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College Costs
A Major Concern for Families

“The majority of incoming first-year students in 2016 
expressed some level of concern about their ability to 
finance their college education. Over half (55.9%) of 
incoming students have some concern about their 
ability to finance college while 13.3% report that they 
have major concerns about their ability to finance 
college.”

https://www.heri.ucla.edu/monographs/TheAmericanFreshman2016.pdf
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College cost impacts decisions
54% of respondents to Sallie Mae’s “How America Pays for 
College” study eliminated at least one school based on cost 

before applying.

(61% of students)

Sallie Mae “How America Pays for College” 2017
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Discounts increasing
Affordability has been and remains a giant concern for students and parents, so institutions 
(particularly privates) are often increasing their discounting.

“The headline average institutional tuition discount rate for first-time, full-time students hit an 
estimated 49.1 percent in 2016-17, up from 48 percent the previous year. For all undergraduates, the 
average institutional tuition discount rate rose to an estimated 44.2 percent, up from 43 percent.”

Deeper discounts are not always translating to higher enrollment (or net tuition revenue).

“Respondents largely blamed students’ sensitivity to prices, increased competition and changing 
demographics for losing enrollment. Chief business officers at institutions that had lost first-year 
enrollment were asked why they believed it fell. The price sensitivity of students was the top response, 
named by 68 percent of respondents.”

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/05/15/private-colleges-and-universities-increase-tuition-discounting-again-2016-17
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Bottom Line
•Most institutions recognize financial aid (and by extension, net cost) 
as an important factor in enrollment decisions

•Communicating affordability early in a student’s college discovery 
phase is critical to encouraging the student to take next steps toward 
enrollment

•It is even more important for schools with a significant gap between 
sticker price and average net cost
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Getting the message out

What are some best practice ideas to 
communicate affordability online?
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Where should the information be?

Pages where information may be include:
◦ Admissions
◦ Financial Aid
◦ Parent
◦ Bursar (Tuition/Fees)
◦ Others?
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Profiles
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Profiles
Positives:

Provides some holistic views that include all types of aid

Easy to target specific groups

Negatives:

Static

Not every scenario can be covered

It can be hard to make sure students can tell which most closely applies
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Publish the actual grid
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The grid
Positives:

Totally transparent (be sure to note if test retakes are allowed)

Negatives:

Confusing

No need based aid or state merit aid
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Scholarship calculator
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Scholarship calculator
Positives:

Transparent

Can be easy to use

Negatives:

No need based aid or state merit aid

Can be hard to build
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Dedicated pages
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Dedicated pages
Positives:

Can be very targeted

Negatives:

Hard to make sure students that match find it

Those not eligible can feel left out
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Net Price Calculator
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NPC
Positives:

Accessible – whether promoted or not (many outside sites link to it)

Dynamic and highly personalized

Always available

Negatives:

Can be difficult to setup
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NPC – The Federal Template

• Uses ranges for estimates
• Hard to make accurate for different populations
• Does not assess academic profile
• Can add to it, but not easily

Communicating Affordability to Prospective Students



NPC – Things happen sometimes…
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NPC – Things happen sometimes…
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NPC – Things happen sometimes…
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NPC – But it can look really good as well
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NPC – Keys to making it more effective
• Make it usable (responsive design, simple survey, etc.)

• Promote it – If that’s your strategy

• Accurate results matter (How much detail depends on how 
transparent you want to be)

• Cost and award information should be up to date

• Cover multiple populations (if you can, and if it makes 
sense to)
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NPC – Making it usable
• Is it responsive?

• Would you fill out your own survey?

• Is it necessary to have a full financial survey?

• Can the user request more information right from the 
calculator?
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NPC – Promotion
• Make it easy to access online

• Spread the word in print and 
electronic campaigns

• Make the campus community aware 
of it and how to direct people to it

Is there such as thing as too much 
transparency?
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NPC – Accuracy
This result was generated last week.

• This school reset tuition to under 
$20,000 for 2016-17

• The net price for an in-state student 
with the scenario entered would 
actually be under $10,000

Have you updated/tested your 
calculator recently?
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NPC – The results page

• Can include a direct cost estimate, but must have the 
Federal estimate

• Mirror an award letter?  The shopping sheet? Other ways 
to render?

• What’s included in the frame for the page (if you can 
control it)?
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NPC – Make sure you’re compliant

Common errors include:

• Making contact submission mandatory

• Only including direct cost estimates

• Not labeling properly

The standards are at https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/report-your-data/resource-center-net-price
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NPC – Usage Data from College Raptor

National, Public – 9,279 / year   (max = 14,990 / year)

Regional, Public – 2,435 / year   (max = 6,484 / year)

National, Private – 2,380 / year   (max = 5,316 / year)

Regional, Private – 1,303 / year   (max = 2,268 / year)

More than 40% of College Raptor NPC users provide contact
information
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Doing more with your NPC

• Let admissions staff work through it with prospects to 
provide pre-awards

• Send a link to prospects

• Develop a communication plan for NPC inquiries (if you 
receive them)

• Send along with encouragement to complete the FAFSA
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Final thoughts or questions

Jeff Pierpont – Vice President of College Partnerships

319-849-7101

jeff@collegeraptor.com

Mike Gruzeski – Director of College Partnerships

314-740-6020

mikeg@collegeraptor.com
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