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ABSTRACT 

 

THE BLACK BOX OF ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT: THE INFLUENCE OF 

ACADEMIC CAPITALISM AND VALUES OF THE PUBLIC GOOD 

 

August 2023  

 

Kamala C. Kiem, B.B.A., Florida International University  
M.A., Michigan State University  

M.Ed., University of Massachusetts Amherst 
Ph.D., University of Massachusetts Boston 

 

Directed by Associate Professor Katalin Szelényi 

 

The study addresses the widening income and racial access gap in higher education 

resulting from enrollment management teams’ operationalization of academic capitalism. 

The study focuses on the local, micro level, emphasizing how enrollment management 

leadership teams make sense of enrollment management, recognizing that enrollment 

management and the work of enrollment management stakeholders exist within an 

organizational space encompassing the values of both public good and academic capitalism. 

Using a case study methodology and critical sensemaking theory, the research explored how 

academic capitalism and values of the public good shaped enrollment management 

leadership teams’ sensemaking and sensegiving as they enacted decisions, actions, and 

practices to recruit and admit students. The main conclusion includes the critical role of the 
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EMLTs and its members’ agency in public good enactments, especially driving the 

sensemaking process, and a more nuanced and complicated picture between academic 

capitalism and values of the public good in enrollment management. The study is the first to 

demonstrate that academic capitalism and the public good can coexist and overlap, in various 

ways, within the field of enrollment management despite existing literature’s overwhelming 

characterization of enrollment management as firmly existing within the space of academic 

capitalism. Recommendations for colleges and universities include leveraging capitalist tools 

to drive a public good agenda; using predictive data analytics to have a measured approach to 

increase access; balancing the use of tuition discounting; investing in hiring organizational 

actors who can operate with contradictory logics and share public good values; developing 

key public good metrics; diversifying revenue streams; and for wealthy institutions to be bold 

in their public good enactments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

vi 

DEDICATION 

 

To Mom and Pop, whose unconditional love and encouragement gave me the courage to 

embark on this journey; to Anika, Ruby, and Sophia, for the joy and hope of my life; and to 

God, for the quiet, steadfast strength and faith to stay the course. 

  



 

 

 

vii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I am grateful to my wife, Marian; thank you for your love and support throughout this 

journey. Thank you for taking care of our children during the times I had to be away. I'd like 

to acknowledge my older brothers, Omar, Tarek, and Nadir, for their pride in their little 

sister. I am also thankful to Georgina, my sister-in-law, for being the sister I never had and 

for your deep support through the ups and downs of my life. 

 I could not have undertaken this journey without Deb Cady Melzer and Beth Boquet, 

my mentors, who inspired me and encouraged me every step of the way. Words cannot 

express my gratitude to Melissa Quan, who changed my life with the invitation and 

encouragement to apply to the UMB Higher Education program; more importantly, Melissa 

guided me holistically throughout the experience.  

I could not have made it through this experience without my cohort, Scholar for the 

People'17; this journey was much more enjoyable and fruitful because of our community and 

support throughout our cohort experience; a very special acknowledgment to Chris Rabe for 

our check-ins and the random phone calls about our academic and personal lives.  

 I am so grateful for Napali Bridgelall and Nicole Heller. Napali, thank you for all the 

coaching and writing support throughout the first four years; and for being a significant 

source of care support for Anika, Ruby, and Sophia. Nicole, your friendship, support, and 

endless games, especially during the last two years, allowed me to be balanced throughout 

the experience. 

 I sincerely thank Ophelia Rowe Allen for the incredible support throughout my 

professional and personal life, especially towards the last year of this experience. I would like 



 

 

 

viii 

to recognize my previous supervisor, Karen Donoghue, for making the pursuit of a PhD 

possible with my work life. I appreciated all the check-in and chats about all the new 

knowledge gained.  

I enjoyed working with the following enrollment management professionals and 

faculty for advice: Corey Unis, Karen Pellegrino, John Drew, Nakia LeTang, Karina Salazar, 

and OiYan Poon. A special thanks to Kevin Lawlor for opening the enrollment management 

door at Fairfield University. 

 I would be remiss in not mentioning my old team at Fairfield University: Jeremy 

Kaler, Nicole Heller, Colleen Wilson, Dan Budak, Jane Aquino, Jeff Yu, Elizabeth Elliott, 

Raja Sai Nakka, Marissa Lischinsky, Jillian Leahy, Tania Livingston, Danielle Parisi, Laura 

Salerni, Eric Lynch, and Brigida Salvioli, for your support, knowing that the office was in 

good hands, especially during those June semesters, alleviated a tremendous amount of stress 

and allowed me to focus on my doctoral studies. I want to acknowledge my new team at 

Clark University: Sebastián Royo, Kamaro Abubakar, Danielle Morgan Acosta, and Micky 

Roberts for the support and encouragement to get to the finish line. 

 I sincerely thank the University of Massachusetts, Boston Higher Education Program 

faculty; your dedication and commitment to my development encouraged me every step of 

the way. I am forever grateful. The knowledge imparted to me will allow me to set the world 

aflame! Special thanks to my committee, Dr. Jay Dee and Dr. Michael Nguygen, for their 

wisdom and for being so timely, supportive, and engaged every step of the way. Dr. Dee, 

thank you for your advice on my professional journey and guidance throughout the process. I 

thoroughly enjoyed the five courses (some of my favorites) and the graduate assistantship 

experience with you! 



 

 

 

ix 

Last but not least, my dissertation chair and advisor, Dr. Katalin Szelényi, words 

cannot express my most profound appreciation and admiration for you. Thank you for the 

most rewarding scholarly relationship; your thorough edits and incredible feedback 

throughout this entire experience are, well, to be frank, quite unexplainable. You always 

ensured my agency throughout the process; I still do not understand how you can make an 

over 250-page dissertation coherent while managing your advising caseload! Thank you for 

the gift of love and care throughout this entire experience. I have learned how to be a scholar 

from you and a better mom in raising my children; you have given me a persistent sense of 

empowerment as a woman in my career. I have been truly blessed to have you in my life. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

x 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

DEDICATION ..................................................................................................... vi 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................. vii 
 
LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................. xv 
 
LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................... xvi 
 
CHAPTER   Page 
 
 1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................... 1 
  Statement of the Research Problem ............................................. 8 
  Purpose of the Study and Research Questions ............................. 9 
  Statement on COVID-19 and Impact on the Study ..................... 10 
  Significance of the Study ............................................................. 14 
 
 2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ..................................................... 16 
  Neoliberalism and Higher Education ........................................... 16 
   Academic Capitalism and the Public Good ..................... 18 
   Academic Capitalism ....................................................... 19 
   Academic Capitalism and the Impact on Enrollment ...... 22 
   The “Space” Between the Public Good and Academic  
    Capitalism in Research .............................................. 29 
   Negotiating the “Space” ................................................... 32 
  The Practices, Structures, and Functions of Enrollment  
   Management ........................................................................... 36 
    Practices of Enrollment Management .............................. 36 
      Corporate-Style Marketing Practices ................... 37 
      Support of the Public Good Practices .................. 40 
    The Structures and Functions of Enrollment  
     Management ............................................................... 41 
  Sensemaking in Organizations ..................................................... 48 
    Sensemaking Within Organizations ................................. 50 
    Sensemaking by Managers .............................................. 52 
    Limitations and Constraints of Sensemaking .................. 59 
    Sensemaking and Enrollment Management  
     Stakeholders ............................................................... 63 
  Summary of Literature Review .................................................... 67 
 
 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY ............. 72 
  Theoretical Framework ................................................................ 72 
    Critical Sensemaking Theory ........................................... 73 
    The Rationale for Critical Sensemaking Theory ............. 74 



 

 

 

xi 

CHAPTER   Page 
 
      Elevate Issues That Relate to Power, Privilege,  
       and Oppression ............................................... 78 
      Interplay Between Micro and Macro  
       Influences ....................................................... 79 
    Sensemaking and Weick’s Seven Properties of  
     Sensemaking .............................................................. 80 
      The “Critical” in Critical Sensemaking  
       Theory ............................................................ 86 
    The Framework of Critical Sensemaking ........................ 90 
      Formative Contexts .............................................. 90 
      Organizational and Meta Rules ............................ 92 
      Discourse .............................................................. 93 
  Methodology ................................................................................ 96 
    Purpose of Study and Research Questions ....................... 97 
    Case Study Methodology and Rationale .......................... 99 
    Case Study Design: Bounding the Study ......................... 101 
      Unit of Analysis ................................................... 102 
      Phenomenon of Study .......................................... 103 
      Purpose and Type of Case Study ......................... 104 
      Sample Size and Criteria ...................................... 104 
    Data Collection Procedures .............................................. 108 
      Demographic Data Forms .................................... 109 
      Interviews ............................................................. 110 
      Observations ........................................................ 111 
      Document Analysis .............................................. 112 
      Other Data ............................................................ 112 
    Data Collection and Protecting Participant  
     Confidentiality ........................................................... 113 
    Data Analysis Procedures ................................................ 113 
      Reporting .............................................................. 114 
    Trustworthiness ................................................................ 115 
    Positionality Statement .................................................... 117 
    Limitations of the Study ................................................... 122 
 
 4. KNOT COLLEGE ............................................................................... 124 
  Knot College Context .................................................................. 125 
    Mission ............................................................................. 125 
    Financial Stability ............................................................ 126 
    Selectivity and Enrollment Demographic Figures ........... 129 
    Structure and Leadership Team Composition .................. 129 
    Positioning of EMLT Members’ Social Identities ........... 130 
  Knot College Messages: Values of Public Good and Academic  
   Capitalism .............................................................................. 132 



 

 

 

xii 

CHAPTER   Page 
 
    Mission and DEI Statements (Public Good) .................... 132 
    Competitiveness (Academic Capitalism) ......................... 134 
  Enactment of Messages Through Decisions, Practices, Actions,  
   and Policies ............................................................................ 135 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Impact on the Team ..... 136 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: EMLT and DEI  
     Goals .......................................................................... 141 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Admissions and  
     Financial Aid Policies and Practices .......................... 142 
      Whole-Context, Holistic Review ......................... 142 
      Need-Blind Admissions ....................................... 143 
      Need-Based Financial Aid Policy ........................ 144 
        No Loans .................................................. 144 
        Assets More Than Income ....................... 144 
      High Proportion of Resources Dedicated to  
       Increasing Access ........................................... 145 
      Test-Optional Pilot ............................................... 145 
      Elimination of Legacy Preference ....................... 147 
      The Promise Program .......................................... 147 
    Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: Influence of  
     Competitors ................................................................ 148 
    Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: The  
     Purchasing of Names ................................................. 151 
    Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: The Athletics  
     Program ...................................................................... 151 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages  
     Enacted: The Use of Predictive Data Analytics to  
     Enhance Access ......................................................... 153 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages  
     Enacted: The Framing of Prestige to Advance  
     Access ........................................................................ 155 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages  
     Enacted: The Use of Need-Based Tuition  
     Discounting to Advance Access ................................ 157 
  Summary ...................................................................................... 158 
 
 5. GRANT UNIVERSITY ....................................................................... 160 
  Grant University Context ............................................................. 161 
    Mission ............................................................................. 162 
    Financial Stability and Resource-Dependent on NTR ..... 162 
    Selectivity and Enrollment Demographic Figures:  
     Context ....................................................................... 164 
    Structure and Composition of EMLT: Context ............... 165 



 

 

 

xiii 

CHAPTER   Page 
 
    Establishing the Enrollment Management Team ............. 165 
    Influence of Team Members’ Social Identities on the  
     Work .......................................................................... 167 
    Power ............................................................................... 170 
    Relationship of Team Members ....................................... 170 
  Grant University Message ............................................................ 172 
    In-State/Out-of-State Tension .......................................... 173 
    Paul’s Influence on Enrollment Management Priorities  
     and Goals ................................................................... 175 
    The Undercurrent Messaging of Competitiveness ........... 178 
    Rankings .......................................................................... 179 
  Enactment of Messages Through Decisions, Practices, Actions,  
   and Policies ............................................................................ 181 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Test Optional ............... 183 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: The Thrive Program .... 185 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: STEM Pathway  
     Scholarships ............................................................... 186 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Bilingual and  
     Navigator Staff ........................................................... 187 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Application Fee  
     Waiver ........................................................................ 187 
    Public Good Messages Enacted: Increased Access to  
     Scholarships ............................................................... 188 
    Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: Tuition  
     Discounting—ERUE .................................................. 189 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages  
     Enacted: Leveraging Data .......................................... 191 
      Watson's Ventures ................................................ 191 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages  
     Enacted: Public-Private Partnerships ......................... 192 
  Summary ...................................................................................... 194 
 
 6. DISCUSSION ...................................................................................... 196 
  A More Nuanced and Complicated Picture: Academic  
   Capitalism and Values of the Public Good ............................ 200 
    Academic Capitalism ....................................................... 201 
    Public Good ..................................................................... 204 
    Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap ........................... 206 
  The Critical Role of the EMLT and its Members' Agency in  
   Public Good Enactments ........................................................ 212 
  Critical Sensemaking Process: Decisions, Actions, Practices,  
   and Policies ............................................................................ 215 
  



 

 

 

xiv 

CHAPTER   Page 
 
    Sensemaking and Academic Capitalism—Tuition  
     Discounting, ERUE .................................................... 218 
      Weick's Properties of Sensemaking ..................... 218 
      Elements of Critical Sensemaking ....................... 220 
    Sensemaking and Public Good—Test-Optional Pilot at  
     Knot College .............................................................. 222 
      Weick's Properties of Sensemaking ..................... 222 
      Elements of Critical Sensemaking ....................... 223 
    Sensemaking and the Coexistence, Intersection, and  
     Overlap of the Public Good and Academic  
     Capitalism: The Use of Predictive Data Analytics .... 225 
      Weick's Properties of Sensemaking ..................... 225 
      Elements of Critical Sensemaking ....................... 226 
  Implications .................................................................................. 228 
  Directions for Future Research .................................................... 233 
      
APPENDIX 
 
 A. DEMOGRAPHIC DATA FORM ....................................................... 236 
 
 B. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ................................................................. 237 
 
 C. OBSERVATION PROTOCOL .......................................................... 240 
 
REFERENCE LIST ............................................................................................. 242 
  
    
  
 
 
 

 
  



 

 

 

xv 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure                                                    Page 
 
 1. Enrollment Management Structure and Descriptions .......................... 45 
 
 2. Conceptual Framework: Sensemaking of Enrollment Management  
  Leadership Team (EMLT) ........................................................... 96 
 
 3. Operationalized Practices of Public Good and Academic  
  Capitalism .................................................................................... 99 
 
 4. Knot College EMLT Structure ............................................................. 130 
 
 5. Grant University EMLT Structure ....................................................... 165 
 
 6. Literature Review-Identified Practices ................................................ 211 
 
 7. Knot College and Grant University’s Practices ................................... 212 
 
 
  



 

 

 

xvi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table                                                    Page 
 
 1. Weick's Properties of Sensemaking Compared to Critical  
  Sensemaking Theory .................................................................... 89 
 
 2. Knot College Participants .................................................................... 109 
 
 3. Grant University Participants ............................................................... 110 
 
 4. Overview of Case Study Research Design .......................................... 120 
 
 5. Knot College Public Good and Academic Capitalism Values,  
  Actions, Practices, and Policies Inventory ................................... 136 
 
 6. Grant University Public Good and Academic Capitalism Values,  
  Actions, Practices, and Policies Inventory ................................... 182 
 
 



 

1 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Higher education espouses a mission to serve the public good. The public good 

consists of actions that are in the best interest of society; these efforts include the promotion 

of social justice, civic engagement, and nation-building (Dynarski, 2004). Since higher 

education is an essential catalyst for social mobility, a significant public good mission for 

higher education is expanding access and support for success to underserved populations 

(Couturier, 2005). In an attempt to serve the public good, public policies such as the 1862 

and 1890 Morrill Land-Grant Acts, G.I. Bill of 1944, Affirmative Action, and the Higher 

Education Act of 1965 were enacted to increase access for Students of Color and low-income 

students (Executive Order No. 11246, 1965). However, these public policies have fallen short 

of tackling racial and income-based inequities, which have continued to increase over the 

years (Mumper et al., 2016).  

Negatively impacting access and support for low-income students and Students of 

Color are the effects of the larger societal ideology of neoliberalism, manifesting in the form 

of academic capitalism in higher education (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a). Neoliberalism is 

an ideology in political and economic practices purporting to serve the public good by 

ensuring individual freedoms within institutions that are based on a free market and strict 

privacy laws (Harvey, 2005). Neoliberalism inherently creates tension with efforts to 
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increase access for low-income students and Students of Color because neoliberalism 

promulgates that competition within a specific product marketplace enhances the quality of 

that product. In other words, the market competition amongst higher education institutions 

increases the quality of higher education. When shaped by neoliberalism, enrollment 

management practices around who gets admitted are often based on the market and the 

actions of the institution’s competitors. This market-based competition often results in 

institutions pursuing the same set of students who test well and are financially secure—

results that are at odds with increasing access. An outcome of the effects of neoliberalism in 

higher education is academic capitalism, which is “the pursuit of market and marketlike 

activities [within higher education] to generate external revenues” (Slaughter & Rhoades, 

2004a, p. 29). A central example of academic capitalism is represented by colleges and 

universities marketing to and wooing White, wealthy students to attend their institutions 

regardless of whether or not students’ educational interests and desires align with the actual 

experience at the institution (Salazar et al., 2020; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a).  

Neoliberalism minimizes the focus on the public good and morality and situates 

higher education institutions to act more like corporations (Brown, 2006; Giroux, 2002; 

Harvey, 2005; Kezar, 2004). There is no expectation for the government to provide a social 

safety net consisting of health care, education, food access, and retirement. Neoliberalism 

perpetuates the values of individual freedom, individual opportunity, meritocracy, self-

interest, and survival of the fittest, thereby minimizing the focus on the public good and 

morality. There is no consideration for historical context, including the history of oppression 

and inequality. Thus, neoliberalism leads to the privatization, commercialization, and 

corporatization of public sector organizations, such as public higher education institutions 
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and not-for-profit, private higher education institutions. Although they are privately 

governed, not-for-profit private colleges and universities are also inherently committed to the 

public good and, therefore, may encounter many of the same tensions regarding 

neoliberalism and market-based competition (Alexander & Fernandez, 2021).  

These trends have situated academic capitalism as a pervasive function of higher 

education, especially as higher education is increasingly positioned as a private good within a 

neoliberal context, and states continue to divest from public higher education institutions 

(Cannella & Koro-Ljunberg, 2017; Giroux, 2002; Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Museus & LePeau, 

2019). Furthermore, not-for-profit private higher education institutions are also impacted by 

neoliberalism because economic elite interests often influence these not-for-profit entities. 

According to Alexander and Fernandez (2021), the desires of the wealthy are often the 

driving force for both public and not-for-profit organizations. For example, all higher 

education institutions depend on tuition revenue for financial sustainability. In addition, 

private institutions often cater to meeting the preferences and agendas of the wealthy, leading 

to campuses that look more like country clubs, which in turn, drives up the cost of tuition, 

making it less affordable for low-income students and Students of Color (Whitney, 2006). 

Compared to high-income students, low-income students are substantially less likely to 

attend college. More specifically, as of 2012, 81% of students from backgrounds with high 

family income were likely to attend higher education, compared to 45% of students with low 

family income (Cahalan & Perna, 2015). For Students of Color, especially Black and Latinx 

students, this financial burden is compounded by race. Affluent White students are more 

likely to enter four-year, selective institutions, while low-income Students of Color are more 

represented at open-access two-year institutions (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). As noted by 
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Carnevale and Strohl (2013), “Blacks and Hispanics are especially vulnerable to class-based 

economic disadvantages because they are most concentrated in low-income groups and 

because they are more isolated spatially and socially from the general society” (p. 12).  

Although cost may be the primary factor pushing Students of Color and low-income 

students from higher education, other factors also play a role, specifically the practices 

embedded within enrollment management to bolster financial revenue and raise the academic 

profile of institutions. Enrollment management is the vehicle used at universities and colleges 

to serve the institutional mission, raise the profile of the institution, manage enrollment 

capacity, and increase tuition revenue, especially when states divest from higher education 

(Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2008). More specifically, enrollment management involves the 

recruitment, selection, and admissions process, including financial aid distribution, geared 

toward achieving enrollment goals (Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2008).  

Examples of enrollment management practices include the use of a specific formula 

to award merit aid in the form of tuition discounting; the use of a specific modeling of 

predictive data analytics to yield high revenues and raise the academic profile; the use of 

early decisions admission processes, where students commit to an institution before the 

typical admissions cycle starts; and the use of test-optional criteria, where students do not 

need to submit their SAT/ACT score. Although arguments have been made that tuition 

discounting and predictive data analytics have been used to recruit and attract low-income 

students and Students of Color and close the achievement gap (Caskey, 2018; Ekowo & 

Palmer, 2016), overwhelmingly studies have demonstrated that these practices, among 

others, are predominantly used to identify and recruit students who can pay and test well 
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(Baum & Ma, 2010; Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Russo & 

Coomes, 2000), thereby exacerbating the income-and race-based access gap.  

An important note, however, is that despite such overall trends toward academic 

capitalism, higher education institutions continue to attempt to balance academic capitalism 

and their commitment to the public good. As Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) noted, 

"Academic capitalism has not replaced the public good knowledge regime. The two coexist, 

intersect, and overlap” (p. 29). Such intersections and overlaps have been increasingly 

recognized, pointing to the existence of an organizational space between academic capitalism 

and the public good (Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014). This 

organizational space has been described as narrow, as in the case of social entrepreneurship 

(Mars & Rhoades, 2012), and as expansive, as in the case of the research experiences of 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) doctoral students and faculty 

(Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014). 

Undoubtedly, enrollment management also exists within an organizational space that 

involves elements of both academic capitalism and the values of the public good. Enrollment 

management professionals consistently balance the formation of a diverse class, including 

low-income students and Students of Color, while also ensuring that they recruit enough 

high-paying students to stay financially sound. This balancing act is often accomplished 

through the use of tuition discounting (Caskey, 2018; Hillman, 2011). 

Along these lines, a considerable body of literature has made compelling arguments 

for the benefits of institutions diversifying their student populations racially and 

socioeconomically. For example, Tienda (2013) noted, “I have argued, as have many others, 

that enrollment of underrepresented groups is but a pragmatic first step toward the broader 
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social goal of inclusion” (p. 473). Moreover, a substantial body of empirical evidence attests 

to the positive educational outcomes of admitting a diverse student population, noting a range 

of public good-related outcomes, among them the importance of promoting equity 

(Pascarella et al., 2016). In terms of admissions practices, manifestations of the public good 

exist in the fact that, following significant recent legal constraints placed on the use of race as 

a criterion in college admissions, many colleges and universities have turned to alternative 

admissions practices in hopes of continuing to enroll a diverse student population. Percent 

plans, such as the one practiced in Texas college admissions, admitting the top 10% of the 

graduating class in high schools, and the use of holistic admissions are examples of the 

continuing importance of equity-minded public good considerations in admissions (Black et 

al., 2015). 

Although overwhelmingly described as restricting access for low-income students 

and Students of Color (Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Tough, 2019), enrollment 

management in higher education sits at the intersection of public good-related and academic 

capitalist goals, values, and practices. These intersections, while widely consequential for the 

functioning of institutions, have not been explored by a substantial body of research. More 

specifically, practitioners within enrollment management work at this intersection; therefore, 

understanding how these practitioners make meaning of their work while navigating these 

tensions, paradoxes, and contradictions is essential, especially if we are situating them as 

critical agents to increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color (equity 

agenda). In order to study how these practitioners understand and take action at this 

intersection, the theory of sensemaking can be useful.   
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Though there is no universal definition of sensemaking, one definition refers to “the 

ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are 

doing” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). Another definition of sensemaking, highlighting the 

connection of sensemaking to actions, is by Taylor and Van Every (2000), who describe 

sensemaking as “a way station on the road to a consensually constructed, coordinated system 

of action” (p. 275). In other words, sensemaking can shape the ways in which people make 

decisions and take actions in organizations. Limited research has considered how institutional 

stakeholders in enrollment management think about, enact, and make sense of their work; the 

impact of the practices in which their offices engage; and the wide-ranging possibilities for 

contradictions between an institution’s mission (often involving a public good mission) and 

the values and goals of enrollment management. These institutional stakeholders include but 

are not limited to the board of trustees; the executive leadership of an institution, including 

the president, the provost, and the head financial officer; and enrollment management 

coordinators or committees. Other stakeholders include faculty governance committees, 

deans, and financial aid and admissions officers (Bontrager, 2004; Hossler & Kalsbeek, 

2008).   

Focusing on the sensemaking process can facilitate the investigation of how 

enrollment management stakeholders construct their understanding of the intersection 

between academic capitalism and the public good, why they have constructed their 

understandings in a certain way, and how those understandings shape their decisions and 

practices (Weick, 1995). The theory of sensemaking, especially through a critical lens, can 

unearth the underlying and deep-rooted understanding of assumptions, values, and intrinsic 

motivations of the enrollment management stakeholders, a process that is necessary not only 
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to understand and disrupt problematic decision-making and practices but also to promote 

deep institutional change focused on equity (Kezar, 2018). Kegan and Lahey (2009) 

discussed a number of workgroups and individuals that have explored organizational and 

individual immunities to change and recognized that individuals’ hidden assumptions, 

competing commitments, values, beliefs, and dislikes need to be addressed for change and 

action to occur. The study of the sensemaking of enrollment management stakeholders 

allows for the discovery of these hidden areas. A more significant explanation of critical 

sensemaking, including Weick's (1995) seven properties of sensemaking, will be provided in 

Chapter 3. 

Statement of the Research Problem 

Although pockets of the public good are operating within the neoliberal state, 

overwhelmingly, the public good mission of higher education is unraveling due to the 

pervasiveness of neoliberal ideology and practices (Kezar et al., 2005; Museus & LePeau, 

2019). Previous higher education public policies (1862 and 1890 Morrill Land-Grant Acts, 

G.I. Bill of 1944, Affirmative Action, and the Higher Education Act of 1965) situated higher 

education as a public good with the intention of increasing access for low-income students 

and Students of Color. However, several more recent public policies have situated higher 

education as a private good benefiting White, wealthy students (Higher Education Act of 

1972, Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 1978; Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003; 

Gratz v. Regents, 2003; and Fisher v. The University of Texas at Austin, 2015). Academic 

capitalism exacerbates income and racial inequities in higher education, especially within 

enrollment management. Enrollment management practices, such as the use of predictive 

data analytics and tuition discounting, are often enacted to identify and recruit students who 
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can pay and test well (Baum & Ma, 2010; Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Holley & 

Harris, 2010; Russo & Coomes, 2000). These outcomes can lead to revenue generation and 

prestige, potentially displacing the desire to serve the public good by increasing access for 

Students of Color and low-income students, thereby contributing to the widening income and 

racial access gap (Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Schulz & Lucido, 2011; Tough, 

2019).  

The educational problem addressed in this study concerns the widening income and 

racial access gap in higher education resulting from higher education enrollment 

management teams’ operationalization of academic capitalism, reflected in the use of 

practices such as predictive data analytics and tuition discounting. This study will focus on 

the local, micro level, with an emphasis on how enrollment management leadership teams 

make sense of enrollment management, recognizing that enrollment management and the 

work of enrollment management stakeholders exist within an organizational space that 

encompasses the values of both public good and academic capitalism. Specific attention will 

be placed on both why and how these stakeholders enact decisions, actions, practices, and 

policies to recruit and admit students with particular characteristics in the context of 

academic capitalism and the public good, both of which are forces that continue to shape 

contemporary higher education institutions. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this case study is to explore how academic capitalism and values of 

the public good shape enrollment management leadership teams’ sensemaking and 

sensegiving as they enact decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students. The 

study is guided by the following research questions: 
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1. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams receive regarding 

their decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good featured 

within these messages? 

2. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams generate regarding 

their units’ decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good featured 

among these messages? 

3. How do enrollment management leadership teams make sense of the received and 

generated messages, especially as they relate to academic capitalism and the 

public good? 

4. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, and 

actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good on a day-to-day 

basis in their work environment? 

5. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, and 

actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good as they relate to 

major enrollment policy to recruit and admit students?  

Statement on COVID-19 and Impact on the Study 

 In March 2020, higher education started to experience a massive shock to its 

operations due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, throwing the system into uncharted 

waters and uncertain times. The ripple effects of this shock were pervasive, holding 

implications for overall operations––teaching, pedagogy, research, admissions, auxiliary 

services (e.g., room and board), athletics, and finance (Smalley, 2020). The immediate 
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impact of COVID-19 pushed higher education to transition from in-person classes to 

remote/online learning, and students living on campus moved out (Smalley, 2020). The 

impacts on financial operations were unprecedented and long-term consequences are still 

unknown. Many universities and colleges lost a substantial amount of revenue during Spring 

2020 due to the pro-rated refunds issued to students for their room and board, the increased 

cleaning cost of facilities, as well as the incurred capital cost in technology due to moving to 

remote/online learning (Smalley, 2020). Inevitably, furloughs, hiring freezes, pay cuts, and 

layoffs of employees occurred at several universities (DePietro, 2020; Smalley, 2020).  

In a 2020 Association for the Study of Higher Education Presidential webinar on 

“Resisting Disaster Academic Capitalism and White Supremacy” (Rhoades et al., 2020), 

Gary Rhoades articulated that the impact of COVID-19 on academic capitalism has led to 

what he termed “disaster academic capitalism” (DAC), which thrives on white supremacy 

and white settler colonialism. Institutions were using the financial crisis caused by the 

pandemic to fuel academic capitalist values and practices––messaging that, because of this 

financial crisis, individuals had to think differently, innovatively, and essentially do more 

with fewer resources to survive, regardless of the impact on access for low-income students 

and Students of Color. However, Rhoades pointed out the irony in this particular narrative. 

Specifically, there was a lack of recognition that higher education was “accelerating and 

heightening” the problematic practices and structures that preceded COVID-19, thereby 

leading to DAC.  

However, the COVID-19 context presented an opportunity for lawmakers and key 

stakeholders to recognize how vulnerable the ecosystem of higher education is by being 

situated as a private good. In fact, the pandemic context highlighted the importance of 
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ensuring that higher education is shock-proof from the effects of neoliberalism, especially 

during crises. David Hawkins, executive director for educational content and policy at the 

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), summed up the rise in 

tension, within the COVID-19 context, between higher education situated as a private good 

versus as a public good:  

The struggle to recruit students was already intense, and it is evident that colleges’ 

existing concerns about meeting enrollment goals will only get more intense. Our 

hope is that we can make use of this crisis to change course in our public policy to 

view education as a public good, rather than a private good. It is clear that as a 

country, we are not optimizing our capacity in higher education to meet student 

demand. If we were to refocus on treating higher education as an adequately funded 

public good, this never-ending cycle of enrollment-driven anxiety—along with the 

accompanying side effects of intense competition—would be disrupted and 

alleviated, at least to a degree. (Jaschik, 2020, para. 3) 

The COVID-19 higher education organizational shock created a fertile ground to 

study the sensemaking process, especially for those in enrollment management. Weick 

(1995) articulates that when there is a disruption, such as an organizational shock, in 

workflow, an emotional response is triggered, such as the anxiety expressed by Hawkins, 

thereby significantly influencing the individual sensemaking process. A person is unable to 

move forward with their day-to-day tasks until they can make sense of the shock implications 

and reconcile these implications with their daily actions. In a 2020 survey of admissions 

leaders, emotions of “fear and anxiety” were apparent among the 433 responses (Turk et al., 

2020). Many were concerned with meeting their enrollment baseline goal; a majority did not 
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fill their classes, not even by July 1 (two months after the traditional deadline of May 1), and 

most universities and colleges expected a decline in enrollment.  

Several changes occurred regarding the impact of the COVID-19 context on practices 

within enrollment management. Several universities and colleges eliminated deposits, 

adjusted enrollment decision deadlines, and required fewer financial aid documents 

(Mogenstern, 2020). In addition, many colleges that were not test-optional or test-blind 

(testing scores are not reviewed if submitted) transitioned permanently or temporarily to 

being test-optional or test-blind (Jaschik, 2020), suggesting that they planned to maintain this 

practice long-term. 

In closing, COVID-19 has unprecedentedly affected higher education, sending a 

tremendous shock wave through the higher education ecosystem. This shock wave was 

fruitful to the research objective of the study––to explore how academic capitalism and 

values of the public good influence enrollment management leadership teams’ sensemaking 

and enacted practices to recruit and admit students. Sensemaking is highly influenced when 

there is a disruption in the flow of operations (Weick, 1995), and COVID-19 has created a 

massive disruption. Furthermore, COVID-19 has acutely brought to the sensemaking process 

of lawmakers and key stakeholders the tension as to whether or not higher education should 

be situated as a public good or a private good. As this tension plays out within the larger 

societal setting, the individual sensemaking processes of enrollment management leadership 

team members also wrestle with the same issues and are shaped by the discourse within 

broader society.  
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Significance of the Study 

Enrollment management can significantly promote or inhibit access and equity; it is 

the central area of a university where mission, values, and institutional priorities—including 

financial goals—are actualized. Since the systemic practices of enrollment management can 

exacerbate inequities, how can these practices change? Previous studies (Mars & Lounsbury, 

2009b; Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014) on academic capitalism and the 

public good, the practices, structure, and function of enrollment management (Hossler & 

Kalsbeek, 2008; Quirk, 2005), and sensemaking in organizations (Mills & Mills, 2017) offer 

us the possibility that maybe within a neoliberal state, academic capitalism and the public 

good could coexist. The practices within enrollment management are not all marketlike or 

market-driven; inclusive and exclusive practices exist based on race, ethnicity, and gender, 

potentially exemplifying that other ideologies beyond neoliberalism exist (American 

Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers [AACRAO], 2019; Bowen et 

al., 1998; Hartocollis, 2019; Long, 2007).  

My research offers one path to identifying ways to change the system: studying the 

sensemaking of enrollment management stakeholders, including attention to why they do 

what they do, especially when their decisions and actions are misaligned with serving the 

public good, the values and mission of their institution, and fairness. The system cannot be 

changed without understanding the reasons or rationales people provide to explain why they 

act as they do. According to Mathis and Christianson (2014), research shows how 

sensemaking facilitates strategic change, learning, creativity, and innovation within 

organizations. Lastly, a larger significance of the study is that enrollment management is a 

central aspect of academic capitalism (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), which has yet to be 
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complicated in the literature. This study on how enrollment management stakeholders make 

sense of their practices, utilizing sensemaking theory, a micro-level approach, would 

illuminate potential avenues to explore more equitable practices and highlight the ways in 

which academic capitalism and the public good coexist and intersect within enrollment 

management.  

Ultimately, the outcome of this research could inform the profession through 

presentations at the NACAC on ways to promote equity while still increasing revenue. 

Enrollment management head officers could learn of new practices or bolster current 

practices that promote a more equitable agenda. Additionally, if they choose to implement 

new goals and actions, they can become more effective sensegivers for enacting these 

changes. Furthermore, boards of trustees and the executive cabinet could also learn about 

ways to promote an equity agenda while also increasing revenue and raising the prestige of 

their respective university. In other words, enrollment management stakeholders will identify 

and understand the values and practices at play—which are misaligned and contradictory—

with the hope that the research shapes their sensemaking process and leads to deep, 

transformational change toward more equitable practices in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

The main goal of this literature review is to uncover the black box of enrollment 

management, including the practices and sensemaking processes involved as they are 

influenced by academic capitalism and the values of the public good. To frame the research 

problem and study, three areas of literature are reviewed. The first section of the literature 

review focuses on the broad impact of neoliberalism, specifically how it manifests in higher 

education through academic capitalism and enrollment management, including the impact on 

the public good. The second literature area highlights the practices, structures, and functions 

of enrollment management, paying particular attention to the influences on the practices 

within enrollment management. Lastly, the third literature area explores the concept of 

sensemaking and, more specifically, how institutional stakeholders in organizations engage 

with and make sense of organizational practices. 

Neoliberalism and Higher Education 

 Neoliberalism has been described in several manifestations of higher education 

(Brown, 2006; Cannella & Koro-Ljunberg, 2017; Giroux, 2002; Harvey, 2005). For example, 

Museus and LePeau (2019) identified five clear manifestations of neoliberalism in higher 

education: consumerism (focused on consumer choice and revenue generation); competitive 

individualism (prioritizing free-market individualism and competition, and self-interest, 
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perpetuating the myth of meritocracy); surveillance (creating dehumanizing ways of 

surveilling people to ensure compliance, the non-existence of trust); precarity (the 

responsibility of economically starved individuals for their own situation and for fending for 

themselves); and declining morality (eradicating any responsibility of the government and 

other institutions in promoting the public good, with emphasis on financial viability and 

profits). These manifestations, especially individualism, competitiveness, and consumerism, 

are cornerstone values of U.S. society. These pervasive values can have a direct influence on 

individuals' mental models, which, in turn, impacts their decisions and actions. 

Within higher education, neoliberalism has had an overwhelming direct impact on 

universities and colleges. Focused on consumerism, higher education is situated as a private 

good––a commodity, a consumer good—thereby diminishing the need for public funding. 

State funding continues to decrease, compelling universities to diversify and generate 

revenues, thereby forcing the privatization of higher education and diminishing the public 

good mission. Privatization of higher education is evident in all areas: management 

functions, goals, work relations, accountability, marketing, pedagogy/teaching, and research 

(Olssen & Peters, 2005). This is illustrated in the area of management, where there is an 

influx of corporate leadership on the boards and the creation of large c-suites (executive level 

of management).  

Due to precarity and competition, academic programs within an institution are often 

pitted against each other, and the ones that generate surplus revenue or significant prestige 

are typically favored. Among institutions, precarity and competition force universities and 

colleges to invest in areas that will increase their rankings and prestige, often at the expense 

of the educational activities that promote democracy and social justice (Museus & LePeau, 
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2019). Academic disciplines gain prominence by increasing “their exchange value on the 

market, and students now rush to take courses and receive professional credentials that 

provide them with the cachet they need to sell themselves to the highest bidder” (Giroux, 

2002, p. 432). One of the largest, most robust manifestations of neoliberalism in higher 

education is referred to as academic capitalism.  

Academic Capitalism and the Public Good 

The following sections explore the question: How do the values of the public good 

and academic capitalism shape higher education in the U.S.? Specifically, how do they 

intersect, overlap, and coexist, especially in enrollment management? The rationale for 

exploring this question is to determine whether academic capitalism in a neoliberal state can 

mutually occur with the pursuit of the public good as argued by Slaughter and Rhoades 

(2004a) and confirmed by empirical research (Mars & Lounsbury, 2009b; Mars & Rhoades, 

2012; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014). If this is possible, especially in enrollment management, 

then both an equity- and market-centered agenda can be pursued, mitigating the factors 

contributing to the widening income- and race-based access gap.  

A public good generally means a good that supports the broader community or 

society rather than the individual (Couturier, 2005). Within our current U.S. context, steeped 

in neoliberalism, higher education is often situated as an individual, private good (Museus & 

LePeau, 2019), suggesting the notion that “I get a degree to get a better job for a higher 

income.” This narrow perspective has negatively impacted higher education as a public good, 

leading to dire consequences, such as the privatization, commercialization, and 

corporatization of higher education (Kezar, 2004), which have manifested in the form of 

academic capitalism. These consequences increase costs, making higher education more 
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inaccessible, especially to those from low-income communities. Situating higher education as 

a private good enables states' divestment from higher education, thereby forcing higher 

education institutions to generate more revenue by raising tuition and fees. This section 

discusses the concept of academic capitalism, the tension between academic capitalism and 

the public good, the impact of academic capitalism on enrollment management, and ways in 

which academic capitalism and the public good coexist. 

Academic Capitalism 

In their foundational work Academic Capitalism and the New Economy, Sheila 

Slaughter and Gary Rhoades (2004a) explain the theory of academic capitalism. Academic 

capitalism articulates the ways in which higher education is intertwined with what they call 

the new economy. As mentioned earlier, academic capitalism is “the pursuit of market and 

marketlike activities to generate external revenues” (p. 29) within the new economy. The 

new economy, developed within the larger neoliberal ideology and state, involves four 

characteristics. First, economies on a global scale have become reliant on each other, 

especially as corporations become transnational and manufacturing is outsourced to other 

countries. Second, within the new economy, knowledge is treated as raw materials for the use 

of making money via patents, copyrights, and trademarks. Third, in the new economy, the 

diversification of production processes is standard. These processes are no longer large-scale 

and assembly line-oriented. They are more diversified, segmented, and high-tech and involve 

less human labor. Lastly, the new economy requires educated workers and consumers. 

Professions, where knowledge can be made into market goods (e.g., scientists, engineers, 

doctors, and lawyers) and tech-savvy consumers can use these goods (Slaughter & Rhoades, 

2004a) are fundamental to the new economy. The pervasiveness of the neoliberal state is 
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powerful because colleges and universities that are unable to integrate with the new economy 

will lack competitiveness in the field. 

 Within the theory of academic capitalism, higher education administrators, staff, 

faculty, and students integrate with the new economy by utilizing state resources to generate 

knowledge that connects to the new economy (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a). Specific 

mechanisms and behaviors have situated higher education institutions more towards an 

academic capitalist knowledge/learning regime, where knowledge is seen as a private good 

for profit and "institutions, inventor faculty, and corporations have claims that come before 

the public," (p. 30) as opposed to a public good knowledge/learning regime, where 

knowledge is accessible for public consumption and for the greater good of society. 

Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) highlight a few of these mechanisms and behaviors, such as 

(1) the development of interstitial organizations made up of universities, corporations, and 

the state coming together, which are focused on bringing in businesses and (2) the cultivation 

of new intermediate networks among public, non-profit, and private arenas––for example, 

Business Higher Education Forum which led to the creation of individual education accounts 

(IEAs: tax-free dollars contributed to an individual’s account to pay for education). Other 

acts by higher education favoring an academic capitalist knowledge/learning regime are the 

growing administration to oversee new external resources such as trademark licensing 

programs or economic development offices; the investment in research and development for 

the new economy; and the investment in resources to market institutions, products, and 

services to students (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a).  

Within a neoliberal state, academic capitalism has forced higher education to engage 

in numerous market and marketlike behaviors, “attaching a price to things that were once 
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free [or optional] or charging more for items or services that were once subsidized or 

provided at cost” (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a, p. 28). For example, students are often 

charged a fee to use the internet or park on campus, and several universities require students 

to live on campus (rather than commuting) and pay for housing and a meal plan. 

Additionally, “trademark licensing officials work with ‘athleisure’-wear corporations to 

cross-license products that are sold in bookstores, where students are captive markets” (p. 

29).  

However, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) clarify that even though colleges and 

universities are engaging in profit-seeking behaviors, they are not becoming corporations 

because they are better off as a non-profit/public entity. They do not want to lose their state 

and federal subsidies, pay taxes, or be held accountable for the financial risks they take with 

state and donor funds. Furthermore, the dynamics among colleges and universities, the 

private sector, and the public situated in the neoliberal state, manifesting as academic 

capitalism, show a relationship that heavily favors the market, with all sectors maximizing 

what they can get from each other. For instance, corporations will integrate with colleges 

because they gain knowledge to bolster product development at an affordable cost, they gain 

educated employees for their jobs, and they gain educated consumers who are willing to pay 

the high prices. 

Finally, within academic capitalism, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) underscore a 

critical point by rejecting the use of resource dependence theory to explain academic 

capitalism. Resource dependency is predicated on institutions developing relationships with 

external suppliers of resources to remain competitive; organizations depend on their external 

environment for resources (Bess & Dee, 2012); Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) argue that 



 

22 

even though colleges and universities engage in market and marketlike behaviors, they do so 

regardless of external environmental pressures or dependency. Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) 

“have come to see colleges and universities (and academic managers, professors, and other 

professionals within them) as actors initiating academic capitalism, not just as players being 

‘corporatized’” (p. 29). In other words, the market and marketlike logics are so embedded 

within the mental models of organizational members that universities and colleges structure 

and implement academic capitalism practices even if there is no pressure to do so from the 

external environment. Therefore, enrollment management units will utilize market and 

marketlike practices to form an admissions class to maximize revenue generation even if they 

do not need to do so. 

Academic Capitalism and the Impact on Enrollment 

Access to higher education is a main public good component of higher education; 

however, the volatility in state funding fuels academic capitalism, which can undermine 

higher education’s commitment to access (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a). The undermining of 

access calls into question enrollment management practices that are largely influenced by the 

neoliberal state. Within this neoliberal state, public subsidies for higher education are often 

used as a “balancing wheel” (Delaney & Doyle, 2011) for states' budgets. In good economic 

times, states will provide funds for higher education, and in bad economic times, states will 

deplete higher education funds. The use of higher education as a balance wheel stems from 

the multiple revenue streams within higher education that offset costs: private gifts, 

endowments, federal subsidies, and, most of all, tuition (Archibald & Feldman, 2011). The 

unpredictability of state revenues creates volatility in the cost of higher education. Not only 

is the volatility of state funding bolstering academic capitalism but so is the shift from 
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providing taxpayer subsidies directly to the institution to providing them directly to the 

students in the form of grants and loans, thereby situating students as consumers (Archibald 

& Feldman, 2011; Bastedo et al., 2016). As consumers, students are targeted by institutions 

to borrow money for more than tuition, and institutions often give corporations access to 

students to market their products.  

 Within enrollment management, academic capitalism is considerably evident, 

especially in institutions’ recruitment strategies (Schulz & Lucido, 2011; Tough, 2019). As 

Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) noted, “Enrollment management offices spend large sums on 

advertising, designing view books and other materials that represent the educational life style 

of the institution and then mailing them to affluent zip codes or to students who scored well 

on standardized tests” (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a, pp. 28–29). The ability of a student to 

pay, thereby increasing revenue for the institution, becomes a primary focus,  regardless of 

whether or not the student aligns with the institutionally claimed values and mission 

(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a). Additionally, the following practices in admissions were 

identified by Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) by examining a study by Ronald Ehrenberg 

(2003) on the effects of U.S. News & World Report rankings on institutional behavior: 

1. The manipulation of acceptance and yield rate; however, as of 2019, the yield rate 

is no longer factored into U.S News & World Report rankings (Morse et al., 

2019). 

2. The option for applicants to submit or not submit SAT scores. This allows 

institutions to report higher SAT average scores because, usually, students with 

lower scores tend not to use them in their application process.  
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3. The use of early decisions admission process, where students commit to an 

institution before the typical admissions cycle starts. The use of this practice 

increases the yield rate because typically, students who apply early demonstrate 

their strong desire to attend the institution and, therefore, will enroll if accepted. 

However, this process privileges those students with effective school counselors 

and awareness of these savvy enrollment opportunities, often not afforded to low-

income students and Students of Color.  

4. The practice of instant on-site admissions, which is essentially in-person 

admissions made on the spot, usually during a campus visit. As Slaughter and 

Rhoades (2004) noted, "Instant admissions benefits students, reducing the 

paperwork, time, and anxiety of the admissions process, and humanizing it" 

(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a, p. 435). However, often on-site admissions occur at 

less selective institutions and are considered an aggressive marketing approach to 

influence a student’s decision rather than facilitating the student’s discernment 

process on whether the respective college or university is best for their 

educational goals. 

These four factors exemplify practices that are used to increase the academic profile of the 

institution and increase revenue, thereby making universities more attractive to high-paying 

customers, while marginalizing low-income students and Students of Color.  

Other practices used in enrollment management to bolster academic capitalism 

include the recent changes to the National Association of College Admissions Counselors 

(NACAC) ethical guidelines, the use of tuition discounting, and the use of predictive data 

analytics. First, most recently, NACAC, pressured by the Justice Department under the 
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Trump Administration, recently stripped away ethical guidelines to temper the poaching of 

students once they have a commitment to a university past the May 1 confirmation deadline 

(Jaschik, 2019). These guidelines had been put in place to ensure stability in the system, 

whereby a university could count on knowing their class size by May 1. This meant that 

institutions knew their expected revenue and had the ability to make necessary financial and 

enrollment adjustments heading into the new academic year. Without these guidelines, 

institutions can now entice or poach other students who have already confirmed at other 

institutions. This creates even more volatility in a system that is already quite volatile and 

ramps up competition among universities, pushing universities to cater more to White, 

wealthy students to ensure they meet their enrollment goals. 

Second, tuition discounting is used as a significant tool in enrollment management to 

woo high-income paying students at both public and private institutions. Hillman (2011) 

explained, “Tuition discounting is the practice of awarding institutionally-funded financial 

aid in the form of non-repayable grants and scholarships to students. Similar to state and 

federal grant programs, colleges provide aid to reduce the ‘sticker price’ students pay for 

college” (p. 264). Tuition discounting has become standard practice due to colleges’ and 

universities’ primary focus on net tuition revenue. Colleges and universities offer tuition 

discounting as financial aid to woo and hopefully secure low-income students' acceptance of 

admissions; however, for a critical mass of low-income students to attend, the cost to the 

institution is significant to provide the necessary financial aid. Colleges and universities also 

offer financial aid in the form of merit aid—leveraging tuition discounting—to woo higher-

income students to bolster enrollment. However, a key point to note is that although these 

higher-income students receive discounts, they still increase total net tuition revenue—which 
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is a fundamental goal for the enrollment management units. Therefore, tuition discounting is 

often used as a tool to attract high-paying students by wooing them with aid in the form of 

merit scholarships, essentially utilizing these students as cash cows, thereby leading to the 

commodification of students (Hillman, 2011; McDonough, 1994). In the tuition discounting 

process, the central focus on high-paying students has rendered low-income students 

irrelevant to the enrollment management industry, thereby pushing these low-income 

students to less competitive, less selective institutions and creating a separate and unequal 

higher education system (Jaquette & Curs, 2015).  

Third, the use of predictive analytics in higher education supports increasing 

enrollment yield and shaping and anticipating financial aid by customizing packages that 

“maximize the chances that a student will enroll without allocating more than they need” 

(Ekowo & Palmer, 2016, p. 13). However, in a report for New America (a non-profit, non-

partisan think tank on public policy), Ekowo and Palmer (2016) provide an overview and 

analysis of the landscape of predictive analytics in higher education. They highlight the perils 

of predictive analytics by making note that structural inequality exists, specifically for low-

income, first-generation students and Students of Color. These populations tend to graduate 

at a lower rate than White, wealthy students. As Ekowo and Palmer (2016) noted, "When 

institutions use race, ethnicity, age, gender, or socioeconomic status to target students for 

enrollment or intervention, they can intentionally, or not, reinforce that inequality" (p. 13).  

In a study of approximately 285 chief enrollment and admissions officers, Schulz and 

Lucido (2011) examined what enrollment management structures reveal about institutional 

priorities. They found that neoliberal ideology is abundant in the mindset of enrollment 

managers, and it is influencing institutional agendas at some colleges. The study utilized 
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resource dependence theory, academic capitalism theory, and institutional theory to examine 

the rationale for the centralization of institutional enrollment systems. Enrollment 

management is often structured to maintain and grow student enrollment as well as raise the 

academic profile and quality of the institution; this has led to enrollment management 

becoming its own division or office at many institutions, where financial aid and admissions 

are merged (Epple et al., 2006; Schee, 2007; Schulz & Lucido, 2011).  

In other studies, researchers found that enrollment management decision-making 

seems to be driven primarily by marketlike forces (Kraatz et al., 2010). Several studies found 

that market pressures undermine the espoused institutional values and the autonomy of 

enrollment management staff, often catering to students who can pay to attend (Kraatz et al., 

2010; McDonough, 1994; Tough, 2019). In studying the impact of enrollment management 

organizational structures and their practices on respective colleges’ espoused values,  Kraatz 

et al. (2010) analyzed 515 private liberals arts colleges and found that enrollment 

management structures “disrup[t] the normative and political order of a college and thereby 

threaten established values (i.e., by undermining the autonomy of value-bearing elites and 

altering the balance of power between the college’s operative and normative systems)” (p. 

1538). The value-bearing elites are those units created and the employees hired to embody 

the values of the institution in their work; they are also known as institutional guardians. 

Kraatz et al. (2010) articulate that private liberal arts colleges, where mission and values are 

strongly upheld and that have an enrollment management structure, are vulnerable to value 

and mission drift because the inherent goals of enrollment management tend to create 

pervasive operative systems that prioritize revenue generation, specifically the practice of 

tuition discounting. 
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Further underscoring the immense impact of market forces on enrollment 

management practices, Jaquette and Curs (2015) found that public institutions will heavily 

recruit and attract out-of-state students when state funding declines because these students 

pay significantly higher tuition, thereby increasing the university’s revenue. Jaquette and 

Curs concluded that reductions in state funding force public institutions to act like private 

institutions where they recruit and incentivize high-paying customers.  

Lastly, enrollment management practices have led to the commodification of 

students, whereby students are seen as “cash cows” (Jaquette & Curs, 2015; McDonough, 

1994; Russo & Coomes, 2000). Viewing students as a commodity endangers the public good 

mission of higher education since the priority is to bring in students who can “pay to play.” 

Russo and Coomes (2000), in their review of issues shaping institutional financial aid policy, 

call attention to two concerns regarding the leveraging practice of using tuition discounting 

in the form of merit aid to recruit students. One concern is the use of financial aid consultants 

to achieve enrollment goals, where the primary focus is not on needy students but on high 

enrollment numbers; and the other concern is students seeing universities and colleges as an 

open market, compelling institutions to participate in a bidding war to get them to enroll in 

their college or university. For example, Russo and Coomes pointed out that some colleges, 

in an attempt to recruit highly desirable students, would publish in their admissions letter that 

they would match any other aid offer from another institution. Enrollment management 

practices, especially tuition discounting and predictive analytics, have led universities to 

identify students who can pay the cost of tuition and raise the institutional profile. These 

practices reaffirm that if you can pay, you can play. 
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The preceding section discusses how academic capitalism emboldens neoliberal 

values and constructs within higher education, especially in enrollment management, giving 

the impression that the public good agenda is eviscerated or undermined. However, scholars 

have researched and provided evidence that the public good and academic capitalism can 

coexist, intersect, and overlap (Mars & Lounsbury, 2009b; Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Slaughter 

& Rhoades, 2004a; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014; Upton & Warshaw, 2017). The following 

section highlights studies of the intersection between academic capitalism and public good. 

However, in enrollment management, this intersection has not been widely recognized, 

researched, or complicated.  

The “Space” Between the Public Good and Academic Capitalism in Research 

Scholars disagree as to how much “space” is available for the coexistence, 

intersection, and overlap of the public good and academic capitalism. Slaughter and Rhoades 

(2004a) clarify that even though universities receive funding through entrepreneurialism, this 

endeavor has not replaced the research prestige associated with the public good knowledge 

regime. Specifically, academic capitalism and the public good agenda intersect when funding 

for research aligns with entrepreneurial funding; however, how vast is the space for this 

intersection?  

Reinforcing the notion of the coexistence and intersection of academic capitalism and 

the public good is the Mars and Rhoades (2012) study on two cases of socially orientated 

student entrepreneurship with the goal of improving society (a public good). In this 

exploration, Mars and Rhoades (2012) highlight “a narrow conceptual space located at the 

intersection of the academic capitalist and public good knowledge/learning regimes” (p. 2). 

The students used resources that are “within capitalist domain (e.g., technology transfer 
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offices, entrepreneurship education centers) and enhanced entrepreneurial agency to leverage 

university resources and capital in support of social change agendas” (p. 2). The students 

developed “World of Good (WOG), a social venture with the goal of empowering ‘the 

working poor within the global labor market’” (p. 2).  

The Mars and Rhoades (2012) study begins to elevate the undertheorized and 

understudied space of the intersection of the public good and academic capitalism. More 

specifically, they highlighted three activities that embody the intersection. First, the students 

used the university's entrepreneurial center, which is a business incubator with access to 

investors, attorneys, bankers, and marketing resources (utilizing the services and managerial 

capacities of interstitial organizations). Second, through participating in a student business 

competition and the entrepreneurial center, students were exposed to networks to bolster their 

venture (accessing market-oriented knowledge circuits). And third, the students were 

exposed to the Omidyar Network, created by e-Bay founder Pierre Omidyar, through one of 

their competitions. The network invests in upcoming social ventures (leveraging 

intermediating organizations with an interest in funding student-led social ventures). The 

study illustrates that a public good agenda can be pursued and achieved utilizing academic 

capitalism, market, and marketlike activities within a neoliberal context. However, the study 

identifies a narrow intersection between the public good and academic capitalism. By 

narrow, Mars and Rhoades’s (2012) study highlighted “some instances” of the intersection of 

the academic capitalist and public good that provided increased entrepreneurial agency for 

the students pursuing social ventures. The students leveraged an entrepreneurial course, 

which is part of the academic capitalism engine, to support the startup of their social 

ventures. 
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Some scholars vehemently call into question the one-dimensional rhetoric on the 

opposition between private and public good, and the positioning of the market versus social 

activist logic that  

limit[s] the development of more informed perspectives on the potential social and 

economic benefits that stand to be gained through a convergence of public knowledge 

and social activism, on the one hand, and entrepreneurship and market activities, on 

the other. (Mars & Lounsbury, 2009b, p. 7)  

In a study on college student eco-entrepreneurship in university settings in solving the public 

agenda of saving the environment, Mars and Lounsbury (2009b) argue that eco-

entrepreneurship––which combines opposing agendas, capitalism and social activism (a 

value of the public good), without relying on the government––is critical to fast-tracking 

solutions to environmental problems from public funded labs to private industry where they 

can become more easily accessible to the public. They conducted interviews with students 

connected with five eco-projects that were affiliated with an entrepreneurship center within a 

large public research university. Student entrepreneurs focused on biofuels, solar power, 

recycled materials, organic farming, and conversion of waste into renewable energy. As a 

consequence of the one-dimensional narrative, the field of research has not dedicated enough 

empirical and theoretical analysis “to the efficacies of joining market-based strategies with 

public knowledge to create both economically and socially oriented outcomes” (pp. 5–6). 

Lastly, Szelényi and Bresonis’s (2014) study identifies a more expansive space than 

Mars and Rhoades (2012). Szelényi and Bresonis (2014) argued that “a more nuanced 

practical and theoretical lens” focused on how the different forms of knowledge production 

“intersect and overlap and, in turn, shape the value systems and activities of university 
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actors” is necessary to understanding campus life (p. 128). Their study findings, based on 

interviews with 48 science and engineering doctoral students and 22 faculty at research 

universities, noted that the science and engineering arenas represent a powerful intersection 

between academic capitalism and the public good, thereby making the space more expansive. 

They noted that all their study participants were engaged to some extent with both the public 

good and academic capitalism regimes.  

Negotiating the “Space” 

Several studies bring to light how researchers negotiate the space between academic 

capitalism and the public good in order to mitigate the complete takeover of situating 

research discoveries as a private good. Szelényi and Bresonis’s (2014) study included 

negotiated intersections that were complementary (where the public good and capitalist 

agenda align, such as curing diseases while still making a profit), and cautiously 

complementary (faculty and students engaging in the activity with caution, looking for 

signals that may impact their integrity and the integrity of the project).  

The Szelényi and Bresonis (2014) findings led to several conclusions that affirm the 

intersection and coexistence of the public good and academic capitalism. For instance, if 

universities created organizational spaces that intentionally facilitate the intersection, then it 

allows for the development of smaller substructures and schemas that support the 

intersection. Lastly, they found that there are nuances involved with how academic 

capitalism and the public good intersect and are negotiated.  

In another study that examines the behavior of actors in the space between academic 

capitalism and the public good, Slaughter et al. (2004) examined how professors negotiate 

boundaries and quandaries as they encounter private industry in their research. They 
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interviewed faculty in science fields who worked with private, for-profit organizations and 

brought to the surface three areas of greatest disputes and negotiations over the boundaries 

between colleges and universities and industry: "(a) publishing versus patents; (b) secrecy 

versus access; (c) and contested ownership of a wide variety of intellectual property" 

(Slaughter et al., 2004, p. 140). Researchers resolved the tension between publishing versus 

patenting through sequencing, where researchers timed their publications so that they did not 

violate patenting processes, thereby respecting the industry's intentions. Regarding secrecy 

versus openness, researchers solved for this tension by sanitizing the data and proceeding to 

publish. Sanitizing the data means removing data from a thesis that the industry wanted to 

protect to make its publication unproblematic. Lastly, regarding ownership of intellectual 

property, researchers negotiated with university leadership (who pressures researchers to 

patent) by employing sequencing and sanitizing (Slaughter et al., 2004).  

In closing, Upton and Warshaw's (2017) study further highlighted a hybrid space. 

They researched the hybridization (i.e., the blending of logics) of social logic (the public 

good logic)—and industry logic (the academic capitalism logic), at three U.S. research 

universities over a 15-year period. Their results uncovered a new hybrid logic that combined 

the social logic and industry logic. They focused on each organization's causes (triggers) of 

marketlike or market behaviors, as well as the organization's responses through institutional 

logics. Upton and Warshaw fundamentally found that the universities' responses to 

competing logics led to the creation of new, hybrid logics. They provided an example of one 

of the universities shifting to recruit more out-of-state students due to a decrease in state 

funding; however, one of the rationales used was that this shift would increase private 

spending on the university and the region. A year later, the president made the point that in-



 

34 

state student enrollment remained high and made the case for state funding, thereby 

highlighting how logics can facilitate the preservation of each other—leading to the 

hybridization of the logics.  

Additionally, the study found that there appeared to be mutual dependence between 

social and industry logics, where the execution of an industry logic could drive a social 

institution's logic. For example, when the private sector pulled out of a particular research 

project, dealing a blow to the economic engine of the region, one of the studied universities 

stepped in to fill the gap. Ultimately, Upton and Warshaw (2017) concluded that their study 

demonstrated a hybrid relationship (coexistence, overlap, or intersection) between public 

good and academic capitalism, potentially highlighting the possibility that academic 

capitalism could bolster serving the public good, rather than just maximize external revenue 

generation.  

In summary, the literature review reveals that enrollment management operations are 

likely linked to neoliberal trends in higher education, specifically academic capitalism. 

Though colleges and universities engage in these kinds of behaviors, they still maintain their 

non-profit/public status because of the financial advantages. Furthermore, according to the 

theory of academic capitalism, these markets and marketlike behaviors are not predicated on 

any kind of external pressures; these behaviors exist because they are embedded within the 

mental models of organization members. 

Within enrollment management, academic capitalism is blatantly evident through a 

variety of different practices which ultimately situate the student as a commodity. 

Recruitment and marketing practices continue to advantage the advantaged: White, wealthy 

students. Specific practices to increase institutional profile and revenue include manipulating 
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the acceptance and yield rate, the use of the early-decision process, the test-optional 

submission, the practice of on-site admissions, the abuse of the recently removed NACAC 

ethical guideline to minimize the wooing of students post the May 1 confirmation deadline, 

the use of tuition discounting, and the use of predictive data analytics. Lastly, the impact of 

academic capitalism on enrollment management has led to universities and colleges 

structurally creating enrollment management divisions, where financial aid and admissions 

are merged. These kinds of enrollment management structures create powerful operations 

that prioritize revenue generation and prestige over the espoused values of institutions and 

the autonomy of enrollment management staff. 

However, research has demonstrated that the public good and academic capitalism 

can intersect, coexist, and overlap. Those intersections have, so far, been predominantly 

studied in the sciences and entrepreneurship arenas. Limited to no research exists on the 

intersection between academic capitalism and the public good within enrollment 

management. Examples of those intersections are revealed through an examination of 

common enrollment management practices. For instance, the increasingly popular practice of 

making the submission of standardized test scores optional can be interpreted to represent 

both public good-related and academic capitalist goals. Given the widely recognized class- 

and race-based biases inherent in standardized testing, not requiring test scores may 

contribute to increasing the access of low-income students and Students of Color to higher 

education. At the same time, higher education institutions use the optional test scores—that 

is, avoiding the reporting of lower-than-average scores—for the purpose of raising 

institutional prestige (Burd, 2015), a goal that is driven by academic capitalism.  
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Uncovering the ways in which the public good and academic capitalism coexist and 

overlap in higher education means that more research is necessary, particularly beyond 

STEM and entrepreneurship studies. New research needs to determine whether both can 

effectively coexist to mitigate the widening income and racial gap in higher education. 

Studying the intersection in enrollment management—and examining how enrollment 

management stakeholders negotiate and make sense of those intersections—could lead to 

advancing the access and equity agenda (the public good).  

The Practices, Structures, and Functions of Enrollment Management 

The following literature area will provide an overview of key practices and the 

structures and functions of enrollment management. The first section will discuss practices 

that highlight the interplay between academic capitalism and values of the public good, 

which are forces most centrally shaping enrollment management today. The last section will 

provide an overview of the current structure of enrollment management. 

Practices of Enrollment Management 

The college admissions process has for a long time been based on a system of 

including "desirables" and excluding "undesirables," fueled by a variety of attitudes, criteria, 

and priorities that range from anti-Semitism, racism, and sexism to institutional financial 

need and the pursuit of prestige. Current enrollment management practices are used to attract 

and solidify students' acceptance, often putting Students of Color and low-income students at 

a severe disadvantage in gaining access to selective institutions. However, there also exist 

admissions processes and practices to increase access for low-income students and Students 

of Color, such as holistic review and affirmative action, thereby hinting at the possibility that 

academic capitalism and the public good coexist within enrollment management. The 
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ensuing sections discuss recent developments in enrollment management, with a specific 

focus on corporate-style marketing and manifestations of public good-driven values and 

practices. 

Corporate-Style Marketing Practices 

Kinzie et al. (2004) discussed that during the 1960s to 1970s, competition increased 

rampantly among less-elite private schools, forcing institutions to increase enrollment by 

admitting more Students of Color, non-traditional students, and less academically qualified 

students, as well as pushing universities toward corporate-style marketing practices (Kinzie 

et al., 2004). For example, admissions staff increased the use of technology, making 

admissions and data management processes more efficient (Swann & Henderso, 1998). They 

also became more sophisticated by targeting marketing materials to match applicants’ 

interests (Grabowski, 1981). As federal financial aid shifted from grants to loans, a series of 

strategies were employed to increase student enrollment. These changes, coupled with new 

marketing strategies and the emphasis on retaining students, led to the foundation of 

enrollment management (Kinzie et al., 2004).  

In the late 1970s into the 1980s, the enrollment management area experienced an 

increasing number of business tactics, specifically financial leveraging, marketing strategies, 

and enrollment forecast models. Financial leveraging, also known as price-sensitive 

packaging, which includes the heavy use of tuition discounting, was introduced (Davis, 2003; 

Quirk, 2005; Redd, 2000; Russo & Coomes, 2000). Specific market tools, like predictive data 

analysis, were used to make respective institutions more attractive to applicants who showed 

a desire to attend the institution. Enrollment forecast models were developed using predictive 

data analytics. One of the most sophisticated and controversial practices rests on the 
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assumption that the student's desire to attend an institution should determine the student's 

financial package (Russo & Coomes, 2000). Russo and Coomes (2000) explain,    

Using sophisticated marketing data and econometric models [predictive data 

analytics], student aid and admissions officers can project which students are most 

likely to choose and then enroll at a particular college. Students who are deemed 

“locks” are awarded smaller packages or packages with higher levels of self-help 

(thus increasing the net price to the student). Students who are wavering (particularly 

students from categories the institution has targeted to meet diversity or academic 

enhancement goals) are awarded packages meeting their full need or packages with a 

more favorable grant to self-help ratio. (pp. 41–42) 

Studies on tuition discounting exemplify the unintended consequences of crowding 

out low-income students and enticing wealthier students through merit scholarships (Caskey, 

2018; Davis, 2003; Gianneschi & Pingel, 2014). Furthermore, Gianneschi and Pingel (2014), 

in their report, A Hidden Cause of Rising Tuition: Tuition Discounting in Public Colleges 

and Universities, equate tuition discounting to price discrimination, where different students 

are charged different prices often to entice high-paying students and students who can raise 

the academic profile of the institution. These findings are further reinforced by Baum and 

Ma’s  (2010) report on tuition discounting; they call into question the use of aid dollars at 

public institutions to subsidize those who can pay for tuition. Another trend regarding tuition 

discounting is that it impacts the price of tuition. Gianneschi and Pingel (2014) make the case 

that tuition discounting increases the sticker price at colleges and universities since these 

discounts are, in fact, a cost to the university.  
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Studies on the use of predictive data analytics in enrollment management are sparse. 

However, a white paper study by Eduventures (2013), a research and consulting firm on 

higher education, promotes the use of predictive analytics to bolster efficiency, effectiveness, 

and competitiveness, hallmarks of neoliberalism. They specifically highlight that the data can 

help the admissions team make decisions about which students to pursue based on their 

admissibility and likelihood to enroll. Predictive data analytics also help institutions 

maximize the distribution of their limited institutional financial aid in the form of need-based 

or merit-based aid to shape the incoming classes—often enrolling students who are more 

likely to persist. Russo and Coomes (2000) raise ethical concerns regarding colleges and 

universities “aggressively using price-sensitive packaging to realize enrollment goals. Basing 

the decision to accept a student on that student's ability to pay, versus the applicant's 

academic potential to succeed, challenges the traditional student aid policy of assuring access 

and opportunity” (p. 44). These studies exemplify higher education’s drift from the public 

good of providing access to a private benefit for only those who can pay.  

Today, enrollment management practices have become increasingly controversial. 

For example, Quirk (2005) called attention to the use of financial leveraging as one of several 

“ugly tactics to deter low-income students and to extract as much money as possible from 

each entering class” (para. 5). By using predictive data analytics and pricing strategies 

adopted from the marketing and airline arenas, the use of financial leveraging by enrollment 

managers permits institutions to buy and create whatever kind of student body they desire 

and to raise the academic profile and revenue. Students from low-income families are at a 

significant disadvantage because they hardly meet the threshold of being “desirable” (Quirk, 

2005). Financial leveraging also impacts Students of Color, as noted by Ekowo and Palmer 
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(2016), because Students of Color, given the U.S. legacy of slavery and discrimination, tend 

to graduate from higher education at lower rates than White, wealthy students, thereby 

making them less desirable because they are less likely to persist, thereby becoming a 

retention risk.  

Support of the Public Good Practices 

Despite the overwhelming evidence in favor of academic capitalism, remnants of 

enrollment practices that support the public good still exist. For example, SATs have been 

proven to be biased against Students of Color and low-income students since high test scores 

are correlated with parental income and education (Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; Bowen et al., 

1998). Espenshade and Chung (2012) found that recent “test-optional admissions policies are 

likely to affect the racial and socioeconomic composition of admitted students at selective 

colleges and universities” (p. 181), noting that test-optional institutions, especially if they do 

not ask for the SAT score, produced more racial and income-based student diversity on 

campus. 

The second remnant is the use of holistic review in consideration of applicants' 

admissions process. A mixed-methods study of 311 admissions officers by Bastedo et al. 

(2018) examined the use of holistic review in an experimental simulation. Bastedo et al. 

(2018) found three kinds of holistic review were used by admissions officers to determine 

admissions decisions: whole file, where the applicant’s file is considered in part or in whole; 

whole person, where the applicant is seen as a unique person regardless of academic 

achievements; and whole context, where the applicant is considered within the context of 

their environment (family, school, and neighborhood), hardships, and educational 
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opportunities. Bastedo et al. (2018) concluded that admissions officers who use the whole 

context review in their simulation were more likely to admit low-income students. 

Third, the use of percent plans––such as the 10% plan in Texas––does lead to broader 

and more equitable acceptance of students into universities, especially for low-income 

students. However, Long’s (2007) study found that the 10% plan had minimal impact on 

increasing the representation of Black students because Black students are highly 

underrepresented within the top 10% of their high school classes. 

Finally, the use of race-conscious admissions (Affirmative Action) continues to 

increase access for Students of Color. Even though Affirmative Action continues to be 

legally attacked, colleges and universities are still permitted to consider race in the 

admissions process within states that have not banned Affirmative Action. Highly selective 

institutions such as Harvard and Yale use race-conscious admissions in forming their 

incoming class (Hartocollis, 2019).  

To summarize, enrollment management practices highlight the forces of academic 

capitalism and the values of the public good. Enrollment management’s entrenched practices 

and values to include “desirables” and exclude “undesirables” have created an ecosystem that 

operationalizes systemic racism and classism. However, practices that embody the values of 

the public good that relate to access for low-income students and Students of Color exist, 

thus highlighting the potential for coexistence and the intersection of academic capitalism 

and the public good within enrollment management. 

The Structures and Functions of Enrollment Management 

The following subsection provides details on the structures and functions of 

enrollment management. Enrollment management is defined in depth, followed by an 
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overview of its organizational structure, including the functional description of three core 

offices. 

Don Hossler and John Bean (2001, as cited in Hossler et al., 2015) provide the most 

comprehensive definition of enrollment management: 

Enrollment management is both an organizational concept as well as a systematic set 

of activities designed to enable educational institutions to exert more influence over 

their student enrollments and total net tuition revenue derived from enrolled students. 

Organized by strategic planning and supported by institutional research, enrollment 

management activities concern student college choice, the transition to college, 

student attrition and retention, and student outcomes. These processes are studied to 

guide institutional practices in the areas of new student recruitment and financial aid, 

student support services, curriculum development, and other academic areas that 

affect enrollments, student persistence, and student outcomes from college. (p. 5) 

Ultimately, enrollment management not only plays an essential role in the viability, function, 

and reputation of an institution, but it also functions as the gatekeeper for higher education––

determining who gets access.  

The structure of enrollment management within higher education tends to be 

centralized. In a study with 55 chief admissions officers and chief enrollment officers, Schulz 

and Lucido (2011) found that institutions have centralized enrollment units such as 

admissions and financial aid to pursue resources more effectively and to ensure their 

legitimacy in the field. Institutions' pursuit of resources stems from managing competition 

and competing for external resources. Some of the interviewees noted that the shift to a more 

centralized structure of enrollment management stems from a concern with the changes in 
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student demographics, a decrease in state funding, and the need to provide better customer 

service. Institutions can manage the investment in this area and adapt more effectively to 

ensure that tuition revenue is maximized.  

However, Schulz and Lucido (2011) discovered in their research that institutions 

should be cautious of centralizing their enrollment management units in pursuit of prestige 

and legitimacy without considering their organizational culture; otherwise, they could face 

internal conflict (which could weaken organizational performance). They also call attention 

to the dependency on consultants to facilitate the institution's place in the rapidly changing 

and highly competitive landscape. These profit-motivated consultants tend to employ 

corporate practices and values, which become inculcated into the practices of enrollment 

stakeholders. These practices "tend to be focused on market segmentation, promotion and 

branding efforts, financial aid leveraging processes, and other market-oriented strategies, 

rather than educational and social considerations” (p. 39). These practices ultimately lead to 

serving students who are already privileged. For example, Salazar et al. (2020) examined 15 

public research universities’ off-campus recruitment visits and found that institutions spent 

more resources on “recruiting out-of-state, affluent, White students and a lesser share on 

recruiting rural, in-state, low-income, Black, Latinx, and Native American students” (p. 23). 

Salazar et al. (2020) concluded that 

enrollment management practices of universities do not simply serve more privileged 

student markets but also attempt at crafting a class that increasingly contributes to 

sharpening social divisions. Investigating which neighborhoods universities visit to 

recruit prospective students and which they do not provides new empirical detail of 
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the process by which universities’ enrollment management efforts segment and 

sharpen class and racial divisions of the prospective student market. (p. 23) 

 Reinforcing the centralization of enrollment management units, Russo and Coomes 

(2000) discuss how essential this area is to an institution. Often senior-level leadership titles 

are used, such as vice president of enrollment management, reporting directly to the 

President or Chief Operating Officer of the university. The functional responsibilities include 

recruitment (admissions, marketing, publications, websites) and retention (registrar, 

counseling). Due to the inextricable link that student enrollment has with generating tuition 

revenue, enrollment managers play a role in determining the forecasted revenue and expenses 

for the budget. Additionally, the Office of Financial Aid plays a critical role in ensuring the 

yield of students. Therefore, the Office of Financial Aid is often part of the enrollment 

management unit.  

More specifically, the core areas that comprise centralized enrollment management 

units are the offices of admissions, financial aid, and the registrar (see Figure 1). Beyond the 

core areas, some enrollment management units may include institutional research, new 

student programs, academic planning and advising, and some offices related to marketing 

and student life (Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2008). Furthermore, the stakeholders that impact the 

enrollment management process include almost all facets of campus, from those who oversee 

the aesthetics of the campus, the student events on campus, and the marketing of publications 

to alumni. The head enrollment officer must cultivate working relationships with the entire 

president's cabinet, including heads of the following areas: academics, student affairs, 

advancement, and finance (Hossler et al., 2015; Russo & Coomes, 2000). 
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Figure 1  

Enrollment Management Structure and Descriptions 

 

  The roles of the core areas of enrollment management will be explored briefly. First, 

the office of admissions is responsible for the following areas: enticing students to their 

institutions, creating a student profile, identifying potential students, yielding students from 

application to confirmation, cultivating and maintaining consistent contact with applicants to 

maintain their desire for the institution, initiating activities to engage application in the 

process, having targeted yield acquisition events, ensuring excellent service, as well as 

cultivating and maintaining healthy relationships with key campus partners, especially 
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academic units, and community members. They are to ensure the realization of enrollment 

goals while also caring for the mission of the institution (Hossler et al., 2015; Thomas, 2000). 

  Second, the Office of Financial Aid provides financial assistance to students and 

families regarding attending college. They are critical to enticing candidates to enroll as well 

as to retaining students. The office distributes the following aid in financial packages: “state 

and federal monies, grants, loans (and ensure compliance), and scholarships; institutional aid; 

need-based and merit-based assistance; and expected family contributions” (Thomas, 2000, 

pp. 68–69). The office also stays aligned and attuned with the enrollment and financial needs 

of the institution (Thomas, 2000). 

Lastly, the Registrar is the official record keeper for the institution. They manage 

academic registration, course schedules, course catalog, classroom assignments, academic 

calendar, transcript evaluation of transfer students, verification of enrollment for financial aid 

and billing, certification for graduation, and the maintenance of the policies and procedures 

of information while staying in compliance with state and federal guidelines (Thomas, 2000). 

Furthermore, the reliance on technology to deliver these services has increased, pushing the 

registrar personnel to collaborate with informational technology staff; therefore, the registrar 

staff tends to include technology experts to manage their students’ information (Hossler et 

al., 2015). 

Finally, to review the processes and structures of enrollment management, Hossler et 

al. (2015), in the Handbook of Strategic Enrollment Management, provide an in-depth 

description of an organizational framework for enrollment management and key indicators to 

measure enrollment success. The framework describes the individuals involved in strategic 

enrollment management; institutions will likely have some variation of the components 
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described. First, the data team (e.g., consulting firm) assesses the landscape, reviews 

demographic trends and enrollment models, and provides data to the recruitment team (e.g., 

the offices of admissions and financial aid) and the retention team (e.g., academic planning, 

student life, and institutional research). Second and third are the recruitment team, which 

develops their goals for acquiring new students, and the retention team, which also develops 

goals for retaining and graduating students. These two teams make their recommendation to 

the steering committee (led by the vice president of enrollment management), which 

determines the long-term enrollment goals and secures approval. Finally, the executive team 

(e.g., the president’s cabinet) oversees the institutional strategic plan, as well as approves and 

provides resources to support the goals and objectives of enrollment. 

To summarize, enrollment management practices highlight the forces of academic 

capitalism and the values of the public good. Within enrollment management, entrenched 

practices and values have created an ecosystem that operationalizes systemic racism and 

classism. These entrenched practices and values are seen in the contested unraveling of 

affirmative action and the use of corporate-style marketing practices. However, decisions, 

practices, actions, and policies that embody the values of the public good, such as test-

optional admissions policies, holistic review, percent plans, and race-conscious affirmative 

action, highlight the potential of the coexistence and intersection of academic capitalism and 

the public good within enrollment management. 

Lastly, the structure of enrollment management tends to be situated as its own 

division in the organizational chart, centralizing three core offices: admissions, financial aid, 

and registrar. The data team, the recruitment team, the retention team, the steering 

committee, and, finally, the executive team are the key players in executing the enrollment 
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management strategic plan. Abundant research (Caskey, 2018; Davis, 2003; Gianneschi & 

Pingel, 2014; Salazar et al., 2020) shows that the existence of an enrollment management 

division leads to practices that continue to privilege the privileged. As mentioned in the 

previous section on academic capitalism, these enrollment management structures are 

powerful operations where the primary purpose is to generate revenue and prestige, which 

could displace the espoused values of institutions and the autonomy of enrollment 

management staff. 

 The first two literature review areas on academic capitalism and the practices, 

structures, and functions of enrollment management provide a robust analysis of the 

influence of academic capitalism and values of public good in enrollment management. 

These areas of literature highlight practices that commodify students and continue to 

privilege the privileged, as well as practices that have contributed to increasing access for 

low-income students and Students of Color. Lastly, the literature review areas discuss the 

trend of universities and colleges centralizing core offices (e.g., admissions, financial aid, 

and registrars) within their organization to create a centralized division of enrollment 

management. These centralized enrollment management units are powerful machines shaping 

organizational values and practices, sometimes in contrast to the espoused values of the 

institutions.  

Sensemaking in Organizations 

Having articulated the macro-influences of neoliberalism, academic capitalism, 

values of the public good, and the trends and practices within enrollment management 

stemming from those influences, this section shifts to exploring the literature on the micro-

level: sensemaking in organizations and the role of managers in the sensemaking process. In 
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general, this section explores how institutional stakeholders in organizations engage with and 

make sense of organizational practices, an area that has received extremely limited attention 

in the context of enrollment management in higher education. Research on sensemaking is 

important for understanding why enrollment management stakeholders—the gatekeepers of 

higher education—enact practices and make decisions that may be misaligned with the equity 

agenda of higher education and the mission of their institutions. Researching how enrollment 

management stakeholders make sense of their practices, which includes an understanding of 

their mental models, can reveal potential opportunities to make changes that will ultimately 

allow enrollment management stakeholders to conduct more equitable practices. The ensuing 

pages discuss the phenomenon of sensemaking in organizations and by managers, including 

limitations and constraints, and how it informs the study of enrollment management 

practices. 

More specifically, the theory of sensemaking can be used to inform research on the 

processes of teams, thereby offering insights on how to study the dynamics of enrollment 

leadership teams. An exploration of the role of managers in the sensemaking process can 

provide understandings of the interpersonal dynamics among the enrollment management 

team members, recognizing that various positions of the organizational hierarchy may exist 

within this team––managers of managers. The literature review of the sensemaking process 

of managers highlights a critical role they play in sensemaking: their role as sensegivers in 

the sensemaking process. These organizational actors are essential because they enact the 

macro-influences, trends, and practices discussed in the literatures; hence, the following 

literature attempts to explore the “why” behind their enactment through the use of 

sensemaking theory. 
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Sensemaking Within Organizations 

The central goal of this study is to gain an authentic, deep-rooted understanding of 

why enrollment management stakeholders do what they do, connecting sensemaking to 

people's actions. Importantly, the lens offered by sensemaking could facilitate second-order 

(deep) change to occur in the field of enrollment management. Kegan and Lahey (2009) 

discussed a number of workgroups and individuals that have explored immunities to change 

and recognized that hidden assumptions, competing commitments, values, beliefs, and 

dislikes need to be addressed for change and action to occur. The study of sensemaking of 

enrollment management stakeholders allows us to discover these hidden areas. For a detailed 

explanation of the process of critical sensemaking, including Weick's (1995) seven properties 

of sensemaking, please see Chapter 3. 

Sensemaking facilitates the work of boundary-spanners, individuals who engage with 

systems beyond the boundaries of the organization (Bess & Dee, 2012). Enrollment 

management stakeholders are consistently engaging with the external environment to inform 

their enrollment model and to help others make sense of the external influences, for example, 

tracking and engaging with college-age students and their families or monitoring funding 

decisions occurring on the state and national level. These boundary-spanners use "cognitive 

processes in their jobs to interpret the environment as well as the social processes to shape 

how the entire organization constructs the environment” (Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 155). 

To reiterate, this study offers one path to identifying ways to change the system: studying the 

sensemaking of enrollment management stakeholders—why they do what they do, especially 

when their decisions and actions are misaligned with serving the public good, the values and 

mission of their institution, and fairness. The system cannot be changed without 



 

51 

understanding the motivators as to why individuals act the way they do. Several studies have 

used sensemaking to understand organizational change. For example, Kezar (2018) makes 

the case for studying the process of sensemaking to enact second-order, deep change. Kezar 

highlights that those studying change resistance have discovered how people’s mental 

models or thought processes inhibit their ability to navigate organizational change. 

Sensemaking theory allows us to understand better how individuals’ norms and beliefs 

impact change. These studies have unearthed people's unconscious perspectives that shape 

how they see the world: that people build on prior knowledge, that people evolve their 

outlook based on feedback and ongoing information, that people's logic can evolve rapidly, 

making it difficult to follow, and that people use sensemaking consistently through reflection 

and interpretation of signals (Kezar, 2018).  

Furthermore, Kezar and Eckel (2002) conducted a foundational study on sensemaking 

and organizational change in higher education. Through this study, they developed a 

transformational change process framework based on studying six institutions over four 

years. They discovered that sensemaking was not only one of the five core strategies for 

transformational change but also a common element within the other four strategies. The 

study found that sensemaking facilitated individuals' buy-in for change initiatives and 

cultivated their feelings that their time and effort on the change were valuable. Examples of 

the vehicles used to promote sensemaking were staff development, workshops, dialogue 

groups, symposiums, retreats, and town meetings, on multiple levels – individual, group, and 

campus-wide. Ultimately, Kezar and Eckel (2002) concluded that institutions that were 

successful in their change initiatives facilitated opportunities for organizational members to 

engage in sensemaking. 
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Other studies have shown a direct link between sensemaking and action. For example, 

in a study of 156 hospitals and their organizational performance, the process of sensemaking 

fell specifically within three sensemaking tasks: the activities of scanning, interpretation, and 

action; these three tasks were linked to organizational performance (Thomas et al., 1993). 

Scanning is considered information gathering and tends to occur before interpretation. 

Interpretation is the process in which we understand what meaning is ascribed to 

information. Action is a substantial change in practices, such as a change in services or 

products. Essentially, the study found that decision-makers who conducted effective scanning 

by looking at a wide array of information inside and outside the organization interpreted 

concerns as good opportunities that they can control, which then led to actions where 

innovative product-service changes occurred, which ultimately led to effective performance 

by the hospitals. Organizational performance outcomes were based on occupancy, profit per 

discharge, and admissions. Occupancy is essentially the rate of available beds; profit per 

discharge is revenue minus the cost of patient care; and admissions is the rate of admissions 

based on the total number of beds. 

Sensemaking by Managers 

So far, the literature review has generally examined organizational sensemaking. 

Within this subsection, a more in-depth exploration is taken regarding managers as 

organizational actors in the sensemaking process, especially in facilitating quality (or 

effective, meaningful) sensemaking. Quality sensemaking, according to Namvar et al. 

(2018), is how well one is able to clarify the meaning making with as much certainty by 

leveraging and synthesizing data sources to interpret for effective decision-making. Namvar 

et al. (2018) make the case that the sensemaking process is the foundation of knowledge 
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creation. The quality of sensemaking affects the production and creation of knowledge 

produced and the outcome of decisions built on this knowledge (Namvar et al., 2018), 

ultimately leading to effective and meaningful sensemaking. 

Though there is limited research specifically on enrollment management leadership 

teams' sensemaking, there exist several studies on managers' engagement with sensemaking 

processes. Managers constitute the enrollment management leadership teams, such as the 

chief enrollment management officer and the directors of admissions and financial aid. 

Managers are considered the "lynchpins of organizational change, acting as intermediaries 

between top management and the front line" (Huy, 2002; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008, p. 221). 

Overall, managers are essential actors in performing work that seems to entail contradictory 

logics, such as work that requires revenue generation while also attending to the values of the 

public good (Sharma & Good, 2013). Managers are crucibles in facilitating quality 

sensemaking and sensegiving processes within an organization. They consistently “have to 

define, negotiate and even enact new meanings through their multiple interactions with 

different internal and external stakeholders” (Teulier & Rouleau, 2013, p. 311). They provide 

rich organizational interpretation and framing for organizational members, especially in rare 

and unusual events (Beck & Plowman, 2009), such as navigating enrollment management 

within a COVID-19 context.  

The following subsection will highlight the ways in which managers engage in 

sensemaking and sensegiving, as well as the spaces in which sensemaking and sensegiving 

occur. A manager's self-identity (Reis, 2010; Smerek, 2013), emotional balance (Huy, 2002), 

and language and actions (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011) are key factors in the sensemaking and 

sensegiving processes. Additionally, this section will briefly mention key “spaces” (Feldman, 
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2000; Rouleau, 2005; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013) in which managers are able to facilitate 

sensemaking and sensegiving within their organizations. 

Managers’ sensemaking is grounded in identity construction (Weick, 1995). 

Managers on the individual level are asking the question “Who am I?” and on the 

organizational level are asking “Who are we?” (Smerek, 2013, p. 374). Reis’ (2010) study on 

managers making ethical decisions in business found that managers' ethical orientation to 

their work was based on their personal identities. For example, a manager whose personal 

identities entail honor, trustworthiness, and integrity will unearth ethical dilemmas that may 

not be obvious; however, based on their perception of who they are, they will identify these 

dilemmas to facilitate cohesion with their identity of honor, trustworthiness, and integrity. 

They feel rewarded when they have to make ethical decisions to resolve the dilemmas 

because solving these dilemmas reinforces their identity. 

Reinforcing that sensemaking is grounded in identity construction, Smerek’s (2013) 

study on the sensemaking process of new college presidents (a high-level manager) in taking 

actions, understanding the campus workings, and knowing their role, highlighted the 

importance of a president's identity construction in their sensemaking. A president's identity 

construction is based on their desire to remain cohesive with their past identity as well as 

attend to their preferred future identity as a college president. Often, the new presidents in the 

study affirmed their identity by ensuring they were unique from their previous president and 

lived up to the reasons for why they were hired. Furthermore, Smerek (2013) highlights the 

normative power of the macro discourse in what it means to be a college president for the 

study participants in their identity construction as college presidents. The macro-normative 

influence comes from a variety of discourse mediums: new president seminars, bestseller 
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books, and corporate members on the board of trustees. These macro-normative influences 

dictated to the new presidents how they should behave as a president, thereby reinforcing 

their identity and legitimacy. These macro-normative influences also exist in enrollment 

management through professional conferences and associations such as the National 

Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC) and the National Association of 

Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA). 

Managers’ sensemaking is influenced by emotions (Weick, 1995), especially when 

tensions arise through contradictory operating logics such as having to serve the public good 

(social logic) while also generating revenue (profit logic; Sharma & Good, 2013). 

Recognizing the power that emotions have in organizational change, especially when doing 

work where competing logics are operating, the role of managers is crucial. As mentioned in 

Chapter 1, emotions are highly relevant within enrollment management due to the impact of 

COVID-19 on enrollment; several managers are wrestling with the contradictory social and 

profit logics, calling into question their practices and ability to achieve enrollment goals.  

Sharma and Good (2013) used a larger study of 31 middle managers in seven 

different businesses in India and the U.S. to develop a conceptual model of how managers 

handle competing logics. They examined organizational demands with contradictory 

operating logics: profit and social logics. Profit logics are about profit maximization, and 

social logics are about positive impact on society. These logics are similarly situated to the 

competing logic of academic capitalism and the public good. Sharma and Good (2013) 

articulated that managers possess the ability to identify distinct contradictions in the 

sensemaking process while working with these contradictions to create integrative mental 
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frameworks for sensemaking to occur that will lead to positive actions, that is, doing work 

while attending to paradoxical logics (Sharma & Good, 2013). 

The emotions that managers experience in relation to these logics (profit and social) 

are based on managers’ personal values and their perceived role in the organization. If a 

manager’s values and role are challenged by the logic, then negative emotions will occur; 

however, if they are in alignment, positive emotions occur (Sharma & Good, 2013). 

Therefore, depending on the demand of both of these logics (profit and social) in the 

manager's daily work, the manager will have to face their emotions and demonstrate their 

capacity to manage emotional complexities. Managers' sensemaking process in this context 

requires them to determine their emotional reactions and attend to them, which allows the 

manager to gather the information necessary to attend to both logics and interpret it in a way 

that allows them to separate and integrate the demands of both logics. Doing this kind of 

emotional and interpretive work enables managers to facilitate sensegiving actions, where 

they attend to both cognitive and emotional reactions of those they are working with, which 

ultimately can lead to effective work performance. To clarify, these sensemaking actions are 

information gathering while paying attention to the mood, feelings, attitudes, and 

interpretations of what is being asked or demanded of the managers. Once a cognitive shift 

occurs through these sensemaking actions, a cognitive springboard is created for enactment 

to occur. 

Lastly, managers’ sensemaking is attributed to language and action (Rouleau & 

Balogun, 2011). Rouleau and Balogun (2011) examined middle managers’ “strategic role and 

sensemaking by exploring their discursive abilities, how they are manifested and through 

which activities, when engaged in tasks related to change” (p. 954). Their analysis led to the 
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identification of two main discursive activities which are core to middle managers’ 

sensemaking process as they enact their strategic roles in the organization: “performing the 

conversation” and “setting the scene” (p. 954). “Performing the conversation” means “the 

multiple interactions middle managers engage in through formal and informal conversations 

with their peers, subordinates, superiors, and customers or other stakeholders, to draw others 

into their agenda” (p. 958). The use of the word “performing” connotes the intentional nature 

of the work to influence. “Setting the scene” is the work done to “to set up the context for, 

background to, and occasion for the conversation performance. It also includes future 

oriented activities such as building a personal image as a partner or a spokesperson to 

facilitate subsequent scene setting and conversation performances” (p. 958). Setting the scene 

is highly relational. Within these discursive activities, Rouleau and Balogun (2011) noticed 

that the managers’ “actions were based on particular ways of acting and interpreting which 

went beyond knowledge of language” (p. 958). In addition to using specific languages 

(terminology, metaphors), they employed sociocultural systems (awareness of identities, 

rules of engagement, resistance of different stakeholders) and context-specific symbolic and 

verbal representations (presentations, reports, symbols, and images of legitimacy and 

transparency). 

Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) findings are reinforced by Teulier and Rouleau’s 

(2013) study of managers at five large French public works and civil engineering sector firms 

working together to examine the challenges of adopting a 3D design software for the sector. 

These managers used translation and interpretation spaces, which were created through 

intensive working sessions, writing sessions, meetings, talks, visits to different industries 

already using the technology, and leveraged as opportunities for sensemaking and action to 
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occur (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). Teulier and Rouleau (2013) described these interpretation 

and action processes as “editing practices,” where managers reframed issues, clarified 

meanings, and built buy-in for the technology. They had to set the scene and provide 

plausible explanations for the change, and account for stakeholders. They also invited other 

experts into the conversation to provide legitimacy to their meaning-making. These editing 

practices echo Rouleau and Balogun's (2011) "performing the conversation" and "setting the 

scene" discursive activities.  

Managers facilitate sensemaking in a variety of settings, often in mundane, typical 

workday interactions: the micro-practices. For instance, four intentional translation spaces 

were identified in Teulier and Rouleau’s (2013) study of managers from French public works 

and civil engineering firms. These spaces were intensive working sessions, industrial visits, 

writing sessions, and organizational meetings and talks (p. 310). Routines and conversations 

are other settings in which managers interpret and influence to facilitate strategic change 

(Rouleau, 2005). The importance of routines and conversations in sensemaking is evident in 

Rouleau’s (2005) study of a Canadian manufacturer of a top-of-the-line women’s clothing 

company that made strategic changes to their product-to-market processes. Within routines 

and conversations, the managers utilize four micro-practices:  

They simultaneously involved telling people the stories they wanted to hear about the 

collection (translating), inscribing their speeches and acts in their interlocutors' 

appropriate sociocultural codes (overcoding), producing subjective and emotional 

effects around the change (disciplining), and providing a set of good reasons to adopt 

the product (justifying). This thickly layered texture of strategic sensemaking and 
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sensegiving micro-practices was negotiated and socially constructed through non-

verbalized, implicitly known meanings of activities and words. (p. 1432) 

 In summary, managers are crucial in facilitating effective and meaningful 

sensemaking processes, especially in facilitating change in unusual circumstances. 

Managers’ sensemaking occurs through their identity, emotional competence, language, and 

action. Their sensemaking and sensegiving processes are facilitated through a variety of 

different spaces, especially through routines and conversations. These insights offer a lens to 

examine the role and ways in which enrollment management leadership teams facilitate 

sensemaking and sensegiving with enacting change, especially when managing competing 

logics of serving the public good and generating revenue. 

Limitations and Constraints of Sensemaking 

Thus far, the literature review has highlighted that the understanding of sensemaking 

and using it for organizational change has led to positive outcomes; however, sensemaking 

can become limited or constrained, leading to ineffective sensemaking within an organization 

(or a team). Limited or constrained sensemaking reinforces blind spots, groupthink (Janis, 

1973), or leads to poor decisions with devastating outcomes. Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) 

examined sensemaking in crisis and change. Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) highlighted five 

limitations and constraints of sensemaking that led to negative outcomes. 

First, institutional and organizational logics can impact organizational members’ 

sensemaking, whereby essential cues are overlooked, leading to adverse or devastating 

outcomes. David Wicks’ (2001) examination of the 1992 explosion at Westray Mines in 

Nova Scotia, Canada, which killed 26 men, highlights the institutionalization of a harmful 

mindset: invulnerability. This invulnerability mindset on a daily basis downplayed the 
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inherent high-risk nature of the mines. The use of organizational rules, sanctions, workplace 

norms, the identity of what it means to be an underground miner, the non-working role of 

fulfilling family obligations to work, plus the desire to fit into a mining community, led to an 

entrenched invulnerability mindset. A power failure underground led to a five-hour shutdown 

of the ventilation fans meant to remove poisonous gas from the mine. This violated a safety 

regulation; however, the men were instructed to continue working under these conditions. 

Workers who refused to work in these kinds of conditions were assigned “dirt jobs,” and 

their jobs were threatened by management if they did not adhere to their instructions 

regardless of the unsafe conditions. These informal rules were enforced through coercion, 

which ultimately led to “a workplace where legitimacy through compliance contributed to a 

systemic unwillingness of miners to protect their interests, and those of the mine itself” 

(Wicks, 2001, p. 673). Blatant disregard for rules and laws, including a lack of adherence to 

safety protocols, became the norm. Overtime, “the presence of so many regulative aspects of 

work in coal mines had the unfortunate effect of gradually removing the sense of fear many 

miners had every time they went underground, and replacing it with a sense of 

invulnerability” (Wicks, 2001, p. 676). Wicks (2001) concludes,  

Although very few organizations contain the risks of cave-in and explosion like a 

mine, they can harbour (or inadvertently encourage) dysfunctional mindsets and 

practices that can be difficult to observe. Thus, the unfortunate Westray crisis … acts 

as a reminder of what can go wrong in organizations… we can learn from it by 

recognizing the potential for harmful practices to become institutionalized in a wide 

variety of organizations. (p. 688) 
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 Second, Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) discuss another constraint to sensemaking: a 

threatened identity. As Weick (1995) discusses, individuals continuously construct and 

deconstruct their identities within the sensemaking process. The importance of identity in 

sensemaking becomes magnified when it is threatened because “threatened identity 

constrains action as individuals and teams lose important anchors about themselves,” which 

can often to lead to change resistance (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010, p. 563).  

An example of threatened identity as a constraint on sensemaking is seen in  Weick’s 

(1993) analysis of the Mann Gulch fire disaster, which killed 13 men. The Mann Gulch is 

located in Montana in the Helena National Forest. The firefighters, known as the 

smokejumpers, were caught in a fire that defied their expectations, which ultimately led to 

the foreman telling his crewmen to get rid of their tools and join him in an escape fire (the 

burning away of a small clearing for the crew to escape from the main fire; Rothermel, 1993; 

Weick, 1993). No one followed the foreman’s orders. These firefighters’ identities were 

immediately threatened––a firefighter dropping their tools, no longer able to fight a fire––

landed them in an existential identity crisis, questioning who they were, which ultimately led 

them to disassociate from their team/organization, thereby enacting an “every man for 

themselves” frame of mind. This disassociation led to the foreman’s order being seen as not 

legitimate, which led to the deaths of many of the firefighters. 

 The Mann Gulch fire disaster also highlights two other constraints in sensemaking, 

especially collective sensemaking: lack of trust and powerful messages that facilitate blind 

spots. The team of firefighters was a newly formed temporary team, which made the group 

even more vulnerable to stressors (Weick, 1993). They were unfamiliar with each other, 

including the foreman, and trust had not yet been established with the foreman. Therefore, 
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communication was sparse, ultimately leading to a collapse of roles and a breakdown in the 

role system.  

 Additionally, the firefighters received a powerful positive but inaccurate framing of 

the nature of the fire by their spotters (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). Spotters tend to be well-

experienced smokejumpers. They provide lifesaving information “about fire activity, weather 

conditions, and other pertinent information that the Smokejumpers rely on to do their job 

safely” (Prell, 2018, para. 3). The firefighters expected the fire to be under control by 10 a.m. 

the next day; this is known as a 10:00 fire. This expectation was based on the spotters who 

were on the aircraft carrying the firefighters, which they said they "figured the crew would 

have it under control by 10:00 the next morning"  (Weick, 1993, p. 635). The inaccurate 

framing of the situation by the spotters was so powerful that it created blind spots in 

recognizing the evidence that the fire was gaining and becoming more lethal, making it 

increasingly harder to socially construct reality (Weick, 1993). 

Lastly, sensemaking is constrained when there are not enough competent actors to 

enact meaning and interpretations, thereby leading to poor outcomes (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 

2010). Weick (1988) examined enacted sensemaking through the Bhopal Industrial Disaster 

of 1984, where at least 30 tons of poisonous gases were released from the Union Carbide 

pesticide plant in Bhopal, India (Taylor, 2014). The disaster killed an estimated 15,000 

people. The operating staff for the plant was heavily reduced to half-staff per shift, and the 

administrative person in charge lacked the technical expertise to make proper decisions to 

mitigate the disaster. The understaffing and lack of competent actors led to a reduction in 

knowledge. Weick (1988) underscores that “if action is the means to understanding, then the 

number and quality actors available to do that acting and interpretation become crucial 



 

63 

variables” (p. 312). Ultimately, for organizations and teams to thrive, there need to be enough 

qualified and competent members to help make sense of what’s happening and act 

effectively. 

 In summary, limitations and constraints of sensemaking lead to negative outcomes of 

an organization, or a team, as demonstrated in the examination of sensemaking processes in 

these disasters. Problematic organizational cues leading to a mindset that is impenetrable to 

other ways of knowing, threatened identities where actors are unable to act because they are 

no longer able to make meaning of their identities, lack of trust and powerful messages 

leading to blind spots, and lack of competent actors to interpret and enact sensemaking are 

barriers that can have negative, disastrous consequences. In this study, these identified 

limitations and constraints on sensemaking will be examined within enrollment management 

leadership teams.  

Sensemaking and Enrollment Management Stakeholders 

Finally, the literature has not examined in depth how enrollment management 

stakeholders make sense of their practices; however, the literature does provide limited 

indications of the sensemaking process in this context. Importantly, the existing research on 

enrollment management reflects a meaning-making process that often sits at the intersection 

of the public good and academic capitalism. For instance, Caskey (2018) noted that the 

reason colleges and universities attracting high-paying students via tuition discounting is for 

the university to increase revenue to raise their academic profile as well as fund need-based 

scholarships. This means that while tuition discounting is largely a revenue generation tool 

(academic capitalism), some of the revenue that it generates can then be used to provide 

need-based financial aid (thus valuing the public good).   
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Another explanation mentioned in the literature is that even with tuition discounting, 

low-income students’ financial need would not be met; therefore, it is unfair to present them 

with the false hope of attending the college (Russo & Coomes, 2000). However, in a recent 

(2019) investigative report, journalist Paul Tough of the New York Times interviewed Angel 

Pérez, the head of enrollment management at Trinity College. Pérez revealed cognitive 

dissonance experienced in his position:  

Admissions is “very painful work, and it’s getting so much more difficult,” he told 

me. Trying to reconcile his competing missions at Trinity was a constant challenge. 

“Everybody wants to have more selectivity and better academic quality and more 

socioeconomic diversity, and they want more revenue every single year,” he 

explained. “Part of my job since arriving at Trinity College has been educating this 

community about the fact that you can’t have it all at the same time. You’ve got to 

pick which goals you’re going to pursue.” (para. 8) 

 Angel Pérez’s story highlights elements of sensemaking. For instance, Pérez, the 

sensemaker, shared that he was charged by the president and the board of trustees, the 

sensegivers, to help balance the budget and increase tuition revenue to $19 million, and to 

diversify the class. In Pérez's attempt to meet these two goals, he ultimately had to have a 

backdoor meeting with his director of admissions (another sensemaker) prior to sending out 

acceptance letters to eliminate students who were in full financial need and low income. 

Pérez's expression that this work is getting much more difficult, exhibiting a moral 

consciousness, may stem from his identity as a former low-income Student of Color who was 

given a chance to attend college. Lastly, Paul Tough asked Angel Pérez how things were 

going more recently in the forming of the Class of 2023, especially increasing student 



 

65 

diversity. Pérez offered a plausible explanation that was sensegiving to others, especially 

those who care about equity, and sensemaking for Pérez, who passionately wants to increase 

diversity. Pérez’s plausible explanation was that it was another exhausting enrollment cycle; 

however, he was able to increase Trinity’s student racial and low-income diversity by a point 

or two and that Trinity continues to be “a work in progress.”  

 In the contexts of COVID-19 and the recent protests and discussions around race 

(such as the Black Lives Matter Movement), enrollment management is in the midst of a 

massive shock, creating a fertile ground for the study of sensemaking. In the Spring of 2020, 

around the same time that the U.S. started to experience the impact of the pandemic, George 

Floyd, a Black man, and Breonna Taylor, a Black woman, were killed by police, igniting the 

Black Lives Matter movement once again (Redden, 2020). However, this time a sea change 

occurred regarding the public attitude towards the movement: 67% of the U.S. adults in June 

2020 supported the movement (Thomas & Menasce, 2020). During this period, many 

universities issued statements speaking out against systemic racism, having many wondering 

whether this anti-racist rhetoric by institutions will translate into actions, specifically actions 

that will lead to the increase of Black student enrollment in higher education (Redden, 2020). 

The need to see anti-racist institutional actions, such as increasing access to Students of 

Color while mitigating the COVID-19 financial shock to higher education, has pushed 

enrollment management into a highly charged context. 

In recent articles in The Chronicle of Higher Education, several enrollment leadership 

teams, including leadership from consulting companies and professional organizations, 

continue to wrestle with how to increase access for low-income students and Students of 

Color (Hoover, 2020; Mogenstern, 2020). For example, one consultant, back in May 2020 
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(Mogenstern, 2020), compared the pandemic effect on enrollment management to an asteroid 

extinguishing dinosaurs, highlighting a highly charged emotional response to the current 

context. Madeleine Rhyneer, vice president of consulting and dean of enrollment at EAB, a 

consulting firm based in Washington, D.C., states, “No one knows yet what fall enrollments 

will look like. What we do know is that higher education experienced its version of an 

asteroid this spring and that for institutions unable or unwilling to make thorny choices, 

extinction will soon follow" (Mogenstern, 2020, para. 10). Comments like these highlight the 

emotional competency needed by managers for effective and meaningful sensemaking––

interruption calls attention to flow and emotion; if individuals are unable to reconcile their 

emotional response, then it could lead to negative organizational outcomes (Sharma & Good, 

2013; Weick, 1995). Rhyneer’s statement highlights that the enrollment management 

community is still grappling with meaning-making as they experience the shock of the 

pandemic. 

 For others, the pandemic has created an opportunity for enrollment management to 

reexamine its entire operation. In early November 2020, two associations—the National 

Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC) and the National Association of 

Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA)—announced a joint initiative to retool the 

admissions and financial aid enterprise to promote racial and ethnic equity in higher 

education (Hoover, 2020). Angel Pérez, now the chief executive of NACAC, shared that the 

pandemic has created a unique opportunity to reimagine the process of admissions. Pérez 

states, “This is a chance to engage people who have the power to make decisions in their 

spaces and to actually move the needle on these issues” (Hoover, 2020, para. 5). Justin 

Draeger, president and chief executive of NASFAA, has also called attention to the current 
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financial aid policies by stating, “Does higher education even need an aid application?... 

[W]e ought to tackle the question of whether we have the policies in place for determining 

and defining who the neediest students are” (Hoover, 2020, para. 14). Statements like these 

highlight the power of the sensegiving role that institutional actors, like Pérez and Draeger, 

are taking on to impact the enrollment management system positively––influencing other 

institutional actors across the entire enrollment management profession. These kinds of 

questions are also examples of organizational actors questioning their current ways of being 

in their profession. Additionally, sensemaking grounded in identity construction (Reis, 2010; 

Smerek, 2013; Weick, 1995), seems to be exemplified in these statements. Pérez and Draeger 

are articulating questions that are redefining and reconstructing the professional identities of 

those practicing in enrollment management. 

 However, Marie Bigham, the founder of Admissions Community Cultivating Equity 

and Peace Today (ACCEPT), reminds us that competition among colleges and universities is 

a powerful influence that makes it difficult for processes to change, “There’s a sense of 

competition that’s always there among colleges. Presidents and boards might ask, ‘Should we 

get rid of essays? Our competitors didn’t get rid of essays.’ Getting leaders to de-escalate the 

competition is really hard” (Hoover, 2020, para. 22). Bigham reflects on past behaviors of 

presidents and boards to facilitate the sensemaking of current and future decision-making and 

actions of enrollment management professionals. 

Summary of Literature Review  

The main goal of these three literature review areas––the impact of neoliberalism on 

higher education serving the public good as it manifests in the form of academic capitalism; 

the practices, structures, and functions of enrollment management; and sensemaking in 
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organizations—is to frame the research problem regarding the widening access gap for 

Students of Color and low-income students and to uncover the black box of enrollment 

management. The impact of neoliberalism situates higher education as a private good, 

thereby leading to the privatization, commercialization, and corporatization of higher 

education (Kezar, 2004). As a consequence, public funding is minimized, and institutions are 

left to compete with each other and to diversify their revenue streams. Competition among 

universities pushes institutions to engage in academic capitalism, where institutions 

participate in the market and enact marketlike behaviors to generate revenue (Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2004b). These consequences have pushed colleges and universities away from 

enacting values of the public good, which includes increasing access for Students of Color 

and low-income students. More specifically, the privatization, commercialization, and 

corporatization of higher education have driven up the cost of tuition, making colleges and 

universities a privilege for the already privileged. One key point to note about academic 

capitalism is that market and marketlike logics are so embedded in the mental models of 

organizational actors that even if universities and colleges do not need to boost revenue, they 

will continue to engage in structures and practices to maximize revenue generation and 

prestige. 

 The literature review also explores whether academic capitalism and the public good 

could co-exist, intersect, and overlap in higher education, especially in terms of enrollment 

management. The literature demonstrates that there are “spaces”––narrow, wide, and 

hybrid—in higher education where the public good and academic capitalism co-exist. This 

coexistence is seen in spaces where research funding aligns with both a public good and a 

revenue generation mission, such as in social entrepreneurial ventures like advancing 
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environmental technology (Mars & Lounsbury, 2009a; Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Mars et al., 

2008). The literature review also exemplified the power of organizational actors, specifically 

researchers, to ensure the operationalization of the values of the public good when faced with 

academic capitalist pressures. These actors are often negotiating the space for the two to co-

exist (Slaughter et al., 2004; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014). The intersections studied so far 

have been predominantly studied in the sciences and entrepreneurship arenas. A notable gap 

in the literature is that limited to no research exists on the intersection between academic 

capitalism and the public good within enrollment management, more specifically, the role of 

enrollment management organizational actors in creating spaces for the coexistence.  

Though limited to no research exists on this coexistence, the review of practices 

within enrollment management reveals that the potential for coexistence is possible. On the 

one hand, enrollment management academic capitalist practices have led to the 

commodification of students, situating them as "cash cows" (Hillman, 2011; McDonough, 

1994). Enrollment management practices, such as early decision, manipulation of the 

acceptance yield rate, instant on-site applications, institutions taking advantage of the recent 

changes in NACAC ethical guidelines, the use of tuition discounting, and the use of 

predictive analytics, cater more to White, wealthy students to achieve institutions’ enrollment 

goals. In other words, if you can pay, then you can play. On the other hand, remnants of 

public good enrollment management practices exist, such as the use of race-conscious 

affirmative action, test-optional policies, holistic review, and percent plans. However, the 

literature does reveal that the enrollment management history, coupled with the current 

neoliberal context, has created an enrollment management ecosystem that includes 
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“desirables” and excludes “undesirables,” leading to the operationalization of systemic 

racism and classism. 

Another gap in the literature relates to understanding the role of enrollment 

management actors in creating the space for the coexistence of the values of the public good 

alongside academic capitalism. The theory of sensemaking offers a micro-level lens to 

examine the “why” behind these organizational actors’ actions. The literature reveals that 

organizational actors on the management level, such as the ones that will be examined in this 

research—the director of admissions, the director of financial aid, and the head of the 

enrollment management unit—possess the power and influence to positively or negatively 

affect the sensemaking processes (thoughts and actions) of those within enrollment 

management (Beck & Plowman, 2009; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013). Managers, especially the 

enrollment management leadership team, may need to better articulate and clarify their own 

sensemaking so that they can more effectively engage in sensegiving. Their sensemaking and 

sensegiving occur through their identity, emotional competence, and language and action and 

are facilitated through a variety of different spaces, especially through routines and 

conversations (Huy, 2002; Reis, 2010; Rouleau, 2005; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011; Sharma & 

Good, 2013; Smerek, 2013). The literature also warns us that organizational actors must be 

mindful of problematic organizational cues leading to an impenetrable mindset; identity 

threats, trust issues, and powerful messages that can create blind spots; and staffing of 

competent actors to interpret and enact sensemaking to ensure positive organizational 

outcomes (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1988, 1993; Wicks, 2001).  

Though there is limited to no direct research on enrollment management sensemaking 

and sensegiving processes, several news stories offer some glimpses into the sensemaking of 
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enrollment management institutional actors. These stories highlight the tension experienced 

by enrollment management leaders as they try to achieve revenue generation while 

attempting to increase access for low-income students and Students of Color (Hoover, 2020; 

Mogenstern, 2020; Tough, 2019). The current pandemic and racial contexts have sent a 

shock to the ecosystem of enrollment management, forcing many to grapple with their 

professional identity and their emotional responses. And for those with the ability to 

influence others, several of them are elevating questions that call attention to the flow in the 

overall operations of enrollment management. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter provides an in-depth description of the theoretical framework and the 

methodology of this study. The theoretical framework section includes a description of 

critical sensemaking theory, the rationale for the framework, and an explanation of Karl 

Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking, which are the basic foundation of critical 

sensemaking. The methodology section offers an overview of the purpose of the study and 

the research questions, as well as explains the research design of the study. More specifically, 

the methodology section includes an explanation, rationale, and design of case study 

methodology, data collection and analysis procedures, a review of the steps to bolster the 

trustworthiness of the study, a positionality statement, and concludes with articulating 

limitations of the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this research is critical sensemaking theory (Mills, 

2008; Mills et al., 2010; Thurlow, 2010), which builds upon Weick’s (1995) seven properties 

of sensemaking. First, I define critical sensemaking, which includes a deep dive into 

sensemaking theory. Next, I provide the rationale for using critical sensemaking theory, 

which stems from the use of critical race theory in educational research. Finally, I present the 

complete critical sensemaking framework that guides this study. 
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Critical Sensemaking Theory 

Critical sensemaking theory can only be understood by gaining a deeper 

understanding of sensemaking theory. Karl Weick (1995), who introduced the concept of 

sensemaking, delineates decision-making from sensemaking by noting that sensemaking is 

the whole process of discovering what the decision should really be about, not what the 

decision should be, based on a variety of sources of individual and institutional information, 

experiences, and data. The sensemaking process precedes decision-making, and decision-

making impacts sensemaking because as decisions are made and acted upon, constant 

reflection is occurring by those involved, thereby impacting their sensemaking process for 

future actions.  

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory, a core component of this study's theoretical 

framework, has been enhanced through a critical approach known as critical sensemaking 

(Thurlow, 2010). This approach includes larger societal, hegemonic forces, such as 

neoliberalism, in an individual’s sensemaking process. Critical sensemaking in its basic form 

“puts the sensemaking process in context by [elevating] issues of power, privilege, and 

oppression [e.g., racism and classism] in the process of understanding why some language, 

social practices, and experiences become meaningful for individuals and others do not” 

(Thurlow, 2010, p. 257). Mills et al. (2010) noted that understanding the process of 

sensemaking must include acknowledging that sensemaking is influenced by macro 

contexts—that is, society and the organizational environments where power and social 

implications matter.  
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The Rationale for Critical Sensemaking Theory 

The overarching rationale for the use of critical sensemaking theory is to elevate 

issues that relate to power, privilege, and oppression and to highlight the interplay between 

micro influences (e.g., enrollment management leadership teams’ practices, decision-making, 

and socialization) and macro influences (e.g., societal and organizational influences). The 

following section discusses four rationales for sensemaking theory and identifies two core 

components of sensemaking theory to exemplify potential outcomes of the study: mental 

models (Senge, 1990) and action-meaning cycles (Mathis & Christianson, 2014). The first 

two rationales were mentioned in Chapter 1. The critical sensemaking theory section 

concludes with a deeper dive into the overarching rationale for specifically using critical 

sensemaking theory. 

First, the majority of studies on enrollment management are concerned with larger 

dire impacts on educational equity (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Goldstein Hode & 

Meisenbach, 2017; Teranishi & Parker, 2010; Zarate & Fabienke, 2007) rather than micro-

level processes, such as the sensemaking practices of organizational stakeholders. More 

specifically, micro-level processes include how organizational actors in enrollment 

management make sense and enact their work, the impact of the practices in which their unit 

engages, and the wide-ranging possibilities for contradictions between an institution's 

mission and the values and goals of enrollment management. Weick et al. (2005) say it best: 

“To work with the idea of sensemaking is to appreciate that smallness does not equate with 

insignificance. Small structures and short moments can have large consequences” (p. 410). 

Unearthing the sensemaking of enrollment management stakeholders will allow us to 

understand the interplay between their day-to-day actions (micro-level processes) and the 
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larger organizational and societal influences (macro-level influences), which may yield 

avenues to exploring more equitable practices.  

Second, studying the sensemaking of enrollment management stakeholders allows us 

to discover hidden areas instrumental to the institutional change process. For organizational 

change and action to occur, individuals' hidden assumptions, competing commitments, 

values, beliefs, and dislikes may need to be addressed (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Critically 

examining the sensemaking process can unearth the underlying deep-rooted assumptions, 

values, and intrinsic motivations of the enrollment management stakeholders—a process that 

is necessary not only to understand and disrupt problematic decision-making and practices 

but also to promote deep institutional change focused on equity (Kezar, 2018).  

Third, sensemaking is shaped from mental models, which, in turn, influence the way 

we see and do things. As Weick (1995) noted, “The sensemaking perspective is a frame of 

mind about frames of minds” (p. xii). The concept of “frames of mind” is synonymous with 

Peter Senge’s (1990) work on mental models, which are “deeply ingrained assumptions, 

generalizations, or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world and 

how we take action” (p. 8). Often, individuals are not conscious of their mental models 

because they are entrenched “to not only how we make sense of the world, but how we take 

action” (Senge, 1990, p. 175).  

Ideologies, such as neoliberalism, influence a person's mental model. According to Trice and 

Beyer (1993), ideologies can be best defined as "shared, relatively coherently interrelated sets of 

emotionally charged beliefs, values, and norms that bind some people together and help them to 

make sense of their worlds” (p. 33). Ideologies often become implicit and unconscious (Trice & 

Beyer, 1993). Mental models are powerful influences in sensemaking because they impact what we 
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do and what we see; two individuals will make meaning of a particular situation, decision, or action 

differently based on their mental models. Therefore, understanding an enrollment management 

stakeholder’s mental model is critical to examining their sensemaking process; this, in turn, may 

explain why enrollment management stakeholders act the way they do. For example, why do 

enrollment management stakeholders practice minimizing need-based aid to bolster merit-aid 

scholarships, which fundamentally impacts the access pipeline for Students of Color and low-income 

students and creates misalignment with the values of their institution? Their mental models may be 

where the market ideology of neoliberalism resides, possibly accompanied by values related to 

higher education institutions' larger public good mission.  

The connection between mental models and sensemaking is critical because mental models 

inform how we act. They are powerful because people may not act according to “espoused theories,” 

but they act according to their mental models (Argyis, 1982, as cited in Senge, 1990). For example, a 

person may espouse the value of increasing access for Students of Color because they recognize the 

legacy of racial oppression; however, because of their ingrained belief (mental model) that fairness 

means treating everyone the same, they may vehemently disagree with race-conscious affirmative 

action in the admissions process. 

It is entirely possible that the mental models of enrollment management stakeholders have 

been largely shaped by neoliberalism due to U.S. socialization processes where neoliberal values 

such as competition, individualism, and meritocracy are structured throughout society (Brown, 2006; Giroux, 

2002; Harvey, 2005; Kezar, 2004). Furthermore, if enrollment management stakeholders have 

mental models that are shaped by neoliberalism, then they might engage in sensemaking that 

privileges the market over equity in their daily work practices and the decisions they make on the 

job. On the other hand, it is also possible that enrollment management professionals’ mental models 
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include considerations of the public good as well, represented by a set of values embedded in the 

mission of many colleges and universities to serve diverse student populations. These overlaps and 

intersections in mental models are the central focus of the present study. 

Finally, sensemaking theory offers insights into the reciprocal relationship between 

interpretation and action. These insights within the context of this research could indicate 

opportunities to impact the sensemaking of enrollment management leadership teams, 

leading to more equitable actions and outcomes. An essential component of sensemaking 

theory relevant to this study relates to action-meaning cycles (Mathis & Christianson, 2014). 

Individuals take action “to make sense of a situation which, in turn, enacts the environment 

that they seek to understand” (Mathis & Christianson, 2014, p. 67). This is known as 

enactment––“the reciprocal influence between action and the environment during 

sensemaking” (Mathis & Christianson, 2014, p. 84). Enrollment management stakeholders 

are consistently enacting practices that determine who gets access to higher education, such 

as with the use of tuition discounting as a leverage to woo highly desirable students. The 

reciprocal influence between sensemaking and enactment (action) is a fundamental reason 

why sensemaking is a powerful theoretical framework for studying enrollment management 

leadership teams’ practices.  

These four rationales articulate the reason behind using sensemaking theory for this 

study. The overarching rationale for the use of critical sensemaking theory, in particular, is to 

elevate issues that relate to power, privilege, and oppression (e.g., racism and classism) and 

to highlight the interplay between micro influences (e.g., enrollment management leadership 

teams' practices, decision-making, and socialization) and macro influences (e.g., societal and 

organizational factors). 
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Elevate Issues That Relate to Power, Privilege, and Oppression 

The decision to use critical sensemaking is based on the capacity of this approach to 

identify issues that relate to power, privilege, and oppression. Two aspects of power, 

privilege, and oppression concerning this study are racism and classism. In this way, critical 

sensemaking closely aligns with critical race theory (CRT), used to examine race and racism, 

and Pierre Bourdieu's (1986) forms of capital, used to examine class and classism. Critical 

race theorists make the case that a critical approach to race allows researchers to study how 

race continues to have power within society (Ladson-Billings, 2012). CRT responds to the 

minimization of racism within social science research and allows for a more asset-based 

approach when examining race (Ladson-Billings, 2012). Most importantly, CRT is used to 

deconstruct and uncover “racism in its various permutations” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 11).  

Racism is normal and ordinary, a tenet of CRT, calls attention to racist practices and 

decision-making that may seem mundane. According to Delgado and Stefancic (2017), 

racism as normal and ordinary “is the usual way society does business, the common, 

everyday experience of most people of color in this country” (p. 8). For example, the use of 

tuition discounting to entice wealthy, White students is an often unquestioned common 

practice in enrollment management. Using this tenet of CRT with a critical sensemaking lens 

illuminates the power and predictive value of race in the widening income and racial access 

gap in higher education due to enrollment management practices. If you are a White, wealthy 

student, then you are more likely to attend college (Cahalan & Perna, 2015), which garners 

the White student the power and privileges of upward mobility. 

In addition to its connection with CRT, critical sensemaking can be linked with 

Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital—cultural, social, and economic. Bourdieu’s theory offers 
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a comprehensive framework that facilitates an examination of classism on the micro, meso, 

and macro levels. Bourdieu underscores that the interconnectedness of economic-cultural-

social capitals must be examined to understand the totality of social class dynamics, which is 

not about pure monetary wealth. Cultural capital is associated with having knowledge, 

familiarity, and ownership of items that are considered important to the dominant culture or 

class, such as the acquisition of a college degree (Bourdieu, 1986; Langhout et al., 2007). 

Social capital refers to our network of connections, which can be institutionalized by titles 

and memberships, such as being an alum of a university. Economic capital is based on pure 

monetary wealth and financial gain. Bourdieu's forms of capital are critical when conducting 

research because they offer a lens for exploring the possibilities of why things are the way 

they are when it comes to class. For instance, Bourdieu believed that cultural capital (rather 

than effort or merit) accurately explains the different academic achievements of students 

from different class backgrounds. In other words, the concept of cultural capital debunks the 

myth of meritocracy. Ultimately, critical sensemaking is a similar vehicle that can bring to 

light the implications and insidiousness of racism and classism in the sensemaking processes 

by enrollment management leaders.  

Interplay Between Micro and Macro Influences  

In addition to focusing on race and class, critical sensemaking can provide insights 

into the micro-mechanisms that can lead to macro-level change over time. Critical 

sensemaking offers explanations for when thought (and values) and action are misaligned 

(Weick et al., 2005). Kraatz et al. (2010) demonstrated in their study that even though well-

intentioned, equity-minded enrollment management leadership team members may want to 

act in alignment with their values, they lose the autonomy to do so because they are 
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compelled to assess a student’s ability to pay tuition as they evaluate the student’s 

application. Kraatz et al. (2010) empirical study demonstrated how the innate operations of 

enrollment management as a unit, especially with the merging of admissions and financial 

aid, can undermine and subvert the values of an organization.  

Gaining an understanding of sensemaking by institutional stakeholders in enrollment 

management can provide insights regarding the reasoning behind their actions. Importantly, 

these insights could offer indications of how to change the system, such as through changing 

the discourse of enrollment management, socializing enrollment management practitioners 

differently, and prioritizing different goals of enrollment management through different 

forms of institutional leadership—all of which currently reproduce and widen racial and 

income inequities.  

In summary, the focus on micro-level processes through critical sensemaking theory 

will provide insights into how the micro and macro levels influence each other, yielding 

avenues to explore more equitable practices. The use of a critical analysis, as demonstrated 

by CRT, in educational research is essential in facilitating social change because it provides a 

set of theoretical assumptions that can uncover systems of oppression and inequities. 

Neglecting to use a critical analysis can promote colorblindness and perpetuate racial and 

other inequities. Next, I will describe the components of critical sensemaking theory, which 

includes an in-depth explanation of Weick’s seven properties of sensemaking. These 

properties are essential to the critical sensemaking theoretical framework. 

Sensemaking and Weick’s Seven Properties of Sensemaking 

 This section explains Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking. Weick (1995) 

identifies seven properties in the process of sensemaking: (1) grounded in identity 
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construction; (2) retrospective; (3) enactive of sensible environments; (4) social; (5) ongoing; 

(6) focused on and by extracted cues; and (7) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  

Sensemaking is grounded in the identity construction of the sensemaker, the person 

making sense. The sensemaker carries many identities continuously being constructed and 

deconstructed and that change depends on which self needs to be appropriately revealed. 

How one constructs one's identity is often based on their experiences, and how they make 

meaning of those experiences is often based on how they construct their identity. Therefore, a 

reciprocal influential process exists between self and environment (organization). People 

have an impact on and are influenced by their surroundings, taking cues for their identity 

formation by examining how others behave. Furthermore, the more one is self-aware of their 

identities, the more meaning making will occur and impose throughout any experiences. 

Lastly, Weick (1995) connects how an individual acts not just to that individual's identity but 

also how they represent the organization; an employee not only behaves in ways that are 

expected of them in their roles but also, they embody "the values, beliefs, and goals of the 

collectivity. As a result, individual behavior is more 'macro' than we usually recognize" 

(Chatman et al., 1986, p. 211). 

Retrospect, the second characteristic of sensemaking, means that the sensemaker 

makes meaning by reflecting on actions after they have occurred, in hindsight. Often, current 

and future decision-making and actions rest on how the sensemaker makes meaning of past 

circumstances. However, individuals often engage in sensemaking after they have acted 

instead of engaging in sensemaking and then acting. When this occurs, individuals may not 

be cognizant of their motives and rationales for acting first; they may make sense of their 

motives and rationales retrospectively. However, as mentioned earlier, it does not mean they 
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are acting mindlessly; an individual's mental model may subconsciously influence these 

actions. This dynamic—acting before sensemaking—suggests that most actions might be 

subconscious without significant reflection or conscious intentionality. Retrospect is critical 

to sensemaking, and to engage in any future planning or predictions would be futile and 

ineffective without reflecting on past decisions, actions, and practices. Ultimately, a person 

retrospectively constructs and realizes who they are––their values, assumptions, and beliefs–

–after they experience an outcome of their actions (Smerek, 2013). 

The third characteristic, enactive of sensible environments, deals more with “the 

‘making’ of that which is sensed” (Weick, 1995, p. 30), keeping action and thought together. 

As mentioned in the previous subsection, individuals take action “to make sense of a 

situation which, in turn, enacts the environment that they seek to understand” (Mathis & 

Christianson, 2014, p. 67). This is known as enactment––“the reciprocal influence between 

action and the environment during sensemaking” (Mathis & Christianson, 2014, p. 84). 

Organizational actors, in their sensegiving capacity, are able to use their positions of power 

to implement policies and laws to shape behavior and reality––to enact the environment. 

The fourth characteristic is social. Our mental models—how we see ourselves, 

conduct ourselves, and make meaning of our environments—are inextricably linked to being 

social—that is, being engaged with other people. Social engagement is a significant 

ingredient in the sensemaking process because it shapes our interpretations; it is part of the 

invention process. Weick is adamant that we stay “alert to the ways in which people actively 

shape each other’s meanings and sensemaking processes” (p. 41), which includes how we 

view ourselves and the development of our mental models. The social characteristic of 

sensemaking calls into play narratives, “talk, discourse, and conversation because this is how 
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a great deal of social contact is mediated” (p. 41). Wrapping up this fourth characteristic is an 

important delineation between joint action (alignment) among others and shared 

understanding or values; they are not the same. People may participate in joint action, but 

they may be doing so for a number of different reasons: “on the basis of compromise, out of 

duress, because they may use one another in achieving their respective ends, because it is the 

sensible thing to do, or out of sheer necessity” (Blumer, 1969, p. 76). 

Sensemaking is ongoing, which is the fifth characteristic of the sensemaking process. 

Within this characteristic, Weick not only brings to our attention that sensemaking is a 

constant, continuous process but also that emotions influence sensemaking, where 

interruption is the essential factor that calls attention to flow and emotion. Organizations are 

in a constant state of flow of actions, especially through the vehicle of projects. If projects are 

interrupted, respective organizational members will realize that their flow is interrupted, 

which produces an emotional response. These interruptions are often called triggers or 

organizational shocks (Mills et al., 2010). These emotional responses significantly influence 

sensemaking. Emotions are heightened or lessened depending on how well a person is able to 

manage interruption to their ongoing flow of work, that is, the way they usually manage and 

attend to their projects. If they are unable to manage it effectively, then their emotions will be 

heightened. Emotions can be negative when their ongoing flow is interrupted and is 

interpreted as destructive, or positive when an interrupting stimulus is no longer present, such 

as a change in a bad boss. These emotional reactions impact sensemaking because they 

trigger an individual to think about past emotional memories, and the individual 

retrospectively makes meaning of those past actions to inform the sensemaking of the 

present. 
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 The sixth characteristic or property of the process of sensemaking is focused on and 

by extracted cues. According to Weick (1995), “Extracted cues are simple, familiar structures 

that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what may be occurring” (Weick, 

1995, p. 50). How one interprets an extracted cue depends on their context, especially their 

social context. Social context is essential to sensemaking “because it binds people to 

behavior [actions], affects the saliency of information about their past activities, and provides 

norms and expectations that constrain their rationalization or justification of those [actions]” 

(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978, p. 223). This social context is also made up of the politics of an 

organization. These cues, especially their sustained use, become points of reference for a 

person and are critical to a person's sensemaking process because they cognitively tie 

elements together. How these cues get developed and planted is a source of power because 

they profoundly affect how people act. Within this property, politics and power are 

implicated (Brown et al., 2015).  

 The seventh property of sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. 

In sensemaking, plausibility is necessary rather than accuracy. Plausibility means that the 

reasoning fits the facts, though it may be imperfect and based on incomplete information 

(Isenberg, 1986, as cited in Weick, 1995). The power of sensemaking is that it is not based 

on objective reality; it is highly subjective. It needs only to be “plausible, pragmatic, 

coherent, reasonable, creative, inventive, and instrumental” (p. 55). The plausibility of 

sensemaking is reinforced by discourse and the narrative that exists about a particular 

situation (Brown et al., 2015). In other words, a good narrative is often essential in 

sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005).  
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 These seven properties interact with each other in a variety of ways on the 

sensemaking process. Some properties may have a stronger influence than others from 

moment to moment and make an impact on a person all at the same time (Thurlow, 2010). 

Amy Thurlow (2010) explains these interactions, 

Although some properties may become more visible from time to time, the seven 

sensemaking properties may also influence individual sensemaking simultaneously. 

For example, the property of enactment may become visible in a particular 

sensemaking process, but that same enactment of meaning may influence the 

plausibility of other actions, and simultaneously the construction of individual 

identity. As individuals enact their beliefs, they also make sense of them. And in 

effect, the use of language in the describing of an event enacts the construction of 

sensemaking about the event. As a result, individuals within organizations may not 

make sense of the same event in the same way. To that end, there is no one “right” 

meaning attached to a given experience. (p. 259) 

The interactions among these seven properties of sensemaking can be further understood 

through the concept of sensegiving, which refers to influencing how others make meaning of 

reality, especially organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). This is often done by 

those in positions of leadership, including national associations and consulting companies.  

 Critical sensemaking theory is inclusive of Weick’s (1995) seven properties; 

however, there is a shift in the analysis of the seven properties. According to Mills et al. 

(2010), “Critical sensemaking shifts focus to how organizational power and dominant 

assumptions privilege some identities over others and create them as meaningful for 

individuals” (p. 188). Mills et al. (2010) used the following example to highlight how 
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leveraging Weick's (1995) seven properties through a "critical" lens provides richer 

identification of how the macro influences the micro:   

The identity of a “good employee” may be privileged within an organization through 

texts, language, rules, etc. which emphasize the characteristics of this identity. The 

construction of this identity may include rules about how employees should function 

within the organization. Employees may also be encouraged to draw upon cues from 

their work environment and reflect an identity privileged through other similar 

organizations or a broader social context. As with all sensemaking, this exercise in 

identity construction occurs within a social and ongoing process. (pp. 188–189). 

 Ultimately, the study of sensemaking provides an explanation as to why people do 

what they do. Moreover, sensemaking theory has been enhanced by a critical approach, 

giving rise to the use of critical sensemaking theory, which includes the larger societal, 

hegemonic forces such as white supremacy. As Mills et al. (2010) noted, understanding the 

process of sensemaking must include acknowledging that sensemaking is influenced by 

macro contexts, that is, the larger society and organizational environments, where power and 

social implications matter.  

The “Critical” in Critical Sensemaking Theory  

Critical sensemaking emphasizes four general elements that extend Weick’s 

sensemaking theory. First, critical sensemaking underscores the profound influence that the 

broader societal context can have on the organization and the individuals within the 

organization (Mills, 2008; Mills et al., 2010; Thurlow, 2010). For example, the neoliberal 

ideology that permeates all aspects of society significantly impacts the organization's 

operations and the mental models of individuals within the organization.  
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Second, all voices are not equal in the sensemaking process (Mills et al., 2010). 

Powerful organizational individuals, such as those with positional power who set 

organizational rules, have a more significant voice and impact than others in the sensemaking 

process because they have the ability to exert more power on organizational members in the 

sensemaking process, especially when it comes to sensegiving (Thurlow, 2010).  

Third, all properties of Weick’s sensemaking theory do not carry equal weight (Mills 

et al., 2010) in the sensemaking process. Research exemplifies plausibility and identity 

construction properties are significant influencers in sensemaking (Mills & Mills, 2017; Mills 

et al., 2010). For example, according to Mills et al. (2010) study on the construction of 

critical sensemaking, plausibility can highlight the ways in which discriminatory practices 

become the norm as well as identify notions of resistance. For example, if a particular 

discriminatory notion becomes no longer plausible in a person’s mind, it could lead to that 

person no longer enacting discriminatory practices. As a reminder, sensemaking is driven by 

plausibility rather than accuracy.  

Lastly, critical sensemaking provides an understanding of agency. Researchers using 

critical sensemaking could gain knowledge of  “the [agency] processes whereby people make 

sense of their realities by extracting cues, dealing with plausibility, meshing their sense of 

reality with their ongoing identity construction, before making retrospective sense that enacts 

the environment and thus [changes] it” (Mills, 2008, p. 29). Hence, if a researcher wants to 

understand and unearth how an issue of oppression, such as racism and classism, continues to 

be acted on and perpetuated at the micro, local level, then a critical sensemaking approach is 

ideal.  
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In summary, a critical sensemaking approach, which is closely aligned with CRT to 

uncover racism and Bourdieu's forms of capital to uncover classism, calls into question 

hegemonic forces that perpetuate issues of oppression. Critical sensemaking builds upon 

Weick's (1995) seven properties of sensemaking by incorporating a power, privilege, and 

oppression analysis. Identity construction and plausibility properties are proving to be 

significant influencers in the sensemaking process, and knowledge gained by applying 

critical sensemaking has the potential to enhance our understanding of agency (see Table 1). 

The next section describes the specific framework of critical sensemaking that is used in this 

study. 
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Table 1 

Weick's Properties of Sensemaking Compared to Critical Sensemaking Theory 

Weick’s 
Properties Weick’s Properties Definitions 

Critical Sensemaking (Power Analysis, 
Organizational Rules, Society: Meta Rules, 

Discourse, and Formative Context) 

Grounded in the 
identity 
construction 
 

How one constructs one's identity and defines 
oneself is often based on their experiences, and 
how one makes meaning of those experiences is 
often based on how one constructs their identity. 
Therefore, an influential reciprocal process 
exists between self and environment 
(organization). 

Organizational power and dominant ideologies 
privilege certain identities, making them even 
more meaningful to people (Thurlow, 2010). 
There may be the construction of identity 
facilitated by organizational players in power 
through cues and rules that cater to a particular 
behavior. For example, women must wear 
make-up to be seen as professional.  

Retrospect Often current and future decision-making and 
actions rest on how the sensemaker makes 
meaning of past circumstances. 

Retrospective reflection may privilege previous 
configurations of power. 

Enactive of 
sensible 
environments 

Enactment refers to bringing to life the reality 
and environment people face (Pondy & Mitroff, 
1979, as cited in Weick, 1995), especially if 
they are in the sensegiving capacity, where they 
use their positions of power to implement 
policies and laws to shape behavior and reality. 

Formal and informal organizational rules set 
boundaries on daily routines as well as constrain 
the ways in which organizational members may 
act and make meaning. Critical sensemaking 
helps us understand the power of those enacting 
the rules as well as the constraints. 

Social Social engagement is a significant ingredient in 
the sensemaking process because it shapes our 
interpretations; it is part of the invention 
process. How one behaves is often contingent 
on how others act. Sensemaking is always social 
because our actions are continuously impacted 
by others. 

Social engagement leads to conformity 
behavior; the sensemaker picks up on cues that 
confirm a particular view while minimizing 
those cues that might create dissonance (Mills & 
Mills, 2017). The conformity behavior fuels 
discourse and formative context and maintains 
hegemonic forces.  

Ongoing Sensemaking is a constant, continuous process, 
but also emotions influence sensemaking, where 
interruption is the essential factor that calls 
attention to flow and emotion. 

The ongoing nature of sensemaking calls 
attention to the seven properties being used 
constantly. An individual may feel the need to 
constantly conform or fit in based on their 
identity construction (Mills & Mills, 2017). 

Focused on and 
by extracted 
cues 

“Extracted cues are simple, familiar structures 
that are seeds from which people develop a 
larger sense of what may be occurring” (Weick, 
1995, p. 50). They include language, symbols, 
and imagery. How one interprets an extracted 
cue depends on one's context, especially one's 
social contexts.  

Organizational actors with power may utilize 
cues to cultivate organizational culture and 
create cohesion and unity within the 
organization, thereby directly facilitating the 
construction of meaning for organizational 
members. These organizational actors may be 
constrained by societal forces. 

Driven by 
plausibility 
rather than 
accuracy 

Plausibility means that the reasoning fits the 
facts, though it may be imperfect and based on 
incomplete information (Isenberg, 1986, as cited 
in Weick, 1995). Sensemaking is highly 
subjective.  

Some discourses are privileged over others to 
bolster plausibility (Thurlow, 2010), and as long 
as something is plausible rather than accurate, 
then it is likely to be perpetuated through the 
sensemaking process. 
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The Framework of Critical Sensemaking 

Critical sensemaking (see Figure 2) is based on Weick's seven properties and also 

includes three added elements— formative contexts, organizational and meta rules, and 

discourse, especially highlighting the role of power and the ways in which society and 

organizations influence each other (Mills & Mills, 2017; Thurlow, 2010). These added 

elements turn sensemaking theory into critical sensemaking theory. Formative contexts are 

“the institutional and social practices that shape a society's routines. They are structures that 

limit what can be imagined and done within that society” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 258). 

Organizational rules are formal and informal rules established to fulfill the organization's 

intended outcomes. Meta rules are broad ideological concepts and are identified as larger 

influences within different formative contexts; they include privatization, globalization, and 

neoliberalism (Thurlow, 2010). Finally, discourse is the perpetuation of narratives and ideas 

through the notion of knowledge (Mills & Mills, 2017). The blending of these ingredients 

creates a lens to identify links among them “that influence how individuals make sense of the 

world around them” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 260). This framework affords a more robust picture 

of how individuals make sense of their local organizational environment and take daily 

actions while implicating power dynamics in the broader societal context (Thurlow, 2010). 

This section explains the added elements—organizational rules, discourse, and formative 

context—that turn sensemaking theory into critical sensemaking theory. 

Formative Contexts 

Philosopher and social theorist Roberto Unger developed the concept of formative 

context. According to Unger (1990), formative context 
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must not itself be frequently revised in the course of normal [operations]. It changes 

very slowly when it changes at all. [Additionally], together with the other elements in 

the context, it helps explain the scope and content of [specific tensions] - and, more 

generally, over the basic terms of social existence. (p. 62) 

Critical sensemaking situates formative contexts as “link[ing] activity at the local 

level with dominant social assumptions [or values] about the character of social life, 

explaining how people come to reproduce existing practices” (Mills & Mills, 2017, p. 116). 

Some of these formative contexts are privileged within society over other forms of formative 

context. These privileged formative contexts have a profound impact on individual 

sensemaking as they “restrict the influence of organization rules and individual enactment of 

meaning through the privileging of these dominant assumptions” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 258).  

Formative contexts within a critical sensemaking framework allow for “a discussion 

of how the macrolevel context in which individuals operate affects the cues they extract, the 

plausibility of various text and narratives, and the nature of enactment” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 

258). Ultimately, formative contexts connect activity at the local level with dominant norms 

about social life, exposing how existing practices are reproduced by people (Mills & Mills, 

2017, p. 116). For instance, in this study, a formative context within enrollment management 

might be the perpetuation of the myth of meritocracy. The assumption within this myth is the 

notion that students who score well on the SATs are smarter than students who score poorly 

on the SATs. It does not consider the lack of access to resources available to those who do 

poorly, nor does it acknowledge the racial bias in SATs (plus an overall incoming class with 

a high SAT average score increases the university's prestige/ranking). The use of SAT scores 

in determining whether or not a student is admitted is a standard operating procedure in 
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enrollment management, even at institutions that are test-optional. A high SAT score 

provides an advantage to the student in the admissions process. The use of SAT scores 

perpetuates academic capitalism as well as messages to those in the organization that merit 

is, in fact, linked to high SAT scores. This practice also privileges White and wealthy 

students and puts Students of Color and low-income students at a disadvantage. 

Organizational and Meta Rules  

Organizational rules are composed of formal and informal rules. Formal rules are 

articulated requirements that are often written to ensure the fulfillment “of organizational 

purposes, activities, or goals that are perceived as legitimate or normal” (Mills & Albert, 

2000, p. 59). By contrast, informal rules are developed behaviors that occur within an 

organization that become the typical way of proceeding within an organization, “but do not 

directly develop to meet the defined goals or activities of the organization” (Mills & Albert, 

2000, p. 60). Ultimately, organizational rules dictate how things get done in an organization 

(Thurlow, 2010). These rules constrain individual sensemaking and actions; “rules provide a 

preexisting sensemaking tool that contributes to the plausibility of an interpretation or the 

likelihood of a cue to be extracted as meaningful” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 257).  

The impact of organizational rules on organizational members calls attention “to both 

the power of the actors enacting rules, and the constraints under which these rules are 

introduced to the organizations” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 258). Furthermore, meta-rules are 

identified in the sensemaking process because they impact organizational rules and 

individual sensemaking. As shared above, meta rules are broad ideological concepts within 

different formative contexts (Thurlow, 2010). Within this study, the ideology of 

neoliberalism is a meta-rule and offers an explanation as to why the access gap continues to 
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widen for Students of Color and low-income students. Neoliberalism normalizes 

consumerism within higher education, where enrollment management focuses on consumer 

choice and revenue generation (Museus & LePeau, 2019). The meta-rules associated with 

consumer choice and revenue generation translate into organizational rules exemplifying one 

of Weick's seven properties of sensemaking: an enactment that shapes the behavior and 

reality of those in the organization. For instance, within enrollment management, 

organizational formal rules are the setting of the tuition discount rates, the amount charged 

for confirmation deposits, and the branding requirements for marketing materials (e.g., logos, 

colors, word choices, etc.). Whereas, organizational informal rules are the dress code for 

professional staff or cues within a student application that signals to the enrollment officer 

that this particular applicant is a "must-have," given the potential of the student's family to be 

donors. These rules facilitate the permeation of consumerism within individuals' mental 

models within the organization. More importantly, these rules tend to situate Students of 

Color and low-income students at a disadvantage. 

Discourse 

In addition to organizational and meta-rules, as well as formative contexts, critical 

sensemaking highlights the importance of discourse. As conceptualized by French 

philosopher and sociologist, Michel Foucault (1926–1984), discourse is a theoretical 

explanation that answers the questions “how do the things that people say and do affect 

society at large, and how does society in turn influence [what people say and do]?” 

(Schneider, 2013, para. 1). Florian Schneider (2013)  offers a description of discourse: 

In general, discourse theory is concerned with human expressions, often in the form 

of language. It highlights how such expressions are linked to human knowledge. A 
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shared argument is that the things people say or write draw from a pool of generally 

accepted knowledge in a society while at the same time feeding back into society to 

shape or reinforce such knowledge. What a society therefore holds to be true changes 

over time, depending on the ideas that members of a society exchange, and on the 

way in which such exchange happens. Another common concern is how specific 

people, or groups of people, are able to shape these "flows of knowledge." (para. 7) 

Foucault highlights that specific people are situated to define more effectively what is true, 

while some people are minimized or invisible in contributing to what is seen as true. For 

example, within an organization, different statuses of knowledge exist on strategic 

priorities—the president of the organization holds a higher status of knowledge in regard to 

the strategic priorities than a faculty member (Schneider, 2013). Even though an 

organizational member may not know the president very well, the president’s perspective of 

their social status, of their training, and of their gender all shape how an individual makes 

sense of their own knowledge. Hence, the president—due to their social status—has power, 

which is an essential dynamic within discourse theory (Schneider, 2013). An organizational 

member with social status power has the ability to dictate and create discourse, thereby 

becoming a highly influential sensegiver, where organizational members’ sensemaking (their 

behaviors and reality) are shaped by them. Discourse theory also calls attention to 

institutional hierarchies that connect to domination and resistance; for example, some voices 

are always heard over others (Schneider, 2013). Foucault called attention to unquestioned 

truths, the norm. Foucault believed that our reality, our way of proceeding, is essentially 

structured knowledge created by specific people and social groups; therefore, the “norm” will 

always privilege those specific social groups (Schneider, 2013, para. 9). 
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Critical sensemaking may offer insights into when a person chooses to follow along 

with the "norm" (e.g., discriminatory practices) and when they decide to resist the “norm.” 

Mills and Mills (2017) articulate the power of studying discourse: 

The notion of discourse—as the empowering of certain ideas through their 

appearance as knowledge—helps to explain how certain rules become accepted. 

Through focus on the instability of power/knowledge and identity it also goes some 

way to providing insights into resistance. Conceivably, unease with aspects of 

identity construction [a property of sensemaking] may encourage certain actors to 

resist the aspect of received wisdom (and associated practices) that can ultimately 

shift power relations. (p. 118) 

  In summary, critical sensemaking provides a framework “to understand how people 

make sense of their environment at a local [micro] level while acknowledging power 

relations in the broader societal context” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 260). Critical sensemaking 

blends Weick’s seven properties of sensemaking alongside three additional concepts: 

organizational and meta rules, formative context, and discourse (Mills & Mills, 2017; 

Thurlow, 2010). It also provides a lens “of how these forces combine to allow individuals to 

make sense of their environments and take action on a day-to-day basis” (Thurlow, 2010, p. 

260). In this study, this sensemaking process by enrollment management leadership teams 

will be examined in an organizational space that encompasses the public good and academic 

capitalism. A critical sensemaking theoretical framework will attempt to highlight the “why” 

and “how” these individuals enact practices to recruit and admit students with particular 

characteristics in the context of academic capitalism and the public good, both forces that 

continue to shape contemporary higher education institutions. 
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Figure 2 

Conceptual Framework: Sensemaking of Enrollment Management Leadership Team (EMLT) 

 

 

Methodology 

The methodology section provides an in-depth description of the research design for 

this study. This section is structured in the following way: a review of the purpose of the 

study and research questions, a description and rationale for the selected methodology, data 

collection procedures and protecting participants' confidentiality, data analysis procedures, 

trustworthiness, and the limitations of the study. 



 

97 

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

Previous studies on academic capitalism and the public good, the evolution of 

enrollment management, and sensemaking offer us the possibility that within a neoliberal 

state, academic capitalism and the public good could co-exist, mitigating the widening access 

gap for Students of Color and low-income students. Although many practices within 

enrollment management are marketlike or market-driven, inclusive practices exist based on 

race and income, potentially exemplifying that other ideologies beyond neoliberalism can 

influence enrollment management practices (Bastedo et al., 2018; Espenshade & Chung, 

2012).  

Uncovering the ways in which the public good and academic capitalism co-exist and 

overlap in higher education means that more research is necessary, particularly beyond 

STEM and entrepreneurship studies. New research needs to determine whether both can co-

exist to mitigate the widening income and racial gap in higher education. Studying the 

intersection in enrollment management—and examining how enrollment management 

stakeholders negotiate and make sense of those intersections—could lead to advancing the 

access and equity agenda (the public good). The purpose of this study is to explore how 

academic capitalism and values of the public good shape enrollment management leadership 

teams’ sensemaking and sensegiving as they enact decisions, actions, and practices to recruit 

and admit students. The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams receive regarding 

their decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good featured 

within these messages? 
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2. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams generate regarding 

their units’ decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good featured 

among these messages? 

3. How do enrollment management leadership teams make sense of the received and 

generated messages, especially as they relate to academic capitalism and the 

public good? 

4. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, and 

actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good on a day-to-day 

basis in their work environment? 

5. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, and 

actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good as they relate to 

major enrollment policy to recruit and admit students?  

Please see Figure 3 for the operationalized practices of the values of public good (race-

conscious action, need-based aid, test blind, whole context holistic review, and percent plans) 

and practices that demonstrate the operationalization of academic capitalism (tuition 

discounting, early action, predictive data analytics, recruitment materials, instant on-site 

admissions, corporate esthetics, test requirement, and optional test (not test-blind), and an 

organizational structure that merges the offices of financial aid and admissions under the 

same unit). 
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Figure 3 

Operationalized Practices of Public Good and Academic Capitalism 

 

 

Case Study Methodology and Rationale 

The study employed a case study methodology within the qualitative research 

approach. Qualitative research is used for “exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 

4). In this study, enrollment management leadership teams’ sensemaking is explored in 

relation to the social problem of the widening access gap for Students of Color and low-

income students in higher education.  

The literature provides no agreed-upon definition of case study; however, the 

common thread among the articulated definitions is that case study is research that provides 

an in-depth analysis of a particular phenomenon within a particular context. Stake (1978) 

articulates the versatility of case study, stating that it can be anything within a bounded 

system, can be used to test propositions, especially identifying an exception, and can be 
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highly quantitative. The versatility extends to its use regardless of paradigm and discipline 

(Wynsberghe & Khan, 2007).  

 Wynsberghe and Khan (2007) complicate the use of case study methodology by 

contending that case study is not a method, methodology, nor research design but "a 

transparadigmatic and transdisciplinary heuristic [discovery of knowledge] that involves the 

careful delineation of the phenomena for which evidence is being collected (event, concept, 

program, process, etc.)” (p. 80). Wynberg and Khan's (2007) definition of case study is 

precisely one of the rationales for why this study used case study methodology: case study is 

highly flexible without the constraints of a particular paradigm or discipline.  

Case study proves to be an effective research design for this study because of the 

power of the rich contextual identification of the phenomenon of interest (the sensemaking of 

enrollment management leadership teams within the context of academic capitalism and the 

values of the public good). This rich contextual identification can facilitate naturalistic 

generalization (Stake, 1978) and extendability. Naturalistic generalization refers to the 

reader recognizing natural cause and effect factors based on their relatability with the case 

study, thereby giving the reader the ability to deepen their understanding, affirm their 

experiences, and increase their conviction in life experiences (Stake, 1978). In other words, 

readers can make sense of the research in a manner that is meaningful, which could lead to a 

change in their practice. This effect underscores a key feature of case study: extendability. 

Extendability is essentially providing research that can resonate with the reader for them to 

apply the knowledge gained to other experiences, thereby extending the impact of the 

research (Wynsberghe & Khan, 2007). Ultimately, case studies bring to life the human 

experiences within research, which facilitates readers’ meaning-making of the world around 
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them. Since readers relate to the case study, they have an easier time shifting their 

perspective based on what they learned from the case study; therefore, they are more likely to 

make a change in their actions. 

 In summary, case study research affords readers the rich uncovering of a phenomenon 

within a particular context, allowing readers to construct their own knowledge and make 

naturalized generalizations. Stake (1978) sums up the benefit of case study by stating, 

Case studies … useful for exploration for those who search for explanatory laws. And 

moreover, because of the universality and importance of experiential understanding, 

and because of their compatibility with such understanding, case studies can be 

expected to continue to have an epistemological advantage over other inquiry methods 

as a basis for naturalistic generalization. (p. 7) 

Having reviewed the definition and benefits of case study in the above section, the next 

section highlights the design of the case study in the context of this study. 

Case Study Design: Bounding the Study 

Within this study, the case study design (see Table 4 for an overview) consists of 

essential features which ultimately facilitate the bounding of the case. Bounding the case 

means that a number of boundary decisions are determined (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Thomas, 

2011). Without boundaries, a case study becomes unwieldy to manage, especially when it 

comes to the analysis of the overwhelming amounts of data that case study produces. 

Ultimately, binding a case ensures that the case stays within the scope of the research (Baxter 

& Jack, 2008). Hence, the researcher needs to be as specific as possible in articulating the 

criteria of the case by clearly answering Schwandt and Gates’ (2018) question: What is this a 

case of? Ultimately bounding the study, this section reviews the key features within the case 
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study: the unit of analysis, the phenomenon of interest in the study, the purpose and type of 

case study, sample size and criteria, data collection methods, data analysis, trustworthiness, 

and limitations of the study. 

Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis is considered an “interesting or unusual or revealing example 

through which the phenomenon of interest can be explored” (Thomas, 2011, p. 534). For this 

study, the unit of analysis is the enrollment management leadership team within each case. 

Instead of the individuals within the teams, the focus on enrollment management leadership 

teams keeps the focal point at the organizational, collective, and systemic levels. Individuals 

come and go within these positions, but the function of the enrollment management unit as a 

collective, systemic operation of higher education access is more relevant and impactful 

regarding addressing the equity agenda. The constituents of these respective teams varied at 

different institutions and were identified by the head enrollment management officer within 

each case. Usually, the leadership team inevitably includes the vice president or head officer 

of enrollment management, the director of admissions, and the director of financial aid. Other 

positions within enrollment management leadership teams may include a marketing person or 

a data analytics person. Chapter 2 includes the registrar as a core area within enrollment 

management; however, this study did not include the director of registrar since they do not 

play a direct role in the recruitment and admission of students. Moreover, by studying the 

enrollment management leadership team, the study provided insights into how the enrollment 

management unit is positioned within the larger institution, as well as how the different 

offices within enrollment management (e.g., admissions and financial aid) make sense of 
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issues and influence each other’s decisions, actions, practices, and policies in carrying out the 

overall work of the unit. 

Though there are many stakeholders involved in articulating enrollment management 

goals, such as the board of directors and the executive leadership of an institution, including 

the president, the provost, and the head financial officer (Bontrager, 2004; Hossler & 

Kalsbeek, 2008), this study focused directly on those central to carrying out the goals of 

enrollment management: the enrollment management leadership team. Enrollment 

management leadership teams are situated in positions to act as the intermediaries between 

the executive leadership and those on the front lines carrying out the work of enrollment 

management. As noted in Chapter 2, these managers are organizational actors who perform 

complex work that seems to entail contradictory logics, such as work that requires revenue 

generation while also attending to the values of the public good (Sharma & Good, 2013). 

Managers are crucibles in sensemaking and sensegiving processes within an organization. 

They consistently “have to define, negotiate and even enact new meanings through their 

multiple interactions with different internal and external stakeholders” (Teulier & Rouleau, 

2013, p. 311). They are the ultimate sensemakers and sensegivers who ensure the enacted 

practices to achieve the enrollment goals. 

Phenomenon of Study  

The phenomenon of study is essentially the answer to Schwandt and Gates’ (2018) 

question: What is this a case of? It is the analytical frame in which the case is examined. As 

the authors noted, the phenomenon of study is the “analytical focus that crystallizes, thickens, 

or develops as the study proceeds: It is the way that this ‘phenomenon of study’ develops that 

is at the heart of the study” (p. 514). The phenomenon of this study is the sensemaking 
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process of enrollment management leadership teams within the context of academic 

capitalism and the values of the public good.  

Purpose and Type of Case Study  

The case study purpose is essentially the overall intention for doing the case study. 

This intention determines the type of case study. The purpose for this study is to be an 

instrumental, multiple case study. An instrumental case study facilitates understandings into 

a particular issue or reexamines generalizations (Stake, 2005). This study provides insights 

into the widening access gap for Students of Color and low-income students by examining 

the sensemaking process of enrollment management leadership teams within the context of 

the influence of academic capitalism and values of the public good by looking at two cases.  

Additionally, the research examined two cases; this is known as a multiple case study. 

A multiple case study provides a thicker and richer description through examining 

similarities and differences among cases, allowing for better theorizing of the phenomenon of 

interest (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Stake, 2005) and generating more trustworthy data. However, 

researchers need to be mindful of Stake’s (2005) concern about comparisons: comparisons 

become problematic because they limit case knowledge that fails to facilitate comparison. In 

other words, comparisons tend to prioritize the comparative components and not the rich 

details of the particularities of individual cases. 

Sample Size and Criteria  

A main feature of case study is the small sample size. The small sample size 

facilitates a deep dive into the particularities of a case; energy spent on a large sample of 

participants will impact the case study's effectiveness since researchers will more than likely 

sacrifice details (Wynsberghe & Khan, 2007). One of the significant critiques of case study is 
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the inability to generalize from such a small sample. However, several researchers have 

developed counter-arguments articulating that naturalistic generalization occurs and the idea 

that research must be able to generate generalization is actually overvalued, while the need 

for exemplars is undervalued (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Stake, 1978). Furthermore, Stake (1978) 

articulates the significant benefit of case study research: 

What becomes useful understanding is a full and thorough knowledge of the 

particular, recognizing it also in new and foreign contexts. That knowledge is a form 

of generalization, too, not scientific induction but naturalistic generalization, arrived 

at by recognizing the similarities of objects and issues in and out of context and by 

sensing the natural covariations of happenings. To generalize this way is to be both 

intuitive and empirical, not idiotic.… As readers recognize essential similarities to 

cases of interest to them, they establish the basis for naturalistic generalization. (pp. 

6–7) 

This study examined two cases through purposive, intentional sampling (Terrell, 

2016)—specifically of enrollment management leadership teams. The samples were 

purposeful to bound the cases, as well as to allow for the collection of robust and reliable 

data. The study design was a multiple case study examining two institutions to understand 

better the phenomenon of interest. Not only was it necessary to keep the sample size small to 

facilitate an in-depth analysis of the data, but researcher access to the necessary individuals 

and data at each site was also challenging due to the sensitivity of information and practices 

within enrollment management. More than 25 institutions were invited to participate in the 

study; six were willing to speak with me about the nature of the study; however, only two 
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agreed to the study and were willing to talk about their experiences as enrollment 

management professionals, which is often thought of as a highly secretive profession. 

Institutions that met the criteria for the study were identified through networks 

developed, such as connecting with enrollment management team members via already 

established networks as well as scholars in the field. Ultimately, one of the central goals of 

this research was identifying exemplars, possibilities of how academic capitalism and values 

of the public good could co-exist, intersect, and overlap in an effort to mitigate the widening 

gap of access for Students of Color and low-income students.  

Case selection for this study was initially informed by three criteria: (1) selectivity, 

(2) financial stability, and (3) ability to learn about the phenomenon of interest.  

First, regarding selectivity, the study focused on highly selective and selective, non-

profit, four-year higher education institutions because Students of Color and low-income 

students are underrepresented at these institutions (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). These 

institutions have similar sets of responsibilities within their enrollment management 

leadership team. These similarities facilitate a clear bounding of the case, cross-case analysis, 

and strengthened generalizations about similarly situated structures. Non-selective, non-profit 

institutions, such as community colleges, were not included in the study because they accept 

all students and carry the lion’s share of expanding access to higher education to low-income 

students and Students of Color (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013) and these non-selective 

institutions would likely not use enrollment management practices to enhance prestige. 

 The identification of institutional selectivity was based on U.S. News & World 

Report’s selectivity scale: most selective, more selective, selective, less selective, or least 

selective. The selectivity scale consists of a combination of test scores, class ranking, and the 
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admissions acceptance rate (Morse & Hines, 2021). Carnevale and Strohl’s (2010, 2013) 

research was based on selectivity to demonstrate the widening access gap and stratification of 

higher education. White, wealthy students are enrolled at more selective institutions than 

Students of Color and low-income students. Institutions selected for this study have a 

selectivity ranking of selective or most selective. Those who attend selective institutions are 

more likely to get higher-paying jobs and access networks that bolster Bourdieu’s (1986) 

different forms of capital. 

Another contextual element was the financial stability of institutions. The cases 

explored consisted of institutions not on the brink of closing to avoid the scenario in which 

an institution had absolutely no other option but to generate revenue to survive. Financial 

stability was determined by the Hechinger Report's Financial Fitness Tracker (Butrymowicz 

& D’Amato, 2020). The Hechinger Report is an independent, non-profit newsroom focused 

on education. The Financial Fitness Tracker (FFT) measures the amount of financial pressure 

facing an institution. The FFT applies a financial stress test that analyzes data inputs such as 

enrollment, retention, average tuition revenue per student, endowment-to-spending ratios, 

and state funding (Butrymowicz & D’Amato, 2020). Institutions selected for this study did 

not exhibit any financial warning alerts based on the FFT. 

However, a few other unintentional criteria came to be fruitful to the outcome of the 

study: (1) public good mission orientation and having a long history of serving the public 

good, and (2) type of institutions—a private and a public institution. One institution, Knot 

College, was private, non-profit, and had a mission oriented toward serving the public good. 

The other case, Grant University, was a public institution which also had a mission that 

explicitly focused on serving the public good. These two institutions are focused on serving 
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the public good, increasing the probability that public good values were operating in relation 

to enrollment management. Additionally, these two institution types are situated respectively 

in the private sector and public sector, which allows the outcomes of this study to reach a 

larger audience in higher education.  

The public good emphasis at both sites and the different institutional types—a private 

and a public institution—between these two sites provided conditions that enabled the study 

to generate more insights about the phenomenon of interest: The sensemaking process of the 

enrollment management leadership team within the context of academic capitalism and the 

values of the public good. The similar emphasis on the public good, and the differences 

between a public and a private institution, provided a fertile ground to learn more about the 

intersection between the public good and academic capitalism in enrollment management.  

Though a number of sample criteria were identified (intentionally or unintentionally) 

for this study––selectivity, financial viability, public good mission oriented, and a private and 

public institution—Stake (2005) argues that for case study selection, the selection by 

sampling criteria should not be the highest priority. Researchers should select cases that offer 

the best opportunity to learn or cases that allow for the most access and time to learn (Stake, 

2005). Stake (2005) highlights the importance of having access and time to examine 

interactivity: how things get done, how context is influenced, and how the main 

effects/influences occur.  

Data Collection Procedures 

The following subsection reviews data collection procedures within the context of 

this case study: demographic data forms, interviews, document analysis, and data from the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). 
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Demographic Data Forms 

Before each interview, participants completed a demographic data form (see 

Appendix A). The form included data on participants' social identities and social group 

memberships, such as race, class, gender, and age (Terrell, 2016). The form allowed an 

examination for patterns associated with social identities and offered explanations that 

connected to power, privilege, and oppression issues within the sensemaking process. Please 

see Tables 2 and 3 for the list of participants, along with their pseudonyms, roles, and 

disclosed demographic information. 

 

Table 2 

Knot College Participants 

Pseudonym Role Self-Identified 
Sex/Gender 

Self-Identified 
Race 

Self-Identified 
Socioeconomic 

Status 
Growing Up 

Brad Head of 
Admissions & 
Financial Aid 

Man White Middle-Income, 
First-

Generation 

Ellie Head of 
Financial Aid 

Woman Caucasian Middle-Income 

Sabrina Head of 
Admissions 

Woman White Unknown 

Charles Head of 
Systems 

Man Black Unknown 
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Table 3 

Grant University Participants 

Pseudonym Role Self-Identified 
Sex/Gender 

Self-Identified 
Race 

Self-Identified 
Socioeconomic 

Status 

Paul Vice President 
of Enrollment 
Management 

Man White Low-Income 

Ben Head of 
International 
Admissions 

Man White Middle-Class 

Nate Head of Web 
Strategy 

Man White Middle-Income 

Meredith Head of 
Precollege 
Programs 

Woman Multiracial, 
Hispanic 

Low, very low 

Jackson Head of 
Financial Aid 

Man White Middle-Class 

Shana Head of 
Scholarships 

Woman White Lower Middle 
Class 

Elijah Head of 
Admissions 

Man White Middle Class, 
Rural 

 
 

Interviews 

Interviews can provide an assessment of the mental maps that people carry around 

inside their heads (Luker, 2008). Are there common assumptions, frames of mind, ideologies, 

or even discourses that exist among those in the enrollment plan decision-making process 

(Luker, 2008)? Interviews illuminated the sensemaking of enrollment management teams and 

identified key features from the conceptual framework (see Figure 2: Conceptual 

Framework). The engagement of participants included individual semi-structured 

informational interviews for about 90 minutes, with a follow-up interview of 60 minutes that 



 

111 

clarified questions as well as facilitated the study participants' double-checking of their 

points from the first interview. The enrollment management leadership team at each site was 

interviewed individually. Each institution had slight variations in terms of which positions 

were considered part of their enrollment management leadership team. These teams included 

the head of the enrollment management unit, the department heads (the directors) of the 

office of admissions, and the office of financial aid. The interview protocol (see Appendix B) 

was used to examine the influence of academic capitalism and the values of the public good 

in the sensemaking process. 

Observations 

Observation is where the researcher is located within the physical setting of the 

participants' context, noting moments that inform the study (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). 

Observations offer a powerful method of studying behavior in the context of the case;  they 

facilitate the drawing of inferences that might be difficult to ascertain from an interview 

(Maxwell, 2013). Observations provide descriptions of settings, people, actions, events, and 

their engagement with each other (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). The rationale to include 

observation in this study was based on Rossman and Rallis’s (2017) reasons to use 

observations as a method, such as to gain insight into the context, to facilitate rich 

descriptions of the case, to provide first-hand experience of the understandings from the 

cases, and to notice dynamics or patterns that may not be discussed or observed by the 

participants.  

Ultimately, observations are critical to assessing the sensemaking process of 

enrollment management leadership teams. Critical sensemaking encapsulates the influence of 

power, privilege, and oppression, which can often be observed through the engagement of 
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those on the team. Additionally, Weick’s seven properties highlight key social and 

environmental elements necessary for sensemaking, which may be more pronounced through 

the method of observation. The study included an observation of one enrollment management 

leadership team meeting at each site. Both meetings included elements of strategic planning. 

I observed the meetings virtually. Please see Appendix C for the study’s observation 

protocol. Observations of meetings highlighted organizational actors who had a greater 

influence on the group, especially in shaping the team’s collective sensemaking.  

Document Analysis 

Several documents were collected for analysis. Documents of all types allow for 

meaning-making, developing an understanding, and discovering insights relevant to the 

research (Merriam, 1988). Documents provide further contextual details to develop a robust 

understanding of the case; support further inquiries of data; track changes and development 

within an organization; and verify and corroborate analysis and evidence from other sources 

(Bowen, 2009). Mission statements, values documents, strategic plans, marketing materials, 

and statements on inclusive excellence were reviewed to inform the messages and 

sensemaking that occurred within enrollment management leadership teams.  

Other Data 

The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) financial data were 

used to verify the student profile and the financial health of an institution. The IPEDS 

financial data survey includes information on “Revenues by source (e.g., tuition and fees, 

government grants and contracts, private gifts); Expenses by function (e.g., instruction, 

research, academic support, institutional support); Assets and liabilities; and Scholarships 

and fellowships” (IPEDS, 2020, para. 2). 
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Data Collection and Protecting Participant Confidentiality 

All data collected were stored in a password-protected OneDrive account; 

pseudonyms were used for institutions’ names and participant names to ensure the privacy of 

the data. All personally identifiable information was masked.  

Data Analysis Procedures  

Data analysis consists of cleaning the data for analysis, that is, preparing and 

organizing the data (Creswell, 2013). As the data were collected for this study, they were 

reduced to something manageable through thematic coding (cleaning) and then analyzed 

(Luker, 2008). Data collection, data analysis, and reporting are highly intertwined and are 

often ongoing simultaneously (Creswell, 2013; Luker, 2008). Creswell (2013) calls this the 

Data Analysis Spiral. Similar to Posselt (2016), analysis and data collection occurred 

concurrently. 

A deductive analysis of the data was conducted based on the themes brought to the 

study from critical sensemaking theory while also paying attention to themes that emerged 

inductively. All interviews were transcribed via transcription services and coded for themes. 

A series of notes was created along the way. These notes captured connections, insights, 

verification of sensemaking theory, potential theories, and, most importantly, assisted with 

the development of data codes, which became valuable when coding documents and 

interview transcripts (Charmaz, 2006). The research utilized  Luker’s (2008) guidance of 

pattern recognition and Stake’s (1995) four strategies of case study data analysis. Luker 

(2008) advises researchers to start pattern recognition after collecting data on day one. The 

notes attempted to answer Luker’s (2008) pattern recognition questions: “What is this case of 

_____(fill in the blank), best explained by a theory of _____?” (p. 165), What factors are 



 

114 

emerging? What are the first impressions of the interview? How does this interview adjust 

the theoretical view of what’s happening? The initial notes to these questions facilitated the 

cleaning up of the data and offered preliminary findings (Luker, 2008). 

This study’s data analysis utilized Stake’s (1995) four strategies of case study data 

analysis: categorical aggregation and direct interpretation, correspondence, and patterns. 

Categorical aggregation is the researcher directly interpreting (making-meaning of) a single 

instance without concern of it being a part of a category that eventually leads to seeing more 

similar instances as a small collection of instances (aggregation of category). According to 

Stake (1995), correspondence “is a search for patterns, for consistency, for consistency 

within certain conditions” (p. 78). Patterns can be found using Luker’s (2008) guidance for 

pattern recognition or through coding the data, examining the frequency of the codes, and 

determining patterns (Stake, 1995). The research questions and the conceptual framework of 

this study served as a pattern template, a roadmap to uncovering patterns (a deductive 

approach). However, new patterns also emerged and were noted (an inductive approach). 

Reporting 

Reporting of this case study provided an in-depth, rich contextual analysis of the 

cases that allow the readers to vicariously experience the moment (Wynsberghe & Khan, 

2007). Details of the cases' contexts facilitate the reader's connection to the case study by 

allowing the reader to make a rich meaning of the research findings. Throughout this study, 

"the goal is to describe the study in a comprehensive manner as to enable the reader to feel as 

if they had been an active participant in the research and can determine whether or not the 

study findings could be applied to their own situation" (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 555).  
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Trustworthiness 

 Within qualitative research, several researchers have identified action steps to 

establish the trustworthiness of the research (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). 

Trustworthiness is conducting research that is “credible and usable,” ultimately producing a 

study where the findings are believable enough for others to use them for the betterment of 

society (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Maxwell (2013) identifies two overarching threats to 

trustworthiness that tend to be raised with qualitative research: researcher bias and reactivity, 

also known as reflexivity (Terrell, 2016; the impact of the researcher on the study 

participants). 

 Researcher subjectivity or bias is inevitable within qualitative research. A researcher's 

assumptions, beliefs, theories, and values cannot be eliminated from the study and may 

influence the conduct and findings of the study positively or negatively. Within qualitative 

research, to manage research subjectivity by bolstering trustworthiness and researcher 

integrity, the study includes a researcher positionality statement that explains possible biases 

and mitigation strategies. In regards to reactivity, which is the influence of the researcher on 

the study, especially between interviewer and participant, reactivity is inevitable within 

qualitative research; hence the goal of the researcher is to be conscious of reactivity and to 

understand the researcher's impact on the participant and how reactivity might affect the 

analysis of the data from the interview (Maxwell, 2013). The notetaking done after each 

interview intentionally incorporates notions of researcher influence on the participant. 

Additionally, I invited four enrollment management professionals to review the analysis and 

findings to mitigate researcher bias and reactivity/reflexivity. 
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 In addition to managing researcher subjectivity and reactivity, the trustworthiness of 

the data was bolstered through the function of credibility and transferability (Terrell, 2016). 

To establish credibility, which is confidence in the honesty of the findings by the researcher 

(Terrell, 2016), case study methodology inherently promotes the triangulation of data. 

Triangulation is the accumulation and examination of data about the phenomenon through 

the use of multiple sources of data, allowing for the convergence and the confirmation of 

findings, as well as identifying evidence that mitigates researcher subjectivity and reactivity 

(Maxwell, 2013; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Multiple interviewee perspectives shore up the 

credibility of the findings, especially by incorporating the practice of member checking. 

Member checking, also known as participant validation, was done in the second interview. 

Member checking is where the researcher shares with respective participants emerging 

themes from their interview for them to review and provide feedback; participants are 

welcome to elaborate, correct, or dispute any of the themes or findings (Rossman & Rallis, 

2017). I corrected the data findings appropriately based on the participants’ feedback. 

Moreover, to ensure transferability, which is demonstrating that the study outcomes can be 

transferred or applicable in other similar situated contexts, I provided a rich description of the 

cases and findings.  

Lastly, the research design included the establishment of an advisory board of 

enrollment management professionals, facilitated through one-on-one meetings, guiding the 

study through understanding the context of enrollment management as a profession in the 

field of higher education. The advisory board members were identified through personal and 

professional networks and constituted vice presidents from four private, liberal arts colleges 

and universities and one large public state university. The advisory board offered insights on 



 

117 

the study findings, ensured research relevancy, provided networking access to support the 

identification of cases, and provided overall support to me in the meaning-making process 

throughout the study. 

Positionality Statement 

Given that researcher subjectivity and reflexivity are inevitable within qualitative 

research, I have chosen to provide a researcher's positionality statement to identify my 

assumptions, beliefs, theories, and values that may influence the study. Two worldviews 

influence the lens through which I make meaning of the world: social constructivism and the 

transformative paradigm (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I believe that people are socialized 

into the world and construct meaning based on their engagement with others and the various 

contexts they live in throughout their lives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Harro, 2013). I also 

subscribe to a transformative worldview where research impacts positive social change for 

oppressed people (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I tend to incorporate critical theories to 

facilitate this kind of research. These two worldviews are the reasons for the use of critical 

sensemaking as the conceptual framework. 

The personal and professional aspects of my life are intertwined in doing the work 

that breathes life into the inherent belief that one's life is meant to make the world a better 

place. I believe higher education should be a public good and serve the public good because I 

have studied, worked, and lived the experience of receiving a higher education, especially as 

a first-generation college student, Jamaican immigrant, queer, and woman of South Asian 

descent. I grew up in a household where education was drilled into my mindset as a necessity 

for a successful life. I am proof that access to higher education leads to a better quality of life 

and a necessity to uplift one's community. I also lived in a household where capitalism 
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facilitated our social mobility. My family started a banana chips company in our backyard, 

which eventually grew into a factory. I have a healthy respect for the role that capitalism 

plays in our world; however, I believe guardrails and protections are necessary to secure 

basic fundamental necessities to live a quality life: access to health care, education, housing, 

food, and safety.  

Currently, I am a higher education administrator. I have spent the last 20 years 

working in higher education doing social justice work by increasing consciousness-raising in 

student affairs. However, I have found it challenging to do consciousness-raising work at 

predominantly white institutions due to the lack of diversity on these campuses. For four 

years, I was the co-chair for the president's institutional diversity council at a predominantly 

white, four-year liberal arts Jesuit university on the East Coast. I was in the middle of pulling 

together data to make a case for increasing the racial and income diversity on campus. The 

vice president of enrollment management was a member of the council. In a private meeting 

with her, she showed me a grid of the numeric admissions ranking and merit awards provided 

for these rankings and the racial breakdown of the current admitted applicant pool within 

those rankings. I realized that it is within the creation and implementation of this formula––

what I call the black box––where the power lies with increasing (or preventing) access to 

low-income students and Students of Color. Many questions surfaced for me as I saw this 

glimpse into enrollment management's inner workings, questions that I had no answers to 

and questions that are critical in advancing an equity agenda in higher education. These years 

on the council brought me to a new area of doing social justice work impacting enrollment 

management policies and practices. I come to this research with an awareness that great 

injustices are blatantly being carried out in parts of the admissions world. Ultimately, I 
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realize the potential power that enrollment management plays in increasing access for low-

income students and Students of Color. 

As a researcher, I recognize that how I relate to the study participants has an impact 

on the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Holmes, 2020). I am new to the enrollment 

management unit and its operation; to some, I may be seen as an outsider, unable to deeply 

understand the lived experiences of those who are part of the enrollment management culture 

(Kusow, 2003). On the other hand, I am not new to higher education administration and may 

be seen as an insider by others. However, I may have common ground that cultivates trust 

with the participants, and I may find it challenging to study the culture without bias (Kusow, 

2003). 

Ultimately, I believe the question of being an insider or outsider is more complicated. 

I can shift from being an insider to an outsider and vice versa at a moment’s notice. I can 

inhabit both constructs at the same time depending on the social identities and biographical 

aspects between the study participants and me, the topic, the socio-political context of the 

work, and the multiple forms of location that I find myself with the study participants 

(Holmes, 2020; Kusow, 2003). For example, in an interview, one of my study participants 

may be a vice president of enrollment management who identifies as a Woman of Color and 

believes in doing social justice work. I may be seen as an insider because we both identify as 

Women of Color. We both want to do social justice work; however, I may be seen as an 

outsider when asked to explain specific enrollment management policies and practices. 

Given my worldviews, motivation for the study, and personal and professional lived 

experiences, researcher subjectivity exists. To minimize bias in the research, I have taken the 

first step in bolstering the study's trustworthiness by articulating my positionality. 
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Additionally, as mentioned in the previous section, I wrote memos after each step of the data 

collection, articulating any potential bias and influence I may have on the participant.  

 

Table 4 

Overview of Case Study Research Design 

Overview of Case Study 
Features Description 

Unit of Analysis 1. Enrollment management leadership teams (as a collective unit of 
analysis) 
§ The vice president or unit head of enrollment management 
§ Varies, depending on the structure of the unit and membership of 

the leadership team. 
o The department heads of the offices of admissions and 

financial aid  
o Others considered as a member of the leadership team, 

e.g., a systems analyst or marketing position. 

Phenomenon of Study 1. The sensemaking process of the enrollment management leadership 
team within the context of academic capitalism and the values of public 
good 

The Purpose and Type of 
Case Study 

1. An instrumental, multiple case study 

Sample Size 1. Institutional sample: Two institutions, purposive, intentional sampling 
2. 11 people interviewed  

Criteria  
 

1. Selective to highly selective, non-profit institutions 
2. Financially stable institutions based on the Hechinger Report’s 

Financial Fitness Tracker. 
3. Public good oriented and has a history of serving the public good 
4. Private, non-profit institution: Knot College 
5. Public institution: Grant University 

Data Collection Procedures 1. Demographic Data Form 
2. One 90-minute and one 60-minute semi-structured informational 

interview with each member of the enrollment management leadership 
team (EMLT) for recruiting and confirming the class. Each institution 
had variations of which positions were considered part of the team. 

3. One observation of enrollment management leadership team meeting 
per site 

4. Document analysis 
5. IPEDs financial data  
6. Pseudonyms were used for all participants and institutions 
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Overview of Case Study 
Features Description 

Data Analysis Procedures 1. Primarily a deductive analysis while paying attention to themes 
emerging inductively 

2. Transcription of interviews 
§ Rev.com 

3. Notetaking for pattern recognition after each data collection point 
(Luker, 2008) 
§ What is this a case of? 
§ Best explained by a theory of? 
§ What factors are emerging? 
§ What are the first impressions of the interview or other data 

collection process? 
§ How does this [interview] adjust the theoretical view of what’s 

happening? 
4. Stake’s (1995) four strategies 

§ Categorical aggregation and direct interpretation  
§ Correspondence and patterns 

5. Reporting 
§ In-depth, rich contextual analysis of cases 

Trustworthiness 1. Mitigate researcher bias and reflexivity 
§ Research positionality statement 
§ Note-taking after each use of the data collection instrument 

2. Credibility 
§ Triangulation of data 
§ Member checking 
§ Transferability 

3. Rich description of cases and findings 
 

4. Advisory Board of Enrollment Management Professionals to guide the 
researcher 
§ Ensure relevancy 
§ Support researcher meaning-making 

Constructing the Case 
Study Story 

1. Institutional setting 
2. Mission of the university 
3. Financial stability 
4. Selectivity status 
5. Enrollment figures 
6. Demographic make-up (Students of Color and Pell Eligible) 
7. EM structure 
8. How recent the university transitioned to an EM structure  
9. The hierarchical structure of the institution’s EM unit (titles and roles) 
10.  The constituents of EM leadership team 
11. The demographic makeup of the team (social identities and years of 

service) 
12. EM strategic plan priorities 
13.  The goals delivered to the EM team, which are in concert with the EM 

team, and are developed by the EM team 
14. How the EM leadership team members function together (e.g., how 

often do they meet, do they have one-on-ones, etc.) 
15. Identify the elements of meaningful and effective sensemaking and 

barriers to sensemaking that are exhibited: 
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Overview of Case Study 
Features Description 

16. Is there trust? Is information flowing?  
17. How do they perceive themselves in relation to their professional 

identity? Their social identities?  
18. Is there a healthy respect for rules and regulations?  
19. Are there powerful messages that can create blind spots? 
20.  Identify collective key decision-making examples and describe how 

they speak to them through a public good and academic capitalism lens 
standpoint 

21.  Identify indications of academic capitalism 
22. Identify indications of the public good 
23. Articulate power dynamics, formative context, and discourse within the 

EM team 

 

Limitations of the Study 

A few potential limitations exist within the study, restraining the findings' 

transferability across different higher education institutions. The first is that the study 

examined a limited number of institutions of a particular type. Grant University was a 

selective, public, land-grant doctoral university with very high research activity (American 

Council on Education, 2023). Knot College was a highly selective and ranked private, non-

profit baccalaureate college with an arts and sciences focus (American Council on Education, 

2023). Over 3,900 higher education institutions are classified within six categories: doctoral 

universities, master's colleges and universities, baccalaureate colleges, 

baccalaureate/associate's colleges, associate's colleges, and special focus institutions 

(American Council on Education, 2023). Grant University and Knot College represented 

only two of these categories. Though case study methodology facilitates transferability, 

where the reader can make sense of the research in a meaningful manner because the 

research is relatable and gives the reader a rich description of the phenomenon in particular, 

this research is still constrained since it only covers a limited number of contexts. 
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Second, the EMLTs that participated in my research were more inclined to be public 

good-oriented and were ready to describe public good decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies. A wide net was cast to find institutions. Furthermore, beyond the institutions 

agreeing to the study, I also relied on each member of the EMLT to consent to the research. 

The members of Grant University’s and Knot College's EMLTs were willing to commit and 

dedicate their time to this research. My research findings affirm that these institutions and 

respective teams, despite existing within academic capitalism, were public good-oriented, 

especially in their decisions, practices, actions, and policies. This strong orientation to the 

public good needs to be centered on interpreting the findings of my study. 

Lastly, and related to the previous limitation, the two institutions were more inclined 

to have socially desirable ways of lessening academic capitalist enactments. Higher 

education institutions tend to be non-profit and have an inherent commitment to serving the 

public good, especially through advancing social justice, civic engagement, nation-building, 

and expanding access to underserved populations (Couturier, 2005; Dynarski, 2004). This 

commitment to serving the public good, which was palpable at both institutions, may have 

impacted participants’ willingness to talk about academic capitalism more deeply or in more 

critical ways.  
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CHAPTER 4 

KNOT COLLEGE 

 

We want to live our mission. And our mission is not to grow revenue. Our mission is 

to serve students, to serve a diverse student body, and the way to achieve our mission 

is the strategic approach that we’ve taken.  

—Brad, Head of Admissions & Financial Aid, Knot College 

Knot College, a highly ranked, wealthy, 4-year liberal arts institution, was mission-

centered in their approach to enrollment management, as articulated in the quote above by 

Brad. The college had a commitment to bringing in a diverse cohort each year, and it was not 

dependent on its net tuition revenue (NTR), the amount of tuition and fees after the awarding 

of financial aid (Deroschers & Hurlbert, 2016), given the size of their endowment.  

This chapter presents three core aspects of my research on Knot College: context, 

messages, and sensemaking. Providing contextual information about the institution, such as 

structure, financial stability, mission, and enrollment demographics, allows for a deeper 

understanding of the study findings. In regard to messages, I identify the sources of messages 

and how they generate the EMLT decisions, practices, actions, and any major policies related 

to student recruitment and admission. Even though the distinction among "decisions, actions, 

practices, and policies" is nuanced, subtle, layered, distinct, and non-distinct at times, to 

facilitate some distinction, I define each: decisions tend to prescribe the actions to come, that 
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moment between information and action; actions are acts to accomplish a deed (Vorne, 

2016); practices tend to be repetitive actions, more like habits (Merriam-Webster, n.d.); and 

policies are broad-reaching and have a set of principles, rules, and regulations associated 

with the organization to inform decisions, actions, and practices (PowerDMS, 2020). I 

interweave findings related to the ways in which participants used sensemaking in their work, 

recognizing that messages; sensemaking; and decisions, practices, actions, and policies 

happen simultaneously in the experiences of enrollment management professionals. I use 

chapter six, the conclusion chapter, to name the various properties of sensemaking based on 

these findings. 

Knot College Context 

This section discusses Knot College’s espoused mission highlighting their 

commitment to students attending the institution. I also identify their financial stability to 

demonstrate that Knot College was not on the brink of financial collapse, thereby avoiding 

the necessity for the institution to prioritize generating revenue above all else (a key criterion 

for my site selection). Furthermore, the chapter details Knot College's selectivity status along 

with enrollment figures (including demographics related to student race and Pell recipient 

status) to highlight the incoming student profile. The organizational structure of the 

enrollment management unit is visualized, and the EMLT's positioning of team members' 

social identities is highlighted, including first-generation status, race, class, and gender, in the 

context of their relationship with each other and how they do their work.  

Mission 

Knot College is a private, not-for-profit, 4-year liberal arts institution in the United 

States. It is mission-driven, with a central focus on bringing together the most promising (i.e., 
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students who may not have easy access to higher education and are academically strong) 

talented students, regardless of their financial circumstances, to ensure a diverse experience. 

The EMLT believed that their mission was not to grow revenue but to serve students, 

especially a diverse student body. The findings exemplify that the enrollment management 

team members were mission-driven in their decision-making. They had a mindset that set 

aside their needs for the institution's greater good. For instance, Sabrina, the head of 

admissions, who identified as a White woman, stated: "So if I want something, so what? It 

doesn't matter. It's what the mission of the college is. And the mission statement has been 

around for a long time at admission. It hasn't changed a whole lot."  

Financial Stability 

Knot College was financially stable; it was positioned with significant financial 

strength, holding an endowment of over $3 billion. The EMLT was aware of the “luxurious 

position” the institution was in and did not speak about revenue generation often. As noted 

by Brad, “the endowment is more than [over a] million per student…. Less than half of the 

revenue comes from tuition and fees.”  Approximately 39% of the student body paid full 

tuition and fees (comprehensive fee) of roughly $80,000 per year. Knot College was need-

blind in their admissions process, where a student’s ability to pay was not a factor of 

admission. Lastly, Knot College provided only need-based rather than merit-based aid in the 

awarding of their financial aid.   

All team members clearly stated that they felt no pressure from the college’s 

leadership to make a specific net tuition revenue; they clearly articulated that they made no 

decisions to intentionally bring in students who could pay. According to Charles, the head of 

systems, who identified as a Black man, 
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We have borrowed significantly from our endowment. So in terms of debt to the 

endowment, we are significantly high compared to other institutions. And part of that 

is that we rely too much on the market. And we're not asking, "Well, we need $10 

million more to add to the budget. Can we get this from having a few more paying 

students?" Those have never been conversations that I am a part of. And yes, you're 

right, I think we do benefit from name recognition, right? 

However, although there were no intentional conversations focusing on the need “to get a 

few more paying students,” the EMLT still had to land the class within a particular budget.  

So how did Knot College's net tuition revenue get factored into the larger budget if 

they were need-blind in their admissions process and need-based in their financial aid 

process? Brad shared,  

The rising sophomores, juniors, seniors, that's three years of net revenue. So we 

already know what that is. The variable coming into each year's budget is what's the 

first-year class … a typical first-year class would be what, $16 million of financial 

aid. So a million dollars would be being off by 6%, but on a nearly $200 million 

budget, it's a much smaller proportion of the budget. And if we can do our budget 

planning well enough and early enough … looks like revenues will be down a bit this 

year. Okay, we'll build a budget around that.  

Additionally, Knot College has existed for over 200 years. The classes the college 

brought in overtime created a stable process with a relatively stable applicant pool, and the 

shifts in enrollment tended to become smaller. According to Brad, at the same time, 

each year's class only contributes a quarter of the students to the student population 

… four years of students does provide some degree of smoothing. That being said, a 
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$1 or $2 million swing in revenue on the budget can mean the difference between a 

2% versus a 3% raise for employees. 

Even though there was no net tuition revenue pressure, tuition did matter, and some level of 

accountability did exist. The EMLT admitted that tuition revenue was important even though 

Knot College was a wealthy college with over a 3-billion-dollar endowment. NTR made up 

one-third of the college's operating budget, and two-thirds came through endowments and 

gifts. Members of the leadership team were cognizant of the financial pressures and trade-

offs. For instance, Brad transparently shared at the Board of Trustees retreat that these trade-

offs were actively discussed:  

We did talk about it at the Board of Trustees retreat in the context of achieving other 

goals. About two-thirds of our operating budget comes from philanthropy, 

endowment, or current-use gifts. About one-third comes from net comprehensive fee 

revenue. That's a pretty different mix than a lot of places. And there is some risk. 

Market volatility is, in some ways, budget volatility. One of the many trade-offs is 

that, in addition to academic considerations, a heavier reliance on socioeconomic 

proxies would mean less net tuition revenue. That's something that we can model, talk 

about with Trustees and President … think about all of the trade-offs involved in 

enrollment management.  

However, when pressed a bit more on whether he felt any financial pressure, in 

response to my comment, Brad noted, 

Interviewer: … you still have to bring in a third of the budget. Correct? That's what I 

heard you say. 



 

129 

Brad: I wouldn't think have to, I would say that we do. And if that's going to change, 

it's my role to help the rest of the organization understand that it might change. 

This exchange demonstrates that Knot College was not susceptible, or resource-dependent, to 

the traditional pressures that many other institutions may be under to bring in NTR for their 

financial viability.  

Selectivity and Enrollment Demographic Figures 

Knot College was rated most selective, with the highest possible level of selectivity. 

Its acceptance rate was less than 10%, and it was highly ranked. It had a student population 

of less than 4,000 and impressive student success outcomes––an above 95% retention rate 

and an above 90% graduation rate. As of fall 2021, Knot College served around 45% 

Students of Color, on par with their immediate competitors, and about 25% were Pell 

students. 

Structure and Leadership Team Composition 

The EMLT at Knot College (see Figure 4) was comprised of the head of financial aid 

and admissions, a unit leader of financial aid, a unit leader of admissions, and a unit leader of 

systems, who worked with their consultants regarding the necessary data needed to inform 

their work. The EMLT also worked with two other committees, a faculty committee, and a 

university-wide committee, which informed decisions regarding the types of students that 

they brought into their community, as well as engaged in discussions about areas of 

opportunities and occasions to celebrate with the incoming class. The EMLT consisted of 

three White individuals and one Black individual, two of whom were men and two women. 

Two team members self-identified as attending higher education as first-generation college 

students.   
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Figure 4 

Knot College EMLT Structure 

 

 

Positioning of EMLT Members’ Social Identities 

Each team member provided specific examples and discussed their awareness of their 

racial and socioeconomic identities as they enacted their work. In particular, they were 

cognizant of their privileged and oppressed identities in relation to racial, income, gender, 

and generation in college and the impact of their life experiences on their work. For instance, 

Brad shared how his identity of being a first-generation college student was brought into 

conversations:   

When we talk about qualified applicants with different socioeconomic backgrounds - 

the identity of being a first-generation college student is something that I do bring to 

our conversations. It’s another group where we need to do disproportionate outreach, 

make sure that within the admission process we can have first-generation students 

represented in our community.  

Another team member, Sabrina, articulated, referring implicitly to her identity as a 

White woman and recognizing how limiting being a White woman was to recruiting students 

from diverse backgrounds:  
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The college has been thinking a lot about diversity, equity, and inclusion. The 

admission office naturally thinks more about this. We're trying to recruit students 

from diverse backgrounds. I also recognize that I don't present as possibly the best 

person to ... Even though I might have good intentions, I'm not going to be the most 

effective person. In some schools, someone else might be. My point is I do think 

about this a lot. When we can do small things to remove barriers, it's really important.  

Lastly, Charles, similar to Brad, recognized the challenges of being a first-generation college 

student, given his shared identity as someone who was the first in his family to go to 

college:   

I know what it's like to be our first-generation college students coming into our 

environment, where you feel different and you feel like people don't understand you. 

They don't speak your language, where our finance is a big issue. So financial aid for 

me was the driving force in terms of where I was going to spend the next four years 

of my life.  

In summary, Knot College was a highly ranked, highly selective institution that was 

mission-driven. They were financially wealthy and seemed unpressured by market forces. 

Their EMLT was a small, social identity-conscious group of individuals poised to do 

mission-centered, public good work. The ensuing sections of this chapter provide further 

findings as they relate to the Knot College EMLT’s decisions, actions, practices, and policies 

to recruit and admit Students of Color and low-income students in their day-to-day 

operations. The next section will examine the dynamic of where messages were generated 

(the sources of messages) for the EMLT and how these messages were enacted at Knot 

College. 
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Knot College Messages: Values of Public Good and Academic Capitalism 

I discuss two main sources of messaging: one source related to the public good, and 

the other source was about academic capitalism. However, the messages that pertained to 

academic capitalism were more difficult to pinpoint, given that these messages were not 

addressed as directly. With this challenge, I highlight the development of priorities and goals 

as a source of messages for the EMLT since it is within the process of developing priorities 

and goals where the intersection, coexistence, and overlap between academic capitalism and 

the public good can exist.  

This section provides findings related to sources of messages of public good and 

academic capitalism and how they were enacted by the EMLT in the areas of their decisions, 

actions, and practices, including any major policies related to the recruitment and admission 

of low-income students and Students of Color. I describe the following major sources of 

messages: (1) the impact of key foundational documents – mission statements, including a 

DEI statement as public good sources of messages and (2) competitiveness as an academic 

capitalist source of message. I then describe messages enacted, that is, a series of policies, 

decisions, practices, and actions stemming from the sources of these messages that related to 

student recruitment and admissions at Knot College. These messages enacted are organized 

within three areas: the public good; academic capitalism; and the coexistence, intersection, 

and overlap of the public good and academic capitalism. 

Mission and DEI Statements (Public Good) 

Major sources of messaging relating to the values of the public good were represented 

by two key mission statements and a DEI statement. These statements informed the strategic 

priorities, policies, decisions, practices, and actions of the EMLT. Brad shared that one of the 
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first things he did at the start of each admission cycle was to read three critical documents to 

his team. These documents were the Knot College Office of Admissions Mission Statement 

voted on by the faculty, the Knot College Mission Statement representing the institution, and 

the DEI statement developed by the Trustees and President. Brad noted, 

So I will often read to the staff right before we begin each round of the admission 

committee, I'll read three documents and maybe the most pertinent of them, this is a 

public document … it's the mission statement of the [Knot] College Office of 

Admission, which was not developed by our office, but instead by the faculty. And it 

was voted on because things get voted on by the faculty. 

Brad’s team anticipated this ritual each year to the point where they would say, 

according to Brad, “Here goes [Brad], again, reading the mission statement, but I'll also read 

the Knot College Mission Statement. And I will also read aloud the statement from the 

Trustees [including the President] on diversity and community.”  

The mission statement of Knot College’s Office of Admissions, voted on by faculty, 

articulated Knot College's commitments. Sentiments noted within the mission statement 

centered on creating a diverse student body by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, 

finding students who would contribute to the educational experience and make the most of 

the Knot College experience, and making sure that applicants were reviewed holistically for 

promise––with no one particular factor being more important. Furthermore, the previous 

President issued a statement on anti-racism, holding each division accountable for a set of 

anti-racist and DEI goals. The Board of Trustees and the President also “made a relatively 

strong statement on diversity and community,” according to Brad.  
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Competitiveness (Academic Capitalism) 

Knot College believed in serving the public good, as evident in their mission 

statements and their DEI statement and in the hiring of their enrollment management team 

members. However, even though there was an equity-minded, public good agenda, implicit 

and insidious sources of academic capitalist messages were also present in their experiences. 

The biggest source of messages to the EMLT was from the external competitive environment 

of higher education. For Knot College, competitiveness generated an undergirding message 

that was evident in their policies, decisions, practices, and actions. For example, one of the 

practices employed by Knot College was the purchase of names from the College Board and 

ACT Inc., organizations that administer college readiness exams. Another example was Knot 

College consistently comparing themselves to others, especially to the College of Sophia (a 

pseudonym) as a main competitor. Lastly, Knot College’s manifestation of competitiveness 

was also evident in their athletics program.   

Even though the sources of these academic capitalism messages were more implicit 

and insidious, one of the key sources of messages reinforcing the role of athletics was the 

President. According to a letter from the previous President to the campus community (to 

inform the campus of the findings from a special committee formed to review the role of 

athletics at Knot College), the previous President affirmed the importance of athletics to the 

Knot College community, generating a powerful message and discourse. The special 

committee examined the satisfaction of Knot College’s athletes, their academic success, and 

the competition success of the teams. Their findings exemplified that a top-notch athletics 

program at Knot College had a positive impact on college life. The impact of athletics at 

Knot College was pervasive throughout the educational experience and had an impact on the 



 

135 

operations of the EMLT. Knot College EMLT admitted that 30% of their incoming class 

were athletes and that athletes were often privileged in the admissions process.  

To summarize, major sources of messages for the EMLT came from foundational 

institutional documents–– the mission statement and the DEI statement. The underlying 

current of competitiveness was explored as a major source of academic capitalism, especially 

its manifestation in the athletics program.  

Enactment of Messages Through Decisions, Practices, Actions, and Policies 

The following sections describe messages enacted, a series of decisions, practices, 

actions, and practices stemming from the sources of these messages that related to 

recruitment and admissions at Knot College within three areas: public good; academic 

capitalism; and coexistence, intersection, and overlap of the public good and academic 

capitalism. See Table 5 for a comprehensive inventory of public good and academic 

capitalism values, actions, practices, and policies for Knot College.  
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Table 5 

Knot College Public Good and Academic Capitalism Values, Actions, Practices, and Policies 

Inventory 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Coexistence, Intersection, & 
Overlap 

Knot 
College 

Actions, 
Practices, 
& Policies 

Predictive Data 
Analytics 
(Enrollment forecast 
models) 

✓  

The Framing of 
Prestige to Advance 
Access 

✓  

Need-Based Aid 
Tuition discounting; 
price sensitivity 
packaging based on 
need; Financial 
Leveraging 

✓  

 
 
Public Good Messages Enacted: Impact on the Team 

The EMLT was sensitive to working for a university that was mission-centered in the 

execution of their work and aligned with their personal values and purpose. In short, the 

Public Good Knot 
College 

Values 

Expanding Access 
for  Low-Income 
Students 

✓  

Expanding Access 
for Students of Color 

✓  

Actions, 
Practices, 
& Policies 

Ability to waive 
application fee option 

✓  

No Loan Packaging 
of Financial Aid 

✓  

No Work Packaging 
of Financial Aid 

✓  

Race-Based 
Affirmative Action 

Unknown 

Test Optional ✓  
Test Blind  
Whole Context 
Holistic Review 

✓  

Percent Plan No 
No Legacy 
Preference 

✓  

Academic Capitalism Knot 
College 

Values 

Revenue Generation ✓ 
Profit Seeking No 
Competition ✓  

Actions, 
Practices, 
& 
Policies 

Merit-Based Aid Tuition 
discounting (merit 
scholarships)/ Price 
sensitivity packaging 
based on wealth and 
affinity to 
school/Financial 
Leveraging 

No 

Heavy Out of State 
Recruitment (Public 
institutions) 

N/A 

Early Decision Admission ✓  
Marketing Strategies 
(viewbooks, ads, etc.) 

✓  

Purchasing Names ✓  
Instant On-Site 
Admissions 

No 

Corporate Esthetics Unknown 
Test Requirement  No 
Financial Aid and 
Admissions Merged 

✓  
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public good mission of the college had a variety of significant impacts on the team members 

from the perspective of how they personally approached their work. For example, they 

attempted not to be seen as appeasing to market pressures. They worked to avoid the 

perception that they were an enrollment management division, and they did not use corporate 

words like "marketing." They intentionally steered clear of changing the title of their division 

to the division of enrollment management due to the negative perception that enrollment 

management connoted––that of business, revenues, and numbers. For instance, Brad shared: 

“I prefer admission and financial aid, which seems more mission-oriented and less about 

driving numbers and revenues.”  

The findings overwhelmingly demonstrated that each team member considered their 

work highly purposeful; they were deeply committed to increasing access for Students of 

Color and low-income students. For example, Charles discerned various ways to have a 

positive impact. In reflecting on his choice of a career in admissions and financial aid, he 

shared, referring to his prior work with low-income, first-generation students, helping them 

apply to four-year selective institutions:  

I had stories to share that I think could move these students forward. After that 

positive experience, I was like, "Wow, I want to continue this work." I considered 

social work, trying to support the students emotionally … I don't think that I had the 

background or the training to really support the students. So I said, "What are ways 

that I could have an impact?" I thought about admissions, being a voice at the table, 

to talk about these students' experiences and the value they could bring.   
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Reinforcing the team’s commitment to the public good, Ellie, the head of financial 

aid, who identified as a White woman and grew up in a middle-income household, articulated 

her desire to make a positive impact as well:  

I have always seen my professional job as a complement to my life. As a person, I 

value my contributions to the greater good and want to be making an impact. I believe 

that my ability to be an effective financial aid administrator is part of that. My 

institution isn't huge, so sometimes it feels like a small drop in the big pond. But I 

think how we are in our institution’s mission speaks to being able to have that impact 

that I desire.    

Ellie also shared that she wanted to ensure that her personal values aligned with 

organizational values to accomplish this greater, positive impact:  

Knot College’s financial aid policies were completely dedicated to using a need-

based assessment of distributing those resources. What that said to me was it was 

about the good and financial access of the students who are going and the families 

who are going to send students more than it was about the institution trying to be as 

economical. 

Knot College’s EMLT members depicted a culture of being mission-centered, which 

included a culture of inclusion, such as expressing sentiments for feeling valued; engaging in 

inclusive dialogues; characterizing the leadership circle as inclusive; and sharing a belief in 

the mission of Knot College. Sabrina, with an appreciation for the team and feeling valued, 

stated,  
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I feel valued by each member of the team, and I value each member of the team. I am 

lucky working with such high-energy, positive people who are thinking of ways to 

improve what we already do really well. 

Ellie shared that her experience at team meetings involved inclusive dialogue, where 

questions were discussed, and there was a recognition of the seasoned experts on the team: 

My experience has been that it's that [during] the discussions we have had amongst 

all of us, questions are raised, questions are answered, they're just discussion, but 

you're tapping into long-time professionals and what they see on the ground, 

specifically, what's the impact for students, be it through an application perspective or 

through their student experience when they're at the institution. I think all of that has 

come into play. 

Ellie further elaborated on the sense of inclusion and being mission-centered when 

she discussed a recent change in practice that took some discernment. The practice was 

related to international students filling out a fee-based application. If they could not pay, then 

the student could ask for a fee payment code to waive the fee. However, it was a drain on 

human resources to process these waiver requests. Ellie shared her thought process: 

I was approaching it from a resource management perspective. I think Sabrina was 

approaching it from a “what is the impact on the application experience” perspective. 

Brad came at it from, he always comes at it from a “what are other institutions doing” 

perspective. I guess I feel like it usually blends in really nicely with a diverse set of 

perspectives and voices so that you can weigh things out in a balanced way and come 

at what makes the most sense.  
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Ellie thus appreciated the diverse perspectives that her colleagues brought to the discussion 

of fee waivers. And when moments got tense, she articulated that decisions seemed to come 

back to the mission of the institution---what ultimately was in the best interest of the 

institution. According to Ellie:  

I think where we're all aligned is in that delivery of mission. Because we know what 

we're trying to do, and we're trying to bring our component [“areas of oversight”] to 

the best place we can be, we may disagree, but then I guess we come back to a place 

of, well then how do we compromise? Or, how do we blend to make sure that we're 

delivering best for the institution and for the students?  

Similarly, Charles noted, in describing characteristics of the team as inclusive and 

holding a shared experience of “wanting to move Knot College forward,” which reinforced 

that the team was mission-centered: 

I think it's a very inclusive leadership circle, and I think it's also a leadership circle 

that allows us the space to be honest and candid, and vulnerable. And I think it's a 

shared experience of wanting to move Knot College forward and to be change agents. 

I think that's a shared experience.  

In another situation as well, with the team making decisions about financial enhancements to 

student aid, Charles expressed the mission-centered approach to decision-making: 

We were talking about doing some of these financial aid enhancements. We'd done 

really well with our returns, and how can we pay this forward to students? We had a 

lot of conversations. Should we pay more attention to home equity? Should we give 

more money for startup brands? Should we put less emphasis on assets? What's the 

best approach? We are allowed the space to have debates and conversations and to 
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disagree. But what we ultimately decide on is what's best for the student and what's 

best for the institution.  

Public Good Messages Enacted: EMLT and DEI Goals 

As part of the previous President’s call to action to develop anti-racist DEI goals, 

Brad worked with his division to develop their goals collectively. Knot College's EMLT 

formed the divisional working group on DEI to sustain these goals. Brad described the 

working group: "The working group is six people of a steering committee. Every member of 

the division…is a member of the diversity, equity, and inclusion group and helps us make 

progress on one of our goals." To further actualize the DEI goals, Knot College EMLT 

dedicated other resources. In particular, they invested in training, reconfigured jobs to 

address DEI work, and revised job descriptions of existing and new staff, embedding DEI as 

a core part of the roles and positions within admissions and financial aid. Brad was aware 

that he was publicly held accountable when Trustees and Presidents provided quarterly 

reports on progress made toward goals. 

To entrench the public good agenda and prioritization of public good goals, members 

of the division were involved in a book group that supported Knot College's DEI 

commitment within the division, which contributed to messaging and sensemaking. As part 

of the group, members of the EMLT articulated accountability measures and clear directives 

on race. Sabrina shared about the book club and the importance of having conversations: 

We're reading books that … talk about racial diversity specifically. People get to 

choose the books … And then we have meetings. It's like a book group, but it's a 

reading curriculum. And also, something comes up that's pretty uncomfortable. We 

need to have another conversation about that. But it helps us think more intentionally 
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about the structure of the country, of the college. This college was built in … not for a 

diverse group of people, for indigent young men of piety who happen to be White. 

They tend to be rich, but they probably had to be White. About all the structures in 

systemic racism on the college and in this office - we talk about that on a regular 

basis. 

Public Good Messages Enacted: Admissions and Financial Aid Policies and Practices 

At Knot College, my findings identified nine decisions, actions, practices, and 

policies that demonstrated Knot College's embodiment of the values of the public good: 1. 

whole-context, holistic review practice; 2. need-blind admissions practice; 3. need-based 

financial aid policy to meet a student's full need. Within the need-based financial aid policy 

were two practices: 4. no-loan financial aid and 5. the factoring of assets more than income in 

calculating need. Additional practices and policies included 6. a high proportion of resources 

dedicated to increasing access; 7. test-optional policy; 8. Knot College's ongoing 

commitment to the Promise Program; and 9. elimination of the legacy preference policy.  

Whole-Context, Holistic Review  

First, Knot College utilized a whole-context, holistic review within the admissions 

process, where a student's application file was reviewed within the context of their 

upbringing. The EMLT was aware that if a student came from an affluent background where 

education was a priority, the student was probably going to a school where they were taking 

challenging classes; however, they may be of less interest because, according to Sabrina, they 

are “not hitting out of the park.” They "might look a little bit more rote, if you will." This is 

compared with "a student who is coming from a much more modest background … is 

working a job and doesn’t have all the activities because they’re working a job. Single-parent 
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households—they are doing the best they can within the context of their curriculum.” Such 

students presented themselves with more "intellectual hunger" and were of more interest to 

the Knot College EMLT. In this case, the EMLT reflected on a student's context and systems 

of privilege or oppression and upon their and the student’s history. They also made meaning 

of how the student showed up in the holistic review, thereby creating a pathway to admit 

Students of Color and low-income students. Furthermore, the EMLT confidently leveraged 

whole-context, holistic review because they could lean on their organizational history to 

ensure that the incoming class was racially diverse. In recognizing the importance of the 

historical context of Knot College, Sabrina stated, 

This is where history comes in. A former President said, "We are seeking a broad 

sampling of the nation's talents, recognizing that talent is found in many places." …  

That's continuous. It's been a little bit more refined … we recognize that we are 

looking for students who have different life experiences. We're trained not to say 

race, but we're looking for a racially diverse community.  

Need-Blind Admissions  

Second, Knot College's admissions process was need-blind. Sabrina stated that the 

ability to pay was not factored into admissions: 

We do a good job here of keeping financial aid and admission separate...we are need-

blind for the purpose of admission, and we meet full need for the purpose of financial 

aid. When we are considering a student, … we do not factor in the financial ability to 

pay. 
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Need-Based Financial Aid Policy  

Third, Knot College used a need-based financial aid policy with their distribution of 

aid. Within the overarching policy that a student's full need is met, two practices, 

representing the fourth and fifth public good practices, emerged related to the packaging of a 

student's financial aid: no loans were packaged, and need was calculated based more on 

assets than income.  

Ellie highlighted how historical need-based financial aid had always been the case at 

Knot College, which was something she loved about the history of Knot College. According 

to Ellie, 

It has always been. Knot College just never has been merit-based. That goes back to 

the founding of the institution … providing support to indigent young men … That's 

part of what I love about our history… Once we've decided we're going to admit a 

student, we calculate their ability to pay or what they need, irrespective of anything 

else. That need is met fully 100% with grants and a small student employment 

allowance, with no loans. 

No Loans. Ellie provided more context for the rationale of not packaging financial 

aid with loans. She believed it saddled families with further financial stress. Ellie stated:  

We know that if you are coming from a family of low economic means, borrowing 

loans and incurring a lot of loan debt is going to really be [challenging] for years to 

come. If any institution can limit that for a low-income family, it gives that student a 

better chance at securing their own financial and future family's financial security. 

Assets More Than Income. Lastly, Brad articulated the reasons for factoring in 

assets more than income in the calculation of need. The reason was due to the legacy of 
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slavery that had led to systemic racial inequities regarding the accumulation of assets. 

According to Brad: 

We made some changes to tip our process more toward assets and less toward 

income. A big reason is racial equity, recognizing that in this country, if you have 

families or individuals with the same income, on average, Black families, for 

example, will have much lower assets. 

High Proportion of Resources Dedicated to Increasing Access  

Sixth, a proportionately high amount of resources was dedicated to achieving their 

intended DEI goals, more specifically, creating a diverse incoming cohort. Brad shared that, 

to accomplish this diversity, more funds needed to be leveraged disproportionately. Brad 

stated, 

If you want a class with qualified applicants from different racial, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds, you need to work harder to recruit in some areas than in 

others. So we put disproportionate resources [over $400,000] into the recruitment of 

students from historically marginalized backgrounds and lower socioeconomic status.  

Test-Optional Pilot 

Seventh, Knot College was test-optional; applicants had the option to submit their 

standardized test scores. At the time of this research, Knot College was in year two of their 

test-optional pilot. Charles expressed the rationale for Knot College implementing a test-

optional policy as a pilot program: 

I think we went to test-optional because it seemed right during the pandemic when all 

the schools were scrambling. And students were scrambling because [exam] sites 

were closed in lockdown.  
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The EMLT played a major role in the decision-making for Knot College to become test-

optional; they provided information and rationales to the Board of Trustees and the faculty. 

Sabrina shared, 

We're test-optional. That was another decision that the Trustees certainly were 

informed about. They had no problem with that; they were informed before that 

decision was made. But that decision was talked about in FACAFA [The Faculty 

Advisory Committee on Admissions and Financial Aid]. 

When interviewing the Knot College EMLT, most of the team seemed in alignment 

with the decision to be test-optional; however, although bias in testing that often privileges 

wealthy, White students is widely known, the driving narrative that made Knot College test-

optional was the pandemic. According to Sabrina, 

That was an easy decision because of the pandemic. External forces. We had been 

thinking about it a little but hadn't gotten to the point where we were going to talk 

about it. Well, test centers closed. Students couldn't take the test. It doesn't mean we 

wouldn't have it sooner rather than later. The pandemic made it really palatable and 

digestible for everyone…. it's the whole increased awareness across the country of 

racial inequities. 

Furthermore, although most of the EMLT recognized positive outcomes of being a test-

optional institution, Ellie expressed mixed feelings on the decision to go test-optional 

because, as she noted, test scores could counteract bias for students who may not be seen and 

are talented: 

As a higher ed professional, I would say, I hear you about the bias, but I would 

counter with, that's all great if there's no bias anywhere else. I worry about the bias 
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that testing actually counteracts … the kids that actually are extremely talented and 

they're not seen … testing actually brings them more credibility … I worry about 

leaving students behind in a different way. 

Elimination of Legacy Preference  

Eighth, Knot College’s Trustees, according to Brad, “voted to make major changes in 

admission and financial aid in admission. [They] voted to end a preference [for] children of 

alumni and alumni.” Ultimately, this resulted in the elimination of preferencing legacy 

students. According to Sabrina, Brad was the person who introduced the topic to the EMLT. 

In looking toward the future, he shared with the team: “If we no longer have the ability to 

consider race, yet we can still consider legacies, the inequity in that is too much. We can't do 

that." 

Though the decision was made by powerful organizational actors (President and 

Trustees), the EMLT was a significant influencer to the process. Brad shared: "The decision 

about legacy was made at the trustee and presidential level. We helped to inform the 

decision, but ultimately, it was not our decision to make." Brad did share that, during the 

discernment process, the EMLT was asked: "to estimate how many fewer legacies we might 

have in the class." Brad proceeded and shared: "We know, on average, the net revenue of a 

legacy is higher than the net revenue of a non-legacy."   

The Promise Program  

Lastly, Knot College maintained an ongoing commitment to the National Promise 

Program, a pathway program for low-income, high-achieving students to highly reputable 

colleges. Close to 10% of the Knot College student body were Promise Program students. 

Sabrina provided further context for this program at Knot College, noting, 
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And the idea is, this is a student who may have incredibly challenging barriers to 

overcome. I'm surprised these students wake up in the morning and get out of bed, let 

alone go to school, do well in school, and think about college. They know if they're 

admitted, they get to choose ... a little bit like medical school process. They pick 

Promise Program schools, rate their top schools—they can just list one or up to 12 

schools.… We decide which students we're interested in. There's a matching process. 

We match about 20 to 25 students a year. 

In summary, Knot College's messages of equity-minded and social justice discourse, 

the call to action by the previous President, and the alignment of the EMLT members with 

their organizational identity, as noted earlier, created a powerhouse to push forth the series of 

access decisions, practices, actions, and policies to recruit and admit Students of Color and 

low-income students. Knot College’s EMLT worked diligently to deliver a public good 

agenda of increasing access for Students of Color and low-income students. This work was 

evident in their day-to-day actions, including training and development of the division, major 

policy changes, and tweaks in practices and actions. However, although their actions were 

laudable, they were not immune from the impact of neoliberalism and academic capitalism, 

which will be explored in the next section. 

Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: Influence of Competitors  

At first glance, Knot College presented as overwhelmingly geared toward serving the 

public good; however, three practices highlighted that academic capitalism was active at 

Knot College: the influence of their competitors, the purchasing of names, and the impact of 

their athletics program. Within these three practices, an undercurrent of market-based 

competitiveness existed. 
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Knot College’s EMLT was constantly and continuously examining itself in relation to 

its competitors, exemplifying how its competitors’ actions influenced Knot College’s 

behavior. Even though Knot College's EMLT members' hearts and minds were centered on 

increasing access, and they intentionally pledged not to mention rankings in their 

publications, they were still influenced by their competitors, especially with how often they 

compared themselves to the College of Sophia. This competitiveness was best exemplified 

by Charles when he spoke about the process of converting students from admit to yield. 

According to Charles, 

Once we admit them, the hard work begins, because we admit the students and 

naturally, the students that we admit are also getting into very selective places that 

have name recognitions … So the yield might involve some on-campus 

programming. Some admitted open-house, where we might bring the students to 

campus. We might allow them to live in a dorm for a day or two, the opportunity to 

attend class…. Other schools are also doing the same thing. So College of Sophia is 

bringing them, AniUni [a pseudonym] is bringing them to campus. For some of our 

hardest yield students, we might have faculty that might reach out to the students and 

talk about some of the research that they’re doing, this is a way to bring them into the 

community. Just say, “Hey, I know that you have an interest in pursuing scientific 

research, here is some of the research that I'm doing. We'd love to have you as a part 

of our lab,” et cetera. So we do that work on the back end as well.. bringing the right 

mix of students, the right yield. Although we have the name and people think 

everyone wants to come to Knot College. No. Yeah, we’re competing ... So it’s just 
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who we’re competing with, that also are just as selective and enticing a place for 

those students to attend.   

In another instance of comparison to competitors, I learned that the continuation of 

being test-optional was not guaranteed, especially since the pandemic was perceived as 

nearing its end. While reflecting on the possibility of returning to requiring tests, Charles 

highlighted some dissonance because RuTech University, a highly prestigious institution, 

went back to requiring testing. Ultimately, Charles found a rational explanation (the learning 

outcomes were different) as to why Knot College should maintain being test-optional, 

regardless of RuTech’s decision to require testing. According to Charles, 

I don’t know if you’re aware that RuTech went back to requiring testing. Based on 

data, they decided that testing was important for RuTech to make sure that they had 

the right students. And they were setting up students to be successful. I think that they 

are a very different type of institution. They’re not a liberal arts college. Very tech 

and STEM heavy. Probably based on particular skills around mathematics and 

quantitative skills, that probably was important for students at RuTech. For us, we are 

still trying to figure out what impact, if any, [going test-optional] had on our student 

learning in the classroom and teaching. And I just don’t still think we have enough 

data to make any real assessment right now. If we have to go back to testing, we 

know studies have been done around inequities around testing … If that’s going to 

hurt a particular population of students that we see value in, shouldn’t we find other 

ways of measuring the ability to be successful? 
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Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: The Purchasing of Names 

Knot College purchased names from the College Board and ACT, Inc. to initiate the 

marketing of Knot College. According to Charles, they purchased names based on how well 

a student did on their test scores: 

Also, we’ll buy names. So we buy names from the College Board, as well as from the 

ACT. So these are rising sophomores or rising juniors, who’ve sat for the PSAT or 

SAT, and based on how well they’ve done on that exam, we purchase their name, we 

put them in our database and we start blasting them with information about sort of 

why [Knot College], discover Knot College, how you learn more about our 

institution, what academic programs we offer, what is our community like, what are 

our financial aid packages. And we use that as an opportunity for students to be 

introduced to the institution. And if they have additional questions, this is when they 

might decide that they want to come and visit, take a tour, or they want to sit in on an 

information session, et cetera.  

Even though Knot College’s EMLT was aware that test scores are biased and based on racial 

and income inequity, they continued to use them in their enrollment management practices to 

potentially stay competitive. 

Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: The Athletics Program  

The third and last practice in the context of academic capitalism is related to Knot 

College's athletics program. Thirty percent of the college's student body consisted of varsity 

athletes. Knot College’s EMLT admitted that the athletics program brought prestige to the 

college and often caused discomfort around the admissions process because it could conflict 

with their goals around racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity. The athletics program 
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broadly was less racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse than the rest of the 

student body. For instance, Brad noted: 

The admission process is a bit different for them.… That feels a little uncomfortable 

at times … And, I made it seem like there were two camps, and actually, I think most 

of us feel both. They join the athletics program while also having questions about 

how this align[s] with the rest of our goals. Those are conversations that we have to 

have regularly because 30% of our enrolled students each year are recruited student-

athletes. That's too big to not be a part of the conversation. 

Dissonance was thus evident within the EMLT regarding the athletics program. However, the 

affirming letter of the Athletics Program from the previous President to the campus, reporting 

the outcome from the special athletics review committee solidified the importance of the 

athletics program. The EMLT recognized that although they may have mixed feelings about 

the Athletics Program, they received the message from the President about the importance of 

the program; therefore, the EMLT continued their current practices. 

In summary, Knot College, with its vast financial resources and equity-minded, social 

justice-oriented EMLT, was susceptible to academic capitalism's influences, as exemplified 

in their attention to their competitors' actions, the purchase of names, and the impact of their 

athletics program on their admissions process. Even though Knot College clearly engaged in 

academic capitalism, three examples demonstrated how they leveraged academic capitalism 

to drive a public good agenda, which will be explored in the next section. 
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Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages Enacted: The Use of Predictive Data 

Analytics to Enhance Access 

Within this section, I describe decisions, practices, actions, and policies of the EMLT 

that exemplify how the public good and academic capitalism coexisted, overlapped, and 

intersected at Knot College. Simply put, this section identifies EMLT operations influenced 

by academic capitalism that facilitated public good outcomes, ultimately enhancing access. 

Three findings are highlighted: the use of predictive data analytics to enhance access, the 

framing of prestige to advance access, and the use of need-based tuition discounting to 

increase access. 

The use of predictive data analytics, often leveraged as an academic capitalist tool to 

optimize revenue, provided the data necessary for the finance office to create the EMLT 

budget, which allowed the EMLT to serve the public good by meeting full need-based aid for 

the incoming class. According to Charles: 

So [the Finance Office] wants to know upfront, yes, it might cost us $6 million versus 

$55 million. So they could at least budget for it. So their job is not to say, "You can't 

spend money." They're just asking us about budget and the cost associated with the 

potential class. We will make predictions, but we make predictions based on previous 

admits that we've done. And based on previous markers that we used to try to predict 

yield, right?  

Charles continued describing the prediction of revenue but clarified that the prediction of 

income does not have an impact on shaping the class: 

So we're predicting yield and we're predicting sort of moving forward, we have a 

sense of sort of what the income is that we're going to generate. But it doesn't become 
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a part of the narrative. So we don't go back and say, "Okay, this class is going to cost 

us too much. We're going to have to pull some students from the class."  

Due to the use of predictive data analytics, the EMLT was able to incorporate need-

based financial aid enhancements for the incoming class. Ultimately, by knowing the impact 

of the financial enhancements, the EMLT was able to enact them. Brad shared, 

One is we made this big financial aid enhancement, and we had a model of how much 

we thought it was going to decrease our revenues. But we didn't really know until we 

got to very late in the process this year. And it turned out that our models were pretty 

good within a couple percentage points of the actual revenue. So that was good that 

we were able to project what our enhancement was going to mean for the college’s 

budget. But then also, as we think about future class enrollments, there are ways and 

with being need blind it's not, for us, ever going to be hitting a direct target, but we 

know that there are things and choices and policies that are tied to revenue. 

Brad continued to highlight how his team member, Charles, worked with analysts to 

understand the impact of these different financial aid levers on specific students based on 

demographics: 

Charles is working with analysts to better understand how different levers will impact 

students and impact the bottom line. We're thinking about which students are seeing 

the impacts here. So is this something that is disproportionately hitting students with 

various demographic characteristics, because we don't want to decrease equity? 
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Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages Enacted: The Framing of Prestige to 

Advance Access 

The framing of prestige as advancing access also highlights the coexistence, 

intersection, and overlap of academic capitalism and serving the public good. Prestige, often 

based on an institution's ranking, provides a competitive advantage among peer institutions. 

Institutions are often situating themselves to rise in the rankings, thereby increasing their 

prestige and marketability. However, my research on Knot College, an already highly ranked 

institution, showed that their competitive advantage among their peer institutions was to be 

more public good oriented by enhancing equity strategies in their work. In other words, 

equity-oriented work was associated with their prestige and marketability.  

Brad articulated the concept of prestige at Knot College not in the primary form of 

wealth but in the form of equity and social justice. He leveraged Knot College's mission and 

comparison between themselves and their peers to make his point that prestige was more than 

financial. According to Brad, 

Prestige can be measured in a number of ways … the prestige that we are seeking is 

not primarily financial. To be seen as a good actor, a school that tries to uphold 

greater social goods and serve more of a social justice option than at least the 

immediate peer group, who has maybe even thought that that can be seen as a form of 

prestige maximization.  

To demonstrate the impact of the peer competition to be the most public good-

oriented institution on Knot College’s enrollment management operations, I provide an 

example of the impact of the College of Sophia’s enrollment management operations on 

Knot College’s EMLT. The College of Sophia and Knot College were highly competitive in 
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relation to how to recruit and yield students to their respective institutions. However, their 

intense competitiveness with each other was ultimately based on trying to outdo the other in 

terms of employing equity strategies to increase their advantage.  

Participants from Knot College often mentioned the College of Sophia as their main 

competitor throughout their interviews. One particular financial policy at the College of 

Sophia was the elimination of work-study in the financial package for their incoming class. 

This action by the College of Sophia had a potentially adverse impact on Knot College’s 

yield. According to Charles, 

We released decisions in the middle of June and middle of March. We all released 

around the same time, same date. And then two weeks later, [College of 

Sophia] announced new financial aid enhancements, waiv[ing] all summer work 

expectations for students. All students packaged with no loans. And not including 

work-study into their financial aid. This is like two, three weeks before our 

enrollment forms are due. Could that have played a role in our yield? I think we need 

to find the data to see if that's true. But I would be foolish if I didn't think that played 

a role. College of Sophia’s students that they packaged … gave really generous 

financial aid awards to, they actually went back and gave them even more generous 

an award. We packaged students with reduced hours of work-study, but they still 

have to work. College of Sophia completely took that out of the equation.  

This example demonstrates the coexistence, intersection, and overlap of academic 

capitalism and the public good. Put simply, Knot College’s prestige leveraged through 

academic capitalist values and tools of competitiveness for students and rankings was 

enhanced by advancing equity strategies to increase access, a value of the public good. 
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Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages Enacted: The Use of Need-Based 

Tuition Discounting to Advance Access 

 Often the use of tuition discounting is an academic capitalist tool used to generate 

revenue (Hillman, 2011; McDonough, 1994) and to woo high-paying students by providing 

tuition discounting in the form of merit aid. However, at Knot College, tuition discounting 

was only used for students who were in need of funds (need-based aid). Once again, this 

demonstrates how an academic capitalist tool was leveraged to increase access.  

 At Knot College, the use of the need-based tuition discounting was enhanced further 

with tweaks in how financial aid was awarded, recognizing that for this work, according to 

Brad, it had to be financially offset. Brad also noted that, on the whole, the degree to which 

students were aided (given more funds) had an impact on yield (whether a student actually 

attended Knot College). Brad shared, 

We increased our financial aid … with a significant investment in financial aid.  

Various things that we did within the financial aid process will result in more aid for 

students, but there are different levers that you can pull that would make the degree of 

that investment larger or smaller. Behind the scenes, we had been working towards 

some financial aid changes for a couple of years … we thought probably the college 

would approve a net zero change that any improvements in financial aid would have 

to be offset. So it doesn't impact who we admit, but it does impact the degree to 

which students are aided, which has some impact on who chooses to come, and an 

even greater effect on the experiences of our students.  

Knot College deeply believed in their philosophical approach to their tuition discounting 

model (pricing model). Brad stated, “I think the underlying principle of all of this is that our 
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pricing model is that … we want students and families to pay what they can. And that we 

don't want students to not study at Knot College because of money reasons.”  

 The equity approach to pricing was echoed in Brad’s explanation of the increase in 

comprehensive fees. Brad articulated, 

An increase in our comprehensive fee, the amount that a full-pay family would pay, 

can be seen as a decrease in the subsidy to wealthy families. And that we have been 

willing to have somewhat more aggressive increases to our comprehensive fee than 

others, I think can be read in some ways as the opposite of the financial aid increase. 

Our pricing model is that we want students and families to pay what they can. So 

students from the highest-need families come to Knot College for free, and students 

from the most affluent families pay 80,000 or so dollars.… We're not looking to grow 

revenue. Which I think if it's just a yes or no question, the answer is no. But we're 

trying to take a mission-based and kind of philosophically based approach to the way 

that we think about what students pay, what kind of financial support they get.   

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented my research findings related to Knot College. I provided a 

rich contextual foundation of the college, specifically focused on their selectivity, finance, 

mission, enrollment figures, organizational structure, and the positioning of EMLT members’ 

social identities in relationship to each other and their work. I then provided an overall 

analysis of the sources of important messages that the EMLT received about the values of the 

public good and influences of academic capitalism, as well as their coexistence, intersection, 

and overlap. I then illustrated how these messages were enacted in the EMLT’s decisions, 

practices, policies, and actions as they recruited and admitted low-income students and 
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Students of Color. I also discussed areas where the messages generated decision-making, 

practices, actions, and policies that highlighted the public good, academic capitalism, and the 

intersection, coexistence, and overlap of public good and academic capitalist actions. 

These findings, especially the list of actions generated by Knot College enacting the 

public good, exemplified positive actors in the space of enrollment management who were 

trying to increase access for low-income students and Students of Color; however, these 

findings raise a few questions. For example, for an institution as wealthy as Knot College, 

which does not seem pressured by the market, why not have all students attend for free? The 

30% of athletes who attend Knot College seemed high for an institution that was mission-

driven and believed in increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. 

Additionally, an institution as highly ranked, highly reputable, and wealthy seemed to strive 

to do more public good, and they seemed to desire not to be market-driven. The following 

chapter examines Grant University, a large, public land grant institution, where 60% of their 

net tuition revenue contributed to the overall educational operating budget.  
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CHAPTER 5 

GRANT UNIVERSITY 

 

There's no algorithm; you’re fooling yourself in this business if you think you can 

control everything. There are market forces that are far bigger and far more 

powerful. If we could generate $20 million more revenue, would we do it? It depends 

on what it is, right?  

—Paul, Vice President of Enrollment Management 

If we were a complete socialist university, we would have that very passive, "Whoever 

wants to come to education can come, and we'll serve you." We have to be 

entrepreneurial. We have to be aggressive. We have to keep developing new 

programs. We have to find markets. We have to think about price optimization. We 

have to think about not everybody in a capitalist society always gets the most 

equitable and fair treatment. 

—Paul, Vice President of Grant University 

In these quotations, Paul, the vice president of enrollment management at Grant 

University, who came from a private university, identified as a White man, and grew up in a 

low-income household, highlighted the reality of higher education institutions (HEIs) in a 

capitalist context: the impact of market forces, the recognition that, in a capitalist society, not 

everyone gets an equitable and fair treatment, and that even with the ability for HEIs to 
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maximize revenue, there exists a judgment call. In this chapter, I provide findings for Grant 

University, a large, public land-grant institution, where net tuition revenue is a sizeable 

portion of the educational operating budget, indicating that Grant University was resource-

dependent on NTR. First, I offer a discussion on the context of Grant University and describe 

findings related to messages – sources of messages, and how they were enacted in the 

EMLT’s decision-making, practices, actions, and policies related to recruitment and 

admissions. Like Chapter 4 on Knot College, this chapter is organized into two core sections: 

context and messages. Throughout these sections, I infuse findings related to how the EMLT 

and its members made sense of the context and messages regarding their work in enrollment 

management at Grant University.  

Grant University Context 

In this section, I describe several contextual details relevant to Grant University to 

provide a rich context to deepen the research findings. The contextual topics related to Knot 

College and Grant University are different since specific contexts were more prominent at 

one case site than the other. For example, sections on findings related to Establishing the 

Enrollment Management Team and Power are shared for Grant University but not for Knot 

College. The findings reveal how distinct these two institutions were from each other. Knot 

College was a small, private, highly ranked, and reputable institution whose mission 

emphasized increasing access for the most promising students regardless of geographical 

location. They had the means to actualize their mission–– with little financial pressure – and 

were not resource-dependent on NTR. In contrast, Grant University was a large, public land-

grant institution whose mission centered on increasing access for in-state students. Still, it 
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was under significant financial pressure, though not on the brink of financial collapse, to 

bring in revenue for the institution, which was resource-dependent on NTR.  

With this said, I describe Grant University’s mission, financial stability, selectivity 

status, and enrollment figures (including demographics on student race and Pell recipient 

status) to highlight the incoming student profile. The chapter also visualizes the 

organizational structure of the enrollment management unit and illustrates the establishment 

of the enrollment management team. In addition, it explores the influence of the individual 

EMLT members' social identities, including first-generation status, race, class, and gender, 

on their work and how power was manifest. Lastly, in the context section, the relationship of 

team members with each other and their work patterns are described.  

Mission 

Grant University was a public land-grant mission-driven institution with very high 

research activity in the United States. According to their mission statement, as a land-grant 

university, they were faithful to promoting progress through teaching, research, and 

community engagement for people of their state, the United States, and the global 

community. The EMLT was mission-driven in their decision-making, especially with their 

intentionality in controlling the number of out-of-state students admitted to Grant University. 

Several of them attempted to hold themselves accountable as they navigated the tension 

between increasing access for their in-state students while meeting the budgetary 

expectations of net tuition revenue. 

Financial Stability and Resource-Dependent on NTR 

Grant College was financially stable, with an endowment of more than $800 million. 

However, student tuition and fees were 68% of the educational operating budget; hence, 
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Grant University was resource-dependent and relied heavily on NTR, including revenue from 

out-of-state students and international students. Those at Grant University knew the 

importance of enrollment revenue to the point where at least one member of the EMLT 

believed that the revenue was the difference between having a job next year or not having a 

job. When describing the role of revenue generation within the EMLT, Paul stated,  

I think we understand that, again, enrollment and student enrollment drives 68% of 

[the operating budget] here. And I think with that importance comes great 

responsibility, I think. And people here take that part of the job very seriously. You 

have people on campus asking you how enrollment is, and what they really mean is, 

"Am I going to have a job next year?"  

Shana, head of scholarships, who identified as a White woman and grew up lower middle 

class, echoed this pressure, recognizing that even though they were a state institution, they 

were not fully funded: 

I think that the things foremost in my mind—and this is where the tension comes in ... 

is that there's always that business driver. You're not fully state-funded. We have to 

bring in enough students; they have to pay enough money for us to keep the lights on 

… financial realities. 

To ensure that the EMLT achieved their revenue goals, the university used a 

combination of revenues from in-state tuition and out-of-state tuition, including domestic and 

international students’ revenue. At Grant University, international students were offered 

regional awards (tuition discounts) to woo them to attend Grant. However, the COVID-19 

pandemic had a significant impact on Grant University, preventing them from leveraging 

their international students’ revenue. In addition, the market for international students had 
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become even more competitive, leading the institution to lean more heavily on domestic out-

of-state tuition. Ben, the head of international admissions, who identified as a White man 

who grew up middle-class, stated when asked for an update on the completion of their most 

recent admissions cycle: 

Coming out of COVID and coming out of the impacts of China not being a 

significant ascender of international students in the U.S. as it was four or five years 

ago … It's kind of weird, because normally I would say before COVID, there was ... I 

guess what I would say is six years ago, international was growing. Out-of-state 

domestic was just this side thing that wasn't really going anywhere, you know? Yeah. 

People weren't that into it. I'd say there's been a switch, and I saw it a lot with [the 

vice president] and the [domestic regional exchange program] that he was talking 

about.  

Selectivity and Enrollment Demographic Figures: Context 

Despite a high acceptance rate, Grant University was considered selective and 

nationally ranked. It had a population of just under 23,000 full-time undergraduate students 

for fall 2020, with 3,700 full-time students of the incoming class and student success 

outcomes of around 85% retention rate (fall 2020) and above 65% graduation rate. As of fall 

2020, Grant University’s student population was approximately 30% Students of Color for 

full-time, first-time undergraduates and around 22% Pell students. The percentage of out-of-

state students in the incoming class for fall 2020 was 28%, and the general international 

student undergraduate population was approximately 4% to 6%. 
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Structure and Composition of EMLT: Context 

The EMLT at Grant University (see Figure 5) consisted of a vice president of 

enrollment management and six other professionals who oversaw the following areas: 

admissions, financial aid, scholarships, international admissions, precollege programs, and 

enrollment management information technology. While most of these areas are self-

explanatory, precollege programs and enrollment management information technology are 

less common and worth further elaboration. Precollege programs provide pathways to higher 

education to students from diverse backgrounds within the K-12 system. Enrollment 

management information technology focuses on data integration, digital marketing, data 

analysis, and reporting. The Provost, the budget office, and the different academic units, 

especially the faculty, were significant players in this EMLT.  

 

Figure 5 

Grant University EMLT Structure 

 

 

Establishing the Enrollment Management Team 

The vice president of enrollment management at Grant University, Paul, was fairly 

new to the university; however, he was a well-seasoned and highly reputable professional in 

the field of enrollment management. He cared about the image and reputation of the 

Vice President of 
Enrollment 

Management

Head of 
Admissions

Head of 
Financial Aid

Head of 
Scholarships

Head of 
International 
Admissions

Head of 
Precollege 
Programs

Head of Web 
Strategy



 

166 

enrollment management team at Grant University. In establishing the enrollment 

management team as a whole, not just the leadership team, Paul focused on the enrollment 

management unit’s competence and good manners. His concern about the enrollment 

management space, which he viewed as competent, was evident when Paul stated, 

For me, one objective is to ensure that enrollment management is viewed as a 

profession and competent function. When enrollment management was new, people 

thought it's admissions, financial aid, marketing on steroids, whatever. My goal [is] to 

make sure that people here understand it's all those things, but that's not the sum total.  

Elijah, the head of admissions who identified as a White man and grew up middle class, 

echoed Paul's concern about the enrollment management space being viewed as competent: 

I think [the vice president] just wants competency and accuracy…. Right decisions 

are less important than not making decisions or looking incompetent. That's the way I 

feel—he doesn't want … the university to look silly. 

Paul continued to elaborate that he hoped that the reputation of enrollment 

management would reverberate through campus: 

I hope that the perception on campus, through what I do and through what my staff 

members do, is in fact being communicated to people on campus. Admissions is a 

profession. If you have a recruitment problem, you can't just hire alumni to deal with 

college affairs, which are the things you always hear, "Oh, that's easy." I always say, 

"Well, if we have an accounting problem, do we hire or do we get alumni volunteers 

to come in and do accounting for us?" We don't because that's a profession and it's a 

job and you pay people to do jobs. So I would hope that that one value of mine is 

communicated widely throughout the university. 
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Professionalism, especially good manners, was part of the reputation and the 

establishment of the enrollment management team. In observing a group meeting, I witnessed 

Paul essentially indicating to his team the importance of having good manners after 

witnessing highly ranked community members not pronouncing the name of their new 

president correctly. Paul articulated, 

As a university [we] need to work on our manners. When the [highly ranked person] 

can't pronounce the new president's name correctly, it's embarrassing. I ask you to go 

to the web, watch a video, listen to [them], say [their] name. There may come an 

opportunity for us to introduce [them] in public. From a manners standpoint, it's the 

least we can do to respect [the new president]. 

Influence of Team Members’ Social Identities on the Work 

The seven-person EMLT consisted of six White and one Latinx individuals; two 

women and five men; two team members identified as low-income, and five team members 

identified as middle-class growing up. Team members were well aware that their team was 

predominantly White, and the women were conscious that they were often the only ones in 

specific spaces, creating the added burden of having to think of countering preconceived, 

stereotyped notions by their men colleagues. Shana was aware of the impact of being one of 

the only members of the team who identified as a woman: 

There's the micro and the macro. On the micro level, I think about my identity as one 

of the only women on the leadership team; in the core team, I'm the sole woman. It 

does have some impact on how I behave, speak, and receive … Because of my 

personal values and the work I do, there's a preconceived notion that I'm speaking 
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more emotionally. This is not meant to be negative towards my colleagues, but it's 

interesting.  

As the only Person of Color on the team, Meredith, the head of precollege programs, 

who identified as a multiracial, Latina woman who grew up in a low- to very low-income 

household, highlighted how personal her work was to the underrepresented communities that 

she was a part of. She recognized that she might not have the budgetary authority to make a 

difference, so she figured she would situate herself in a leadership position to give her 

influence, regardless of the cost to herself. Meredith expressed, 

At the cost of whatever it is, a promise I made to myself when I chose to come into a 

leadership position, and I came into it because I wanted to be able to do something, 

and you know that you can't if you don't have budgetary authority. So I have to be in 

a leadership position to do anything. So there are parts of being in a leadership 

position that are not so pleasant. But if I want to make something happen, have a 

vision that gets implemented, that needs to be in place. So part of my commitment, 

it's to that, to really be able to sit with the uncomfortable and to do what it takes to 

address the systemic barriers that we know.  

Meredith also discussed the personal connections she felt to the work: 

I was a woman in science, Latina, all of it, and the way of that intersectionality that 

you can imagine. So it's very close to me, the experiences of the students that come 

from underserved, underrepresented [communities]. I'm a first-generation student, the 

first one to go to college in my family.  

Two White men on the EMLT team reflected on their identities as well. Jackson, the 

head of financial aid, who grew up middle-class, expressed how he was coming to terms with 
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the fact that it was becoming increasingly complex for him to relate to the students at Grant 

University. He shared, 

I spend a lot of time and concern around … I have had a certain set of life experiences 

that seem to be increasingly different from our students. I grew up in a pretty 

traditional middle-of-the-road family … socially and economically. Our students 

seem to increasingly come from either very poor or very wealthy. Nationally, we are 

seeing the middle class shrinking and struggling. My personal experiences are harder 

to translate … I have to be thoughtful and intentional about connecting with people, 

understanding their situations, that my personal experience may not be relevant. We 

need to be intentional about what our office looks like, what the makeup of our staff 

is, the experiences that they bring. It obligates us to search for those experiences that 

will broaden [what] we bring to the table. I think in education, in general, and for me 

personally, that's what we've signed up for. If we're not interested … we're probably 

not in the right place.  

The other White man, Paul, recognized that often he was in rooms of only White men, where 

he challenged the group to diversify. Paul shared, 

I can be in a Zoom room with eight people, and all of us are White men. I've been as 

conscious as a White guy could ––who was born in the '50s can possibly be–– about 

making sure that whenever possible, I can bring other voices into the discussion. I'll 

look at a committee and say, "We're going to the old tried and true White guy stuff. 

Let's start with, do we have any women?” 
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Power 

 Grant University EMLT members described power dynamics on the team, 

specifically relating to the most influential voices. Several team members recognized that 

Paul had the most powerful voice on the team as the head of enrollment management. 

However, Elijah and Shana noted that they were powerful when the two of them banded 

together. Shana stated: “I think one of the tactics that we've developed … is that we 

recognize that our voices are more powerful when we speak together.” Additionally, Elijah, 

who had been there the longest and oversaw admissions, recognized that his voice carried a 

lot of power with the vice president of enrollment management: 

I'm not proud of this, …  but I think my voice carries a lot of weight, because I've 

been there longer, but I also don't get too worked up. But I guess I don't have to 

justify this, but I try to be careful because I know I can be wrong, right? I want to be 

open … I think people know that. And people aren't afraid to challenge.  

Relationship of Team Members 

The EMLT members described the relationship of team members to each other as 

like-minded, respectful, having a safe space and shared values, and promoting open 

communication, qualities that depicted a healthy team dynamic. For example, Shana stated, 

But within the enrollment management leadership team, it's like-minded people. And 

so I feel very fortunate in that way that I know that we're all starting from that 

baseline. So we have these conversations, it's a very safe space to say, "Have we 

looked at this through an equity lens?" It's a very safe space to say that because even 

if somebody hasn't thought about it at that point, everybody's willing to have that 

conversation, right? At least among this leadership team. 
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Jackson, affirming the respectful nature of the team, stated: “I absolutely think they're 

respectful and cordial and professional, and I think, in fact, at least at Grant University, I 

think we all like each other and try to do our best job together.” 

To maintain open lines of communication, the team often met weekly–– for 

department meetings or in smaller strategic groups. They worked closely together to 

understand the impact they had on each other. As Elijah put it in answering a question about 

what enrollment management looked like at Grant University, 

What I like about it is, as directors of various units, we all work very closely together 

to understand our overlap, where levers that one of us pulls impact others, and how 

all that impacts students and enrollment. It's very data-driven. So that's good.  

Though the relationships with each other on the EMLT had positive aspects, Meredith 

recognized the racial inequities that could play out on the team, where the White men could 

say and do things that would have a much different impact if they came from her. Meredith 

expressed, 

So the White male in enrollment management can do and say things that I can't in the 

same kinds of scenarios and contexts, and they aren’t necessarily conscious of that. 

They don't know. Right? So I know that's part of my job to educate, if I see it with 

Jackson or Elijah and the same thing, and they say, "Oh, I can do A, B or C," or they 

crack some kind of joke, or something else that they're used to, I cannot say the same 

thing without an impact. 

In summary, Grant University’s contextual description highlights the complicated 

nature of enrollment management in increasing net tuition revenue, especially navigating the 

tension between the public good and academic capitalism. Grant University was resource 
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dependent on NTR and relied on enrollment management to "keep the lights on,” thereby 

stacking the deck against access. The findings indicated that because of the pressure to 

generate two-thirds of the educational operating budget, the EMLT was vulnerable in their 

efforts at being mission-oriented to serve in-state students and increase access for Pell 

students and Students of Color. Lastly, the findings highlighted specific dynamics related to 

team members’ social identities and power dynamics. For example, Elijah and Shana had a 

powerful influence on Paul when they approached him together. Finally, Grant University's 

EMLT described their relationships with each other as positive, like-minded, respectful, and 

safe, even though Shana and Meredith acknowledged implicit gender and racial biases. 

Given these contextual findings, the foundation is set to provide further findings 

related to sources of messages received and enacted by Grant University's EMLT in their 

decisions, actions, practices, and policies to recruit and admit Students of Color and low-

income students. 

Grant University Messages  

Similar to the previous chapter on Knot College, in this section, I provide findings 

related to the sources of messages to lay the foundation for how they generated the EMLT’s 

decisions, practices, actions, and policies related to the recruitment and admissions of low-

income students and Students of Color. However, I organize my findings around messages at 

Grant University in a different way because academic capitalist and public good messages 

were clustered around specific sources of messages where intersections between the two 

spheres of messages were also more likely to occur. Therefore, I describe four major sources 

of messages, indicating the roles of academic capitalism, the public good, and their 

intersections: (1) in-state and out-of-state tensions, (2) Paul's influence on enrollment 
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management priorities and goals, (3) the undercurrent messaging of competitiveness, and (4) 

the making meaning of rankings. I also describe a series of decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies stemming from the sources of these messages that related to recruitment and 

admissions at Grant University within three areas: (1) the public good, (2) academic 

capitalism, and (3) the coexistence, intersection, and overlap of the public good and academic 

capitalism.  

In-State/Out-of-State Tension   

At Grant University, the land-grant mission to serve their state was a major and 

powerful source of public good messages. Often, their decision-making prioritized serving 

the people of their state. For example, according to Elijah, Grant University could not miss 

the mark on serving their in-state students: 

We can’t fumble on our [in-state] residents … because of all the talk that we do 

around who we are and what our mission is. If we don’t do as well as the folks down 

the street, we take a big hit for that. 

In another example, Shana highlighted how she prioritized in-state students versus out-of-

state in the admissions and scholarship process: 

I think one of the things that we think about is like okay, so if we get a 3.0 student 

who did just fine in high school, right? 3.0 is fine. There's nothing wrong with 3.0. 

We would rather have the 3.0 resident than the 3.0 non-resident... And it's our mission 

to bring state residents to campus. So if I'm choosing between a 3.0 who's in state and 

the 3.0 who's out-of-state I'm probably going [to choose the in-state]. 

Though the EMLT was faithful to their state-focused mission, a major source of 

academic capitalism messages in this area arose from the awareness of the necessity of 
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bringing in revenue and operating like a business. These pressures highlighted the 

importance of recruiting out-of-state and international students, who paid a higher price for 

their education. Grant University’s EMLT was cognizant of the critical financial role they 

played in ensuring the university's operations, indicating that Grant University was resource-

dependent on NTR. As stated above, the revenue from enrollment management made up two-

thirds of the educational operating budget, and an understanding existed that this may mean 

whether or not employees may have a job the following year. Due to these pressures, Grant 

University EMLT knew that they played a significant business function at the institution. 

Nate, head of web strategy, who identified as a White man and grew up in a middle-income 

household, clearly articulated that enrollment management was the business arm of the 

university, noting, 

We are the business arm. There's enrollment management, and then there's student 

affairs. We are the business arm to get the dollars in the door. If we don't make the 

class, we're in serious trouble the next year.  

In the context of admitting in-state and out-of-state students, several EMLT members 

also highlighted the coexistence, intersection, and overlap of academic capitalism and the 

public good by being cognizant of the tension between achieving revenue goals while 

figuring out how to avoid being strictly driven by revenue. They did not shy away from this 

reality and spoke candidly about enrollment management as a business. They leaned into the 

business identity even though they experienced and understood the tension between business-

oriented and mission-centered. Recognizing the business role, however, Shana articulated the 

tension experienced with what they termed a “flawed system” regarding access to higher 

education while ensuring the cash flow. Shana stated, 
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I [did] my master's thesis about organ transplantation and ethics. I [sat] in on the 

deliberations of a [hospital] transplant committee. To draw the analogy … we know 

we are working within a flawed system, yet the people doing the work are doing the 

level best they can. That is where most of the tension comes from. We don't like that 

net tuition revenue is important; we look for ways to mitigate that people don't want 

to have to be driven by keeping the lights on, and we recognize that we are…. For 

me, education, especially because of the way I grew up, is an engine for access and 

opportunity. To have to think in the framework of, "We need to admit more of these 

students because they can pay more"—it's inconsistent with my beliefs about 

education. 

Paul’s Influence on Enrollment Management Priorities and Goals 

Another major source of messages was Paul. Paul worked effectively as a leader to 

situate enrollment management at Grant University in the following areas: addressing the 

declining enrollment trend of Pell students attending Grant University (public good) and 

budget and revenue management (academic capitalism). In addition, his leadership and 

approach to enrollment management at Grant University facilitated a calibrated approach to 

balancing the public good mission and academic capitalist pressures. 

Paul gave messages related to the public good, explicitly addressing the declining 

enrollment trend of Pell students attending Grant University. He had to educate top-level 

leaders at Grant University about why Grant University’s Pell numbers were declining. He 

found that the formula for applying tuition discounting to Pell students was putting them at a 

disadvantage, resulting in Pell students paying more than other students. Paul articulated to 

Grant University's leadership: "Look, you wonder why we lost enrollment, and we lost low-
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income student enrollment. Our price was higher. What happens when you raise your price? 

You sell less." Fundamentally, Paul was critical in setting the public good strategic priorities 

of enrollment management. 

In addition to being a major source regarding public good goals, Paul also was a 

major originator of academic capitalism messages. Paul had to educate the university's 

finance team on how to budget for enrollment management, where tuition discounting and 

net tuition revenue mattered most, not a fixed budget or the headcount. Paul articulated, 

using language reflective of academic capitalism’s focus on generating revenue, that there 

were more tools and ways to manipulate data and described it as "the hocus-pocus and the 

magic act":  

I said, "If we're only looking at headcount, let's drop tuition to nothing. We'll have 

more students than we can shake a stick at." That's an exaggeration, and an extreme 

example. But I think people are still thinking from the old days when discount rates 

and financial aid weren't the hocus-pocus and the magic act that it is now. If 

enrollment goes up 10%, your revenue might go up 5%. And you consider that to be a 

victory. 

Shana highlighted how Paul managed up and out to establish the competence of the 

enrollment management space and set the priorities and goals of enrollment management. 

According to Shana: 

Paul spends a lot of time trying to explain to people upstairs what we're doing and 

why. Because they freak out when they see, "You've offered what in scholarships?" 

And he's, "You got to understand you have to offer big to yield where you want." 

Even since I've been here, the conversation has shifted. We used to have set budgets 
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for scholarships. When Paul arrived, he shifted the conversation with colleagues 

upstairs:  "That's not really what you need to be looking at. You need to be looking at 

how much are we netting off the student?" We have empty seats. We don't want to fly 

the plane half empty. If you want to fill these seats, you have to be willing to cut a 

little bit deeper, not worried about this budget figure to get extra students here. If 

they're giving us more than we're giving them, you're still making money. So there's 

been a pretty dramatic shift. He's not got everybody on board yet. But they're more 

than they used to be. They're starting to speak like, "What's the net tuition revenue? 

What are we actually bringing into the university?" 

Overall, Paul embodied the coexistence, intersection, and overlap of public good and 

academic capitalism by acknowledging the trade-offs between serving the public good and 

being resource-dependent on tuition revenue. Paul ultimately determined the strategic 

priorities and goals for the EMLT. More importantly, through budget and revenue 

management, he firmly established his competence in increasing net tuition revenue while 

also addressing the decrease of Pell students. As Paul became more acclimated at Grant 

University, he determined that it would be important to enhance and highlight the 

professionalism of the enrollment management division, as well as facilitate the calibration 

of meeting the public good and academic capitalist expectations. According to Paul, 

There's a lot of holdover from old school public university thinking, right? We used 

to be able to be really cheap and really good, and it's harder to be both of those 

anymore. No one has had to think about those trade-offs until someone like me from a 

private university comes along and starts rubbing their nose in it all the time. 
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The Undercurrent Messaging of Competitiveness 

 At Grant University, an undercurrent messaging of competitiveness existed. This 

competitiveness surfaced in a few ways: First, Paul articulated that Grant University was 

losing students to City University, noting, 

One of the first things I did when I got here was look at our admitted students and the 

Clearinghouse data. And I showed that, over the past three or four years, the number 

of low-income and/or Pell Grant students in science that we had lost to [City 

University]. And [City University] is a fine institution. There's really no problem with 

the student who makes the decision based on the right reasons. They want to be in the 

City. Well, City's a lot bigger than [where we are] and that's a better place for you 

then. 

Second, Grant University also prided itself on their humility compared to the Flagship 

institution, which came across to Grant University as braggadocious. For example, Ben 

shared: 

It's an identity thing. It's kind of funny too, because we have [the Flagship] just down 

the road from us, like 45 minutes away. The [Grant University] culture is like, "Oh, 

those braggy people down the road." It's kind of this perception that [the Flagship] is 

this arrogant braggy place, and we're this humble place that's really doing the real 

good work. You know what I mean? It's a real identity for this. 

Third, the team recognized that Grant University could capitalize on the regional exchange 

program among states in the region since Grant University was the most highly reputable 

among the HEIs in the program. The regional exchange program facilitates students who live 

in a state within the region to attend an institution outside of their state but in a state that is 
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part of the regional exchange program. The student is then charged a tuition rate between 

out-of-state tuition and in-state tuition. According to Paul, 

So in some sense, it probably debases the profile of the institution. If you look at 

who's in [the Exchange Program], you get not the big-name institutions, right? So 

University of [State] would never be in [the Exchange Program], but [State 

University, Grant University, Southern State,] places like that are, I think [Anik] State 

might be the other reasonably high-profile institution. So we're kind of the top dog in 

the [the Exchange Program] pack, which is a nice place to be. 

These three dynamics signified the academic capitalist messages of competitiveness. 

Even highlighting the public good message of the loss of the number of low-income/Pell 

students in science, in the first dynamic, Paul was still perpetuating the academic capitalist 

message of competition.  

Rankings 

The sources of messages relating to rankings represent the intersection of academic 

capitalism and the public good. Grant University had mixed messages about the importance 

of their rankings. On the public good side, several members of the EMLT received the 

message that rankings were not important, thereby rebuking the academic capitalist prestige-

seeking of rankings. On the other hand, one person thought that rankings did matter. 

Ultimately, the coexistence, intersection, and overlap depended on who made sense of the 

messages. For example, Paul felt no pressure to pay attention to rankings:  

During my interview here, I asked the Provost, I said, "What about position 

rankings?" He said, "No one cares." And I said, "So there's no pressure here to 
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become [Kai Tech]?" And he said, "That's the farthest thing from our mind." People 

don't care about that stuff. 

Being cavalier about Grant University’s rankings was echoed by Elijah:  

We definitely talk about affinity to the place, right. But it's... We would look more at 

historical yield rates that, at similar discounting, amongst students with X, Y, and Z, 

the ... How we're ranked or perceived necessarily would just be a function of that, but 

not one that we ever really talk about in those discussions. 

However, Nate shared that rankings did matter: “Oh, certainly. The U.S. News & World 

Report rankings, I mean, those are discussed prominently every year. And when we lose 

spaces, the sixth floor comes down and tells us about it. And we feel that. You better believe 

it.”  

Lastly, in my second-round interview with Paul, I re-inquired about the role of 

rankings at Grant University. Paul shared that it was nice to be acknowledged:   

Well, it's still the case. I mean, I might not care about my looks, but I still like it when 

someone compliments my tie or, suggest I have a great haircut, right? I think that's 

sort of the analogy here. We don't strive for rankings into and of themselves, but if 

the things we're doing naturally, and I don't mean artificially, but the things we're 

doing naturally get us more recognition or get more play or get more prestige, no one 

here is opposed to that. 

To summarize, the sources of messages relating to the public good were the state, 

land-grant mission, and Paul's influence on setting the strategic priorities, including focusing 

on increasing Pell students. Moreover, the sources of academic capitalism messages centered 

on the financial pressures and resource dependence on net tuition revenue, pushing Grant 
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University to recruit out-of-state students. Ultimately, Paul had to educate the university's 

finance team on how to budget for enrollment management, utilizing academic capitalist 

tools like tuition discounting. Moreover, the undercurrent of academic capitalist messages 

regarding competitiveness was pervasive through the three dynamics of competing with City 

College for Pell students in the sciences, competing with the Flagship, and capitalizing on the 

regional exchange program. Lastly, the messages around rankings highlighted the 

intersection of academic capitalism and the public good, depending on who was making 

meaning of the message. 

Enactment of Messages Through Decisions, Practices, Actions, and Policies 

The following sub-sections describe a series of decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies stemming from the sources of messages that are related to the public good, academic 

capitalism, and their coexistence, intersection, and overlap. Table 6 provides a 

comprehensive inventory of public good and academic capitalism values, decisions, actions, 

practices, and policies for Grant University. 
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Table 6 

Grant University Public Good and Academic Capitalism Values, Actions, Practices, and 

Policies Inventory 

 

 

  

Public Good Grant 
University 

   Values  

Expanding Access for Low-Income 
Students  

✓  

Expanding Access for Students of Color  ✓  

Actions, 
Practices, & 
Policies  

Need-Based Aid Tuition discounting; price 
sensitivity packaging based on need; 
Financial Leveraging  

 ✓   

Ability to waive application fee option  ✓   
No Loan Packaging of Financial Aid  No 

No Work Packaging of Financial Aid  No 

Race-Based Affirmative Action  Unknown  

Test Optional  ✓   

Test Blind  No  

Whole Context Holistic Review  ✓   

Percent Plan  No  

No Legacy Preference  Unknown 

Promise or Bridge Program(s) or Pathway 
Program 

✓  

Bi-Lingual Staff ✓  

Pell Navigator Staff ✓  

Academic Capitalism Grant 
University 

Values  

Revenue Generation  ✓  

Profit Seeking  No  

Competition  ✓   

Actions, 
Practices, & 
Policies  

Merit-Based Aid Tuition discounting 
(merit scholarships)/ Price sensitivity 
packaging based on wealth and affinity to 
school/Financial Leveraging  

✓   

Out-of-State Recruitment  ✓   
Early Decision Admission  ✓   
Marketing Strategies (viewbooks, ads, 
etc.)  

✓   

Purchasing Names  ✓   

Instant On-Site Admissions  No  

Corporate Esthetics  Unknown  

Test Requirement   No  

Financial Aid and Admissions Merged  ✓   
International Recruitment ✓  

Coexistence, Intersection, & Overlap Grant 
University 

Actions, 
Practices, & 
Policies  

Tuition Discounting – 
ERUE 

✓   

Predictive Data 
Analytics – Leveraging 
Data 

✓   

Public-Private 
Partnerships: 
International 
Recruitment 

✓   
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Public Good Messages Enacted: Test Optional 

This section explores messages enacted at Grant University that feature the values of 

the public good. My research demonstrated several decisions, practices, actions, and policies 

stemming from different sources of messages, including the decision and policy to go test-

optional; the continuation of an underdeveloped initiative with high potential called the 

Thrive Program (a pseudonym); the bolstering of STEM Pathway (a pseudonym) 

scholarships; the hiring of a bilingual staff member and a Pell Navigator; the waiving of the 

application fee; and the revision of criteria for scholarships to increase access. 

Grant University implemented their test-optional policy prior to the sea change of 

many institutions becoming test-optional due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, Grant 

University led their entire state's public universities and colleges to test-optional admissions. 

At the time of this research, they were in year two of their test-optional pilot with no signs of 

returning to requiring tests. They could accomplish going test-optional so quickly into the 

pandemic because they had been discussing becoming test-optional since the arrival of Paul 

in 2019.  

Paul, a highly reputable actor in enrollment management nationally and well-

respected at Grant University led Grant University and the rest of the state to be test-optional. 

Before arriving at Grant University, he was known as an advocate for higher education to 

become test-optional. According to Shana: 

What I can say is that …  you probably already know, Paul has a big voice out there 

on Twitter. I'm sure College Board was nervous. … We knew that about him coming 

in, and that was okay with all of us. We were like, "Okay, let's see what happens." 
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What he said when he arrived was, "I want us to consider whether it makes sense to 

go test-optional.” 

Given his prominence, Paul’s team expected to go test-optional immediately; 

however, Paul created space for Grant University to engage in critical dialogue. Paul was 

cognizant that test scores did not measure merit, and several members of the EMLT were 

also aware that high standardized test scores are more likely to be attained by those who are 

White and financially resourced. For Paul, going test-optional was the most significant policy 

change made at Grant University to increase access: 

I would say test-optional is probably the biggest one that we did. And again, we were 

doing it pre-COVID. [Chase University] did it in an emergency situation because of 

COVID. We were doing it because it was an access thing, it was an equity thing, it 

was an allocation of financial aid thing, it was more Pell Grant students. It was 

creating an opportunity for students who didn't see it anywhere. 

In his interview about his motivation for becoming test-optional, Paul retold a story about 

Norman Borlaug, a person born in Iowa, who won a Nobel Prize for his research “that 

allegedly kept billions from starving.” According to Paul, Borlaug failed his entrance exam 

to the University of Minnesota: 

So he had to go into remedial work, and then he got his doctorate and became a Nobel 

Peace Prize winner. And his wheat research made this new strain of wheat that you 

could grow everywhere. And so a lot of people didn't starve because of it. And he 

failed his entrance exam. So I said his birthday, which is March 25, is Test-Optional 

Day in America. 
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Lastly, Paul engaged with the state’s other public institutions regarding the test-

optional policy. The Flagship was initially more skeptical; however, when the COVID-19 

pandemic started, the Flagship University agreed to go test-optional, and the state became 

one of the first early adopters of being test-optional. According to Paul: 

I sort of led the charge in the state to take the public institutions test-optional. That 

was pre-COVID, October 2019. [Grant] State and all the regionals were 100% on 

board. We had to drag [the Flagship] kicking and screaming into that discussion. 

They just didn't know how to wrap their heads around that. And then COVID 

happened, and they came along.  

Public Good Messages Enacted: The Thrive Program 

The Thrive program provided high-need students aid at Grant University. Elijah 

described the program as “tuition and fees covered through various sources including 

institutional aid.” Members of the EMLT mentioned Grant University's recommitment to the 

program, which was floundering a few years before. Shana explained how perturbed she was 

when she mentioned the Thrive Program, and her colleague in financial aid responded that it 

was more a philosophy than a reality: 

I can remember sitting in a meeting in the Office of Financial Aid where the folks 

were asking what is the [Thrive Program]? He responded, "Well, it's more of a 

philosophy than a program." Everybody kind of cocked an eyebrow … He's like, 

"Basically, it's a concept." Fortunately, in the years that I've been here, [we] have 

managed to get that to, "No, it can't just be this idea.”  

Through leveraging data and, once again, his agency, Paul recognized the importance of 

honoring the Thrive Program. When he first arrived, Paul examined the admitted students' 
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data, which showed the number of low-income Pell Grant students in science that Grant 

University lost to City University in the previous three or four years. Paul recognized that 

City was in a better location than Grant University, sharing that: 

It was so dramatically drawn between low-income and other students, [which] 

suggested to me that we were missing the boat here. One of the things we decided 

unilaterally—I mean, there's no strategy from above—is we were going to honor the 

Thrive Program, which assures Pell eligible and [State] Opportunity Grant eligible 

students that we will cover their direct tuition expenses with grants. We said, "To hell 

with the financial aid budget. We're going to do this." And our financial person said, 

"I've noticed that the waivers seemed to be increasing for resident students." And I 

said, "That's because everyone was horrified when I showed how Pell percentages 

were dropping."  

The intentionality of Paul, who revealed and demonstrated the plight of low-income students 

at Grant University, highlighted the power of his role; he used data to enact and recommit to 

the Thrive Program. 

Public Good Messages Enacted: STEM Pathway Scholarships 

One of the precollege programs managed by Meredith, STEM Pathway, received 

increased advancement/grant funds to offer more scholarships to students who were part of 

the STEM Pathway Clubs. These were rural after-school programs that supported low-

income students, Students of Color, and first-generation students to attend college in the 

STEM areas. In observing the EMLT group meeting, Meredith questioned Paul on whether 

enrollment management was featured in a recent State of Diversity Talk at Grant 

University—calling attention to the potential lack of awareness regarding enrollment 
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management and diversity. Meredith pointed out that STEM Pathway was often overlooked 

and was one of the most extensive and successful precollege programs at Grant University. 

She reminded everyone at the group meeting about STEM Pathway: 

[STEM Pathway] just got an endowment for scholarships for students that have been 

in [STEM Pathway] clubs. [The STEM Pathway—a 33-year-old program for 

underserved, underrepresented students]. We awarded this year, like 20 scholarships, 

for students who have been STEM Pathway students. We also got The Ford 

Foundation to support STEM Pathway. 

Public Good Messages Enacted: Bilingual and Navigator Staff 

Another action enacted by members of the EMLT was hiring a bilingual staff member 

and a navigator staff member to help families and students better understand financial aid and 

admissions processes. Shana called attention to the fact "that Spanish-speaking families call, 

and they have nobody to talk to." Additionally, Jackson followed the example of Shana and 

decided to hire a navigator to help students navigate the admissions and financial aid process: 

We are doing something similar in the financial aid office … one of their big duties 

will be new students, first-generation students, Pell-eligible students, connecting with 

them and making sure that they understand what they're getting into. Because of those 

students who struggle, a common story is some variation of, "Well, I thought you 

would tell me if I couldn't afford ... or I thought the financial aid was every quarter, 

not the whole year."  

Public Good Messages Enacted: Application Fee Waiver 

The EMLT also increased accessibility by granting more application fee waivers. As 

Paul said, “A president who makes $600,000 a year might not think much about a $45 
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application fee. But a student applying to three places—that 120 bucks is someone's 

paycheck.” According to Marshall (2020), the Education Trust, an organization committed to 

dismantling racist and classist barriers within higher education, has called on institutions to 

eliminate the college application fee because low-income students are unaware to ask for the 

fee to be waived; and it places them in a vulnerable position to have to self-disclose their 

low-income status at the outset.  

Public Good Messages Enacted: Increased Access to Scholarships 

Shana leveraged her power within the scholarship office and ushered in two policies 

to increase merit-based scholarships to underrepresented students, especially students in rural 

areas and undocumented students. First, Shana's office utilized a holistic review for all 

students. According to Shana: 

My office manages the Presidential Scholarship Program, a merit-based scholarship 

based on holistic review. We look at the trends in that group to ensure we have a 

rural, urban balance, because [Grant] has lots of really rural areas. We're always 

thinking about all those things, what does our overall diversity look like? Are we 

representing the state?  

Second, Shana received Paul's blessing to expand eligibility for a scholarship program based 

on the State's Opportunity Grant. This allowed for a wider group of first-generation students 

with financial needs to be considered instead of strictly based on Pell eligibility. This shift in 

policy also allowed Shana to consider undocumented students.  

In summary, given that over 60% of Grant University's budget was based on tuition 

revenue, their ability to be more aggressive with increasing access continued to be 

challenging. However, EMLT members demonstrated their agency by enacting messages 
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through implementing decisions, practices, actions, and policies oriented toward serving the 

public good – from striving to live up to the mission of the Thrive Program and STEM 

Pathway Program to increase staffing to support families and students navigating the 

admissions and financial aid processes to eliminating the financial barrier by having an 

application waiver program and, finally, by adjusting the review rubric for accessing 

scholarships. The following section will review messages enacted due to the influence of 

academic capitalism on Grant University. 

Academic Capitalism Messages Enacted: Tuition Discounting—ERUE  

For Grant University to "price optimize," tuition discounting, an academic capitalist 

tool, was the ultimate bedrock of achieving its intended net tuition revenue. In this section, I 

focus on one major academic capitalist practice of tuition discounting: the regional tuition 

exchange program, Everest Regional Universities Exchange (ERUE, a pseudonym). Once 

Grant University EMLT felt comfortable with the number of in-state students enrolled, their 

next priority was accepting non-resident students who could pay. According to Elijah, "for 

us, kind of the pecking order was residents, right? That's who we serve. But non-residents 

with the ability to pay were certainly second in line." Recognizing this dynamic, one of the 

ways Grant University increased its pipeline of non-residents was through ERUE. 

ERUE was an exchange program among states in the region. Typically, if a student 

belonged to one of these regional states and was attending an ERUE institution outside of 

their state, they were charged a tuition rate less than an out-of-state student but more than an 

in-state student. However, ERUE had a more rigorous academic qualification at Grant 

University than the other ERUE states. To qualify for Grant University ERUE, a student had 

to have a high GPA academic profile––it was not automatic even if a student was from an 
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ERUE state. According to Grant University's website, ERUE was framed as a highly 

competitive scholarship based on a holistic review; not all students from the regional territory 

could get an ERUE scholarship. This framing created tension among the EMLT members 

because some believed that if it was genuinely ERUE, there should not have been any 

caveats; if caveats existed, maybe it should just have been called something else.   

Regardless, ERUE proved to be a crucial lever for Grant University because it 

elevated the profile of Grant University by increasing the pipeline of high-achieving, high-

paying students from out of state. Thus, ERUE contributed to overall tuition revenue. 

According to Paul, 

What I looked at was a relatively low take rate from non-residents … a market tuition 

… probably based on market position, overpriced for non-residents. I also looked at 

the brand value of ERUE as an attractor and how we needed to generate more interest 

and more applications, how it's the airline seat model, right? If you have 10 seats, 

you're better off selling them for a buck a piece because you get $10 more in revenue. 

In my follow-up interview with Paul, ERUE paid off during their admissions cycle at 

the time. Grant University yielded $10 million in the first-year class that would not have 

occurred otherwise. Paul, in explaining this in his interview, shared how different people in 

their respective roles might make sense of this increase in revenue: 

The accountant will look and say, "Oh my God, we added $10 million to the financial 

aid budget." And the financial aid person will say, "We generated $10 million more in 

revenue." The discount is just funny money, right? It's not real … the actual cash 

revenue is real money. So people like the Provost, the president, the finance guy are 

thrilled with ERUE so far. 
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In summary, Grant University optimized its price to stay competitive. To price 

optimize, Grant University utilized tuition discounting and leveraged ERUE to secure a high-

paying, high-achieving pipeline of out-of-state students. In the following section, I identify 

messages enacted as arising at the coexistence, intersection, and overlap between the 

influences of academic capitalism and values of the public good.  

Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages Enacted: Leveraging Data 

Within this section, the analysis of the coexistence, intersection, and overlap between 

academic capitalism and public good is based on two dynamics: 1) if a process yields an 

academic capitalist and public good outcome at the same time, and 2) if the use of an 

academic capitalist tool achieves a public good outcome. Two intersections between the 

influences of academic capitalism and values of the public good were identified: 1) the 

leveraging of data via the use of a private consulting company called Watson's Ventures (a 

pseudonym), including the purchasing of names, and 2) public-private partnerships to recruit 

and admit international students. 

Watson's Ventures 

Within the context of neoliberalism and enrollment management, consulting 

companies are often used to price-optimize and secure an institution's competitiveness 

(Eduventures, 2013). Watson's Ventures analyzed Grant University's data and provided it 

with the profiles of students and the different kinds of financial packages needed to achieve 

each particular profile. They identified areas of elasticity and worked closely with the EMLT 

to stay grounded with their information. According to Elijah:  

We do periodic check-ins with our consulting group that we work with, and they tell 

us based on that point in the year. And they say, we expect that if you keep going, 
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you're going to get these students. And here's your net tuition revenue. And then 

decisions get made about if we need to make any adjustments. 

Based on the model selected by Grant University to price-optimize their recruitment 

efforts, the EMLT purchased names, which created what is known as the “top of the funnel.” 

According to Nate, these are "names of people who are likely interested in Grant University 

or have an academic makeup or a demographic or a geographical makeup that fits these 

models. Those start the top of our funnel, and we start reaching out to them." However, 

Jackson underscored that the use of these models (an academic capitalist tool) was not 

strictly about maximizing revenue but also about providing data on Grant University's public 

good goals, specifically the impact on mid- to low-income students. Jackson shared, “It's 

rarely just a maximum. It is always some combination of net revenue and access for our 

lower-income and even low- to mid-income students, especially [state] residents.”  

Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap—Messages Enacted: Public-Private 

Partnerships 

 Second, public-private partnerships regarding the recruitment of international 

students exemplified how these kinds of partnerships can meet revenue needs and provide a 

richer and more diverse learning experience for the university. However, even though the 

outcome had both academic capitalist and public good elements, competitiveness (an 

academic capitalist message) was the primary motivation, which included comparisons to 

aspirational institutions. According to Ben, Grant University reviewed “aspirational peer 

institutions in the United States several years ago. So one of the distinguishing factors of 

those aspirational peers is that like 15% of their student body was international, 

right?” However, in order to drive up international student numbers at Grant University, the 
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university needed to move up in their rankings. Despite this, several EMLT members shared 

that the consideration of Grant’s rankings was not a focus of the university, even though they 

had successes to tout and market. Nate shared, 

Our competitor to the south, [the Flagship], we are in very close competition with 

them. And we go about business two very different ways. [Grant University] is very 

proud but humble. We don't brag. We let our accomplishments speak for ourselves, 

and somewhat to our detriment. We are not good about promoting ourselves in that 

regard. It's a quiet sort of pride.  

Ben recognized that it would be unlikely to get their rankings up; however, Grant University 

decided to enter into a public-private partnership with a company to help increase their 

international numbers, which was initially controversial. Ben shared, 

I think just the private-public partnerships are controversial. Right? And when ours 

was formed like 12 years ago, it was really controversial, even more ... I think 

private-public partnerships over the last 10 to 15 years have become a little bit more 

common around the U.S. and higher ed. But at that time especially, oh my gosh, 

people thought this whole thing was just evil. "This is evil. It's against every value of 

[Grant University] and who we are and what we do." And a lot of people, the 

perception can be a private company being involved, thus is just this cash cow 

system. They're not going to care about the quality of education. They're not going to 

care about the students. They're just going to send us a bunch of whatever.  

Ben went on to rationalize the aspirational goal of a 15% increase in the number of 

international students. Ben saw the goal as a win-win in terms of being mission-oriented 

while also increasing revenue as state funds declined:   
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We are a public land-grant institution and that 15% international also provides a value 

to campus and domestic students, because [in our state], we have a lot of students 

from a lot of rural areas studying here that just have never been exposed or had the 

opportunity to engage with international. So those were factors. And then there's 

obviously financial factors. State funding's declining. A lot of institutions are looking 

at out-of-state and international. So that was kind of happening at the same time. So I 

think those values that resulted in this partnership and where we are now were sort of 

looking at aspirational peers, looking at bringing international to [Grant University] to 

kind of affect the culture in the place, and also the financial element of just declining 

state revenue.  

One of the major guardrails to ensure Grant University serves the public good, instead 

of only focusing on the academic capitalist practice of price optimization, was the mission of 

Grant University, which centered on serving in-state students. If Grant University’s EMLT 

had drifted too far from that mission, it would have harmed the reputation of EMLT and 

Grant University. Throughout my Grant University interviews, the EMLT demonstrated an 

orientation toward access; however, to what extent Grant University strove to ensure that 

low-income students and Students of Color were prioritized in their selection process was 

unknown.  

Summary 

To summarize, I provided the contextual foundation of Grant University, specifically 

focusing on their mission, financial stability and resource dependence on NTR, selectivity, 

enrollment demographics, organizational structure, EMLT composition, the establishment of 

the Enrollment Management team, the influence of the EMLT members’ social identities in 
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relationship to each other and their work, the power context, and the relationship of team 

members. I then described the major sources of messages differently than Knot College since 

academic capitalist and public good messages were connected to certain sources of messages 

where coexistence, intersections, and overlaps were more likely to occur. The messages 

described were in-state and out-of-state tensions, Paul's influence on enrollment management 

priorities and goals, the undercurrent messaging of competitiveness, and the meaning-making 

of rankings. I articulated the enactment of these messages as they related to the EMLT's 

decisions, practices, policies, and actions to recruit and admit students in three areas: public 

good, academic capitalism, and their intersection, coexistence, and overlap. For public good, 

I highlighted Grant University's test-optional policy, the Thrive Program, the STEM Pathway 

Scholarships, the hiring of a bilingual staff, the hiring of a Pell navigator staff, and the waiver 

of application fees. For academic capitalism, I reviewed tuition discounting practices through 

the regional exchange program. Lastly, for the intersection, coexistence, and overlap, I 

examined the leveraging of predictive data analytics and the public-private partnership for 

international recruitment. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 

My study addresses a research problem related to higher education's increasing 

income and racial access gap resulting from Enrollment Management Leadership Teams' 

(EMLT) market-driven, academic capitalist decisions, practices, actions, and policies. 

Although higher education espouses a mission to serve the public good (Dynarski, 2004), the 

larger societal ideology of neoliberalism, expressed in the form of academic capitalism, has 

had an adverse impact on access and support for low-income students and Students of Color 

(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a). Low-income students and Students of Color are systemically 

disadvantaged from attending higher education compared to students from White, high-

income families due to cost, the history of oppression experienced by People of Color, and 

the enacted decisions, actions, practices, and policies embedded within enrollment 

management. These disadvantages are compounded by race, where Black, Indigenous, and 

Latinx people are more concentrated in low-income groups and exist in spaces that are more 

socially and spatially isolated (Baum & Ma, 2010; Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Davis, 2003; 

Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Russo & 

Coomes, 2000).  

The profession of enrollment management has been described as a core 

organizational function within a higher education institution with the goal of recruiting, 
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selecting, and admitting students for mission-fulfilling, prestige-raising, and revenue-

generating purposes (Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2008). The literature reveals problematic 

decisions, actions, practices, and policies, such as the use of tuition discounting, predictive 

data analytics, standardized test score requirements, and early-decision processes, within 

enrollment management as exacerbating the income- and race-based access gap (Baum & 

Ma, 2010; Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Russo & Coomes, 

2000). 

However, even with these problematic decisions, actions, practices, and policies, 

according to Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a), higher education practitioners work at the 

intersection of balancing the ongoing call to serve the public good in the context of 

significant academic capitalist pressures. Colleges and universities attempt to balance their 

public good mission while under the influence of academic capitalism. Slaughter and 

Rhoades (2004a) noted that the focus on the public good and academic capitalism could 

coexist, intersect, and overlap. In the field of enrollment management specifically, public 

good decisions, actions, practices, and policies persist despite recent and even more 

anticipated legal restraints on the use of race in the admissions process (i.e., Students for Fair 

Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College & Students for Fair 

Admissions, Inc. v. the University of North Carolina). In fact, institutions of higher education 

have employed percent plans and holistic reviews to mitigate these restraints (Black et al., 

2015); they have done so amid academic capitalist forces aimed at revenue generation 

through enrollment management. 

My research employs the theory of critical sensemaking to interrogate how 

enrollment management leadership teams receive and give messages, and enact decisions, 
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actions, practices, and policies, analyzing how these organizational actors make sense on the 

local, micro level while implicating power structures in society (Thurlow, 2010). Ultimately, 

critical sensemaking facilitates the identification of the deep-rooted motivations, values, and 

assumptions for the disruption of problematic enactments and can bolster change geared 

toward equity (Kezar, 2018).  

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore how academic capitalism and 

values of the public good shaped EMLTs' sensemaking and sensegiving at two institutions of 

higher education as they enacted decisions, actions, practices, and policies to recruit and 

admit students, including low-income students and Students of Color. Importantly, my 

research took place at two higher education institutions with firm commitments to the public 

good, where EMLTs were open to having conversations with me regarding the messages they 

received and gave their sensemaking and sensegiving processes, and the decisions, actions, 

practices, and policies they made. Given the often secretive nature of the enrollment 

management field, these circumstances are important to consider in interpreting the findings 

of my research. The following questions guided the research: 

1. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams receive regarding 

their decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good 

featured within these messages? 

2. What messages do enrollment management leadership teams generate regarding 

their units' decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students? 

a. How are academic capitalism and the values of the public good 

featured among these messages? 
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3. How do enrollment management leadership teams make sense of the received 

and generated messages, especially as they relate to academic capitalism and 

the public good? 

4. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, 

and actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good on a day-

to-day basis in their work environment? 

5. How do enrollment management leadership teams enact decisions, practices, 

and actions of academic capitalism and the values of the public good as they 

relate to major enrollment policy to recruit and admit students?  

The study utilized an instrumental, multiple case study methodology, focusing on two 

higher education institutions: Knot College and Grant University. Knot College, a highly 

ranked, wealthy, 4-year liberal arts institution, was mission-centered in their approach to the 

recruitment and admission of students. In contrast, Grant University was a large public land 

grant institution with a public good mission to serve their state. At Grant University, net 

tuition revenue was a sizeable portion (68%) of their educational operating budget. The 

EMLTs, instead of individuals, were the unit of analysis to ensure that the focus of the study 

stayed on the organizational, collective, and systemic levels.  

The central purpose of this chapter is to present a discussion and interpretation of the 

findings. First, I highlight key findings, such as the nuanced and complicated existence and 

interaction between academic capitalism and the public good, including the critical role of 

the EMLTs and their members' agency. I then examine the critical sensemaking process 

through an analysis of three enactments of enrollment management practices and policies at 

the two case study institutions. This section includes a summary of the critical sensemaking 
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framework to guide a deeper dive into the crucial contexts of academic capitalism and the 

public good and to ground the findings in those contexts. Specifically, I provide a cross-case 

analysis of critical sensemaking for three enactments that represented 1) academic capitalism, 

2) the public good, and 3) their coexistence, intersection, and overlap. Within each cross-case 

analysis, I highlight properties of Weick's sensemaking theory and provide an analysis of the 

three critical sensemaking concepts: organization and meta rules, formative context, and 

discourse. Lastly, I conclude with implications and recommendations for future research. 

A More Nuanced and Complicated Picture: Academic Capitalism and Values of the 

Public Good  

Neoliberalism in the form of academic capitalism clearly had an impact on 

sensemaking at both Knot College and Grant University, fundamentally shaping the context 

of the work of the enrollment management teams. However, the findings also reveal contexts 

that promoted the public good in the enrollment management process. In addition, my 

research revealed significant intersections between academic capitalism and the public good, 

which shaped the EMLTs' interpretations and constructions of messages, as well as their 

decisions, practices, and policies.  

Notably, the findings of my study overall reveal nuances to existing literature, which 

is heavily skewed toward depicting a picture that enrollment management embodies mainly 

academic capitalism enactments. In fact, the main conclusions of the existing literature have 

been that the centralization of enrollment management units has resulted in the creation of a 

powerful machine that shapes operations within the organization in the form of academic 

capitalist values and practices without regard for the espoused public good-oriented values of 

the university or college (Baum & Ma, 2010; Cannella & Koro-Ljunberg, 2017; Davis, 2003; 



 

201 

Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Giroux, 2002; Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Museus 

& LePeau, 2019; Quirk, 2005; Russo & Coomes, 2000; Tough, 2019). In this section, I 

discuss my study's central findings in relation to the contexts of academic capitalism, the 

public good, and their coexistence, intersections, and overlaps as the foundations of messages 

that the two EMLTs participating in my research received, created, and interpreted in their 

work. 

Academic Capitalism 

My study reinforced the findings of existing literature regarding the pervasive power 

of neoliberalism in the form of academic capitalism in higher education through messages 

received and created related to enrollment management. My findings, particularly at Knot 

College, confirmed Slaughter and Rhoades's (2004a) arguments that institutions and, within 

them, EMLTs engage in market and marketlike behaviors irrespective of pressures of 

resource dependency. In particular, the Knot College EMLT emerged not as a group of actors 

responding fundamentally to resource constraints but as actors actively initiating academic 

capitalism regardless of the abundance of resources at the institution. They, more than likely, 

could afford for their students to attend their institution at a nominal amount, if any, and yet 

their yearly tuition was over $80,000. The Knot College EMLT thus employed academic 

capitalist practices because of the neoliberal emphasis on growing revenue and promoting a 

culture where high-quality higher education has a market-determined price.  

Similar sentiments are expressed by Museus and LePeau (2019), who noted that 

competition compels institutions to invest in areas that will increase their rankings and 

prestige, often at the expense of the educational activities that promote democracy and social 

justice. In accordance with these realities, a constant undercurrent of competitiveness existed 
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at Knot College. For example, Knot College continued the practice of purchasing names 

from the College Board and ACT, Inc. to recruit students who test well even though they 

were aware that test scores are biased and based on racial and income inequities. They also 

engaged in constant comparison to other institutions, such as RuTech, as they discerned 

whether or not to stay test-optional. These findings echoed the sentiments of Marie Bigham, 

the founder of Admissions Community Cultivating Equity and Peace Today (ACCEPT), that 

competition among colleges and universities is a powerful influence that makes it difficult 

for processes to change, noting: "There's a sense of competition that's always there among 

colleges. Presidents and boards might ask, 'Should we get rid of essays? Our competitors 

didn't get rid of essays. Getting leaders to de-escalate the competition is hard'" (Hoover, 

2020, para. 22).  

Importantly, these contexts of academic capitalism existed despite Knot College 

intentionally rebuking the perception of being perceived as embodying academic capitalism. 

As discussed in the findings, the Knot College EMLT directly avoided the perception of 

being corporatized; they did not use corporate words like "marketing" and, even though their 

admissions and financial aid offices were under the Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid, 

they did not refer to themselves as "enrollment management" since, to them, that name 

conjured up the image that they were driven by revenue. However, even with this intentional 

rebuke, Knot College was influenced by competition, engaged in the purchase of names, and 

continued to support admissions for a large, revenue-generating athletics program. Unlike in 

Sharma and Good's (2013) study, the EMLT at Knot College did not seem to recognize the 

paradox or the inconsistency between insisting on non-corporate language but still buying 

lists. 
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In regard to Grant University, the EMLT's sources of messages were overt about 

generating revenue. They spoke candidly about their state-focused land-grant mission and 

business identity, aligned with Sharma and Good's (2013) ultimate finding that managers can 

identify contradictory/paradoxical logics in the sensemaking process. Several members of the 

EMLT shared the tension they felt between "keeping the lights on" and serving the public 

good. Unlike Knot College, which was not resource-dependent, but still employed academic 

capitalist enactments to generate revenue and increase prestige, Grant University was 

resource dependent. Net tuition revenue made up 68% of their operating budget.   

My study supported the findings of the existing literature (Kraatz et al., 2010; 

McDonough, 1994; Tough, 2019) regarding the pressures that institutions are under to 

leverage academic capitalist decision-making, practices, actions, and policies to stay viable 

as an institution. For example, at Grant University, approximately 28% of their new students 

were out-of-state, and 4% to 6% were international students. Jaquette and Curs's (2015) study 

revealed that public institutions recruit and entice out-of-state students, especially when state 

funding decreases since these students pay much higher tuition. The ERUE program was 

used by Grant University to incentivize out-of-state students to attend Grant University. 

Furthermore, Grant University employed several academic capitalist practices to increase 

revenue, such as purchasing names, early-decision action, and merging financial aid and 

admissions into an enrollment management division. Throughout their interviews, Grant 

University EMLT members referred to messages in the form of business-driven language, 

such as "market forces," "finding markets," "growing revenue," "cost," and "financial 

realities," and identified the shift from relying on international students during the COVID-

19 pandemic to out-of-state students to maintain revenue.  
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Ultimately, Grant University's EMLT was cognizant of the paradoxical/contradictory 

logics of academic capitalism and the public good in their sensemaking process. They felt the 

financial pressure to bring in 68% of the educational budget, compelling them to employ 

academic capitalist decision-making, practices, actions, and policies. However, Grant 

University seemed to have been measured in their academic capitalist approaches, which will 

be explored more throughout this chapter.  

Public Good 

My study countered the claims of existing literature (Davis, 2003; Goldrick-Rab, 

2016; Quirk, 2005; Russo & Coomes, 2000; Tough, 2019) that primarily painted the picture 

that enrollment management enactments are pervasively academic capitalist practices. At the 

same time, my study reinforced the findings of the existing literature regarding the 

recognition of the importance of universities to serve the public good by increasing access to 

low-income students and Students of Color, all through messages received and created in 

enrollment management (Black et al., 2015; Posselt et al., 2012). My findings support 

Pascarella et al.'s (2016) arguments that institutions and, within them, EMLTs believe in the 

importance for colleges and universities to racially and socioeconomically diversify their 

student population to promote equity and inclusion. In particular, the Knot College EMLT 

received public good messages, specifically from their Board of Trustees and the President 

via statements on the institution's commitment to diversity, and the EMLT created public 

good messages through the reading of their Office of Admissions mission statement, which 

directly called attention to creating a racially and socioeconomically diverse student body to 

contribute to the educational experience. Furthermore, Knot College's commitment to the 

public good was strengthened by their development of DEI goals, the working groups to 
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achieve these goals, the revisions of job descriptions of existing and new staff, and the 

internal reporting to the Board on the progress toward DEI goals. 

In addition, my findings about Knot College align with the literature on public good 

decisions, practices, actions, and policies within the legal constraints on race in admissions; 

for example, Knot College's use of whole-context holistic review in admissions where 

students are considered within the context of their environment (family, school, and 

neighborhood), hardships, and educational opportunities. This practice has been proven to 

increase the representation of low-income students and Students of Color (Bastedo et al., 

2018). At Knot College, the EMLT, through their personal value alignment with Knot 

College admissions' mission and the influence of their social identities and upbringing, 

understood that students with resources might look more "rote," going to school and taking 

challenging classes, but not necessarily making the most of their resources. In contrast, a 

student from a low-income background, working a job, taking care of a parent, and doing 

their best under potentially challenging circumstances may present as academically 

motivated to achieve a college degree.  

Moreover, Knot College employed a test-optional policy, in which the EMLT 

recognized that racial and socioeconomic bias existed in these tests. According to Atkinson 

and Geiser (2009) and Bowen et al. (1998), high SAT test scores are correlated with parental 

income and education, and Espenshade and Chung (2012) found that recent test-optional 

policies, especially if they do not ask for an SAT score, have a positive impact on the racial 

and socioeconomic composition of admitted student populations at selective institutions. 

At Grant University, my study countered the findings of the existing literature, which 

suggest that academic capitalism overpowers the values of the public good in decisions, 
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practices, actions, and policies related to enrollment management. Again, I did not expect to 

find a high number of public good enactments at an institution that derives two-thirds of its 

operating budget from tuition revenue; however, Grant University's orientation toward the 

public good was substantial and highly interwoven with a conscious understanding of the 

pressures from academic capitalism. For example, they believed in their mission to serve 

their state, and even though they recruited and admitted out-of-state students, they prioritized 

and accepted all in-state students who qualified and applied. The ability of an EMLT to carry 

contradictory/paradoxical messages in the sensemaking process, thereby leading to public 

good outcomes, confirms the findings of the Sharma and Good’s (2013) study. Grant 

University, with powerful messages and leadership from Paul, Vice President of Enrollment 

Management, demonstrated their ability to employ several public good enactments, even 

with academic capitalism pressures. 

Similar to Knot College, Grant University employed decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies within the legal constraints of the use of race in admissions and enacted whole-

context holistic review and test-optional admissions, both proven to increase access for low-

income students and Students of Color (Bastedo et al., 2018; Black et al., 2015; Espenshade 

& Chung, 2012). Even with the pressure to bring in 68% of their operating budget, the Grant 

University EMLT focused on increasing the representation of Pell students; they hired staff 

to mitigate language and financial literacy barriers and started to actualize their Thrive 

Program, a program that provided low-income students significant financial assistance. 

Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap  

My research affirms and also goes beyond the findings of existing literature (Mars & 

Lounsbury, 2009b; Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004a; Szelényi & 
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Bresonis, 2014) regarding the coexistence, intersection, and overlap between the influence of 

academic capitalism and values of the public good. My study is the first to demonstrate that 

academic capitalism and the public good coexist and overlap, in a variety of ways, within the 

field of enrollment management despite existing literature's overwhelming characterization 

of enrollment management as firmly existing within the space of academic capitalism (Baum 

& Ma, 2010; Cannella & Koro-Ljunberg, 2017; Davis, 2003; Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Quirk, 2005; Russo & Coomes, 2000; Tough, 

2019).  

My findings show that the intersecting space between the public good and academic 

capitalism within enrollment management is fueled and supported by two major processes. 

First, as seen at both Knot College and Grant University, EMLTs leveraged academic 

capitalist tools to facilitate public good outcomes in a way that is aligned with Mars and 

Rhoades’s (2012) and Upton and Warshaw’s (2017) research. According to Mars and 

Rhoades (2012), students involved in social entrepreneurship used resources that are "within 

the capitalist domain (e.g., technology transfer offices, entrepreneurship education centers) 

and enhanced entrepreneurial agency to leverage university resources and capital in support 

of social change agendas" (p. 2). And Upton and Warshaw’s (2017) study at three U.S. 

research institutions on identifying a new hybrid logics between social and industry logics 

led to the finding that the execution of industry logic also drove a social institution logic. 

The process of using academic capitalism to achieve public good goals had distinct 

manifestations in the field of enrollment management, with Knot College using predictive 

data analytics and tuition discounting. Predictive data analytics, an academic capitalist tool, 

was leveraged to increase and assess how Grant University and Knot College were doing on 
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their metrics related to access. Research on the use of predictive data analytics in enrollment 

management is limited, although the research that does exist highlights that it is used to 

increase competitiveness, a neoliberal characteristic. Data within this practice allow for a 

more targeted approach to recruitment and tuition discounting to achieve enrollment goals 

(Russo & Coomes, 2000), often based on students' affinity to the institution and ability to 

pay. However, at both Knot College and Grant University, the EMLTs leveraged predictive 

data analytics to ensure that they stayed true to their public good metrics. Often, the data 

were used to message top-level leaders about the trade-offs and strategies needed regarding 

access. For example, Paul educated top-level leaders at Grant University about the declining 

numbers of Pell students. Through predictive data analytics, Paul found that the formula for 

applying tuition discounting to Pell students was putting them at a disadvantage, resulting in 

Pell students paying more than other students. This facilitated the EMLT's adjustment to 

eliminate that disadvantage on Pell students. 

In addition, the Knot College EMLT used need-based tuition discounting to increase 

access. Tuition discounting has been identified in the literature as having a negative impact 

on low-income students and privileging wealthier students through merit scholarships 

(Caskey, 2018; Davis, 2003; Gianneschi & Pingel, 2014). Additionally, tuition discounting is 

often seen as price discrimination, where students, often wealthy White students, are charged 

a lower rate because they raise the institution's profile (Gianneschi & Pingel, 2014). At Knot 

College, in contrast, tuition discounting was used in the form of need-based aid where, 

instead of White, wealthy students being wooed by the discount rate, low-income, high-need 

students received the discount at a rate that met their full need.  
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The practice of tuition discounting pointed to the second process that my findings 

showed within the intersecting space between academic capitalism and the public good, 

focusing on enrollment management practices that yield both academic capitalist (revenue 

maximization) and public good (the recruitment of low-income students) outcomes. At Grant 

University, tuition discounting was practiced in a different way than at Knox College. 

Specifically, it was used by the EMLT for need-based aid for Pell and in-state students, as 

well as for the academic capitalist purpose of wooing high-paying students, especially out-of-

state students.  

Similarly, the intersecting space between the public good and academic capitalism 

remained highly relevant, given goals and practices that attempted to balance the recruitment 

of students with various levels of ability to pay tuition at both institutions. For example, 

Grant University increased net tuition revenue by recruiting out-of-state students; however, 

they still maintained their commitment to the public good by ensuring that they admitted all 

qualified in-state students who applied. And Knot College's admissions process was need-

blind, accompanied by a need-based, rather than merit-based, financial aid distribution. This 

combination ensured that the college was able to support students without the ability to pay 

high tuition while continuing to attract high-paying students.  

Overall, my research on Knot College and Grant University contributes to the 

growing body of literature on the intersections and overlaps between the public good and 

academic capitalism, with a specific focus on enrollment management. Close to a decade and 

a half ago, Mars and Lounsbury (2009a) called into question the one-dimensional rhetoric on 

the private versus public good, market versus social activist logic that "limit[s] the 

development of more informed perspectives on the potential social and economic benefits 
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that stand to be gained through a convergence of public knowledge and social activism, on 

the one hand, and entrepreneurship and market activities, on the other" (Mars & Lounsbury, 

2009b, p. 7). As a consequence of this one-dimensional narrative, researchers have not 

dedicated enough empirical and theoretical analysis "to the efficacies of joining market-based 

strategies with public knowledge to create both economically and socially oriented 

outcomes" (pp. 5–6). Although since then, more studies have examined the intersections of 

academic capitalism and the public good, particularly in the context of social 

entrepreneurship and STEM research (Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Szelényi & Bresonis, 2014), 

but our knowledge base remains limited in this area. My study on Knot College and Grant 

University is the first to offer an analysis of these intersections between academic capitalism 

and the public good in the enrollment management context. The study findings point to a 

more nuanced and complicated picture between academic capitalism and values of the public 

good than anticipated in enrollment management, which has been recognized as a place 

entrenched within academic capitalism. 

 Figures 6 and 7 highlight the public good and academic capitalist decisions, actions, 

practices, and policies that I expected based on my review of the literature (Figure 6) 

compared to those I uncovered at Knot College and Grant University (Figure 7). Figure 7 

also depicts the intersecting space between the public good and academic capitalism.  

 
 

 

 



 

211 

Figure 6 

Literature Review-Identified Practices 

 

 

More specifically, in the public good space, my research identified a range of 

practices, policies, and actions that have not received attention in previous literature. These 

include waiver of application fees, no loan and no work packaging of financial aid, 

elimination of legacy preferences, promise or bridge programs, bi-lingual staff, and Pell 

navigator staff. In the space inhabited by academic capitalism, the contributions of my 

research include marketing materials, early decision admissions, merging of the offices of 

financial aid and admission, merit-based aid, out-of-state recruitment, purchasing names, and 

athletics programs. In addition, the intersecting space between the public good and academic 

capitalism depicts price-sensitive packaging (tuition discounting), predictive data analytics, 

PUBLIC GOOD
•Test Optional
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•Holistic Review (whole context)
•Race-Based Affirmative Action
•Need-Based Aid
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ACADEMIC CAPITALISM
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•Instant On-Site Admissions
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(NACAC Adjusted Guidlines)

•Merging of Financial Aid and 
Admissions
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the framing of prestige to advance access, and public-private partnerships for international 

recruitment. 

 

Figure 7 

Knot College and Grant University's Practices 

 

 

 

 

 

The Critical Role of the EMLT and its Members' Agency in Public Good Enactments 

Importantly, my research identified considerably more public good enactments, in 

both the public good space and amid intersections of academic capitalism and the public 

good, than I had expected based on the literature. I infer that this outcome is because Knot 

College and Grant University were generally oriented toward serving the public good due to 

their institutional missions. Knot College was not resource-dependent and was very wealthy; 

they utilized their resources to employ and engage in many public good practices, including 
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meeting the full financial need of all their students. Moreover, Grant University, due to their 

public mission as a land grant institution, though resource-dependent, still had to ensure that 

they were serving their state residents, and as a result, they were measured with how they 

leveraged academic capitalist's approaches. 

Recognizing the importance of organizational actors in yielding public good 

enactments, my research on Knot College and Grant University demonstrated the EMLTs' 

and their members' agency to enact change to promote the public good. Specifically, my 

findings showed the agency of the EMLTs to counteract the invisible power of academic 

capitalism, underscoring action-meaning cycles (Mathis & Christianson, 2014), where 

actions by individuals to make sense of a situation bring into reality the environment they 

seek to understand, which ultimately leads to what is known as enactment, that is, during the 

sensemaking process, individuals' actions influence and create the environment within which 

they exist. 

At both Knot College and Grant University, the EMLTs' public good enactments can 

be attributed to the public good ethos of the institutions, embraced by EMLT actors oriented 

toward serving the public good. Despite existing in an academic capitalist context, both 

institutions identified and articulated public good goals; for example, Knot College 

developed DEI goals and centrally structured DEI work within their operations. In addition, 

Grant University was clear about their commitment to in-state students and Pell students. 

These public good goals included a deep commitment and accountability measures from both 

institutions' organizational leadership. For example, at Knot College, the previous president 

issued an overt call to action not only to develop anti-racist DEI goals but also to hold 

accountable the different units through a reporting process. Additionally, for Grant 
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University, the commitment to in-state residents was exemplified by Elijah, the head of 

admissions, with his emphatic articulation that Grant University could not miss the mark on 

serving their in-state students. 

The literature highlighted the pervasive, destructive, and invisible power of capitalism 

that situates EMLTs in higher education as agents that perpetuate the inequities of capitalism. 

For example, Kraatz et al.’s (2010) study identified how the operations of enrollment 

management as a unit undermine and subvert the values of an organization, finding that even 

though enrollment management leadership team members may want to enact their values, 

they lose the ability to do so because institutions have to discern a student's ability to pay 

tuition as they consider the student's application.  

The data I gathered at Knot College and Grant University, however, depicted a more 

nuanced picture. In fact, the public good work enacted depended on the organizational actors 

at each respective institution. The findings exemplified that the EMLTs, as organizational 

actors that were not free from the influence of academic capitalism, were instrumental in 

upholding several (more than expected) public good decisions, actions, practices, and 

policies to increase access for low-income students and Students of Color (e.g., the 

elimination of the legacy preference and leveraging tuition discounting for need-based aid at 

Knot College, as well as the leveraging of predictive data analytics to ensure that they 

continue to serve their in-state students at Grant University). These EMLTs were pivotal in 

counteracting the negative impact of the power of academic capitalism by attempting to 

equalize the playing field where White, wealthy students are often privileged, thereby 

disrupting systemic racism and classism.  
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The following section further highlights EMLTs' use of agency in relation to 

academic capitalism and the public good. Specifically, this analysis depicts the critical 

sensemaking process through an examination of three enactments of enrollment management 

practices and policies. The first enactment focuses on a context shaped by academic 

capitalism. The second enactment features efforts to advance the public good, while the third 

enactment centers on the coexistence, intersection, and overlap between academic capitalism 

and the public good. The goal of this analysis is to describe the critical sensemaking process 

within enrollment management with a reasonable and appropriate amount of information. 

This section thus highlights how the two EMLTs made sense of the messages they had 

received and created related to academic capitalism, the public good, and their intersections 

in the context of concrete decisions, actions, practices, and policies. 

Critical Sensemaking Process: Decisions, Actions, Practices, and Policies  

I used the theory of critical sensemaking (Mills & Mills, 2017; Thurlow, 2010) to 

gain a rich understanding of the sensemaking in which EMLTs engaged in the context of the 

influence of academic capitalism and the values of the public good (Mars & Lounsbury, 

2009a; Mars & Rhoades, 2012; Mars et al., 2008; Slaughter et al., 2004; Szelényi & 

Bresonis, 2014). In particular, the theory of critical sensemaking facilitated my understanding 

of how enrollment management decisions, actions, practices, and policies were enacted by 

the EMLTs. It also provided a lens to identify the interplay between the EMLTs' day-to-day 

actions (micro-level processes) and larger organizational and societal influences (macro-level 

influences). Learning about the link between the micro and the macro influence yielded 

avenues to explore more equitable practices to increase access for low-income students and 

Students of Color. Additionally, critical sensemaking facilitated my understanding of the 
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enrollment management leadership teams' expressions of agency. The insights gained from 

understanding their agency could promote changes in decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies to promote access for low-income students and Students of Color.  

Critical sensemaking embodies Weick's seven properties of sensemaking (see Table 1 

for an overview): (1) grounded in identity construction; (2) retrospective; (3) enactive of 

sensible environments; (4) social; (5) ongoing; (6) focused on and by extracted cues; and (7) 

driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. This theory also elevates issues of power, 

privilege, and oppression, specifically related to racism and classism (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Ladson-Billings, 2012). CRT's tenet, racism is normal and ordinary (Ladson-Billings, 2012), 

and Pierre Bourdieu's (1986) forms of capital—cultural, social, and economic capital—

provided a critical lens to detect racism and classism.  

In the following discussion, I use the concepts of formative context (institutional and 

social ways of acting that shape a societal routine; Thurlow, 2010), meta-rules (broad 

ideologies that are often seen as normative; Thurlow, 2010), organizational rules (formal and 

informal rules that dictate behaviors, purpose, and activities; Mills & Albert, 2000), and 

discourse (interactions among language and knowledge that inform how people shape 

society; Mills & Albert, 2000) to extend and deepen the analysis of critical sensemaking in 

relation to the findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5. This analysis will highlight the 

EMLTs' sensemaking and sensegiving within the context of academic capitalism and the 

public good, leading to different power relations embedded within the formative context, 

meta-rules, organizational rules, and discourse shaping Knot College and Grant University.  

The meta rule of neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005), where competitiveness, privatization, 

and individualism exist, fuels academic capitalism and manifests within the decisions, 
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practices, actions, and policies in enrollment management. For example, the recruitment of 

out-of-state students at Grant University was employed to stay competitive. The meta-rule of 

neoliberalism is so powerful that higher education institutions still perpetuate academic 

capitalism and employ academic capitalist enactments even when they are not resource 

dependent to stay competitive or have to succumb to external pressures (Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2004a). Slaughter and Rhoades (2004a) highlight that organizational actors are not 

passive in relation to academic capitalism but actively and intentionally perpetuate market 

and marketlike logic. For instance, the use at Knot College of purchasing names of high 

performers from testing companies existed even though Knot College's reputation speaks for 

itself. 

Importantly, however, although neoliberalism is pervasive and powerful, the meta-

rule of higher education institutions serving the public good does exist. From this 

perspective, higher education can be seen as a catalyst to diminish the equity gap for low-

income students and Students of Color (Couturier, 2005). Within enrollment management, 

the public good can be expressed by being test-blind or test-optional, employing whole-

context holistic review, or utilizing percent plans. However, the ability of institutions to enact 

a public good agenda has been depicted as difficult due to the power of neoliberalism, 

particularly within the field of enrollment management (Baum & Ma, 2010; Davis, 2003; 

Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Quirk, 2005; Russo & Coomes, 2000). 

The following section examines the critical sensemaking process embedded within 

the findings through three particular enactments at Knot College and Grant University. It 

would be beyond the scope of this dissertation to highlight and go into every detail of the 

critical sensemaking process of all the findings; however, to highlight the process of critical 
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sensemaking sufficiently within enrollment management, the following section will provide 

an analysis of the critical sensemaking process as it relates to a decision, practice, action, or 

policy within (1) academic capitalism, (2) the public good, and (3) their intersection, overlap, 

and coexistence. Within each description, I discuss a few of Weick's sensemaking properties 

and highlight the three critical sensemaking concepts: formative context, meta and 

organizational rules, and discourse. 

Sensemaking and Academic Capitalism—Tuition Discounting, ERUE 

The regional tuition exchange program at Grant University, Everest Regional 

Universities Exchange (ERUE, a pseudonym), was a major academic capitalist practice of 

tuition discounting. Once Grant University was satisfied with their in-state students accepted 

and enrolled, they focused on admitting higher-paying nonresident students. In general, if a 

student belonged to a select number of regional states, the student would be charged a tuition 

rate less than an out-of-state student but more than an in-state student. How did Grant 

University come to enact this program? Using the critical sensemaking process, the following 

discussion explains the enactment through Weick's properties and then the added elements of 

critical sensemaking: formative context, meta and organizational rules, and discourse. 

Weick's Properties of Sensemaking  

In examining the seven properties of sensemaking applied to the EMLT sensemaking 

process that led to ERUE, three properties were prominent: Grounded in identity 

construction, enactive of sensible environments, and social. Regarding the property of 

grounded in identity construction, organizational power, and dominant ideologies privilege 

particular identities, making them even more meaningful to people (Thurlow, 2010). The 

construction of identity may be facilitated by organizational players in positions of power 
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through cues and rules that cater to a particular way of being. In the case of ERUE, Paul's 

identity as a well-known expert in enrollment management and the head of the enrollment 

management unit at Grant University would be questioned if he failed to meet the 68% net 

tuition revenue expectation. ERUE was implemented at Grant University with little fanfare 

from others outside of the EMLT due to the cultural capital that Paul held at Grant 

University. Administrators at Grant University respected and trusted Paul with leading 

enrollment management. Given the power he held, Paul was able to use ERUE as an attractor 

for out-of-state students. He implemented a GPA requirement to the exchange process to 

ensure that it only attracted high-achieving, out-of-state students, which would improve 

Grant University's profile. 

Enactive of sensible environments refers to when formal and informal organizational 

rules set boundaries on daily routines and constrain how organizational members act and 

make meaning (Weick, 1995). Critical sensemaking helps us understand the power of those 

enacting the rules, laws, or policies, as well as the constraints. This is evident in the 

implementation of ERUE. Though there was staff buy-in on the overall philosophy of the 

program, ERUE at Grant University had a few more rigorous academic qualification caveats 

that framed and set boundaries around the program as a highly competitive scholarship based 

on a holistic review process. This framing created tension among the EMLT members 

because some believed that if it was genuinely ERUE, there should not have been any 

caveats; if caveats existed, they noted, maybe the program should be called something else. 

Despite these meanings that EMLT members made, Paul proceeded with the program, and 

ERUE proved to be effective because it generated an additional $10 million from its 

implementation in their most recent admissions cycle. In this case, Paul’s decision to proceed 



 

220 

with the program, including the more rigid GPA requirements, constrained how other EMLT 

members made sense of ERUE.    

Lastly, the social property highlighted the importance of social interaction in how the 

EMLT interpreted ERUE, which was somewhat controversial among the EMLT members. 

Social engagement may result in conformity behavior; the sensemaker picks up on cues that 

confirm a particular view while minimizing those cues that might create dissonance (Mills & 

Mills, 2017). Some team members felt that the GPA restriction was unnecessary and 

challenged Paul on the GPA restriction; however, through the social engagement of 

conversation about the data and raising concerns with Paul, they were able to make more 

sense of ERUE, leading to the team eventually recognizing that it was a success.  

Elements of Critical Sensemaking  

Turning the analysis of ERUE toward critical sensemaking, the concept of formative 

context links sensemaking to dominant social values and assumptions that are reproduced by 

institutional and social practices. Ultimately, formative contexts shape society's routines, 

which can restrict organizational rules because they are so ingrained as the norm (Mills et al., 

2010; Thurlow, 2010; Unger, 1990). Within society, the social value of competition, as well 

as privatization stemming from the broad neoliberal ideology, situated Grant University as a 

public institution that was pushed to grow revenue, especially when state funding decreased, 

thereby directing resources to recruit and admit out-of-state students (Jaquette & Curs, 2015). 

At Grant University, net tuition revenue accounted for 68% of the educational budget, a high 

proportion of the institutional budget. As mentioned earlier, in the context of ERUE, even 

though Grant University and its EMLT were fully committed to in-state students, they 

implemented ERUE to attract out-of-state students to increase revenue; thus, a dominant 
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ideology (neoliberalism in the value of competition and privatization) had become a standard 

practice (i.e., recruiting out-of-state students) at Grant University to balance the budget, 

thereby creating a formative context for the work of enrollment management. 

Meta rules and organizational rules are also evident in the ERUE program. Meta-

rules are embedded in different formative contexts and constitute broad ideologies. For Grant 

University, neoliberalism and serving the public good were meta-rules. Organizational rules, 

made up of both formal and informal rules, are seen as preexisting sensemaking tools that 

offer a cue and an interpretation and are the ways an organization gets things done (Thurlow, 

2010). Often the effectiveness of these organizational rules has a lot to do with the power of 

the actor and the constraints under which these rules are introduced (Thurlow, 2010). Several 

organizational rules existed to actualize ERUE. Within the organization, the EMLT had to 

bring in 68% of net tuition revenue (NTR); otherwise, people "could lose their jobs." This 

task was particularly challenging in the context that the university had to stay true to their 

land grant mission, that is, to serve in-state students. Public institutions have an obligation 

and are often held accountable for educating the residents of their state, whereas many public 

institutions have a cap on out-of-state residents as a constraint. Grant University was situated 

in a state that did not have a cap; however, it had its own internal organizational rule, that is, 

they first had to admit all qualified in-state students, after which they selected students from 

the ERUE program. They further calibrated the recruitment of ERUE students by leveraging 

a GPA requirement, another organizational rule to raise the profile of Grant to make the 

university more competitive. 

Discourses of competitiveness were also at play in the ERUE program. Discourse 

calls attention to "the empowerment of certain ideas through their appearance as 
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knowledge—helps to explain how certain rules [decisions, actions, practices, and policies] 

become accepted" (Mills & Mills, 2017, p. 118). In relation to the discourse of 

competitiveness, for instance, the EMLT was cognizant that in order to make Grant 

University competitive to out-of-state students, they had to distinguish themselves to attract 

these students through leveraging their prestige within the ERUE program since they were 

generally seen as the "best" institution within ERUE. Importantly, this competitive discourse 

was embedded in the discourse of resource dependence, where out-of-state students were 

particularly important to Grant University, given that their educational budget was 68% 

dependent on net tuition revenue. Grant University was aware that they were situated as 

highly prestigious among the regional universities, so they were cognizant that they would 

have a competitive edge by being in ERUE. 

Sensemaking and Public Good—Test-Optional Pilot at Knot College 

Weick's Properties of Sensemaking  

In relation to the test-optional policy at Knot College, three sensemaking properties 

seemed prominent: enactive of sensible environments, social, and driven by plausibility 

rather than accuracy. Regarding the enactive of sensible environments property, the Knot 

College EMLT used their power to enact the test-optional policy. They influenced the 

President, the Trustees, and the faculty through information and discussion to adjust the 

constraining rule of requiring testing; this adjustment led to their test-optional policy. The 

EMLT used their positions of power to influence and implement policies to shape behavior 

and reality.  

 The social engagement of Knot College through their constant comparison with other 

institutions fueled decision-making for the test-optional policy. Many institutions had shifted 



 

223 

to making standardized tests optional out of necessity due to closed testing sites during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, thereby inadvertently pressing forward a public good agenda. This is 

evident in Charles's dissonance when asked if Knot College would return to requiring testing. 

Charles immediately shared that RuTech returned to requiring testing, indicating how 

practices at another institution could have an impact on Knot College's return to testing.  

Lastly, the driven by plausibility rather than accuracy property was relevant, 

indicating that as long as something is plausible rather than accurate (though it could also be 

accurate), it is likely to be perpetuated through the sensemaking process. The COVID-19 

pandemic was the plausible reason that compelled Knot College to become test-optional 

because testing centers were closing and students could not take tests, even though a 

secondary undercurrent rationale existed in the EMLT, that is, the recognition that bias based 

on racial and income inequity existed. Ultimately, it was easier to claim that test-optional 

happened because of the pandemic, but the equity argument was harder to promote and was 

not the more plausible argument to ensure that Knot College became test-optional.  

Elements of Critical Sensemaking  

Within the formative context, Knot College is situated in a highly competitive, 

neoliberal environment with other highly ranked institutions, such as the College of Sophia. 

Like Grant University, Knot College also operates within a public good context. As a non-

profit, liberal arts institution, there existed a commitment to racially and economically 

diversifying its student body. Knot College's EMLT was mission-oriented as an organization 

and rebuked any symbols that perpetuated capitalist/corporate messaging. Since they were 

already mission-oriented and considering becoming test-optional due to known biases in 

standardized testing, the shift to becoming test-optional, driven by the pandemic, was easily 
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accomplished. The formative context is evident because the bias in standardized testing has 

become well-known within the larger society and the enrollment management space. 

However, before the pandemic, requiring testing was still the norm at many institutions, 

including Knot College. The pandemic resulted in a shift in the formative context, making 

test-optional the norm during this period and, in a way, linking this new norm to Knot 

College's decision to implement test-optional admissions.  

 Within Knot College, the meta-rule of serving the public good informed the 

organizational rule of Knot College becoming test optional due to the impact of the 

pandemic. However, as the pressure from the pandemic dissipated, Knot College EMLT 

members, in their second interviews, indicated that they were assessing whether to maintain 

the test-optional policy or revert to requiring test scores. The input to discern their 

sensemaking process was examining what other institutions were doing regarding their test 

optional policy post-pandemic. This indicated the powerful nature of competition. Thus, 

other meta-rules, shaped by neoliberalism, were beginning to put pressure on the public good 

rationale for remaining test optional.  

 Lastly, discourse about serving the public good and remaining competitive was 

present in the decision for Knot College to become test optional. In regard to discourse about 

serving the public good, Knot College recognized that access to testing centers was 

challenging due to the pandemic; furthermore, as more colleges went test optional, Knot 

College was compelled to become test optional in order to keep pace with their competition. 
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Sensemaking and the Coexistence, Intersection, and Overlap of the Public Good and 

Academic Capitalism: The Use of Predictive Data Analytics  

Weick's Properties of Sensemaking  

Knot College's and Grant University's use of PDA highlighted three sensemaking 

properties: grounded in identity construction, enactive of sensible environments, and 

ongoing. Regarding the property of grounded in identity construction, Knot College's 

mission and anti-racist statements exemplified a deep commitment to serving the public 

good. This commitment created a dominant public good ideology operating in Knot College's 

ethos, and, coupled with the influence of neoliberalism, Knot College's EMLT leveraged the 

use of PDA to strive to ensure that they were being authentic to the identity of their 

institution and themselves as a unit. Grant University also used PDA to stay as true as 

possible to their mission of prioritizing their in-state students while also calibrating the 

recruitment and numbers of out-of-state students so as not to fall short of their commitment 

to in-state students.  

Enactive of sensible environments refers to enactments that bring to life the reality 

and environment people face (Pondy & Mitroff, 1979, as cited in Weick, 1995), especially if 

they are in the sensegiving capacity, where they use their positions of power to implement 

policies and laws to shape behavior and reality. Using predictive data analytics to achieve 

enrollment management outcomes had an impact on decision-making, practices, actions, and 

policies at both Knot College and Grant University, thereby shaping the enrollment 

management environment. Thus, predictive data analytics was used as an instrument to enact 

sensible environments for the work of enrollment management. As mentioned earlier, Grant 

University, for example, was able to use predictive data analytics to adjust their financial aid 
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packaging for Pell students to ensure that they stayed competitive with the cost of attendance 

for Pell students—they noticed that they were losing their Pell students to City University 

because it cost Pell students more to attend Grant University. 

Lastly, ongoing refers to the ongoing nature of sensemaking, calling attention to the 

seven properties being used constantly as people engage with the social world. The use of 

predictive data analytics led to the constant, ongoing state of enactments at both Knot 

College and Grant University to ensure that enrollment goals were achieved while keeping in 

mind that the development of enrollment goals is influenced by academic capitalism and the 

values of the public good.  

Elements of Critical Sensemaking  

Within the formative context, the enrollment management area experienced an 

increase in the use of business tactics in the 1970s and 1980s, specifically financial 

leveraging, marketing strategies, and enrollment forecast models (Davis, 2003; Quirk, 2005; 

Redd, 2000; Russo & Coomes, 2000). Predictive data analysis (PDA) has been leveraged to 

develop enrollment forecast models and inform tactical approaches to meeting enrollment 

management goals (Eduventures, 2013).  

The use of predictive data analytics has become the norm within enrollment 

management, where it is widely used, almost unquestioned, due to the competitive leverage it 

offers institutions within the marketplace. Put simply, finding the competitive edge, a 

formative context, to inform the work of enrollment management affirms the use of 

predictive data analytics as an institutional practice that shapes (or forms) routines within 

enrollment management. Within the local actions of the EMLTs at both Knot College and 

Grant University, PDA was used to achieve their revenue goals.  
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The meta-rules operating at both institutions were neoliberalism and public good 

ideologies, which shaped the mindsets of the enrollment management organizational actors 

(Schultz & Lucido, 2011). Organizational rules, which directly inform how things get done 

in an organization, included using predictive data analytics to determine financial aid 

packaging at both Knot College and Grant University. At both institutions, predictive data 

analytics was used for academic capitalist and public good reasons. For Knot College, PDA 

was used to award need-based financial aid packaging and increase yield rates. At Grant 

University, PDA was used to calibrate the maximization of financial aid packaging to 

achieve a revenue goal and ensure that they were still moving the needle on access.  

Both the public good discourse of increasing access and the academic capitalism 

discourse of leveraging predictive data analytics to increase revenue were operating within 

EMLTs' use of PDA. Though both institutions clearly valued the public good, the academic 

capitalism stronghold kept Knot College from making their college tuition-free and 

compelled Grant University to incentivize out-of-state students via ERUE; however, both 

institutions knew that they had to pay attention to the diversity metrics (such as the number 

of Pell students enrolling) of their incoming class.  

In summary, the critical sensemaking process highlighted how public good and 

academic capitalism enactments came to be. One of the most significant findings in 

bolstering the public good by applying the critical sensemaking process to these enactments 

is the organizational context. The organizational contexts at Knot College and Grant 

University, which embodied the ethos of public good values, acted as buffers to the larger 

societal context of neoliberalism, which, in turn, was constantly interpreted and reinterpreted 

through processes of sensemaking and sense-giving. Additionally, the enactive of sensible 
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environments property seems to be a powerful property since this is where formal and 

informal organizational rules, policies, practices, actions, and decision-making set boundaries 

on daily routines, as well as constrain how organizational members may act and make 

meaning. Critical sensemaking helps us understand the power of those enacting the rules as 

well as the constraints. The decisions, practices, actions, and policies of well-intended 

EMLTs in an organizational context oriented to serving the public good contributed to a 

more balanced enrollment management space that is not all market driven. 

Implications 

My research findings suggest that, within the enrollment management profession, 

academic capitalism and the public good can coexist, intersect, and overlap. These findings 

complicate the existing literature around academic capitalism within the enrollment 

management space (Baum & Ma, 2010; Cannella & Koro-Ljunberg, 2017; Davis, 2003; 

Ekowo & Palmer, 2016; Giroux, 2002; Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Holley & Harris, 2010; Museus 

& LePeau, 2019; Quirk, 2005; Russo & Coomes, 2000; Tough, 2019). Public-good-oriented 

practices at Knot College and Grant University, including need-based aid, The Promise and 

Thrive Programs, and the hiring of staff to mitigate barriers, had been established in spite of 

the pervasive influence of neoliberalism (American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 

Admissions Officers (AACRAO), 2019; Bowen et al., 1998; Hartocollis, 2019; Long, 2007).  

My research highlights that the organizational actors' agency, the EMLTs' agency at 

Knot College and Grant University, was instrumental in advancing a public good agenda of 

increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. The EMLTs' agency was 

emboldened by their respective institutions' public good mission, evident in their written 

mission statements and often referenced throughout their interviews. Furthermore, messages 
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and cues from top-level leaders, for example, at Knot College, the President and Board of 

Trustees issued a DEI statement, fueled the EMLTs' agency in making public good decisions 

and enacting practices, actions, and policies. Lastly, members of the EMLTs articulated 

personal value alignment with the public good mission of their respective institutions. These 

factors, which bolstered the EMLTs' agency, were critical and paramount to Knot College 

and Grant University balancing the impact of academic capitalism with the values of the 

public good.  

However, the EMLTs were still culpable of perpetuating inequities, at times 

seemingly unaware of their collusion with enactments that continued to privilege White, 

wealthy students, for example, through the practices of tuition discounting (e.g., ERUE) and 

purchasing names. This collusion seemed evident at Knot College since even though they 

were not resource-dependent on revenue, their tuition was above $80K. And Grant 

University was resource-dependent on revenue and had to woo out-of-state students through 

the ERUE program, which offered a tuition discount to attract these out-of-state students, 

who ultimately paid more than Grant University's in-state students. 

These research findings can inform the enrollment management profession on ways 

to promote equity, even when they may not be resource-dependent. Enrollment management 

head officers could lean into current practices that promote a more equitable agenda, even 

when balancing the imperatives of increasing revenue while managing access. Additionally, 

the critical deconstruction of the sensemaking process of the enrollment management 

leadership team from this study could provide a critical consciousness of the power of their 

agency in how EMLTs can and should drive the sensemaking process with other 

stakeholders. These stakeholders include top-level leaders, campus partners, the faculty, the 
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enrollment management unit staff, and professional organizations. Therefore, when they 

formulate and implement new goals and actions, they can become more effective sensegivers 

and sensemakers in enacting these changes.  

The following are concrete action steps for EMLTs to drive the sensemaking process 

with enrollment management stakeholders and bolster decisions, practices, actions, and 

policies that perpetuate the public good agenda of increasing access for low-income students 

and Students of Color. 

A significant finding at Knot College and Grant University relates to the leveraging 

of academic capitalist tools for public good purposes, building off the findings from Mars 

and Rhoades (2012), where students used resources that are "within the capitalist domain 

(e.g., technology transfer offices, entrepreneurship education centers) in support of social 

change agendas" (p. 2), and Ekowo and Palmer's (2016) analysis of the promise and peril of 

predictive analytics in higher education. Knot College and Grant University demonstrated 

how they leveraged academic capitalist tools to drive a public good agenda through the 

following practices: (1) predictive data analytics and tuition discounting, (2) framing prestige 

for equity, and (3) the public-private partnership to recruit international students, 

respectively.  

Given these findings, colleges and universities should examine the ways in which 

they can leverage academic capitalist tools to increase access. There may be missed 

opportunities that could open access for low-income students and Students of Color. For 

example, institutions could use predictive data analytics to efficiently provide the necessary 

amount of aid to yield a student. Institutions tend to dedicate resources to yielding students 

who are already inclined to attend their institution; however, they could redirect these 
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resources to recruiting and admitting low-income students and Students of Color who may 

not have thought about their institution. Ultimately, according to Ekowo and Palmer (2016), 

predictive data analytics could be used to close the equity gap in higher education. 

In addition, institutions would benefit from investing in hiring organizational actors 

who share the value of increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. The 

EMLTs' agency to enact public good actions relies on the individuals of the team. Each team 

member at Knot College and Grant University shared a similar mindset of the importance of 

increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. These actors can identify 

the barriers to access and act to address them. For example, at Grant University, Shana 

recognized that she could employ a holistic review process for scholarship distribution, 

which could increase access, instead of relying on GPA and test scores, which structurally 

limit access for low-income students and Students of Color. In another example, at Knot 

College, Brad was the primary sensegiver with the Board of Trustees and the EMLT to create 

and implement the elimination of legacy as a factor in the admissions process, especially 

with the expected outcomes of the Affirmative Action court cases before the U.S. Supreme 

Court. 

Institutions would also benefit from developing key public good metrics that move 

the needle to increase the representation of low-income students and Students of Color and 

track the impact of their practices on access. At Knot College and Grant University, the 

EMLTs' attention to the enrollment of Pell students and Students of Color facilitated their 

adjustments in decision-making, practices, actions, and policies. For example, the narrative 

used at Knot College to eliminate the use of legacy preferences in their admissions policy 

was grounded in the anticipated elimination of affirmative action. The EMLT recognized 
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that, coupled with the use of legacy preferences, this would create significant inequities in the 

admission process, further limiting access for Students of Color. Additionally, Paul at Grant 

University leveraged predictive data analytics to call attention to the cost of attendance on 

Pell students when he realized they were losing traction with their enrollment. Therefore, 

institutions should develop targeted public good (access or equity) metrics that compel them 

to examine their approaches and impact. 

In addition, until there are federal policies around tuition discounting, institutions 

should work to balance the use of tuition discounting practices to provide more of a discount 

toward low-income students than White, wealthy students. The use of tuition discounting is a 

powerful tool to increase revenue and access. The Knot College and Grant University 

EMLTs were both more public good-oriented in their use of tuition discounting. At Knot 

College, tuition discounting was used strictly to meet need-based financial aid. At Grant 

University, it was more balanced between the public good and academic capitalism, with 

tuition discounting being used for need-based aid and to woo out-of-state students through 

the ERUE program. 

Furthermore, given the pervasiveness of competition in shaping EMLT's enactments, 

continued pressure and lobbying should be applied to ranking organizations to have more 

public good metrics related to race and income, thereby leveraging competition to achieve 

public good outcomes. Currently, U.S. News and World Report rankings include a social 

mobility factor, weighted at 5% (Morse et al., 2019), which promotes prestige and increases 

institutional ranking. Public good metrics should include indicators related to historically 

minoritized groups. 
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Institutions could also continue to find ways to diversify revenue streams to lessen the 

pressure on NTR. Institutions similar to Grant University that rely on NTR for a large portion 

of their budget can seek to diversify revenue streams to reduce the reliance on NTR. At Grant 

University, 68% of their institutional budget relied on NTR, which pushed them to woo out-

of-state students, primarily when state funding decreased. Often institutions rely on their 

endowment to offset the pressure on NTR (America Council on Education, 2021). Until 

institutions can grow their endowment to a level that alleviates the pressure on NTR, 

institutions could increase revenues through auxiliary services (fine dining, coffee shops, and 

retail partnerships), establishing innovation and entrepreneurial hubs, building strategic 

partnerships with the local community, other educational institutions and private entities, 

receiving federal and non-federal grants, summer programs and boot camps, real estate, film 

production, or political polling (Hanover Research, 2020). 

Finally, wealthy institutions, like Knot College, should continue to be bold in 

evolving their decision-making, practices, actions, and policies. For example, do they need to 

be charging tuition? Even though Knot College was not dependent on NTR, they still 

employed academic capitalism practices like purchasing names. They could employ 

substantial public good enactments to increase the number of low-income students and 

Students of Color at their institution, such as becoming tuition-free. 

Directions for Future Research 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how academic capitalism and values of the 

public good shape enrollment management leadership teams' sensemaking and sensegiving 

as they enact decisions, actions, and practices to recruit and admit students, with the hope of 
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increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. The following paragraphs 

describe recommendations for researchers to continue exploring these questions in the future. 

First, discourse and formative context were important at both institutions participating 

in my study. There already existed a sense among both EMLTs that they had to counter the 

impact of academic capitalism; this was evident in how they spoke about the tension between 

academic capitalism and the public good. I recognize, however, that these institutions were 

more inclined to be public good-oriented than possibly other institutions. Future research 

should include a more extensive sampling to continue to study academic capitalism, the 

public good, and the space between academic capitalism and public good within enrollment 

management. Institutions may need to be incentivized by being awarded significant research 

grants to increase diverse institutional participation in these types of studies.  

Second, a significant finding within the study demonstrated a nuanced and 

complicated picture between the influence of academic capitalism and public good values 

operating within enrollment management. Several public good decisions, practices, actions, 

and policies were identified, including three enactments that highlighted the coexistence, 

intersection, and overlap between academic capitalism and public good. However, future 

research needs to examine the extent to which these decisions, practices, actions, and policies 

move the needle on increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. For 

example, institutions could establish a baseline metric or trend at a point in time prior to a 

decision, action, practice, or policy; and track the metric or trend after the implementation to 

determine the impact on increasing access for low-income students and Students of Color. 

Third, institutions may find ways to diversify their revenue streams and thus reduce 

the pressure on enrollment management units to bring in a certain amount of NTR. These 
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actions might embolden academic capitalism in other units across campus, such as the 

advancement unit. Future research should examine the implications of this dynamic, that is, 

the shift to other units across campus becoming more academic capitalistic. 

Lastly, on a theoretical level, my study dedicates space and provides scholarship for 

higher education and enrollment management to interrogate how academic capitalism and the 

public good operate because it is a critical space for increasing access and fulfilling the 

mission of higher education of serving the public good. EMLTs may already be aware of the 

existence of all of the decision-making, practices, actions, and policies highlighted in my 

study; however, they may not see it through the lens of how they can promote change to 

address inequities. The fact that I am making visible these enactments is important for the 

EMLTs' work to be understood, elevated, and encouraged. More research and scholarship 

must be dedicated to studying the coexistence, intersection, and overlap of academic 

capitalism and the public good space to drive a public good agenda. 
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APPENDIX A 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA FORM 

 

We are interested in some of your general background information. This information will 

help the research team to better understand and analyze the data. We appreciate your 

responses. 

a) How do you identify regarding race? 

b) How do you identify regarding gender? 

c) How do you identify your socio-economic status growing up? 

d) What is your job title?  

e) How long have you worked in enrollment management?  

f) How long have you been at this institution in years?  

g) Before working in enrollment management, where else have you worked inside or 
outside of higher education? 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

*** follow-up questions about how they felt in the context of specific examples of what they 

do to get at sensemaking property of ongoing 

Situate the Participant 
1. How did you get into the field of enrollment management? (retrospect, mental 

model/values) 
 

Structure of EM and EMLT 
2. Walk me through what enrollment management looks like at your institution?  
3. What is the structure? 
4. Who are the major players?  
5. How do they interact with each other? (Weick’s social and CSM-power, privilege, 

and oppression) 
6. What is the structure of the EMLT?  

a. Describe the positions and roles of each person in the team? 
7. How often do you meet as a leadership team? 

 
EMLT Goals, Values (Messages Received) 

8. How would you describe the EM values and goals in terms of the composition of the 
incoming class? (Determine operating ideology, Weick’s - Enactive of sensible 
environments, CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 

9. How are these values and goals formed? Who makes decisions about these values and 
goals? 

10. What are specific examples of these values and goals shaping practices within 
enrollment management at your institution? (Determine operating ideology, Weick’s - 
Enactive of sensible environments, CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 

 
Examining Values of the Public Good (Access for Low SES and SOC) 

11. How would you describe the role of expanding access to underrepresented students, 
specifically low SES and SOC, within the work of the EMLT at your university? 
(Influence of values of public good) 

12. What are the issues discussed in the EM leadership team regarding low-SES students 
and SOC? (Influence of values of public good and Weick’s enactive of sensible 
environments) 

13. If access and equity are important to the team: 
a. How have the EMLT members create and send messages about access and 

equity back to their respective work units (the staff who report to them)? 



 

238 

(Influence of values of public good, Weick’s Enactive of sensible 
environments, Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy) 

b. Has that been challenged? (CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 
c. What does the EMLT do when it’s challenged? Please provide an example 

(CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 
 

Examining Values of Academic Capitalism (Revenue generation/profit-seeking, prestige, 
and ranking, competitiveness, and commodification of students) 

14. How would you describe the role of revenue generation within the EMLT? (Influence 
of academic capitalism and mental model/value) 

15. How does the EMLT discuss rankings and prestige? (Influence of academic 
capitalism and mental model/value; Weick’s enactive of sensible environments) 

16. If this is important to the team…. How did the team come to value revenue generation 
and prestige-seeking as important? (Influence of academic capitalism and mental 
model/value;) 

a. Have these values been challenged? (CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 
b. What does the team do when it’s challenged? (get to specific example) (CSM-

power, privilege, and oppression) 
17. What would help EMLT in making sure the values of [insert access and equity for 

low SES and SOC and revenue generation, prestige seeking] are taken seriously by 
the leadership of your institution? (Mental model, values, and CSM-power, privilege, 
and oppression) 

18. What would help EMLT make sure the values of [insert access and equity for low 
SES and SOC and revenue generation, prestige seeking] are taken seriously by the 
unit members? (Mental model, values, and CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 

 
Decision-Making, Actions, and Practices (Messages Generated) 

19. Please describe a key decision (such as a policy change or a major new initiative, etc.) 
that the team has made as a collective group? 

20. Please describe the situation that led to the key decision that was discussed by the 
leadership team. How was the question or situation presented? By whom was it 
presented? 

a. What were the different perspectives in the room? 
b. Did you agree with the final collective decision? If yes, how was that 

agreement reached? If not, why were you not in agreement? 
c. Who had the biggest voice in the process? How do you see others following 

that voice? Do you see anyone resisting? If so, how? (CSM-power, privilege, 
and oppression) 

d. Do you think about your social identities within the context of your work on 
the enrollment management leadership team? If so, how do those identities 
shape your work? (Weick’s grounded in the identity construction and CSM-
power, privilege, and oppression) 

21. What specific messages (rules, decisions, actions, or practices) the team 
communicates to others about enrollment management? (Weick’s Enactive of sensible 
environments) 
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22. What happens when rules, decisions, actions, or practices are not followed? Are those 
rules always followed? (CSM-power, privilege, and oppression) 

 
Examining Critical Sensemaking Process (examining power, privilege, and oppression 
through Weick’s seven properties, especially retrospect) 

23. Please think of a value or goal that is especially important to EMLT; please describe 
it. Please share if this value or goal came to fruition. 

24. Provide an example of when EMLT goals described before was/were challenged by 
others? 

a. Did anyone challenge it? If so, how? 
b. Did the EMLT make their voice heard? If so, how? 
c. Did they stand by their decision? If so, how? 

 
Ongoing Reflection (Weick’s Ongoing) 

25. How do you feel about how your values are or are not operationalized in the EMLT, 
and have the shaped specific actions? 

 
Wrap Up 
Is there anything else that you would like to add to our discussion that we did not address?   
  

Supplemental Questions 
 
Admission Process (Understanding the case more; asked only for admissions leadership 
team member) 

1. What data are used to inform the enrollment management goals? 
2. How do you recruit students? 
3. What determines the acceptance or rejection of a student from your institution? 
4. What do you believe are the most important criteria for applicants with gaining access 

to [insert HEI]? 
5. What are the challenges with gaining access to [insert HEI]? 
6. What role do campus visits play in the enrollment model? 
7. What are the characteristics/criteria that impact the admissions ratings of a student? 
8. When and how do applicants’ social identities come up in the admissions process? 
9. How does race factor into the admissions process? 
10. How does SES factor into the admissions process? 
11. How do admissions rate their candidates? 

 
Financial Aid Process (Understanding the case more; asked only of financial aid leadership 
team member and head of EM) 

1. How is aid distributed? 
2. How are financial appeals handled? 
3. Is tuition discounting important at your institution? If yes, Why; If not, why not?  
4. What is the tuition discount rate you are trying to maintain? 
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APPENDIX C 

OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 

 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2017) 

• Write descriptively, not evaluatively 

• Capture specific and concrete details 

• Use action verbs 

• Use adjectives 

• Who was there; who was not 

• What happened 

• When it happened 

• Where it happened 

• Why it (may have) happened 

 

Key questions to keep in mind: 

Who are the dominant actors? The sensegivers? (Critical Sensemaking – Power, Privilege, 

and Oppression; Discourse) 

What decisions are being discussed? (Weick’s Sensemaking Process, Public Good Influence, 

Academic Capitalism Influence) 

What collective actions have been shaped? (Weick’s Sensemaking Process – Social, Enactive 

of sensible environment) 

How is the collective action being shaped? (Weick’s Sensemaking Process – Social, Enactive 

sensible environment; Critical sensemaking) 
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What cues are observable? (Weick’s Sensemaking Process – focused on extracted cues) 

What rules, informal or formal, are being followed? (CSM – organizational, meta rules, 

formative context, discourse, Weick’s Sensemaking Process - enactive of sensible 

environment) 

How is identity manifesting in this group? (Weick’s Sensemaking Process – grounded in 

identity construction; Critical Sensemaking) 

What are the social dynamics observed in the group? (Critical Sensemaking Process) 

Are there any observable constraints or limitations in sensemaking? (Weick’s Sensemaking 

Process) 

 

Physical representation of the meeting (Draw layout of the room; Who is in the room, title, 

social identities, etc.): 

 

 

Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes Content Notes Process Notes 
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