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INTRODUCTION

Imagine this scenario: A student has been accepted to college, but she is 
desperately in need of a way to pay for it. She uses her mobile phone to 
fill out a simple one-page form, which is then sent off to all the schools 
that accepted her. Over the next few weeks, she receives a series of 
straightforward text messages personalized to her situation, asking her 
to use her mobile device to update her personal information or submit 
additional information or documentation. She is constantly updated on 
the status of her financial aid application through her phone, and she is 
occasionally alerted to available scholarships that she was not aware of 
but that fit her profile; she can apply for those by merely swiping her 
phone’s screen. When she needs something from her parents, she is 
alerted with a simple text message that she can easily forward on. 

After a few weeks, she gets an alert that her financial aid package is 
complete, and she clicks to view a simply formatted letter detailing 
how much aid she is receiving and how much she must pay out of 
pocket. The link to that Financial Aid award letter is easily shareable,  
and she can accept the financial aid package with just a click. After 
completing the financial aid process, she arrives on campus to start 
school with complete financial certainty.

The next year, when she needs to reapply for aid, the process is even 
simpler. All her information is saved in the financial aid system, and she 
just needs to update any changes and resubmit. Upcoming deadlines 
are messaged weeks in advance, and she is given lots of reminders. The 
financial aid office also periodically sends her messages asking her if she 
needs any additional assistance. If she encounters a life issue – loss of 
a job, the need to care for a child or parent – that changes her financial 
situation and potentially affects her ability to continue in college, she can 
easily alert the financial aid office directly through her phone. A financial 
aid counselor or other advisor will then contact her and provide potential 
solutions and guidance personalized to her situation. 

In the end, with the help of the financial aid office, and despite some 
challenges, the student graduates on time and embarks on the rest of 
her life. 

Unfortunately, that is not how the financial aid process works today. At 
least not yet. Instead, the process is fraught with confusion, misinformation, 
and technical challenges. It starts at the very beginning, as thousands of 
students fail to fill out the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid), which is the gateway to federal financial aid and the first step in the 
financial aid process. The other steps in the process are also problematic: 
verification of the student’s and parents’ financial records is challenging, 
schools have difficulty reaching students and getting them to respond, 
award letters are often hard to understand, and scholarships remain 
unused and undiscovered, even though there are thousands of students 
who are in desperate need of more money to help pay for college.

Shouldn’t all students have the best experience when financing their 
college education? A personalized approach is at the center of this paper, 
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“Finding a Fit: The Evolution of Student-Centered Financial Aid.”

Beginning in 2016, Tyton Partners conducted a national research study 
with funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and in collaboration 
with AACRAO, NACAC, and NASFAA1 to better understand the issues in 
the US higher education financial aid system and begin to develop some 
potential solutions. This study had two parts: a study of the evolution of 
how higher ed institutions have adopted various form of technology, and 
a broad-based survey of more than 1,800 higher ed administrators to 
determine their views on financial aid technology and the financial aid 
system more broadly. (The survey methodology is explained in greater 
detail in the appendix of this paper.)

The focus of this work was to identify, from both a student and an 
administrator perspective, the issues that are causing friction and 
challenges within the current financial aid process – specifically, the 
barriers created by the existing system and the technology currently 
being used. There are obviously other issues regarding financing college 
– notably a lack of available funds and a myriad of issues related to 
government policy. Those areas are certainly important to improving the 
financial aid system, but they are not the focus of this paper.

In addition to the survey, Tyton Partners also conducted over 30 in-depth 
interviews with higher education administrators, technology suppliers, 
and other financial aid experts. Unless otherwise noted, all findings in this 
paper are based on those interviews, the survey and other Tyton Partners 
market research.

As it stands, challenges and complexities within the financial aid process 
have a significant impact on students’ ability to pay for and complete 
school. Nearly 3 million students drop out every year for reasons related 
to finances.2 The complexity of the process is partly to blame for these 
dropouts. Each year, 750,000 college-bound high school seniors do not 
submit the FAFSA, even though they are eligible for aid. And that is just 
the first step; there are issues throughout the financial aid process. 

This paper uses interviews, market analysis and survey data to better 
understand those issues. Findings are organized into five sections, 
covering the following topics:

• How students get lost in the complexity of the financial aid process

• Institutional perspectives on the financial aid system

• The evolution of higher ed technology, and its impact on financial aid

• The future of financial aid technology

• Recommendations for stakeholders

The goal for this paper is to provide an understanding of the issues with 
the current system and to offer a blueprint to help solve them as the 
market evolves. The stakes are high, as millions of students are currently 
failing to complete their degree, many for financial reasons. 

1. AACRAO is the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, NACAC is the National Association for 
College Admission Counseling, and NASFAA is the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators.

2. Tyton Partners analysis.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Fundamentally, the financial aid process has been constructed to ensure compliance with 
federal regulations. Many, if not most, financial aid professionals we spoke to are aware 
of and sympathetic to the challenges that students face in the current environment. 
While there has been recent positive momentum in the regulatory environment – FAFSA 
simplification and “prior-prior year” filing requirements, for example – compliance remains 
the primary focus of many financial aid processes. In spite of these challenges, more financial 
aid professionals and other institutional administrators are searching for opportunities to 
improve the experience for students. 

In particular, our research uncovered several issues with the current financial aid process. 
Respondents to our research came from a variety of institutions – two-year and four-year, 
private and public, large and small – and held a range of positions, as the study included 
members of the financial aid, admissions, and registrar’s offices, as well as a variety of other 
roles. Throughout this paper, we refer to this collective groups of people as “administrators.”

According to the administrators, the biggest challenges preventing students from accessing 
aid are lack of student engagement, lack of awareness, and insufficient financial aid. All three 
of these issues are addressable through improved communication between the institution 
and the student. 

To accomplish this improvement, and to achieve better outcomes for students, the following 
trends – currently in their infancy – need more traction:

• Institutions will become more student centered

• Student information systems (SIS) will remain the main solution  
for core financial aid processing but will enable greater integration  
with other systems

• There will be increased opportunity for point solutions targeting  
distinct problems in the financial aid system

These three trends provide an opportunity for suppliers, institutions, and other stakeholders 
to drive real innovation in the financial aid space, and offer a blueprint for how to implement 
and execute that innovation. Innovation can lead to improvement in the financial aid process, 
which could have a profound impact on the accessibility of higher education in the United 
States – without adding a single dollar of financial aid to the system. 
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COMPLEXITY OF THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS 
Students’ ability to pay for college is one of the biggest problems facing the US higher 
education system. Each year, nearly 3 million students abandon their postsecondary 
education due to financial constraints.3 Moreover, four out of five students who default 
on their student loans do not have a degree. Student loan default is a systemic problem 
that strains both the affected individual and the broader US financial system. 

The general unaffordability of college is a frequently discussed problem, and while 
most of the focus is on the rising ticket price of a four-year degree or a general lack of 
financial aid funds, the problem is not only about dollars. Insufficient aid can be directly 
tied to complexities in the financial aid process that cause students to miss deadlines, 
misunderstand what is expected of them, and fail to receive aid for which they are in 
fact qualified; each year, 750,000 high school graduates who qualify for Pell Grants do 
not submit the FAFSA.4 Simplifying the financial aid process is a potential path toward 
helping more students successfully obtain financial aid. Efforts to date have primarily 
focused on pre-matriculation steps in the process. For many students, managing their aid 
amid the complexities of term-to-term changes in employment, credit/course loads, and 
program and major requirements is even more challenging than the pre-matriculation 
financial aid experience. 

As stated above, nearly 3 million students drop out of school each year for reasons 
related to finances, exposing major failures in the financial aid system.

The chart on the next page describes some of the breakdowns in the financial aid process 
in more detail.

3. Public Agenda, “With Their Whole Lives Ahead of Them,” August 2009, https://www.publicagenda.org/files/
theirwholelivesaheadofthem.pdf; National Center for Education Statistics Data;  Tyton Partners analysis

4. Victoria Simon & Anna Helhoski, “How Students Missed Out on $2.7 Billion in Free FAFSA College Aid,” NerdWallet,  
January 2016, https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/loans/student-loans/college-students-fafsa-money

https://www.publicagenda.org/files/theirwholelivesaheadofthem.pdf
https://www.publicagenda.org/files/theirwholelivesaheadofthem.pdf
https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/loans/student-loans/college-students-fafsa-money
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* Students enrolling in higher education for the first time

Sources: NCES, US News and World Report; Wall Street Journal; Their Whole Lives Ahead of Them;  
Inside Higher Ed; NERA Economic Consulting; TICAS; Tyton Partners Analysis

Addressing challenges in the financial aid system is complex. While recent efforts 
targeting a simplification of the FAFSA have been helpful, revising the FAFSA is just 
one step in redesigning the financial aid system for improved student experience and 
outcomes. Communication and scholarship processing are also particularly problematic 
pieces of the financial aid process for both students and institutions. Communication in 
particular is connected to a majority of issues in the system; for example, students are 
often not aware of deadlines, requirements, or other necessary information for applying 
for financial aid, due to lack of efficient or effective communication. Keeping up with 
communication tools and channels that students are most familiar with is a challenge, 
yet it is essential for both student and institutional success. 

In addition to issues with communication throughout the student life cycle, problems in 
the financial aid system frequently arise when institutions do not have appropriate or 
adequate systems to serve their financial aid needs. The process for creating student 
financial aid packages is a case in point. A significant number of institutions lack 
automated scholarship processing systems – about 30 percent according to the Tyton 
Partners survey -- and many US institutions continue to put together student financial aid 
packages by hand – nearly 10 percent according to the same survey. Creating packages 
by hand lends itself to human error, and using systems that lack the flexibility to adjust 
for individual student circumstances can leave some students without appropriate 
financial aid. While there are challenges to implementing technology, including cost 
and resources, redesigning the process and adopting technology that identifies and 
accommodates unique situations are key factors in ensuring that students receive the 
best possible awards. 
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THE EFFECT OF ISSUES WITH THE CURRENT  
FINANCIAL AID PROCESS

The impact of failing to complete college is immense. Estimates indicate that a four-
year degree enables an additional $1 million in lifetime earnings.5 Missed earnings are 
not the only negative repercussion of a financial aid system that is failing many of its 
students. Aggregate student debt has increased from less than $500 billion in 2005 
to more than $1.3 trillion today,6 and about one-third of student debt is owned by 
adults without college degrees.7 For those students without degrees, this debt burden 
clearly inhibits their ability to buy homes and cars, move, support their families, and do 
a host of other things that lead to personal financial success. And even for those who 
do graduate, the debt, at the very least, has an impact of delaying important financial 
decisions like buying a home.8 

By giving students a better understanding of the financial aid that is available to 
them, and making it easier for them to access that aid, improvements in the financial 
aid process and student experience could help more students graduate from college 
and lower the debt of those who do graduate. While many cite the regulatory hurdles 
and important compliance elements in financial aid as leading barriers to innovation, 
process improvement enabled by technology can lead to a more personalized financial 
aid system that facilitates finding a better financial aid fit for each student. 

5. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; Tyton Partners analysis
6. Kelley Holland, “The High Economic and Social Costs of Student Loan Debt,” CNBC.com, June 2015,  

http://www.cnbc.com/2015/06/15/the-high-economic-and-social-costs-of-student-loan-debt.html
7. Caroline Ratcliffe and Signe-Mary McKernan, “Forever in Your Debt: Who Has Student Loan Debt, and Who’s Worried,”  

Urban Institute, June 2013, http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/23736/412849-Forever-in-Your- 
Debt-Who-Has-Student-Loan-Debt-and-Who-s-Worried-.PDF

8. American Student Assistance, “Life Delayed: The Impact of Student Debt on the Daily Lives of Young Americans”,  
December 2015, http://www.asa.org/site/assets/files/4743/life_delayed_whitepaper_2015.pdf

http://www.cnbc.com/2015/06/15/the-high-economic-and-social-costs-of-student-loan-debt.html
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/23736/412849-Forever-in-Your-Debt-Who-Has-Stude
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/23736/412849-Forever-in-Your-Debt-Who-Has-Stude
http://www.asa.org/site/assets/files/4743/life_delayed_whitepaper_2015.pdf
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INSTITUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON FINANCIAL AID
To understand how the financial aid process in higher ed can be improved, it is essential 
to understand the views that administrators have of the current system. What are the 
biggest issues with the current system? What do they think of the available technology? 
What aspects of the financial aid process give students the most challenges? What 
would they change?

All observations and analysis are based on a national survey Tyton Partners / Babson 
Survey Research Group conducted in the Fall of 2016, with more than 1,800 higher 
ed administrators – from a variety of departments including not only Financial Aid, 
but also the Registrar’s Office, Admissions and others – responding. Responses from 
administrators at all types of institutions provide insight not only on the problems in the 
current system but also on how those problems could potentially be solved.

Solutions to the problems are uncovered based on administrators’ attitudes about 
change and their willingness to see technology as a part of the solution. To gain insight 
on how people with different attitudes view key issues, we completed a cluster analysis, 
which groups together respondents with similar attitudes based on a specific set of 
questions. 

Respondents were sorted into attitudinal segments based on whether they agreed or 
disagreed with the five following statements: 

• My institution is willing to adopt new technologies  
that address financial aid 

• My institution invests adequately in technology and human  
resources to adequately administer financial aid

• My institution has a student-centered approach to admissions

• My institution has a student-centered approach to financial  
aid administration

• My institution has a student-centered approach to registration 

The analysis of responses to those five questions resulted in the development of four 
clusters. In particular, the clusters were defined by respondents’ openness to change 
and their happiness with current student services.
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CLUSTER 
(COUNT) /  

% OF TOTAL
DESCRIPTION OPEN TO 

CHANGE?

CONTENT 
WITH STUDENT 

SERVICES

INNOVATIVE 
OPTIMISTS 

(699) / 41.5%

This group of respondents is comprised  
of a relatively high proportion of private 
4-year institutions. In general, this group 
has an optimistic view of the financial aid 

process. They think that they serve 
students adequately and are generally 

satisfied with their systems but are open  
to learning about new ways to improve 

their existing systems.

YES YES

DISENFRANCHISED  
PESSIMISTS 
(213) / 12.6%

This group of respondents has a 
comparatively high number of respondents 
from 2-year institutions. They are the most 
dissatisfied with the ways that they serve 

students and rate themselves as having the 
lowest levels of collaboration between 

student services and financial aid out of  
the four clusters. They’re not happy with 

their systems, but feel that their institutions 
are not open to innovation and new  

student service strategies. 

NO NO

OPEN BUT LOST 
(425) / 25.3%

This group of respondents is content  
with the status quo. In general, they think 
that they do an okay job serving students. 
They might like to improve their student 
services but don’t see obvious pathways  

to do so. They have very neutral  
responses to many questions. 

YES NO

CLOSED BUT 
CONTENT 

(297) / 17.7%

This group of respondents has a 
comparatively high proportion of 4-year 
private institutions. In general, they think 
that they serve students adequately, and 
seem disinterested in changing what they 
do. They’re moderately satisfied with their 

systems and see no need, or perhaps 
opportunity, to change them. 

NO YES

The relative size of the clusters is important. The Innovative Optimists are the largest group, 
at 42% of respondents. The next largest is the Open But Lost, with 25% of respondents. 
That means that 67% of all respondents are open to change, which is certainly a reason 
to be optimistic if you believe the system needs some reform. However, the Innovative 
Optimists are also content with the existing student services. They do not see major 
issues with the existing process, which means that while they are open to change, they 
may not have a great deal of urgency to move away from the status quo. This general 
contentment with existing services is something that was consistent throughout the 
survey and that will be discussed further in the next section.

The clusters also have other implications for how change could be enacted at an institution. 
The Open But Lost group is open to change but, unlike the Innovative Optimists, is not 
content with existing student services. This group knows that there are problems and 
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would like to make changes, but does not know what actions to take. Armed with the 
knowledge of possible actions, this group could be critical to catalyzing change at an 
institution. If members of the Open But Lost can be identified, and then shown ways in 
which the financial aid process can be improved, they could be a force for change.

Determining how to handle the two groups not open to change is also important. While 
the Disenfranchised Pessimists and the Closed But Content only represent about 30% 
of administrators, members of these groups will still potentially occupy decision-making 
and approval roles at institutions. It will be necessary to provide strong and persuasive 
evidence to convince these groups to take action. 

In general, when trying to enact change at an institution, identifying the clusters to which 
key influencers belong can help provide a blueprint for how best to propose, message, 
and facilitate the desired changes.

SATISFACTION WITH INSTITUTIONAL TECHNOLOGY
Institutions use a variety of systems to help them process financial aid applications. 
Determining the satisfaction with those systems is helpful in understanding the issues 
with the current process and identifying the means through which the financial aid 
system can be improved. 

In general, administrators are relatively satisfied with their SIS for processing financial 
aid, as well as other systems focused on financial aid. (It is important to note that for 
many steps in the financial, many schools use modules from their SIS. When we refer 
to financial aid technology, in the following graph, it includes both those modules, and 
other systems outside of the SIS that schools use for financial aid.) As the graph below 
illustrates, more than 60% of all administrators are “extremely satisfied” or “somewhat 
satisfied” with their financial aid and SIS platforms, while about 20% of administrators 
are “somewhat dissatisfied” or “extremely dissatisfied.”

HOW SATISFIED ARE YOU WITH YOUR SIS AND FINANCIAL AID SYSTEMS?

 

Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

SOMEWHAT DISSATISFIED COMPLETELY DISSATISFIED
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FIGURE 3

FINANCIAL AIDSIS

40%

10%

30%

0%

90%

80%

70%

60%

20%

100%

50%

TOTAL: 1,495TOTAL: 1,495

4% 4%

17%

51%

13%

15%

18%

10%

50%

18%



12
FINDING A FIT: THE EVOLUTION OF STUDENT-CENTERED FINANCIAL AID

While these satisfaction rates are not particularly high, they are high enough to provide 
a meaningful barrier to getting institutions to adopt new technology. Remember that SIS 
and financial aid platforms are often used across an institution and have deep integration 
with a school’s other systems and data. If only about 20% of users are dissatisfied with the 
technology, it is difficult to gather enough support for changing the system, especially 
when that change will result in large expenditures of time and money by the institution. 
This difficulty of displacing the current financial aid and SIS platforms is an important 
factor in understanding the potential future of financial aid technology. 

When the same data is viewed by cluster, the expected picture emerges. The Optimists 
are the most satisfied with all three of their systems – SIS, enrollment management, and 
financial aid – while the Pessimists are the most dissatisfied.

HOW SATISFIED ARE YOU WITH YOUR SIS, FINANCIAL  
AID AND ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT TECHNOLOGY?

(SHOWING RESPONDENTS WHO WERE COMPLETELY  
OR SOMEWHAT SATISFIED)

 

n=1837
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

The Pessimists’ satisfaction rates are low, which often indicates a group that could drive 
change at an institution. But the Pessimists are defined by not being open to change, 
making them unlikely to catalyze action. The corollary to that is also important: among 
the two groups open to change, the Optimists and the Lost, satisfaction with the core 
systems is higher than it is in the general population, meaning that while these groups are 
open to change, they are not likely to want to replace their SIS or financial aid platforms.
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This trend of general satisfaction continues when the financial aid process itself  
is examined in more detail. Tyton Partners asked administrators who were involved 
with the financial aid process to rate how well their financial aid system performs in 
each step of the financial aid process. The steps are listed in the same order as they 
actually happen.

HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID  
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

n=1538 
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

Again, there is general happiness, or at least contentment, with institutions’ existing 
systems at nearly every step of the financial aid process. Award packaging, verification, 
and FAFSA processing were ranked as the most effective steps. There were only two 
steps in which more than 10% of respondents thought their system performed poorly: 
processing scholarship applications and communication with students. These represent 
two areas where new potential technology solutions could gain traction.

Still, the overall theme remains the same: those using financial aid technology think that 
it does its job relatively well, and there is no evidence of a desire to change. This means 
that a full replacement of the existing systems, which are largely SIS modules being used 
in financial aid, would be very difficult. 

FIGURE 5
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STUDENT CHALLENGES
Administrators are less positive when it comes to their views on how the financial aid 
process works for students. Administrators were asked to look at the financial aid 
process from a student’s perspective and to rank, in order of difficulty, the seven steps 
that students need to do to complete the process. (It’s important to reemphasize that 
this report details administrators’ perceptions of student difficulties, and it is possible 
that students would rank these steps differently.) Again, the steps are listed in the order 
in which the student experiences them. Responses are divided by respondents’ roles 
(financial aid, admissions and enrollment management, registrar, or other), and the chart 
illustrates the percentage of respondents in each group that ranked a step as most 
difficult or second most difficult. Overall, respondents believe that students face the 
most trouble with the first three steps.

RANK THE STEPS IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS ACCORDING  
TO THEIR ORDER OF DIFFICULTY FOR STUDENTS

(SHOWING THE PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO RANKED  
A STEP AS MOST DIFFICULT OR SECOND MOST DIFFICULT)

n=1833
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016 

Interestingly, while administrators seem to believe that their systems are somewhat 
challenged when it comes to processing scholarships, they think that applying for 
scholarships is the least challenging step for students (at least by this metric). Conversely, 
while administrators think that their systems process FAFSA data well, they believe that 
students have challenges completing the FAFSA. (Note that students fill out the FAFSA 
form through the Department of Education, not the SIS.) These two instances indicate a 
general lack of alignment in the financial aid process – what works well for the students 
does not necessarily work well for the institution, and vice versa.

Stepping out of the specifics of the financial aid process, respondents were asked more 
generally to identify the biggest impediment for students accessing financial aid at their 
institution. Again, the responses are divided by role, and in this case, we only asked for a 
single response among the multiple choices. 

FIGURE 6
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In verification, students are randomly selected to provide extra information about their financial aid 
application. It’s a dicult step because it requires extra information from students and an additional 

communication step between students and institutions
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS 
TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

n=1538
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

The top three overall responses were Insufficient Financial Aid, Lack of Student Engagement, 
and Lack of Awareness. It is also interesting that while there were some differences among 
roles, those three were ranked as the three biggest problems by all roles. 

The data looks similar when examined by clusters:

[SEE FIGURE ON NEXT PAGE]
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Financial aid respondents place significantly more emphasis on student engagement as 
a problem than the next closest group of respondents. They also place less emphasis on 
insu�cient financial aid, suggesting perhaps that they either have better awareness of 

the aid available or are biased about the amount of aid that students need
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR  
STUDENTS TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

(SHOWING TOP FIVE RESPONSES IN EACH CLUSTER)
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Even though the respondents in the clusters tend to view the world very differently, 
there is near consensus about the top three problems: Lack of Student Engagement, 
Insufficient Financial Aid, and Lack of Awareness. (Only the Optimists do not rank these 
as the three top problems, putting Thinking They Are Not Eligible third, behind Lack of 
Student Engagement and Insufficient Financial Aid.)

It is clear that administrators think that these are the three greatest barriers preventing 
students from efficiently accessing financial aid. In fact, not only are these the three 
biggest issues, but they may reinforce each other. For instance, if students believe that 
a school has insufficient aid – regardless of whether that perception is true or false – 
those students may be less motivated to pursue all the necessary steps to get aid at the 
institution, resulting in lower student engagement. Similarly, if students are unaware of 
the aid that is available and the process to get it, that may manifest itself to administrators 
as low student engagement. Finally, when aid is in fact limited, it can lower the number 
of people receiving aid and the amount of aid each person receives, which will likely 
create lower awareness within the student body. This relationship is further described in 
the graphic on the next page.
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RELATIONSHIP OF LACK OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT,  
LACK OF AWARENESS AND INSUFFICIENT FINANCIAL AID.

Understanding that these three problems are connected also helps illustrate a potential 
solution for all three of these issues: better communication between the institution  
and the student.

COMMUNICATION
Student communication was cited by administrators as one of the poorest-performing 
steps in the existing financial aid system. More generally, when asked, “What is the 
biggest problem you face with the system your institution uses to process financial aid?” 
administrators also ranked Poor Student Communication highly.

If students think that their chances 
of getting enough aid are low, they 
have less incentive to apply for aid; 

this could manifest as lack of 
student engagement

Students who are unaware of the aid 
possibilities will not apply and will 
therefore miss out on aid; lack of 

awareness could also be interpreted 
as lack of engagement

When aid is limited or is not 
distributed properly, knowledge about 
aid and how to obtain it is not spread 

as widely; this limits awareness.

FIGURE 9

LACK OF STUDENT
ENGAGEMENT

INSUFFICIENT
FINANCIAL AID

LACK OF
AWARENESS



18
FINDING A FIT: THE EVOLUTION OF STUDENT-CENTERED FINANCIAL AID

WHAT IS THE BIGGEST PROBLEM YOU FACE WITH THE SYSTEM  
YOUR INSTITUTION USES TO PROCESS FINANCIAL AID?

n=1220
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016 
 

While more respondents were concerned about Lack of Tech Support Staff, that is an 
issue that is internal to the school and perhaps very difficult to solve without changing 
the school’s budget. Communication can, however, be changed and adjusted without 
necessarily expanding budgets. And as discussed in the previous section, better 
communication is a potential, albeit partial, solution to helping solve the three biggest 
barriers for students. 

The concern around communication is further emphasized through the cluster analysis:

HOW DOES YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM PERFORM  
WHEN COMMUNICATING WITH STUDENTS?

Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016
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All the clusters have concerns about this step in the process. But the Pessimists have a 
significantly more negative view of how their system performs in terms of communication. 
This failure to successfully communicate with students is likely one cause of the Pessimists’ 
more generally negative views on the financial aid experience for students

The dissatisfaction with the current communication process begs the question, “How 
are institutions currently trying to communicate with students?” As the chart below 
shows, most respondents use email as their primary means of communication, and very 
few use text messaging.

HOW DO YOU CONNECT WITH STUDENTS TO UPDATE THEM  
ON THE STATUS OF THEIR FINANCIAL AID APPLICATION? 

(CHECK ALL THAT APPLY) 

n=1612
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

 

Email is by far the most popular form of communication among schools, with 88% of 
all respondents saying they use it, followed by communication through the school’s 
SIS student portal (62%). Equally important as what methods institutions use are what 
methods they find effective. The chart below illustrates the percentage of respondents 
who were both using a particular type of communication and considered that type of 
communication to be the most effective communication method. 

FIGURE 12
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WHICH WAY OF COMMUNICATING WITH  
STUDENTS DO YOU FIND MOST EFFECTIVE?

(SHOWING PERCENTAGE OF USERS OF A SPECIFIC  
TYPE OF COMMUNICATION WHO THINK IT IS THE  

MOST EFFECTIVE METHOD)

n=1454
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016 
 

In terms of what form of communication is the most effective, email is ranked the highest. 
While only 9% of schools use text messaging, 44% of administrators at those schools 
believe it is the most effective form of communication.

Also, this is one area where the survey data seems to conflict with the long-form responses. 
While most respondents deemed email to be the most effective form of communication 
in the multiple-choice questions, when asked to describe problems communicating with 
students, or problems with the financial aid process in general, many respondents cited 
that students do not seem to read their email. Responses included:

• “Students do not always read emails or pay attention to notifications.”

• “Many claim the lack of communication [is the biggest problem]; 
however, many students don’t read the e-mails we send to them,  
or [don’t] forward the e-mails to parents for them to understand  
and respond accordingly.”

• “My institution relies heavily on students reading their college email…  
and they don’t.”

• “[Students] would say that the way we communicate with them is  
the biggest problem. They do not read or respond to emails, letters,  
or phone calls.” 

FIGURE 13
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Given what is widely known about the communication habits of millennials – among 
whom texting is the dominant form of communication9 – the heavy reliance on email, 
combined with the fact that only 9% of institutions use texting, is surprising. It is also a 
clear illustration that while many administrators agree that there is a problem around 
communication, very few institutions have decided to move away from e-mail as the 
main form of communication. There could be a number of reasons for this including 
the cost to implement a new communication system and concerns related to sending 
sensitive financial information over text, but right now, a very small number of institutions 
are implementing more innovative communication solutions.

And innovative communication solutions may be exactly what is needed. While the survey 
data shows that administrators are generally happy with their financial aid technology, 
it also illustrates that they do not believe that the financial aid process more broadly is 
meeting the needs of students. In particular, administrators cite lack of engagement, 
lack of awareness, and insufficient financial aid as the three biggest student barriers to 
effective financial aid. Improved communication is clearly one way to break the first two 
barriers. Specific communication improvements a school can make will be discussed 
further in the final section of the paper.

9. Jack Loechner, “Texting Is Millennials’ Favorite for Business Communication,” MediaPost, September 2016  
http://www.mediapost.com/publications/article/284906/texting-is-millennials-favorite-for-business-comm.html

http://www.mediapost.com/publications/article/284906/texting-is-millennials-favorite-for-business-comm.html
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When Justin Chase Brown took his position as director of 
scholarships and financial aid at the University of Nebraska–
Lincoln, he had some immediate concerns. “The one thing that 
really bothered me is we would evict students that didn’t pay 
their bill,” he said. Per Nebraska–Lincoln policy at the time, 
students would be removed from their on-campus housing if 
their bill had not been by shortly before Thanksgiving. Brown 
found the policy cruel and immediately started planning 
changes, looking at ways he could get more students to pay 
their bill on time, while also examining more compassionate 
ways to handle the situation if they could not pay.

In fall 2016, Brown began to implement the Protect Your 
Priority plan, in the hopes of reducing student holds related to 
financial aid. Most of the changes focused on how the school 
communicated with its students. Foremost among them was 
the way it used email. Nebraska–Lincoln moved up the date 
of its email alerting students that their bill was past due from 
October 15 to September 15. It also changed the tone of the 
email, with Brown saying everything was made less threatening. 
“We were trying to prevent people from leaving in the middle 
of the semester because they were afraid they couldn’t pay,” 
Brown said. “The biggest motivation to get them to pay is now 
to enroll in class, as opposed to the heavy hammer of eviction.”

Email was not the only thing that changed. The financial aid 
front desk was moved to reduce the line and make the office 
a more welcoming environment. Financial Aid customer 
services hours, which had previously started at 10 a.m., were 
change immediately to 9 a.m., and then eventually to 8 a.m. 
The financial aid award letters were also adjusted, as was 
the way award letters were sent; the school went back to 
paper mail, as opposed to delivering award letters through 
email. “I think from a student recruitment perspective, all 
admissions stuff is sent using very pretty brochures, and then 
the second you get admitted, you don’t get anything else  
on paper,” Brown said. “We need to transition this from the  
old expectation to a new expectation.” The letters specified 
that they were the last paper communication that a student 
would receive, and that everything else would be done 
through the online student portal. 

CASE STUDY 1:  
UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA–
LINCOLN

LOCATION: 
Lincoln, NE

SCHOOL TYPE:  
Public 4-Year

UNDERGRADUATE 
POPULATION:  
20,182

GRADUATE 
POPULATION:  
5,078

ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE 
TUITION:  
$18,642 (in-state)/ 
$31,970 (out-of-state)

AVERAGE ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE  
GRANT AID:  
$7,099

AVERAGE ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE  
LOAN AID:  
$5,979

CASE STUDY 2:  
UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA–LINCOLN
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UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA–LINCOLN CONTINUED...

The program has already been a large success. Financial holds 
– students being blocked from registering for classes because 
of unpaid bills – were down 24% from two years ago, with an 
even bigger drop of 28.5% among students living in on-campus 
housing from just the previous year. Since the Protect Your 
Priority plan is still in its first year, the school is waiting on data 
to see how the program affects retention and the finances of 
the institution.

Independent of those results, the program clearly illustrates 
that a focus on student-centric communication can make the 
financial aid process easier and more efficient for students. 
“From a student perspective, we feel like it was a huge success,” 
Brown said. 

CASE STUDY 2:  
UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA–LINCOLN
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HIGHER ED FINANCIAL AID  
TECHNOLOGY EVOLUTION

To more deeply understand the role that technology plays in the financial aid system, 
it is necessary to look at four different groups of technology that are involved in the 
financial aid and admissions process. Those four technology segments are Student 
Information System, Financial Aid Only applications, Enrollment Management, and 
Direct-to-Consumer. The graphic below describes these four types of technology and 
lists some of the major suppliers in each category.

FINANCIAL AID-RELATED TECHNOLOGY SEGMENTS

Of the technology solutions presented above, institutions overwhelmingly rely on SIS 
platforms for a majority of their administrative needs, including financial aid processing. 
The clear majority of institutions use SIS solutions from outside vendors, while only 8% 
of institutions use homegrown solutions, according to the Tyton Partners survey. The 
SIS market is the oldest and most established of the four segments examined, and SIS 
are used for a variety of functions across institutions, meaning that SIS solutions are 
longtime fixtures at many institutions. SIS is also the largest of the four markets, with 
more than $1.5 billion in total revenue in 2015.10 Tyton Partners expects the market to 
continue to grow, particularly through schools adding additional modules and services.

10. Company 10K filings, Pitchbook, Tyton Partners analysis

HIGHER ED TECHNOLOGY SEGMENTS IMPACTING FINANCIAL AID

FINANCIAL AID
ONLY TECHNOLOGY

Products that deal 
exclusively with 

processing and assigning 
financial aid for an 
institution. Includes 

FAFSA processors and 
targeted systems like 

scholarship management 
and communication

ENROLLMENT
MANAGEMENT

Products that manage 
the student enrollment 
process, beginning with 
application submission. 
Can be used to assess 

financial need.  

STUDENT
INFORMATION SYSTEM

Products that hold and 
track basic student data, 

including financial aid 
awards and status. 

Generally accessible by all 
institutional administrators.

DIRECT-TO-
CONSUMER

Products that o�er loan 
financing and refinancing. 

Composed of older 
companies like Navient 

and recent start-ups that 
take advantage of modern 

design and growing 
consumer demand for 
a�ordable education 
directly to students.
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SIS are also very large and complex systems that are difficult to manipulate and often still 
rely on older infrastructure and technology.11 Recently, according to both administrators 
and suppliers, however, there has been an active surge toward modernizing SIS solutions: 
cloud-based systems and API access to data have become priorities. 

For most institutions, the SIS acts as the core financial aid system. The graph below 
illustrates which system institutions use for each step of the financial aid process.

WHAT SOFTWARE DO YOU USE FOR EACH STEP  
IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS?

n=1832
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research & Tyton Partners analysis 2016

A majority of schools use their SIS for most steps in the financial aid process. This central 
role of the SIS in financial aid is the most important factor in understanding the overall 
financial aid technology landscape. The lowest use of SIS is in student communication and 
scholarships. In addition, the processing of scholarship applications is overwhelmingly 
not automated.

Enrollment Management systems started to gain traction shortly after SIS platforms, 
beginning in the early 1990s, and are the second most frequently used system, with a 
market size of approximately $900 million in 2015.12 Typically, Enrollment Management 
systems do not address many issues associated with financial aid: FAFSA processing, 
scholarship applications, aid packaging and adjustments, etc. Increasingly, though, 
Enrollment Management systems are being directed toward student life cycle 
management, which emphasizes student retention and graduation, both of which 
directly relate to financial aid. 

11. Tyton Partners interviews
12. The Campus Computing Project; “The 2015 Campus Computing Survey,” October 2015; https://www.campuscomputing.net/

content/2015/10/29/the-2015-campus-computing-survey ; Pitchbook; Tyton Partners analysis
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Financial Aid Only systems are committed explicitly to managing financial aid, and 
they are generally divided into two categories: those that focus on managing the entire 
financial aid process, including processing forms and packaging aid, and those that 
focus on a specific part of the process, like processing scholarships. The initial players in 
the financial aid software space focused on automating all the steps in the financial aid 
process, essentially filling the role of the financial aid components of the SIS suites. In 
recent years, companies are increasingly beginning to emphasize specialization, offering 
discrete services instead of one-stop financial aid management. Individual services 
include processing FAFSA data, providing communication platforms, and organizing 
scholarships. In many cases, these specialized systems are used in addition to an SIS, 
which continues to deal holistically with student information and, at most schools, 
handles the bulk of the steps in the financial aid process.

Unlike the other three technology segments examined, Direct-to-Consumer (DTC) 
financial aid services are marketed directly to the student, as opposed to the institution. 
These companies offer a range of services, including loan origination, loan refinancing, 
and other loan services, to current and former students. The advent of automation and 
the simplification of user interfaces has facilitated the rise of these options, which have 
primarily gained market share in the past 15 years, with an increase in new providers 
occurring over the past five years. The overall student loan market in the United States 
is massive, with over $100 billion in loans issued each year. That overall number includes 
both federal and private loans. While these DTC companies do not issue federal loans, 
they do often refinance them, in addition to issuing and refinancing private loans.

As will be discussed further below, Financial Aid Only systems are beginning to gain 
traction in the areas of scholarship application processing and communication, where SIS 
solutions are not as widely used. As illustrated in the graph above, only 27% of institutions 
use their SIS for scholarship processing, and 56% use it for student communication, 
making these two areas the least served by SIS. Respondents to the survey reported that 
these two steps in their financial aid process are also the least likely to be automated, 
with 40% saying they have no automation for scholarship application processing. 

Scholarship application processing and communication are often not managed by the 
SIS, and are also automated less frequently, because they are comparatively complex 
steps. SIS software is often (a) not prepared to deal with the intricacy of scholarship 
application processing and (b) not able to provide reliable communication platforms 
that institutions can use and students will respond to. Because of these gaps in the 
system, the development of scholarship processing and communication platforms has 
risen in recent years. Below are brief descriptions of both areas. 

Scholarship Processing Platforms

Scholarship processing platforms are programs that connect students directly 
to institutional or private scholarships and process their applications for those 
scholarships. Services that facilitate these processes aggregate and disseminate 
opportunities and also coordinate between schools and students. These services 
have gained traction in recent years because they have a high ease-of-use quotient 
for most students and they offer clarity to students in an environment that is 
associated with opacity. When using these services, students are made of aware 
of all the possible scholarships at an institution for which they are eligible, and thus 
often have chance to access and apply for scholarships they may have otherwise 
missed. For institutions, these services make the management of scholarships easier 
and more centralized, while also ensuring that all or nearly all of their scholarship 
dollars are awarded to students every year. 
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Communication Platforms

Communication platforms facilitate connection between students and institutions 
to address steps in the financial aid process. These platforms provide forums to 
send and receive communication, as well as support new communication channels 
like texting, which may be effective for connecting with students. Since the financial 
aid process can be murky, and students often have many questions, any tools 
that promote communication are extremely valuable for clarifying questions and 
keeping students on track as they move through the financial aid process. 

FUTURE GROWTH OF TECHNOLOGY
Because their unique services fill gaps in the system, these two segments will continue 
to represent opportunities for innovation in the financial aid technology sector. They 
will also continue to gain traction due to shifts in the financial aid technology market 
that place higher value on integration with SIS platforms; increasingly, new products in 
the marketplace are designed to work with and utilize data that is already contained in 
an institution’s SIS. Major SIS providers such as Oracle, Ellucian, Jenzabar, and Campus 
Management have all expanded their ability to integrate with other systems in recent 
years, allowing greater access to data. Of note, in 2013 Ellucian announced its ability to 
exchange data with major transcript systems like the National Student Clearinghouse and 
Parchment, and in 2016 Ellucian announce that its new platform, Ethos, would make it 
easier for third parties to access and utilize data. The increasing emphasis on integration 
is likely to continue and will support the growth of point financial aid solutions like 
communication platforms and scholarship processing platforms. In the past, integration 
with SIS solutions has been difficult, which has meant that institutions have shied away 
from using supplemental products.13 However, the increase in integration capability 
opens the door to increased use of add-on and supplemental products. 

Direct-to-Consumer services are also likely to continue to gain prominence over the 
next decade, considering their recent growth and high use rates among students. 
Modern DTC lenders began replacing traditional lenders in 2010 with their easy user 
interfaces, cheap financing, and rapport with millennials. These companies have already 
taken responsibility for more than $16 billion in student loan debt.14 Additionally, these 
modern lenders have increasingly expanded their repertoires, delving into new products 
like mortgages and personal loans to complement their original student loan origination 
services. DTC companies offer a wide gamut of services: loan refinancing, loan origination 
and servicing, scholarships, and loan payment support. While these providers are already 
impacting students’ experiences post-graduation, the big open question is what impact 
these players will have on students who are still in school. 

Some DTC companies are already starting to have an impact on students while they are 
in college, and in some cases, even before they enroll. Raise.me, a four-year-old start-up 
based in San Francisco, is reaching students as early as ninth grade. The site partners 
with over 200 colleges and universities that provide micro-scholarships to students for 
their performance while they are still in high school. For instance, a college might offer 
a student $150 for an A in freshman algebra or $1,500 for amassing 15 As through their 
junior year. Those micro-scholarships add up over time and then can be used by the 
student if they chose to attend the school making the offers; students can work toward 
micro-scholarships at multiple schools. 

13. Tyton Partners interviews
14. Company websites; Crowdfunder Insider “SoFi is the Fastest Growing Marketplan Lender,” https://www.crowdfundinsider.

com/2015/06/70397-sofi-is-the-fastest-growing-marketplace-lender/ ; Tyton Partners Analysis
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Sixup, another Bay Area start-up, is trying to solve the $5,000 to $10,000 gap that often 
exists between a student’s total cost of attendance and the combination of their federal 
student loans, federal grants, and private and institutional scholarships. The company 
is specifically trying to target high-achieving but low-income students, particularly Pell 
Grant recipients and first-generation college students. The company has raised over $7 
million in funding and is currently lending to students in nine states. 

Despite the innovation and growth in DTC services, overall innovation in institutional 
financial aid technology is still limited, and there are several barriers that make it difficult 
to sell to the institutional market. One limiter is the presence of SIS solutions, which are 
the central systems that institutions need to run. Because an SIS is often expensive and 
complicated, an institution is reticent to change its SIS and is more likely to spend money 
on keeping it running than on investing in new technology. The financial aid process is 
also heavily regulated, making institutions reluctant to switch from a system they know 
is in compliance, and creating additional complexities for new companies. Finally, higher 
ed institutions have long buying cycles, which can be problematic for small companies 
with limited funding.

The table below summarizes the evolution of the four major technology segments 
discussed in this section and indicates their current market size.

TIMELINE OF DEVELOPMENT OF TECHNOLOGY  
IN HIGHER EDUCATION

SEGMENT
CURRENT 
MARKET 

SIZE
1980S 1990S 2000S 2010S 2020S

SIS $1.5  
billion

Major SIS 
companies 

first 
established

Number of  
players continues  

to grow in a  
“land grab” for  

institutional  
clients 

Mass 
consolidation; 
major players 

merge and 
acquire smaller 
SIS providers

Stable market 
size pushing 

toward cloud-
based 

technology

Continued 
transition to 
cloud-based 

implementation 
and API access  

to data

ENROLLMENT 
MANAGEMENT

$900  
million

First EM players 
founded; the market 
expands, gathering 
institutional clients 

and providing 
advisory services

Players 
transition to 

providing 
tech-enabled 

solutions

Market growth 
slows and 

consolidation 
begins

Reorientation 
toward student  

life cycle 
management

FINANCIAL 
AID ONLY 

TECHNOLOGY

<$100 million
(excluding  

SIS modules)

Schools address 
financial aid manually 

and through 
homegrown  

systems

Automation  
of financial  
aid starts to 

become  
more popular

Increased 
complexity  

and capability  
of financial aid 
niche solutions 

Increased 
specialization 

driven by 
integration with 
SIS platforms

DIRECT-TO-
CONSUMER

$100 billion  
(in annual  

student loan 
volume)

Growing 
privatization of 
student loans 

decline of 
legacy private 
loan market

Rise of cheap 
institutional 

financing simple 
user interfaces 

allow for 
transformation  
of student loan 

space

Direct-to- 
consumer  

lending broadens 
 to a more  

diverse student 
population

FIRST WIDESPREAD 
ADOPTION
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Houston Baptist University is not your typical private college. 
Most of its students are commuters and live at home. The 
student body is composed primarily of minority students 
(75% of the student population). In many ways, the population 
demographics are more like a community college than a 
four-year private university. This population is “a challenging 
demographic to retain,” said vice president for enrollment 
management James Steen. Students from under-represented 
minorities and first-generation college students often lack 
the contextual knowledge and social connections that aid in 
student retention and success.

That retention issue was the impetus for Project Day 1, which 
began in May 2014. The goal of Project Day 1 was to identify all 
the things a student needs in order to enroll, and to proactively 
and intentionally address them before they become barriers. 
To do this, Project Day 1 created a checklist and walked through 
it with every family at Orientation Day to make sure they 
understood what was missing and still needed to be completed. 
The checklist not only focused on the student’s financial aid 
but covered items from all other areas of the school, including 
admissions, financial settlement, and medical. “Literally we 
have every family – students and parents – sit down across the 
table from someone and have a conversation,” Steen said.

The university had used similar checklists in the past, but 
because some students did not come to Orientation Day, 
checklist reviews often happened on the day students arrived on 
campus. Aware that regardless of how they handled orientation, 
many students would not attend, Houston Baptist changed its 
move-in process, creating a “bullpen” of administrators in one 
location who would help students clear their checklist and start 
classes, without having to go all over campus. 

In addition to the broader changes, Project Day 1 also brought 
specific changes to Houston Baptist’s financial aid process. 
Again, the focus was on retention. The school adopted two 
new technology vendors – CampusLogic and Raise.me – to 
make it easier for students to get the financial support they 
needed to stay enrolled at Houston Baptist. 

CASE STUDY 1:  
HOUSTON BAPTIST UNIVERSITY

LOCATION: 
Houston, TX

SCHOOL TYPE:  
Private 4-Year

UNDERGRADUATE 
POPULATION:  
2,250

GRADUATE 
POPULATION:  
910

ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE 
TUITION:  
$28,000

AVERAGE ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE  
GRANT AID:  
$17,558

AVERAGE ANNUAL 
UNDERGRADUATE  
LOAN AID:  
$7,021

CASE STUDY 2:  
HOUSTON BAPTIST UNIVERSITY
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HOUSTON BAPTIST UNIVERSITY CONTINUED...

Beginning in the 2016–2017 school year, CampusLogic, which 
is based in Arizona, helped Houston Baptist implement a new 
communication system that focused more on text messaging, 
while also helping to improve the school’s verification process 
for student documents. “We had a large number of students 
not registering because they couldn’t complete their financial 
aid,” Steen said. “With CampusLogic, we were able to alert them 
through text and get them to resubmit. We get the answer 
back within minutes, where with email it would typically be 
two or three weeks before they even read the message.”

Houston Baptist is using Raise.me as its scholarship platform, 
which enables the university to connect with students earlier 
in their career by offering micro-scholarships for achievement. 
“It’s a phenomenal platform,” Steen said. “It’s a huge win for 
us because we can follow thousands of students. Most awards 
end up in the $10,000 to $15,000 range.”

All the effort the school has put behind Project Day 1 has had 
an impact. Retention is up by 1 to 2 percentage points since 
the start of the program, a small but meaningful change. Steen 
also says that the verification process is better, though he is 
not able to quantify it. 

Houston Baptist has taken steps to improve its financial aid 
process by focusing on the individual students and their needs. 
In this case, that meant increasing communication around 
checklist items, adopting technology to enable the university 
to reach students through text messaging, and using Raise.me 
to provide micro-scholarships. “One of our priorities for the 
project was customer service – to be more student-centric,” 
Steen said. That concept and the practices that Houston Baptist 
implemented can be directly transferred to other schools.

CASE STUDY 2:  
HOUSTON BAPTIST UNIVERSITY
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THE FUTURE OF FINANCIAL AID TECHNOLOGY
As the survey shows, many higher ed administrators believe that there are issues with 
the current financial aid system, and many of them are willing to implement change to 
make the system better. At the same time, many existing suppliers are actively seeking 
to improve and innovate their existing services, and several new financial aid technology 
suppliers have entered the market. This creates an environment that could see change, 
progress, and even transformation in the coming years.

What could the future of financial aid technology look like? The data from the survey, 
coupled with the current supplier landscape and general trends in higher ed, points to 
three trends that will likely drive the direction of change in financial aid technology over 
the next several years:

• Schools become more student centered, focusing on the  
student’s experience from inquiry to matriculation to graduation

• SIS platforms remain the main solution for core financial aid  
processing but enable greater integration with other systems

• “Point solutions” that are targeted at distinct problems in the  
financial aid system show increased development and traction 

These trends are connected and interrelated not only to each other but also to the 
overall progression of technology use in higher education. They also create a framework 
that provides context to stakeholders seeking to make decisions about how to apply 
technology to helping students through the financial aid process.

TREND 1: SCHOOLS BECOME MORE STUDENT CENTERED

The idea of a student-focused higher ed institution has become popular in recent years. 
With increased competition for students, an increasing number of higher ed institutions 
are treating their students as customers, rather than as just another constituent in the 
educational ecosystem. 

With the expansion of personalized technology and apps, students are increasingly used to 
receiving more customization and personalization in their day-to-day lives.15 This increases 
their expectation of personalized service and easy-to-use technology interfaces in all 
facets of their lives. As a result, educational institutions are changing their approach and 
modernizing their technology to most effectively serve their target population.

The concept of student life cycle management has emerged for institutions, where 
students and their data are tracked from the time they apply through when they graduate 
and become alumni. While this has had limited impact thus far on financial aid technology, 
we do expect this trend to have an impact going forward, in three specific ways. 

15. Ernan Roman, “Research Shows Marketing Personalization Misses the Mark,” Forbes.com, March 2016 https://www.forbes.
com/sites/onmarketing/2016/03/28/research-shows-marketing-personalization-misses-the-mark/#2a56feaa3c15; Devon 
McGinnis, “Please Take My Data: Why Consumers Want More Marketing Personalization,” Salesforce.com, December 2016, 
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2016/12/consumers-want-more-personalized-marketing.html. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/onmarketing/2016/03/28/research-shows-marketing-personalization-misses-the-mark/#2a56feaa3c15
https://www.forbes.com/sites/onmarketing/2016/03/28/research-shows-marketing-personalization-misses-the-mark/#2a56feaa3c15
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2016/12/consumers-want-more-personalized-marketing.html
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First, financial aid solutions that highlight the ability to personalize student interactions 
will gain traction. No longer will a one-size-fits-all approach to processing a student’s 
financial aid application be sufficient. Second, the impact of this trend will benefit not 
only the students but the financial aid administrators, success coaches and academic 
advisors as well, allowing them to serve students more efficiently and effectively by 
providing more information and a broader set of tools to serve each student’s specific 
needs. Third, any new technology platform will be expected to have interfaces and 
usability consistent with modern consumer internet standards – not institutional 
software standards.

TREND 2: SIS PLATFORMS REMAIN THE CORE SYSTEM FOR 
FINANCIAL AID PROCESSING BUT ENABLE GREATER INTEGRATION

It is popular in higher ed to criticize SIS platforms. While there are certainly many ways 
those systems could be improved, the survey shows that administrators think that 
their school’s SIS does a good job of processing financial aid. Further, the people who 
most use the system, those in the financial aid office, feel even more positive about its 
performance than administrators in general. While there are some issues, particularly 
around scholarships and communication, the overall message from administrators is, 
“This works.”

Additionally, as discussed earlier, the SIS that is used to process financial aid is typically 
used institution-wide. It is therefore difficult to replace because it impacts a broad group 
of people and is also often deeply integrated with other university systems.

Today, more than 75% of schools use their SIS for FAFSA processing and award 
packaging, and the SIS will continue to be the core financial aid processor for most 
schools going forward. What will change is the ability for other systems to integrate with 
the SIS and access the data it holds. This is already beginning to happen. With more 
technology providers shifting to service-based architecture, APIs and other integration 
services are becoming more common. Over the past five years, we have seen the major 
SIS providers announce integration partnerships with a variety of learning management 
system providers, transcript services, and other technology providers. The Ellucian 
Ethos platform, released in 2016, focused heavily on integration, among other features. 

This trend is largely driven by institutions and suppliers realizing all the valuable use 
cases for student data, and wanting to access it through the SIS.16 Though there are 
some federal restrictions on how financial aid data can be used, we expect institutions 
to continue to demand the ability to have outside service providers and software 
access the data in the SIS.

This means that, going forward, solutions that use the data contained in the SIS become 
more viable. It also means that institutions will become more accustomed to working 
with vendors other than their core SIS provider.

16. Tyton Partner interviews and analysis
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TREND 3: POINT SOLUTIONS THAT TARGET FINANCIAL AID 
PROBLEMS SEE INCREASED OPPORTUNITY

Schools looking for better ways to serve their students, coupled with easier integration 
with their SIS, create an opportunity that can benefit the financial aid system. Specifically, 
software solutions that solve a specific issue within the financial aid process will have the 
chance to gain traction and scale. 

This trend will not only be driven by improved integration with core SIS platforms, as 
discussed above, but also by the declining cost of technology development,17 which 
means that it is easier and less risky for an innovative start-up to identify and try to fix a 
potential problem within the existing financial aid system. 

These factors should cause more providers to enter the market. As a result, institutions 
will have more choice and options when it comes to picking technology to power their 
financial aid process. Not all of these companies will succeed – higher ed technology will 
remain a competitive and challenging market with long and complicated buying cycles – 
but some will. And they will likely be the companies that solve issues that SIS platforms 
and large technology companies already within higher ed are not well equipped to 
address. There are a number of areas where these point solutions could benefit the 
financial aid system; notable among them are two identified by the survey research 
– communication with students and scholarship processing. Those areas are already 
seeing new companies and solutions gain traction. That trend will continue, and there 
will be other areas that will be addressed in future years as well. 

These three trends create a framework for stakeholders to understand and anticipate 
future changes and be prepared in terms of their response.

CONCLUSION & CALL TO ACTION
If these three trends do indeed represent the future of financial aid technology, what 
does it mean for institutions and suppliers? What do these trends imply for other 
stakeholders, like non-profit foundations that are looking to help improve the US higher 
ed financial aid system as a way to provide more and cheaper access to a wide range 
of students? For each of these groups, the push toward student-centered financial aid 
means something different.

Institutions can take several steps to make the financial aid process simpler and more 
student centered. The case studies in this paper are great examples of where relatively 
simple changes can have a meaningful impact. In the cases of Houston Baptist University 
and the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, a more innovative approach to communication 
around financial aid helped raise retention rates or reduced the number of students 
being blocked from starting classes for financial reasons. Some additional examples of 
actions institutions can take include:

• Improving communication with students and across the institution 
through the following tactics:

 – Testing new communication methodologies, including text, that reach 
students on channels they use more frequently than email or phone

17. CB Insights, “Startups and Accelerating Corporate Innovation,” November 2015,  
https://www.slideshare.net/NikunjSanghvi/cb-insights-live-startups-and-accelerating-corporate-innovation

https://www.slideshare.net/NikunjSanghvi/cb-insights-live-startups-and-accelerating-corporate-innovation
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 – Establishing or expanding financial aid education and training programs 
for incoming and existing students to increase their understanding of 
the process’s steps and requirements

 – Revising and simplifying the way financial aid awards are 
communicated. NASFAA, a collaborator on this project, has published 
a report detailing how award letters can be improved, a report that can 
be accessed on their website at: https://www.nasfaa.org/Improving_
Award_Letters_and_Consumer_Information 

 – Coordinating changes and improvements to the financial aid system 
among different departments at an institution to provide  
a comprehensive and consistent approach

• Adopting a new technology vendor to address steps in the financial  
aid process where there are currently issues; scholarship processing  
and communication with students are two to consider

• Placing financial aid services in areas of campus that students are  
more likely to frequent, thus increasing accessibility to and awareness  
of financial aid services and raising the chance of students reaching  
out for help

For suppliers, the survey data clearly indicates that there is an opportunity to fill unmet 
institutional needs and, in the process, to gain market traction and help improve the 
financial aid process for students. It is, however, critical to focus on needs that are not 
already being met by the core functionality provided by the SIS solutions that most 
schools use to process their financial aid. Additionally, there are some ways suppliers can 
make their products more attractive to institutions and more helpful to students:

• Identifying problems not currently being solved by SIS technology  
or core financial aid process technology

• Modernizing user interfaces and design to align with general  
consumer-facing apps that students use on a daily basis

• Developing integration capabilities with SIS solutions that enable 
the supplier to use data and integrate with the central financial aid 
processing system

• Enabling high levels of personalization in terms of contacting  
and interfacing with students 

• Adding communication functionality that enables innovative ways  
of reaching students

Foundations and other non-profits have the opportunity to facilitate this transition 
to more student-centered financial aid. They can help stimulate adoption of student-
centered aid and improve efficacy of new solutions. There are several actions that 
foundations can take to help influence the market. In particular, foundations should 
try to catalyze developments in two areas: communication improvements and point 
solution adoption. 

https://www.nasfaa.org/Improving_Award_Letters_and_Consumer_Information
https://www.nasfaa.org/Improving_Award_Letters_and_Consumer_Information


35
FINDING A FIT: THE EVOLUTION OF STUDENT-CENTERED FINANCIAL AID

Communication Improvements

• Encouraging the development and dissemination of materials that enable 
institutions to better educate students about the financial aid process

• Funding conferences or studies that educate institutions about the 
benefits of communication through more innovative channels, like text 
and social media, and increase awareness and adoption of technology 
vendors that address these issues

Point Solution Adoption

• Facilitating adoption and growth of point solutions that solve the 
most problematic steps in the financial aid process (e.g., scholarship 
processing, communication with students) by:

 – Driving awareness of the benefits of these solutions on the demand side

 – Supporting the development of improved and expanded solutions  
on the supply side

• Investing in or creating incentives for the creation of an integration layer 
(e.g., APIs) that makes integrating with SIS solutions cheap, fast, and easy

If higher education institutions, suppliers, and foundations can all do their part to help 
develop improvements in the system, it is possible for the US higher education system 
to evolve a more student-centered financial aid process in the not-too-distant future. If 
that vision is achieved, our vision of a student who arrives on campus with a complete 
understanding of their financial aid situation and feels in control of their aid could indeed 
become a reality. That reality would broaden and increase both access and retention in 
higher education and would have a profound long-term impact on the next generation 
of students as they strive to achieve their dreams.
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APPENDIX

SURVEY METHODOLOGY
With the assistance of the Babson Survey Research Group, Tyton Partners drafted a 
survey consisting of behavioral, attitudinal, and demographic questions for administrators 
at postsecondary institutions. The survey aimed to understand trends in technology use 
at institutions and administrator perceptions of their financial aid processes. 

Working with AACRAO, NACAC, NASFAA, and the Babson Survey Research Group, 
Tyton Partners delivered the survey to a group of more than 10,000 financial aid officers, 
registrars, admissions officers, and other key administrators at a variety of two- and 
four-year institutions across the United States. The survey was between 45 and 51 
questions, depending on the intended respondent, and netted approximately 1,800 
usable responses. All data presented in this appendix is sourced from that survey unless 
otherwise noted.

Survey questions asked respondents about the technology systems used by their 
institution, their perceptions of these systems and their efficacy, and student perceptions 
of the financial aid processes at their institution. Of particular importance were questions 
focusing on barriers and key challenges in the financial aid system and with financial aid 
technology for both administrators and students. 

Tyton Partners analyzed the survey responses through three major lenses:

• General response trends across all respondents

• Response trends based on the professional roles of respondents 
(admissions & enrollment management, financial aid, registrar, and other)

• Response trends based on each of the four respondent clusters identified 
by the Babson Survey Research Group and Tyton Partners

Babson Survey Research Group and Tyton Partners classified respondent clusters based 
on responses to four attitudinal questions about institutional receptivity to technology, 
institutional propensity to adopt and adequately fund new financial aid technology, 
and administrator perception of how student-centered institutional processes are 
with regard to financial aid and registration. Four main groups emerged, primarily 
characterized by their relative student-centeredness and their overall propensity 
toward adopting innovation. 
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A1:
SURVEY BACKGROUND
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OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS

30%

60%

50%

0%

40%

20%

70%

100%

90%

10%

80%

INSTITUTION
SIZE

ORGANIZATION PELL POPULATIONINSTITUTION
SECTOR

FUNCTION

5,000 -
9,999
18% 

Financial
Aid
66%

20,000
and above

23%

25 to 50%
53%

0 to 25%
26%

4-Year
Public
37%

Admissions
& Enrollment
Management

15%

Other**
15%

1,000 -
4,999
34% 

Under 1,000
7%

NASFAA
63%

NACAC
13%

75 to 100%
4%

4-Year
Private

44%

50 to 75%
17%

Registrar
5%

MDR*
17%

2-Year
19%

AACRAO
7%

10,000 -
19,999
18% 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER*List of respondents was purchased from MDR
**Other: Finance/Business Office, Student Information System Office, Institutional Research, Other
n=1837

OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS
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RESPONDENT CLUSTERS

CLUSTER 
(COUNT) /  

% OF TOTAL
DESCRIPTION OPEN TO 

CHANGE?

CONTENT 
WITH STUDENT 

SERVICES

INNOVATIVE 
OPTIMISTS 

(699) / 41.5%

This group of respondents is comprised  
of a relatively high proportion of private 
4-year institutions. In general, this group 
has an optimistic view of the financial aid 

process. They think that they serve 
students adequately and are generally 

satisfied with their systems but are open  
to learning about new ways to improve 

their existing systems.

YES YES

DISENFRANCHISED  
PESSIMISTS 
(213) / 12.6%

This group of respondents has a 
comparatively high number of respondents 
from 2-year institutions. They are the most 
dissatisfied with the ways that they serve 

students and rate themselves as having the 
lowest levels of collaboration between 

student services and financial aid out of  
the four clusters. They’re not happy with 

their systems, but feel that their institutions 
are not open to innovation and new  

student service strategies. 

NO NO

OPEN BUT LOST 
(425) / 25.3%

This group of respondents is content  
with the status quo. In general, they think 
that they do an okay job serving students. 
They might like to improve their student 
services but don’t see obvious pathways  

to do so. They have very neutral  
responses to many questions. 

YES NO

CLOSED BUT 
CONTENT 

(297) / 17.7%

This group of respondents has a 
comparatively high proportion of 4-year 
private institutions. In general, they think 
that they serve students adequately, and 
seem disinterested in changing what they 
do. They’re moderately satisfied with their 

systems and see no need, or perhaps 
opportunity, to change them. 

NO YES
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OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY CLUSTER

0%

10%

70%

60%

80%

100%

90%

50%

30%

20%

40%

OPTIMISTS CONTENTSLOSTPESSIMISTS

2-Year
21%

2-Year
13%2-Year

19% 2-Year
27%

Registrar
5%

Registrar
6%

Registrar
4%

Registrar
3%

4-Year
Public
38%

4-Year
Public
35%

4-Year
Public
34%

4-Year
Public

41%

4-Year
Private

41%

4-Year
Private

51%4-Year
Private

47%

4-Year
Private

32%

Other*
17%

Other*
12%Other*

14%

Other*
13%

Admissions/
Enrollment

20%

Admissions/
Enrollment

10%

Admissions/
Enrollment

14%

Admissions/
Enrollment

9%

Financial
Aid
58%

Financial
Aid
72%

Financial
Aid
68%

Financial
Aid
75%

FUNCTION INSTITUTION TYPE

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER

OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY CLUSTER, CONTINUED
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*Other: Finance/Business Office, Student Information System Office, Institutional Research, Other
n=1634

n=1634

OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY CLUSTER

OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY CLUSTER, CONTINUED
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A2:
INSTITUTIONAL PERSPECTIVES
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VENDORS USED BY RESPONDENT INSTITUTIONS, BY TYPE OF VENDOR
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VENDORS USED BY RESPONDENT INSTITUTIONS, BY TYPE OF VENDOR
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM?
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM?
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM?
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SOMEWHAT DISSATISFIED COMPLETELY DISSATISFIED
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM?

n=1426
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR SIS?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH YOUR SIS?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH
YOUR ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH  
YOUR ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM?

n=1426
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WHAT IS YOUR LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH
YOUR ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT SOFTWARE DO YOU USE FOR
EACH STEP IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER

20%

90%

100%

0%

10%

80%

70%

50%

60%

40%

30%

14.5%

48.2%

3.6%

29.6%
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HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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36%
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VERY WELL            ADEQUATELY            POORLY

WHAT SOFTWARE DO YOU USE FOR EACH STEP IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS?

HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID  
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

n=1832

n=1538
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HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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VERY WELL            ADEQUATELY            POORLY

DOES YOUR INSTITUTION USE AUTOMATED SOFTWARE
FOR EACH OF THE FOLLOWING PROCESSES? 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID  
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

DOES YOUR INSTITUTION USE AUTOMATED SOFTWARE  
FOR EACH OF THE FOLLOWING PROCESSES? 

n=1832
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DOES YOUR INSTITUTION USE AUTOMATED SOFTWARE
FOR EACH OF THE FOLLOWING PROCESSES? 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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HOW WELL DOES YOUR INSTITUTION’S FINANCIAL AID  
SYSTEM PERFORM THE FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES?

(PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS THAT ANSWERED “POORLY” FOR EACH STEP)

n=1538
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WHAT’S THE BIGGEST PROBLEM YOU FACE WITH THE SYSTEM
YOUR INSTITUTION USES TO PROCESS FINANCIAL AID?

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE)

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT’S THE BIGGEST PROBLEM YOU FACE WITH THE SYSTEM
YOUR INSTITUTION USES TO PROCESS FINANCIAL AID?

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE)

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT’S THE BIGGEST PROBLEM YOU FACE WITH THE SYSTEM YOUR  
INSTITUTION USES TO PROCESS FINANCIAL AID?

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE)

WHAT’S THE BIGGEST PROBLEM YOU FACE WITH THE SYSTEM YOUR  
INSTITUTION USES TO PROCESS FINANCIAL AID?  

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE)

n=1220

n=1220
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MY INSTITUTION IS WILLING TO ADOPT NEW
TECHNOLOGIES FROM NEW VENDORS

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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(SELECT ALL THAT APPLY) 

n=1721
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A3:
STUDENT BARRIERS
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RANK THE STEPS IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS 
ACCORDING TO THEIR ORDER OF DIFFICULTY FOR STUDENTS

(SHOWING THE PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO RANKED 
A STEP AS MOST DIFFICULT OR SECOND-MOST DIFFICULT)

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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RANK THE STEPS IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS  
ACCORDING TO THEIR ORDER OF DIFFICULTY FOR STUDENTS

(SHOWING THE RESPONDENTS THAT RANKED A STEP  
AS MOST DIFFICULT OR SECOND-MOST DIFFICULT)

RANK THE STEPS IN THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS  
ACCORDING TO THEIR ORDER OF DIFFICULTY FOR STUDENTS

(SHOWING THE RESPONDENTS THAT RANKED A STEP  
AS MOST DIFFICULT OR SECOND-MOST DIFFICULT)

n=1833
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS
TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS
TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION?

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS TRYING  
TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS  
TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

n=1538
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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS
TRYING TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION?

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER
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HOW DOES YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM PERFORM
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VERY WELL            ADEQUATELY            POORLY

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IS THE BIGGEST IMPEDIMENT FOR STUDENTS TRYING  
TO ACCESS FINANCIAL AID AT YOUR INSTITUTION? 

(CHOOSE ONLY ONE) 

HOW DOES YOUR FINANCIAL AID SYSTEM PERFORM  
WHEN COMMUNICATING WITH STUDENTS?

n=1538
Sources: Babson Survey Research Group research; Tyton Partners analysis 2016
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FOOTNOTES TYPESET IN PAPER

WHAT PROPORTION OF STUDENTS DO YOU THINK…
FULLY UNDERSTAND AWARD LETTER (AL) OR

FULLY UNDERSTAND THE FINANCIAL AID PROCESS (FAP)
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