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Executive Summary
This study explores the state of higher

All participants believed “student success”

education research centers in the United

research would be very important or important.

States with a focus on center funding,
organization, research topics, challenges,
and opportunities. An online survey was
disseminated in Spring 2017 to directors and

Financial issues such as college affordability,
financial aid, and funding and/or financial issues
also rated highly.
3. Center goals. Participants cited contributing to
the knowledge base, informing policy making,
and informing educational practice as most

associate directors of 31 university-affiliated

central to their center currently. All participants

centers/institutes focused on higher

rated “to inform policy making” as an important

education research, policy, and/or practice

or very important goal for research centers in
the next five years. This was followed closely by

in the United States. Individuals from 15

informing educational practice and contributing

research centers completed the survey. Our

to the knowledge base.

findings in this report identify the following
current and future trends facing universitybased higher education research centers:

4. Challenges in the next five years. Funding was
the most commonly cited challenge within and
external to the university that will affect centers in
coming years. Participants also reported changing
political landscapes nationally and within their

1. Funding. Generally, participants felt research
funding would be less available in the next five
years. The majority of participants anticipated

states as potential challenges in the coming years,
particularly in regard to funding.
5. Opportunities in the next five years. Many

foundation contracts would be equally available

participants saw partnering and building

in the coming years, while federal funding would

relationships with other higher education

be less available.

organizations as an opportunity for the future.

2. Research topics. Student success and student

Growing international partnerships and global

persistence and/or completion were most

focus was an area many believed would continue

frequently reported current research topics,

in the next five years. Building collaborative

followed by state policy, student access or

relationships with faculty within their home

opportunity, equity, inclusion, and/or social

institutions, but beyond their center, was

justice, and college outcomes. The following

identified as an exciting opportunity.

topics were identified as very important in the
next five years: state policy, federal policy, and
equity, inclusion, and/or social justice.
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Introduction
This study explores the state of higher education

We are interested in understanding the current

research centers in the United States with a focus

characteristics of higher education research centers

on center funding, organization, research topics,

and the perspectives of the center leadership on

challenges, and opportunities. Additionally, the study

the directions of higher education research in the

provides insight into the perceptions of research

future. Thus, we developed a survey instrument from

center directors related to future funding, research,

concepts derived from related literature and based on

and dissemination issues.

the two guiding research questions.

The following two questions guide this study:

The purpose of this report is to provide useful

(1) What are the characteristics of research centers in

information on research centers in higher education.

higher education in the United States?
(2) What are the perceptions of higher education
research center leaders on the directions and

We additionally present insights from those leading
the research centers to inform higher education
research in a changing environment.

funding patterns in higher education?

Literature Review
Research centers focused on the study of higher

over time. Research units expanded research

education have emerged at institutions across the

production, research capabilities, and institutional

United States. Most higher education programs

prestige during the federal research funding “boom”

worldwide conduct some research, while maintaining

years of the 1960s (Geiger, 1990). Funding shifted

a focus on teaching and credentialing professionals

in 1970s and 1980s as the proportion of research

(Altbach, 2014), the central mission of academic

funding dropped back to pre-1960s levels. During

departments. As a field grounded in social science

the same time, industry-sponsored research grew,

and often interdisciplinary in nature, higher education

as well as increased reliance on sponsors and

scholars have developed research centers to provide

institutional funds (Geiger, 1990). Funding remains

structures for focused, collaborative research (Altbach,

the central challenge for today’s higher education

2014). Higher education research centers vary in size,

research centers. Sa (2008) found three main issues

scope, and sponsorship, and exist in a decentralized

university-based centers and institutions faced in

and competitive funding environment (Geiger, 1990;

the early 2000s: (1) funding and sustainability in light

Nichols, 2000).

of declining public support for higher education
and competition in the market; (2) managing center
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Organized research units in the United States formed

autonomy, size, and control; and (3) strained relations

in part as a response to research funding changes

with academic units resulting from challenging

Center for Postsecondary Success

relationships and different structures related to work

report did not include centers opening in the recent

and finance.

years and did not address some key issues such as
funding trends and related issues.

An online inventory of research centers focused
primarily on higher education research, policy

If a research center should ideally be “a flexible

analysis, or related activities published in 2014

organizational unit that harnesses a university’s

showed fifty such centers existed in the United States,

research resources to address society’s needs” (Stahler

the largest share of centers for any single country by

& Tash, 1994), more must be known about the current

far (Rumbley et al., 2014). The study was international

state of these organizations in the United States. Their

in nature, and provided insight into current research

roles in research productivity, research quality, and

foci, challenges, and opportunities facing higher

university reputation are ripe for exploration in an

education research centers worldwide. However, the

increasingly competitive research environment.

Methods
This study explores the state of higher education

We developed a list of university-affiliated research

research centers in the United States with a focus

centers/institutes in the United States using the Higher

on center funding, organization, research topics,

Education Research Hub (n.d.), internet search, and the

challenges, and opportunities. An online survey

Rumbley et al. (2014) worldwide inventory of research

was developed and disseminated in Spring 2017

centers. The final list of centers included 31 university-

to address the research questions. The survey

affiliated centers/institutes focused on higher education

instrument asked participants to report characteristics

research, policy, and/or practice. We utilized websites

of their center such as age, staffing structure and

and university directories to gather the names and

number, average funding over the last five years,

contact information for directors and/or associate

areas of research, research dissemination methods,

directors for each center/institute, resulting in a list of

and overarching goals. Additionally, the survey asked

49 participants. All participants received an invitation

participants to report the extent to which a number of

email from the Qualtrics system. The survey was open

research topics, research methods, and dissemination

for a total of 17 days. There were 18 completed surveys,

methods would be important in the next five years.

three of which were duplicates (more than one response

Participants also reported on perceived change in

for a given center). In the case of duplicate responses,

funding by source in the coming years, as well as

we included the response from the participant with a

challenges and opportunities present within and

“director-level” title in the final dataset. The final dataset

external to their centers. The survey was distributed

included responses from 15 centers/institutes (a 48.4%

using the Qualtrics online platform in May 2017.

response rate). The participants included 13 “directors”
and two “associate directors”.
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Characteristics of Research Centers
To address the first research question, “What are the
characteristics of research centers in higher education
in the United States?,” the following section includes
reported characteristics primarily from survey data.
Participant perceptions are reported as a whole and
include additional qualitative data when available.
Of the 15 participating centers, 86.7% were affiliated
with public institutions (n=13) and two with private,
not-for-profit institutions. All centers were housed
at 4-year, degree-granting universities. The Carnegie
Commission on Higher Education classified each
center’s institution as a research university. The
majority were universities with very high research
activity (94.4%, n=14) and one had high research
activity. Only six were land grant institutions
(40.0%, n=6).
Participants categorized their center’s affiliation with
the university. Participating research centers were
affiliated with academic schools or colleges (n=10),
academic departments (n=6), and/or freestanding
units within their university (n=3).
The centers’ ages varied widely. Half began since
the year 2000, and three were founded in the 1960s
or early 1970s. No responding centers began in the
1980s. These dates are consistent with literature on the
development of university-affiliated research centers
in the United States across disciplines (Altbach, 2014;
Geiger, 1990).

FUNDING SOURCES
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Participants were asked to identify sources of funding
over the last five years (Table 1). Fourteen of the 15
centers received contracts and grants. Centers also
received university general funds (n=7), fee-for-service
agreements (n=6), and endowment funding (n=3). Other
funding sources included private gifts related to annual
giving campaigns or individual fundraising efforts.

Center for Postsecondary Success

Table 1. Funding sources in the last five years

Funding source

Freq.

High Contracts and grants

14

University general funds

7

Fee-for-service agreements

6

Endowment funding

3

Other funding

3

Note. n=15.

Participating centers at public institutions were
more likely to report receiving funding from their
universities. Additionally, three public institutions
reported they received endowment funding, whereas
no centers affiliated with private institutions reported
receiving funds from this source.
Funding from contracts and grants was most common
across research centers, especially from foundations
(contracts n=7 and grants n=13). Federal contracts
and grants were more frequent than state contracts
and grant funding (Table 2).
Five participating centers reported receiving feefor-service contracts for consulting services: one
for external review services and three qualitatively
reported survey/evaluation service agreements.
Table 2. Contract and grant funding sources in the last five years

Funding source

Freq.

Foundation grants

13

Federal grants

9

Foundation contracts

7

Other contracts

5

State contracts

3

State grants

2

Other grants

2

Federal contracts

1

Note. n=15.

RESEARCH FOCUS AREAS,
DISSEMINATION, AND GOALS

RESEARCH DISSEMINATION METHODS
Traditional dissemination methods were most

Participants were asked to identify any research

prominent for this group (Table 4). Conference

focus areas that applied to their center (Table 3).

presentations (n=15), journal publications (n=14),

Student success (n=14), and student persistence

policy briefs (n=12), and website postings (n=12)

and/or completion (n=14) were the most frequent

were most commonly utilized research dissemination

responses, followed by state policy (n=11), student

methods. Electronic dissemination methods like email

access or opportunity (n=11), equity, inclusion,

distribution and social media posts were popular

and/or social justice (n=11), and college outcomes

at some centers, but website presence was more

(n=10). Career readiness and employment (n=3) and

common. The popularity of policy briefs reflects the

campus safety (n=2) were least common among

interest in state and federal policy research common

participating centers. “Other” focus areas were

across these centers.

identified as “race, equity, gender”, international
higher education institutions, and “improvement

Table 4. Dissemination methods used most frequently by centers

of higher education institutions”.

Dissemination method

Table 3. Research focus areas reported most frequently by centers

Research focus area

Freq.

Freq.

Conference presentations

15

Journal publications

14

Policy briefs

12

Website postings

12

Reports published by the Center

10

Press releases

10

Books/book chapters

10

Student success

14

Student persistence and/or completion

14

State policy

11

Student access or opportunity

11

Equity, inclusion, and/or social justice

11

College outcomes

10

Symposia/conferences held by the
research center

9

Federal policy

9

Email distribution

9

Student engagement

9

Newspaper opinion pieces/editorials

8

Financial aid

9

Social media posts

7

Funding and/or finance

9

Note. n=15.

College affordability

8

College readiness

7

Postsecondary educational governance

7

Curriculum and instruction

7

K-20 pipeline

6

Faculty issues

6

Career readiness and employability

3

Campus safety

2

Other

2

Note. n=15.
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RESEARCH CENTER GOALS

LINKING POLICY AND PRACTICE

Participants chose up to three goals most important

Participants were asked to comment on how their

to their center (Table 5). Participants cited

center works to link policy and practice.

contributing to the knowledge base (n=11), informing
policy making (n=11), and informing educational

• At the federal level, one participant discussed

practice as most central to their center (n=11).

experiences testifying before Congress and

Training higher education scholars was also highly

Department of Education.

rated with seven responses. This is congruent with

• At the state and local level, several participants

centers’ employment of a large number of graduate

reported they work with governmental entities

students. Reputational improvement was least

through advisory boards, policy groups, and/or

important to the participating centers.

with state policy makers. This included creating
and disseminating policy briefs and reports, and

Table 5. Top three goals most frequently reported by higher
education research centers

Center goal

completing contracted work to support specific
organizations and groups.

Freq.

• A few participants reported supporting local and

To contribute to the knowledge base

11

To inform policy making

11

To inform educational practice

11

To train higher education scholars

7

To increase visibility of issues in the community
at large

4

To inform research practice

3

To increase the reputation of the school/
college/university

1

To increase the reputation of researchers

0

presentations at practitioner-based conferences to

To increase the reputation of the Center

0

link policy and practice.

Other goals

0

Note. n=15.
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state school districts and universities through
campus-based assessments and consultations.
• Some centers offered professional development
and user workshops to teach practitioners and
decision-makers to put their center’s research
findings into action.
• Finally, two participants reported specific

Perspectives on the Future
of Higher Education Research
To address the second research question, “What are

Opinions were more varied on student engagement,

the perceptions of higher education research center

educational governance, faculty, campus safety,

leaders on the directions and funding patterns in

curriculum/instruction topics. These topics were not

higher education?,” the following section reports

reported as receiving much current research attention

results of survey questions about the future of

by the participating centers on the survey.

research and research centers in general. Participant
perceptions are reported as a whole and include

State policy, equity, inclusion, and/or social justice,

additional qualitative data when shared.

and student success were near the top of the list

RESEARCH TOPICS IN THE NEXT
FIVE YEARS
Participants were asked to rate the extent to which
topics will be important for higher education
researchers in the next five years (Figure 1). Policy
issues were rated as important by the majority
of participants, with “state policy” rated as very

of current topical areas for the centers surveyed.
Though issues related to finance and federal policy
were cited as important in the next five years, these
topics were not as commonly studied by the centers
participating in this survey. Thus, these may be areas
worth additional research attention to meet perceived
research needs in the coming years.

important by 86.7% and federal policy rated similarly
by 73.3% of respondents. The “equity, inclusion,
and/or social justice” category was rated as very
important by 80.0% of participants. All participants
believed “student success” would be a very important
or important area of research in the next five years.
Financial issues such as college affordability, financial
aid, and funding and/or financial issues rated similarly,
with 86.7%, 86.7%, and 93.3%, respectively, rating
these areas as important or very important. Topics
reported qualitatively as important in the next five
years (other) included student activism, international
higher education, and institutional quality
assessment.

PAGE 7

Higher Education Research Centers and the Perspectives of Their Leadership

Figure 1. Perceived importance of research topics in the next five years
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RESEARCH DISSEMINATION METHODS

by over half of the respondents. Similar numbers of

Opinions on important research dissemination

participants rated more non-traditional methods such

methods were varied (Figure 2). For the most part,

as policy briefs (n=11), web postings (n=10), and social

directors believed that the dissemination methods

media (n=11) as important or very important. There

they currently use will be useful in the future.

was great variation in the number of participants

Traditional methods such as journal publications

who rated newspaper opinion pieces/editorials, press

(n=11), conference presentations (n=12), and reports

releases, books/book chapters, email distribution, and

(n=12) were rated as important or very important

symposia as both not important and important.

Figure 2. Perceived importance of research dissemination methods in
the next five years
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RESEARCH METHODS
Given the strong interest in policy, student success,

RESEARCH CENTER GOALS IN THE NEXT
FIVE YEARS

and financial issues in the next five years, it is not

In line with perceived importance of policy research

surprising participants believed experimental and

in the next five years, all participants rated “to inform

quasi-experimental methods would be more popular

policy making” as an important or very important

over time (Table 6). Qualitative research is projected

goal for research centers in general in the next five

to be as important in the future as now.

years (Figure 3). This is followed closely by informing
educational practice (93.3%). Contributing to the

Table 6. Perceived popularity of research methods in the next
five years

Less
popular

Equally
popular

More
popular

Experimental design

0

5

9

Quasi-experimental
design

1

4

9

Mixed-methods
research

1

4

9

Non-experimental
design

5

8

1

2

12

0

Method

Qualitative research
Note. n =14.

knowledge base was rated as very important (53.3%)
or important (46.7%). Consistent with centers’ reported
current goals, increasing the reputation of the school/
college/institution, center, or researchers received
varied ratings of importance and few ratings of “very
important”. One qualitative entry, “to be internationally
oriented” was rated as very important in the next
five years.

ANTICIPATED TRENDS IN RESEARCH
FUNDING
Thirteen participants rated anticipated trends in
research funding. Rating aspects important to
receiving government research funding in the next
five years, research center participants perceived
the significance of the research topic proposed,
sophistication of the research design, and reputation
of the principal researcher will be very important or
important (Figure 4). The current political party at the
federal level and international comparative orientation
were noted as other very important aspects.
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Figure 3. Perceived importance of center goals in the next five years
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Figure 4. Perceived importance of the aspects necessary to win government
funding in the five years

All participants rated the significance of the

Participants also shared their outlook on funding

research topic and reputation of the principal

availability for research in the next five years (Figure

researcher as very important or important (Figure

6). Generally, participants felt several research funding

5). All participants also rated the relationship with

sources would be less available in the next five years

the funding agency as very important (76.9%) or

as evidenced by ratings of federal contracts and

important (23.1%). Qualitative responses contributed

federal grants in particular. The vast majority of the

social networks and international orientation to the

14 participants rating funding change, 92.9%, felt

“other” category, both rated as very important to

federal sources would be less available. Opinions

winning foundation funding in the next five years.

on university general funding and state grants were
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Figure 5. Perceived importance of the aspects necessary to win foundation
funding in the next five years

more mixed, with individuals feeling they would

available. Opinions varied on a number of sources

be less or equally available, though most felt these

(Figure 6). One qualitative response for “other

sources would be less available at 64.3% each. The

contracts” was reported: institutional funds would be

majority of participants anticipated foundation

equally available according to this participant.

contracts would be equally available in the coming
years (78.6%). The only funding source rated as
more available was fee-for-service agreements
(n=2), though three participants felt it would be less
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Figure 6. Perceived changes in the availability of research funding in the
next five years
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS ON
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN
THE NEXT FIVE YEARS
Participants were asked to comment on challenges
and opportunities within their university in the next
five years.
Challenges within the university.
• Sustainable funding: The majority of participants
responding to an open-ended question about
challenges wrote about funding. This included
increased pressure to raise money to off-set
decreasing university allocations through external
grants, the increased cost of space, and graduate
assistants as a financial challenge. One participant
noted it was particularly difficult to fund young
faculty members new to their center.
• Shifts in leadership: Two participants reported
changes in university leadership challenged
their centers to maintain university support and
advocacy, as well as the types of institutional
monies available for the center’s work.
• Engaging faculty: One participant felt it was
becoming more difficult to fit travel and interaction
with practitioners into faculty work schedules.
• “Dealing with innovation and change”: Shifting
research focus areas and operational changes were
particularly challenging for some.
Opportunities within the university.
• Relationships with faculty in other departments:
The majority of those who commented on
opportunities wrote about relationships with other
faculty and collaborative work. Centers reported
finding areas of mutual interest with faculty in
other departments and outside of education. As
one participant stated, “we have a growing number
of ‘disciplinary-based educational researchers’
who value the expertise of education researchers”.
In particular, collaborative opportunities and

interdisciplinary work were cited as opportunities
to access to research funds.
• Research at the institution: One participant
commented on the potential of “big” data within
the institution for research purposes. Another noted
there will be opportunities to connect to internal
analytic needs at the institution.
• Institutional support: One participant felt there
would be increased institutional support and
trust in the next five years. Interest in innovative
and entrepreneurial approaches to research and
education were also cited by a participant as an
opportunity within the university.
• None: One participant shared there were no
opportunities within the university, stating, “We
operate best when we are left alone to do good
work that’s meaningful”.
Participants were also asked to comment on
challenges and opportunities beyond their university
in the next five years.
Challenges beyond the university.
• Funding: Funding was by far the most common
challenge anticipated in the next five years.
Participants commented on their concerns about
resource depletion, decreased institutional funds to
pay for contracted services, fewer foundation grant
opportunities, and decreased federal and state
resources for research in general.
• Political climate in the U.S. and beyond: Three
participants anticipated changes in federal and
state political environment will challenge centers
both in funding and support for certain research
topics, equity in particular. Participants were
concerned about how the government and states
may prioritize and fund research in the future.
• Use of non-university researcher organizations:
Two participants believed use of researchers
external to their state or non-university based

Higher Education Research Centers and the Perspectives of Their Leadership
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research organizations would be utilized more in the
coming years. One participant shared, “Decreased
credibility for university-based research” is also a
significant challenge.
• Changes in policy: One participant cited potential
changes in policy as a challenge. Changes to
accreditation was a particular concern.
Opportunities beyond the university.
• Interest in research topics: Several participants
felt there will be increased or continued interest in
research topics their center already focuses on such
as STEM education, pipeline issues, campus climate,
student activism, equity issues, and student success.

• Partnerships, particularly beyond the U.S.:
Opportunities to partner and build relationships
with other higher education organizations
to improve higher education was seen by
many participants as an opportunity. Growing
international partnerships and global focus was
an area many believed would continue in the next
five years.
• Connecting research to practice and policy:
One participant felt there would be more
opportunities to connect research their center
performs to practice and policy work.

Summary
While higher education has been traditionally
considered important investment, recent reports
indicate conflicting views of contemporary higher
education in American society. Higher education
research centers and researchers can make good
use of their expertise to tell the stories about higher
education as an enterprise to the public, and also
fulfill the commitment to use research to inform
policy and practice.
Our report provides a glimpse of the characteristics
of the higher education research centers and the
perspectives of the leadership of those research
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centers on the future of higher education research
in the United States. Even though there are concerns
and challenges in adequately funding higher
education research, it is clear that there are abundant,
important research topics that play a role in
informing the public, policy makers, and educational
community about the field. The purpose of this report
is to provide useful information on research centers
in higher education and present insights of research
center leaders so that we in the field of higher
education can learn from it as we move our research
agenda forward in a changing environment.
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