few months than in the past decade.

What’s next for higher education?

2020 brought changes to almost every industry, and higher education institutions were no 
exception. Institutions learned to pivot quickly, and many made substantial changes that 
affected students, parents, faculty, and staff. When examining the higher education sector, 
it is prudent for us to consider which attitudes, adaptations, and/or changes adopted or 
employed by educational institutions are likely to, or should, remain for some time to come. 
While by no means an all-inclusive list, below are a few possibilities worth contemplating.

Willingness and necessity to facilitate and embrace change, especially rapid 
change. 

It is reasonable to assume that many faculty members, administrators, and institutions 
discovered that they not only could change but could do so more rapidly than they could 
have ever imagined. Higher education has long been built on regulations and struggled 
to embrace much-needed change. The events of the past year have necessitated a 
willingness to maintain an open mind towards the need to be nimble and responsive. This 
responsiveness should prove critical in meeting the future needs of multiple institutional 
stakeholders.
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Innovation and creativity in planning, especially strategic planning.  
Recent events have provided and/or forced higher education institutions the opportunity 
to change aspects of campus life and adjust their educational delivery, and many will 
benefit by establishing specific and achievable goals that will enhance each student’s 
college experience. Institutions that employ creativity and innovation, and are willing to 
take prudent risks, may find themselves at the front of the pack in their ability to facilitate 
and embrace change. 

Renewed and legitimate focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
The past year has thrust diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts into the forefront of 
almost all industries. And while diversity, equity, and inclusion have been a focus for 
years, now more than ever, institutions are tasked with providing more effective strategies 
that produce valuable outcomes for students, faculty, and staff. We have learned that 
successful diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts improve racial and cultural awareness, 
enhance critical thinking, and provide a stronger sense of community. While diversity is 
often defined by ethnicity, there is also a multitude of other ways that individuals describe 
themselves as stakeholders of an institution. Whomever the stakeholder, and however 
they choose to identify, higher education has seen a renewed emphasis on making sincere 
efforts to ensure that all stakeholders are in a welcoming and safe environment in which 
to pursue all the opportunities provided. Diversity, equity, and inclusion work must be 
embedded in the core mission and operations of all institutions.
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Realistic budgeting adjusted to fit current realities, revenue growth, and 
allocation of resources. 

While these activities are always important, in times of uncertainty and rapid fluctuation, 
an up-to-date and realistic budgeting process that is tied closely with strategic priorities can 
be a great management tool. Special attention should be given to the revenue line and its 
growth potential. Few organizations cut their way to prosperity during difficult times. Good 
investments in innovative, creative, and demand-driven initiatives (especially academic 
programming and non-traditional revenue sources) consistent with strategic priorities 
have a much higher return than simple, and often painful, cost-cutting. However, good 
stewardship of resources and accountability for their use is not to be diminished. 

Technology effects in the workplace and on educational delivery. 
It is an understatement to say that technology use this past year changed communications, 
instruction, and interpersonal interaction in every aspect of institution administration 
and the student experience. Many of the changes we have seen and become accustomed 
to are likely forever changes. Institutions were quickly faced with delivering a product that 
meets stakeholder expectations and learning how to take advantage of more tools in the 
digital world. Today more than ever, relationships matter, and while human interaction 
should never be replaced, in some cases, this more tech-enabled environment boosted 
productivity and efficiency. The new realm of digital interaction has shown that a student’s 



What’s Next? | 2020 Trends Higher Education Institutions Should Practice

Page | 5

academic needs can be met and for some, it 
has provided an opportunity for professors to 
offer more support, guidance, and mentoring. 
Employees at higher education institutions have 
also discovered newfound freedom and control 
over their work/life balance and sometimes even 
their work location. Institutions that continue to 
make the best strategic and operational use of 
appropriate technology, and that make prudent 
investments in technology resources, will lead in 
meeting the needs of multiple stakeholders.

Faculty and student campus experience. 
It would appear that at least part of the campus 
experience has likely forever changed with a 
number of institutions moving away from some 
of the amenities of the campus toward the 
overall benefit of student services, programs, 
and enhanced ways to meet the needs of the 
workforce. As higher education institutions move 
forward, they will be faced with a multitude 
of questions that include how to alter the 
campus experience in a safe and meaningful 
way. Additionally, many institutions must 
ask themselves: How will the faculty/student 
interaction change? How many students will 
return to campus?  Will students migrate to 
larger, more suburban campuses, or smaller rural 
campuses that provide more opportunities for 
open space?  What, if any, is the long-term effect 
on intercollegiate athletics or other institutional 
sponsored extracurricular activities? Institutions 
that best understand these and other campus 
dynamics as they relate to their specific faculty 
and students will be in the best position to excel 
and thrive in the long-term. 

How did the events 
of 2020 effect 
Higher Education?

$120 billion
Estimated new expenses 
incurred and revenue lost by 
higher education during the 
pandemic. 
Source: Letter to Congress from the American 
Council on Education, December 2020

The drop in the number of 
undergraduates enrolled in 
the fall of 2020.
Source: National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, December 2020

Decrease in high school 
graduates attending college 
in the Fall 2020 compared to 
those in 2019. 
Source: National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, December 2020

Estimated new expenses 
incurred by 107 top ranked 
colleges by U.S. News & 
World Report
Source: Paul N. Friga, Hello Campus, 
December 2020

560K

22%

$24 billion
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Addressing mental health and well-being. 
Mental health became a top priority for colleges and universities across the nation over 
the past year  as more students, as well as faculty and staff, were finding the pandemic and 
other events taking a toll on their emotional well-being. Many students found themselves 
struggling with isolation and anxiety as they navigated the new landscape of mostly online 
learning. Higher education institutions have found themselves recognizing mental health 
needs go beyond providing campus counseling services and instituting courses and 
services that incorporate a student’s overall well-being. 

The need for exceptional and talented leaders, and not just in the President’s/
Chancellor’s office. 

Nothing new here. Leading a higher education institution is difficult in the best of times 
and even more so in times of uncertainty. With the landscape changing, institutions need 
talented leadership who, while respecting the traditional academy model, can provide 
vision and develop imaginative strategies to further the mission and accomplishments 
of their institution. The chaotic events of 2020 have brought about conditions that have 
led institutions to reexamine the necessary skills that are needed in a leader. Leaders 
with vision, courage, superior interpersonal skills, flexibility, and the ability to make good 
decisions with the information at hand will be coveted by institutions that want to thrive. 
Therefore, it is likely that there will be a “race to win top talent.”

The higher education operating landscape has changed. Its importance has not. While the 
many events we have witnessed and endured have brought about challenges, they have 
also afforded a vast number of lessons and opportunities. Today’s institutions must plan 
differently for the future and think about long-term strategies and solutions in an ever-
changing environment. Institutions and their leaders who recognize and embrace the change 
will be the ones thriving as 2020 moves further back in the rearview mirror and the road to 
the future opens ahead. 
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