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Learning Outcomes
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1. Describe the core components of academic 
program margin analysis, including revenue, direct 
costs, and indirect expense allocation.

2. Use margin analysis to identify high and low 
margin programs and understand key 
performance drivers.

3. Apply margin insights to inform strategic decisions 
related to program portfolio management, 
resource allocation, and operational 
improvements.
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What is Margin Analysis?

Revenues to 
Academic 
Programs

Expense to 
Academic 
Programs

Academic Program 
Margin
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It’s Not So Simple!

Revenues to 
Academic 
Programs

Academic Program 
Margin

Net of discount
MOUs/partnerships?

Grant revenue?
Donor revenue?

Follow course or program?

Payroll/benefits
Non-teaching direct
Overhead/indirect?

Allocation methodology?

How do 
we….use it?

Expense to 
Academic 
Programs
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Allocating Expenses
Adding it Up and then Dividing It

What counts as a direct expense?
• Equipment, supplies, accreditation?
• Deans’ offices?
• Revenue share/OPM?

What indirect expenses should be 
allocated to academic programs?
• Some?
• All?

How should indirect expenses be 
allocated?
• By FTE?
• By credit hour?
• By square footage?
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What are the downstream implications of these decisions?
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Uncovering Insights
The Data Journey
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Review goals
Identify data 
needed to 

measure them
Set strategic 

questions
Answer 

questions using 
data
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SMART
Setting Institutional Financial Goals
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Specific

Measurable

Achievable

Relevant

Time-Limited

S
M
A
R

T
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Program Economic Analysis
Start Big with High-Level Overview
Follow the data with each additional dashboard
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Program Economic Analysis
Course Economics
Examine margins by following course enrollments
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Program Economic Analysis
Program Economics
Examine margins by student-declared major following course enrollments
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Program Economic Analysis
Filters
Isolate analysis by degree, level, campus, modality, etc.
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Program Economic Analysis
Course-Level
Understand which course sections have the lowest margins
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Program Economic Analysis
Trend Analysis
Examine patterns for enrollment, costs, margin, etc. by program
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Data Integrity and Margin Insights
Using the Right Data to Support Decision-Making
Since data should be driving the margin conversation:

• Importance of Accurate Data
• Reliable data is essential for informed decisions on academic programs and financial sustainability.​

• Challenges of Siloed Data
• Siloed systems and varying definitions cause inconsistencies, delaying strategic decision-making.​

• Cross-Functional Collaboration
• Standardizing definitions and aligning departments.

• Strong Data Governance
• Investing in governance enables focus on strategy over data validation and supports sound margin insights.
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Strategic Levers for Margin Improvement 
Potential Ways to Move the Needle

Enrollment Growth
 
• Increasing enrollment in 

high-demand programs 
may boost tuition 
revenue without 
proportional cost 
increases.

Pricing and Discount 
Strategies
• Refining pricing and 

discount policies can 
improve net tuition 
revenue aligned with 
financial and enrollment 
goals.

Instructional Efficiency

• Optimizing class sizes 
and faculty staffing can 
improve instructional 
efficiency and reduces 
per-student costs.

Program Redesign and 
Consolidation
• Redesigning or 

consolidating 
underperforming 
programs reduces 
inefficiencies while 
maintaining academic 
quality.

Here are some key areas that can directly impact program margin:
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Program Economic Analysis
What If Scenario Modeling
Test and model how financial performance outcomes could be impacted by 
changes to your academic variables, including enrollment and payroll for faculty
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Case Study #1
Margin Analysis at Small Private University
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Margin analysis 
data and other 

data

Program 
scorecard 
developed

Score programs 
(variety of 
measures)

Discuss and 
develop action 

items

Implement



© 2026 Forvis Mazars, LLP. All rights reserved.

Case Study #1
Key Features
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Scorecard developed 
with faculty input

Analysis and 
recommendations 
made by faculty

Runway to improve 
struggling programs 

before closure
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Case Study #2
Margin Analysis at Public University
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Goal-Setting

Margin Analysis

Market Analysis
Discuss and 

develop action 
items

Implement
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Case Study #2
Key Features
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Process focused on 
program growth

Analysis of current 
programs and 

potential programs

Set of strategic 
initiatives identified
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The information set forth in this presentation contains the analysis and conclusions of the author(s) based upon his/her/their research and 
analysis of industry information and legal authorities. Such analysis and conclusions should not be deemed opinions or conclusions by 
Forvis Mazars or the author(s) as to any individual situation as situations are fact-specific. The reader should perform their own analysis 
and form their own conclusions regarding any specific situation. Further, the author(s)’ conclusions may be revised without notice with 
or without changes in industry information and legal authorities.
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Rachel Pauletti
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Thank you!
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