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How is the world outside your institution changing? While the coVid-19 pandemic continues to impact every aspect  

of our lives, other trends and forces are worth watching. this issue broadly explores trends outside higher education.

We’ve organized Trends using STEEP:

Social

How people work  

internally (psychology)  

and with each other 

(sociology) 

Technology

How people use technology 

(including hardware and 

software), how society relies 

on technology, and how 

technology affects society 

 

Economic

Macro- or microeconomics, 

including global trends, 

anything related to jobs and 

skills needed for jobs, and 

industry shifts

Environmental

our external surroundings, 

including sustainability and 

our evolving workplaces, 

cities, and living spaces

Political

Public policy, governmental 

systems, the people within 

them, and the effects of 

government decisions on our 

citizens and communities

each trend includes a brief trend summary, a footnoted source, and discussion questions to help you and your team analyze and act on the trend.

Trends Outside  
Higher Education
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In this Section:

•	recognizing racial inequalities

•	recruiting to the far right

•	approaching business challenges

•	changing mascot names

•	embracing paradox

•	Sustaining mental health

SocialTrends

No, We Have Not “Solved” Racism
racial disparities in coronavirus severity 
and multiple high-profile instances of police 
brutalizing and murdering Black people bring up 
the question, “How far has the uS come since the 
civil rights Movement in the ’60s?” the answer 
is concerning. While educational attainment has 
increased and infant mortality has decreased 
for Black americans, other critical measures still 
lag. Princeton economist ellora derenoncourt 
found that “across a number of indicators, racial 
economic progress has actually slowed or reversed 
over the last half-century.” Black people are twice 
as likely to live in poverty. Black households have 
a tenth of the wealth of their white counterparts. 
Black workers continue to earn an average of 25 
percent less than white workers. 1 

1 greg rosalsky, “What a 1968 report tells us about 
the Persistence of racial inequality,” national 
Public radio, June 9, 2020, www.npr.org/sections/
money/2020/06/09/872402262/what-a-1968-report-tells-
us-about-the-persistence-of-racial-inequality.

Photo credit: leffler, Warren K, photographer. civil rights 
march on Washington, d.c. / WKl. Washington d.c, 1963. 
Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/2003654393/.

◆	For discussion

•	What	are	the	effects	of	racial	inequities	on	our	Black	students,	faculty,	staff,	and	communities?

•	How	effectively	has	our	institution	addressed	structural	racism?	What	other	actions	do	we	need	to	take?

•	How	can	our	institution	help	our	community	achieve	racial	justice?
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Alt-Right Groups Are Not Just Joking
the anti-defamation league reports that white supremacists are increasing 
their efforts to recruit young people, including college students, and they’re 
getting savvy about how to introduce extremist views to a more educated 
audience. White-nationalist and alt-right groups post jokes and memes on 
social media platforms to “normalize bigotry while still maintaining plausible 
deniability.” the nonprofit group Western States center created a toolkit 
with ideas for how schools and parents can recognize and counter extremist-
group recruiting tactics.2

◆	For discussion

•	How	pervasive	are	alt-right	ideologies	on	our	campus?	In	our	community?	
How	do	we	know?

•	Do	we	have	adequate	and	tested	strategies	for	counteracting	extremist	
group	recruitment	efforts?

•	What	larger	efforts	can	we	take	to	weaken	alt-right	recruitment	
activities?

2 caitlin gibson, “‘do You Have White teenage Sons? listen up.’ How White Supremacists 
are recruiting Boys online,” Washington Post, September 17, 2019, www.washingtonpost.
com/lifestyle/on-parenting/do-you-have-white-teenage-sons-listen-up-how-white-
supremacists-are-recruiting-boys-online/2019/09/17/f081e806-d3d5-11e9-9343-
40db57cf6abd_story.html.

Good Business Chemistry
deloitte asked 9,000 people how they tackle really tough challenges. the 
firm found that individual “business chemistry” drives different approaches 
to problem-solving. Some people analyze a problem in detail before trying 
to solve it. Some tend to look to past problems for answers, while others 
focus on finding and testing creative new solutions. deloitte suggests that 
understanding how others approach change is essential for effective teamwork. 
the company provides 10 strategies to prompt breakthrough change, including 
“strip away everything,” “make a mess,” and “silence your cynic.”3

◆	For discussion

•	When	we’re	preparing	for	change,	how	do	we	prepare	associated	teams	
and	committees?	What	type	of	training	and	tools	do	we	provide	to	help	
them	work	together	effectively?

•	What	methods	do	we	tend	to	use	for	change	management?	Are	there	
methods	that	we’re	not	using?

•	How	can	we	help	stakeholders	learn	about	different	problem-solving	
methods?

3 Suzanne Vickberg, “the chemistry of Breakthrough results,” deloitte, June 1, 2020, www2.
deloitte.com/us/en/blog/business-chemistry/2020/chemistry-breakthrough-results.html.

https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/white-supremacists-increase-college-campus-recruiting-efforts-for-third
https://www.westernstatescenter.org/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/caitlin-gibson/
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A Reckoning for Racist and Offensive Mascots
as part of society’s recent focus on social justice issues, a number of teams in professional, collegiate, 
and high school leagues face pressure to change their names, mascots, or imagery, particularly those 
related to indigenous people or the confederacy. after the national Football league team in Washington, 
dc, announced it would change its name, members of the edmonton eskimos, a team in the canadian 
Football league, announced a similar decision. Scores of colleges have changed their mascots over the 
last 100 years, for numerous reasons, but recent publicity about this issue has focused renewed attention 
on institutions that continue to use offensive names.4

◆	For discussion

•	In	athletics	or	general	branding,	does	our	institution	use	offensive	imagery	and/or	terms?	Do	we	need	
to	rethink	team	names	and/or	mascots?

•	If	we	have	changed	such	iconography	in	the	past,	do	offensive	vestiges	persist	(for	example,	costumes,	
chants,	cheers,	etc.)?

•	What	steps	can	we	take	to	better	inform	our	community	about	the	negative	impact	that	offensive	
imagery,	names,	and	terms	can	have	on	racial	and	ethnic	minorities?	

From “Either/or” to “Both/and”
Human beings—and universities—may be hardwired with a predilection for stasis and absolutes, but 
today’s times are defined by competing demands and uncertainty. research published by the French 
business school inSead suggests that in times like these, people need to consciously adopt a “paradox 
mindset”—start thinking about competing demands with a “both/and” approach, not “either/or.” How? 
reframing questions, becoming comfortable with discomfort, and stepping back to consider new 
possibilities all nurture this paradox mindset.5

◆	For discussion

•	How	does	our	institution	approach	decision-making—either/or,	or	both/and?

•	When	setting	priorities	and	making	decisions,	how	do	you	make	time	to	formulate	third	options	and	
innovative	solutions?

•	How	can	our	institution	adopt	more	flexibility	while	remaining	focused	on	what’s	mission-critical?

4 Kendra Slugoski, “cFl’s edmonton eskimos dropping ‘eskimo’ from team name, Global News, July 21, 2020, https://globalnews.
ca/news/7201833/edmonton-eskimos-football-team-name-change; “list of college nickname changes in the united States,” 
Wikipedia, accessed July 23, 2020 at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/list_of_college_nickname_changes_in_the_united_States.

5 ella Miron-Spektor and Wendy Smith, “overwhelmed? adopt a Paradox Mindset,” INSEAD Knowledge, May 5, 2020, https://
knowledge.insead.edu/leadership-organisations/overwhelmed-adopt-a-paradox-mindset-14026.

Mental Health After the Pandemic
Mental health challenges that developed because 
of the pandemic may linger long after a vaccine is 
found. researchers studying the SarS and MerS 
epidemics found that anxiety, depression, and 
substance abuse issues lasted for years after the 
epidemics ended. Post-pandemic, organizations 
may need to do more to support individual 
employee needs for mental health care.6

◆	For discussion

•	How	has	COVID-19	impacted	the	mental	
well-being	of	our	students,	faculty,	and	staff?	
Are	there	particular	populations	that	have	
encountered	more	stressors	during	the	pandemic	
than	others	(for	example,	health	care	workers)?

•	What	can	we	do	now	to	nurture	mental	well-
being	and	mitigate	the	effects	of	the	pandemic	
on	mental	health?

•	How	would	we	handle	increased	demand	for	
mental	health	services	6	months,	1	year,	and		
2	years	from	now?

6 auburn university, “Sociology Professor discusses effects 
of Pandemic on Society, interaction” (press release), May 
5, 2020, http://ocm.auburn.edu/experts/2020/05/051452-
effects-pandemic-society.php. 

https://globalnews.ca/news/7201833/edmonton-eskimos-football-team-name-change/
https://globalnews.ca/news/7201833/edmonton-eskimos-football-team-name-change/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_college_nickname_changes_in_the_United_States
http://ocm.auburn.edu/experts/2020/05/051452-effects-pandemic-society.php
http://ocm.auburn.edu/experts/2020/05/051452-effects-pandemic-society.php
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 Food for Thought 
COVID-19’s Impacts on Higher Ed: Social
the current pandemic may have lasting effects long after coVid-19 is 
eradicated, in the period to come that some are calling the “great reset.” 
among many social changes that may take place, we might expect the 
following:

 » adaptations of the traditional academic calendar will be more commonplace. 

 » under scrutiny as part of the Black lives Matter movement, colleges will be 
pushed to do more than just talk about diversity and inclusion: they will be 
pushed to take real actions to dismantle structural racism, which will likely 
require major change at historically white-serving institutions. campus 
policing may be prodded to reform. Student activists are urging policy 
changes in policing at many campuses. as one specific example of change, 
the police department at Wayne State university created the national 
de-escalation training center to train police in strategies to reduce 
deadly encounters with citizens. For more on racial justice and higher 
education, see a closer look, p. 31.

 » the sudden move to online learning increased awareness of how a student’s non-academic life—their financial situation, their familial duties, 
their jobs—impacts their academics. this may lead to more institutional work addressing socioeconomic disparities, “ungrading” and methods of 
evaluation, and more accommodations for students based on their circumstances.

 » the pandemic will greatly affect student well-being, values, and life goals. Some students report high levels of stress and worry, both about their 
health and their financial future. at the same time, the experience of living through a crisis event often provokes more “prosocial motivation”—people 
show more gratitude for what they have and are more likely to help others.7

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	each	of	these	trends	affect	our	institution?

•	What	steps	should	we	be	taking	now	to	prepare	for	such	trends?	What	should	we	be	doing	differently?

•	Should	we	be	tracking	any	other	related	trends?

7 Brian rosenberg, “How Should colleges Prepare for a Post-Pandemic World?,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, april 13, 2020, www.chronicle.com/article/how-should-colleges-prepare-for-a-
post-pandemic-world; Kim Kozlowski, “WSu Starts national training center to reduce deadly encounters Between Police and citizens,” The Detroit News, May 29, 2020, www.detroitnews.com/story/
news/local/michigan/2020/05/29/wayne-state-university-wsu-deescalation-training-center-police/5287406002; ashley Whillans, laura M. giurge, lucia Macchia, and ayse Yemiscigil, “Why a covid-19 
World Feels Both tiring and Hopeful for college Students,” Harvard Business Review, august 3, 2020, https://hbr.org/2020/08/why-a-covid-19-world-feels-both-tiring-and-hopeful-for-college-students.

http://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2020/05/29/wayne-state-university-wsu-deescalation-training-center-police/5287406002;%20/
http://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2020/05/29/wayne-state-university-wsu-deescalation-training-center-police/5287406002;%20/
https://hbr.org/2020/08/why-a-covid-19-world-feels-both-tiring-and-hopeful-for-college-students
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technologyTrends
Bye-Bye, Biased Algorithms
Wider adoption of artificial intelligence and tools like facial and voice recognition are raising new ethical 
concerns about algorithms (or computational formulas). these tools apply algorithms to gain insights 
about individual identities, preferences, and behaviors. But researchers say bias baked into algorithms 
can lead to decisions that can adversely impact certain groups of people, “even without the programmer’s 
intention to discriminate.” one antidote: “algorithmic hygiene,” or processes that identify root causes of 
biases in computational formulas and identify ways to address such shortcomings.8

◆	For discussion

•	From	enrollment	decisions	to	campus	security	to	research,	what	technologies	and	processes	use	
algorithms	at	our	institution?

•	How	does	our	institution	identify	potential	bias	in	the	algorithms	we	use?	What	steps	do	we	take	to	
mitigate	those	biases?

•	In	our	computer	science	curriculum,	do	we	address	algorithm	and	other	data	biases?	

Get Yer Fake News Here!
research on the recent growth of disinformation is still in its early days, but experts agree that fake 
news is spreading. cases in point, one researcher says, are the “false narratives” about the coronavirus 
that “have spread like wildfire across social media and other communication platforms.” often used 
for “political, financial, and reputational gain,” disinformation campaigns are likely to continue—
and expand. one antidote: helping “researchers, journalists, communications platform designers, 
policymakers, and society at large” better understand how and why false information is distributed so 
strategies can be developed for mitigating the impacts of disinformation.9

◆	For discussion

•	What	strategies	can	our	institution	take	to	mitigate	the	impacts	of	disinformation	on	society?

•	Does	our	institution	adequately	screen	social	media	and	other	channels	for	evidence	of	
disinformation	about	us?	Do	we	have	strategies	for	finding	and	countering	any	disinformation	that	
might	be	found?

•	How	are	we	educating	students	and	other	stakeholders	to	recognize	disinformation?

8 nicol turner lee, Paul resnick, and genie Barton, “algorithmic Bias detection and Mitigation: Best Practices and Policies to reduce consumer Harms,” Brookings institution, May 22, 2019, www.brookings.
edu/research/algorithmic-bias-detection-and-mitigation-best-practices-and-policies-to-reduce-consumer-harms. 

9 Kate Starbird, “disinformation campaigns are Murky Blends of truth, lies and Sincere Beliefs – lessons from the Pandemic,” The Conversation, July 23, 2020, https://theconversation.com/
disinformation-campaigns-are-murky-blends-of-truth-lies-and-sincere-beliefs-lessons-from-the-pandemic-140677.

In this Section:

•	Scrubbing the algorithms

•	Halting the spread of disinformation 

•	using edge computing and Fog 
computing

•	getting real about artificial 
intelligence

•	accessing internet in rural areas 

•	turning to telehealth 

•	Switching to virtual conferences

http://www.brookings.edu/research/algorithmic-bias-detection-and-mitigation-best-practices-and-policies-to-reduce-consumer-harms
http://www.brookings.edu/research/algorithmic-bias-detection-and-mitigation-best-practices-and-policies-to-reduce-consumer-harms
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Fogging Up the Network
You know about the cloud, but how well do you know edge computing and Fog 
computing? according to EdTech, Fog computing is emerging as a desirable 
way to compute, store, and secure data. Fog computing operates “close to the 
device, application, or human that produces data,” in a network that exists 
beneath the cloud. this can speed applications like artificial intelligence, 
mixed reality, and autonomous vehicles.10

Deeper Dive: 
Some	definitions	use	the	terms	“Edge	computing”	and	“Fog	computing”	
interchangeably.	Others	distinguish	the	two.	One	big	difference:	“Fog	
computing	always	uses	Edge	computing, but	the	opposite	is	not	always	true.”	
Fog	computing	includes	the	Cloud	while	Edge	computing	doesn’t.	Some	
experts	say	Fog	computing	offers	better	data	protection.11

◆	For discussion

•	Does	our	institution	use	Fog	computing	or	Edge	computing	currently?	In	
what	applications?

•	How	could	our	institution	benefit	from	applications	of	Fog	computing	and	
Edge	computing?

•	What	are	the	hurdles	to	adopting	Fog	computing	and	Edge	computing?

10 eli Zimmerman, “Fog computing vs. edge computing: What Higher education it teams need 
to Know,” EdTech, January 28, 2019, https://edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2019/01/fog-
computing-vs-edge-computing-what-higher-education-it-teams-need-know-perfcon.

11 ibid.

Good News! We’re Still Smarter Than the Robots
Many folks tout the potential of artificial intelligence (ai) to revolutionize our 
lives. that revolution might happen, but experts caution that ai has a number 
of hurdles to clear first. For example, one expert says, “problems that involve 
reasoning or social intelligence, such as weighing a potential hire in the way a 
human would, are still out of reach.” Machine learning, or training computers to 
perform tasks based on previous examples, is powerful, says another expert, but 
today’s algorithms don’t yet do “so many things that [human] intelligences do.”12

◆	For discussion

•	How	can	AI	change	our	business	
practices,	student	services,	and	
other	aspects	of	our	operations?

•	How	well	do	we	understand	
the	limitations	of	AI	and	what	
tasks	are	better	suited	
for	humans	versus	
machines?

•	How	does	our	
institution	evaluate	
AI	as	a	resource	
during	its	planning	
process?

12 tom Simonite, “a Sobering Message about the Future at ai’s Biggest Party,” Wired, december 13, 
2019, www.wired.com/story/sobering-message-future-ai-party. 

https://edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2019/01/fog-computing-vs-edge-computing-what-higher-education-it-teams-need-know-perfcon
https://edtechmagazine.com/higher/article/2019/01/fog-computing-vs-edge-computing-what-higher-education-it-teams-need-know-perfcon
http://www.wired.com/story/sobering-message-future-ai-party
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Internet Down? Look Up and 
Wish Upon a Starlink
the coVid-19 pandemic has spotlighted the 
disadvantages faced by individuals who do not 
have fast, reliable internet access, particularly 
in rural areas. that’s a problem for students who 
need to study online and for patients who need 
access to telehealth. it can even impede official 
emergency communications. eschewing possible 
solutions like cabling rural areas or erecting 
new cell towers, entrepreneur elon Musk has 
another idea: low-orbit satellites. His company 
is currently launching Starlink, a network that 
promises “performance that far surpasses that 
of traditional satellite internet.” the goal is to 
provide service to much of north america this 
year—and near-global coverage next year.13

◆	For discussion

•	How	did	lack	of	reliable	internet	access	
affect	our	institution	in	the	early	days	of	the	
COVID-19	pandemic?	How	is	it	affecting	our	
institution	now?	

•	Are	there	steps	we	can	take	to	improve	internet	
access	for	students,	faculty,	and	staff?

•	More	broadly,	what	impact	could	better	and	
more	affordable	global	access	to	the	internet	
have	on	pedagogy	and	research?

13 Michael Feldstein, “could elon Musk Solve education’s 
rural Broadband Problem this Year?,” e-literate (blog), 
July 07, 2020, https://eliterate.us/could-elon-musk-solve-
educations-rural-broadband-problem-this-year. 

Hurdles for Telehealth
Just as the pandemic rapidly drove much of 
teaching and learning online, it had a similar 
effect on visits to the doctor. the use of 
telehealth spiked in the spring of 2020. the 
university of Virginia, for example, saw a 9,000 
percent uptick in the use of telehealth between 
February and May. Will it replace in-person visits? 
it doesn’t look likely. uncertainty about telehealth 
regulations and whether private insurance will 
continue to cover it make doctors wary about 
investing the time, money, and expertise to fully 
launch telehealth services.14

◆	For discussion

•	How	could	telehealth	help	our	institution	
deliver	health	care	more	efficiently	to	
students	and	staff?

•	What	are	the	hurdles	we	would	face	in	
adopting	telehealth	more	broadly?

•	How	will	health	science	curricula	need	to	
change	to	accommodate	the	rise	of	telehealth?

14 Melissa Harris, “Senate Weighs the Benefits of ongoing 
telehealth Support,” Government CIO Magazine, June 17, 
2020, https://governmentciomedia.com/senate-weighs-
benefits-ongoing-telehealth-support; ateev Mehrotra, 
david linetsky, and Hilary Hatch, “this is Supposed to Be 
telemedicine’s time to Shine. Why are doctors abandoning 
it?,” Stat, June 25, 2020, www.statnews.com/2020/06/25/
telemedicine-time-to-shine-doctors-abandoning-it. 

A New Meeting Convention
in scientific fields particularly, academic 
conferences are an essential place to share 
ideas and network. For now, though, coVid-19 
has made face-to-face meetings problematic (if 
not impossible). Some meeting planners believe 
that hybrid meetings (mixing face-to-face with 
online) will define conferences in the future. Some 
conferences are experimenting with virtual-reality 
versions, in which attendee avatars interact with 
each other much like in-person conferees might 
otherwise do. Switching to virtual conferences 
does have some benefits. Sending participants 
to virtual conferences may lower institutional 
costs and reduce carbon impacts. another plus is 
that virtual meetings may be more accessible for 
individuals whose physical disabilities, financial 
constraints, or family obligations might otherwise 
preclude their attendance.15

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	the	evolving	nature	of	academic	
conferences	change	how	faculty	and	
researchers	at	our	institution	do	their	work,	
including	engaging	in	cross-institutional	and	
international	research	collaborations?

•	If	our	faculty,	researchers,	administrators,	and	
learners	have	fewer	opportunities	to	meet	in	
person	with	colleagues	from	other	institutions	
and	countries,	how	can	our	institution	support	
new	ways	to	foster	collaboration?

•	What	impact	will	the	changing	nature	of	
conferences	have	on	meetings,	camps,	and	other	
gatherings	that	we	might	host	on	campus?

15 diana Kwon, “How Scientific Societies are Weathering the 
Pandemic’s Financial Storm,” Nature, July 13, 2020, www.
nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01553-9; luciana löberg, 
“is the Future of Science conferences a Virtually different 
one?,” Engineering and Technology, august 5, 2020, https://
eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2020/08/is-the-future-
of-science-conferences-a-virtually-different-one. 

https://eliterate.us/could-elon-musk-solve-educations-rural-broadband-problem-this-year
https://eliterate.us/could-elon-musk-solve-educations-rural-broadband-problem-this-year
https://governmentciomedia.com/senate-weighs-benefits-ongoing-telehealth-support
https://governmentciomedia.com/senate-weighs-benefits-ongoing-telehealth-support
http://www.statnews.com/2020/06/25/telemedicine-time-to-shine-doctors-abandoning-it.%20%20/
http://www.statnews.com/2020/06/25/telemedicine-time-to-shine-doctors-abandoning-it.%20%20/
http://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01553-9
http://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01553-9
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2020/08/is-the-future-of-science-conferences-a-virtually-different-one
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2020/08/is-the-future-of-science-conferences-a-virtually-different-one
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2020/08/is-the-future-of-science-conferences-a-virtually-different-one
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Looking Beyond COVID-19: Technology
the current pandemic may have lasting effects long after coVid-19 is 
eradicated, in the period to come that some are calling the “great reset.” 
among many technological changes that may take place, we might expect 
the following:

 » the pandemic will continue to drive institutions to become more fully 
versed in delivering education online. experts writing in the Harvard 
Business Review argue that colleges and universities need a long-
term strategy for virtual learning, appropriate to how well-versed 
they are today. “digital newcomers” need to help faculty and staff 
engage online. “emerging adopters” should accelerate both online 
course production and development of an online strategy. “advanced 
institutions” should “accelerate pedagogical innovations to serve 
diverse online communities” and “explore immersive technologies like 
augmented and virtual reality.”16 

 » the many institutions that will continue to be more deeply engaged 
in online learning after the pandemic will need to develop robust 
long-term strategies and financial models for the expanded role that 
modality is playing. Similarly, broader use of online learning may 
require development of a more vigorous technology ecosystem and 
infrastructure. Staffing for online learning, including more extensive 
use of learning design teams and instructional designers and 
technologists, may also need our attention. there will be deeper and 
broader needs for faculty development around online learning. From 
pricing to access to tenure, expanded online learning may spark the 
need for new or revised university policies. 

16 James deVaney, gideon Shimshon, Matthew rascoff, and Jeff Maggioncalda, “Higher 
ed needs a long-term Plan for Virtual learning,” Harvard Business Review, May 5, 2020, 
https://hbr.org/2020/05/higher-ed-needs-a-long-term-plan-for-virtual-learning.

 Food for Thought 

https://hbr.org/2020/05/higher-ed-needs-a-long-term-plan-for-virtual-learning
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 » as online learning becomes more widely accepted and employed, universities will need to learn how to fully integrate that modality into the university 
experience—in such manifestations as online research, virtual apprenticeships, and even eSports. More work will be needed to train faculty to excel in 
online teaching. deeper investments may be needed in the development of online curricula. efforts to help students succeed academically may need 
retooling to specifically help learners succeed online. common acceptance of online learning may require more universities to address inequities in 
terms of student access to computers and the internet. Students with disabilities may need different accommodations.17 

 » greater acceptance of online learning may accelerate à la carte learning, just-in-time learning, and personalized learning as well as the pursuit of 
credentials versus degrees and the stacking of credentials. universities will have to adapt accordingly.

 » More student apprenticeship and internship opportunities may move online, or may be experienced in a hybrid version that mixes online and in-person 
instruction. 

 » experiences during the pandemic may lead more organizations to accelerate their use of technology, including automation for routine operations, to 
streamline their business practices and make them more efficient. 

 » travel to conferences, particularly by air and those requiring hotel stays, will likely be curtailed for some time to come. research partnerships will need 
to rely more on online contacts versus face-to-face. 

 » institutional connections with key stakeholders, such as alumni and donors, that were disrupted during the pandemic may continue to take different 
forms—likely with more reliance on technology, requiring new strategies.

 » technologies like artificial intelligence and online learning will help more individuals with disabilities access and complete their college education and 
transition to productive careers.18

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	each	of	these	trends	affect	our	institution?

•	What	steps	should	we	be	taking	now	to	prepare	for	such	trends?	What	should	we	be	doing	differently?

•	Should	we	be	tracking	any	other	related	trends?

17 chronicle contributors, “How Will the Pandemic change Higher education?,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, april 10, 2020, www.chronicle.com/article/how-will-the-pandemic-change-
higher-education; Michael S. roth, “Will the Pandemic Blow up college in america?,” Politico Magazine, July 18, 2020, www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/18/will-the-pandemic-blow-up-
college-in-america-368067.

18 Jeremy Bauer-Wolf, “What’s next: changes in disability Services could add More Flexibility,” EducationDive, May 6, 2020, www.educationdive.com/news/whats-next-changes-in-disability-
services-could-add-more-flexibility/577502; larry dignan, “How Higher education May go Best of Breed, Be disassembled amid online learning,” ZD Net, July 12, 2020, www.zdnet.com/article/
how-higher-education-may-go-best-of-breed-be-disassembled-amid-online-learning; tal Frankfurt, “How the Pandemic could Forever change Higher education,” Forbes, May 8, 2020, www.
forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2020/05/08/how-the-pandemic-could-forever-change-higher-education/#2c65fb707b93; Michael J. Miller, “gartner: top 10 Strategic Predictions for 
2020 and Beyond,” PC Magazine, october 25, 2019, www.pcmag.com/news/gartner-top-10-strategic-predictions-for-2020-and-beyond; Michael S. roth, “Will the Pandemic Blow up college 
in america?,” Politico Magazine, July 18, 2020, www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/18/will-the-pandemic-blow-up-college-in-america-368067; Madeline St. amour, “the Future of 
apprenticeships,” Inside Higher Education, June 9, 2020, www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/06/09/are-virtual-apprenticeships-future-after-pandemic; Scott a. Scanlon, dale M. Zupsansky, 
and Stephen Sawicki, “What the new normal Might look like for companies after coVid-19,” Hunt Scanlon Media, undated, https://huntscanlon.com/what-the-new-normal-might-look-like-
for-companies-after-covid-19; Jeffrey r. Young, “How a Pandemic could change Higher education,” EdSurge, March 27, 2020, www.edsurge.com/news/2020-03-27-how-a-pandemic-could-
change-higher-education.

http://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/18/will-the-pandemic-blow-up-college-in-america-368067
http://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/18/will-the-pandemic-blow-up-college-in-america-368067
http://www.educationdive.com/news/whats-next-changes-in-disability-services-could-add-more-flexibility/577502%20/
http://www.educationdive.com/news/whats-next-changes-in-disability-services-could-add-more-flexibility/577502%20/
http://www.pcmag.com/news/gartner-top-10-strategic-predictions-for-2020-and-beyond
http://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/07/18/will-the-pandemic-blow-up-college-in-america-368067
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/06/09/are-virtual-apprenticeships-future-after-pandemic
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The Rainbow (Dis)connection
research from McKinsey shows that lgBtQ+ employees are just as likely as their straight counterparts 
to aspire to leadership positions. But 3 in 20 lgBtQ+ women and 6 in 20 lgBtQ+ men believe their 
sexual orientation will negatively affect their career advancement. gender-diverse individuals face 
similar challenges. respondents who identify as trans or non-binary were more likely to have entry-
level positions than cisgender people and were less likely to have managerial roles or responsibilities for 
hiring or evaluating staff. Many lgBtQ+ employees feel isolated at work. lgBtQ+ women, in particular, 
endure higher rates of on-the-job harassment and discrimination than their straight peers.19

◆	For discussion

•	How	well	do	we	understand	the	perspectives	of	our	LGBTQ+	employees	and	their	experiences		
in	our	workplace?

•	How	effective	are	we	in	recognizing	and	addressing	behaviors	that	might	discriminate	against	
LGBTQ+	employees?

•	What	proactive	steps	can	we	take	to	promote	better	inclusivity	in	the	workplace?

19 diana ellsworth, ana Mendy, and gavin Sullivan, “How the lgBtQ+ community Fares in the Workplace,” McKinsey & company, June 
23, 2020, www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/how-the-lgbtq-plus-community-fares-in-the-workplace.

economicTrends
In this Section:

•	understanding lgBtQ+ employees

•	Working from home post-
coVid-19

•	Balancing home life and working 
remotely

•	Keeping an eye on positive 
economics

•	Managing data analytics  
(for non-techies)

•	Putting state and local budgets 
through the wringer

•	reconsidering careers

•	Mapping supply chain networks

•	adapting to new workflows  
and staffing
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Work from Home Sticking Around
after coVid-19, flextime and working remotely will likely be more accepted, 
even routine, practices. Surveys have found that employers expect as 
many as 40 percent of their staff are likely to continue to work at home 
once the pandemic ends. another poll found that 40 percent of employees 
would telework every day if they could and 59 percent would apply for a job 
that included an opportunity to work remotely. an experiment at Stanford 
university found that working at home led to a 13 percent increase in 
individual performance. another possible workplace effect from the pandemic: 
Behaviors, practices, and office designs based on social distancing may 
remain as practices after the pandemic.20

Deeper Dive: 
Another	way	COVID-19	has	impacted	employment	is	the	new	types	of	jobs	
related	to	containing	the	coronavirus	and	ensuring	personal	safety.	These	
include	providing	deep	cleaning	and	sanitization	services,	monitoring	staff	
health,	and	“reconfiguration	specialists”	who	help	companies	modify	their	
facilities	for	social	distancing.	Several	universities	have	started	programs	to	
train	individuals	for	another	emerging	job:	virus	contact	tracers.	One	expert	
said	there	is	likely	to	be	demand	for	these	kinds	of	services	at	least	until	
COVID-19	is	eradicated.21

◆	For discussion

•	What	was	our	institution’s	experience	with	telework	during	the	pandemic?	
What	went	well?	What	could	be	improved?

•	Does	it	make	sense	to	adopt	telework	long-term?	What	different	models	of	
telework	would	best	support	our	mission?	

•	What	effect	might	long-term	telework	have	on	our	institution?

20 claire cain Miller, “is the Five-day office Week over?,” New York Times, July 2, 2020,  
www.nytimes.com/2020/07/02/upshot/is-the-five-day-office-week-over.html.

21 roy Mauer, “new types of Jobs emerge from coVid-19,” SHrM, June 18, 2020, www.shrm.org/
resourcesandtools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/new-types-jobs-emerge-from-covid-19.aspx.

When the Second Shift Happens 
Concurrently with the First
Both men and women who are now working from home because of coVid-19 
struggle to balance all their responsibilities, but women, especially mothers, 
may suffer deeper effects on their careers. Such trends likely affect all 
parents, but they may have a deeper impact on women. one study of 
submissions of research papers in March and april of this year found the 
number of male authors grew faster than female authors; a similar study 
found lower rates of submissions from women compared to both January and 
February 2020 and March and april 2019. as one female researcher put it: 
“it’s hard to write a sophisticated grant application when every 30 seconds 
someone is coming in to ask, ‘Where are my socks?’” another female scientist/
academic noted that research is “the easiest thing to put off, because it 
doesn’t have an immediate deadline.” 22

◆	For discussion

•	How	has	the	pandemic	affected	productivity	of	our	faculty	and	
researchers?	Can	our	institution	do	more	to	help	parents—and	women	
especially—balance	work/life	responsibilities	while	COVID-19	forces	them	
to	work	at	home?

•	How	much	do	we	know	about	the	effects	of	working	at	home	on	individual	
researchers	at	our	institution?	What	are	the	short-	and	long-term	impacts	
on	individuals	and	our	institution’s	research?

•	Will	our	institution	need	to	revise	its	assumptions	and	policies	regarding	
research	output,	such	as	those	factoring	in	tenure	decisions,	because	of	
COVID-19?	

22 diane Peters, “Women academics Worry the Pandemic is Squeezing their research 
Productivity,” University Affairs, July 7, 2020, www.universityaffairs.ca/news/news-article/
women-academics-worry-the-pandemic-is-squeezing-their-research-productivity. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/02/upshot/is-the-five-day-office-week-over.html
http://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/new-types-jobs-emerge-from-covid-19.aspx
http://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/new-types-jobs-emerge-from-covid-19.aspx
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/news/news-article/women-academics-worry-the-pandemic-is-squeezing-their-research-productivity
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/news/news-article/women-academics-worry-the-pandemic-is-squeezing-their-research-productivity
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Data Analytics Help for Non-Wonks
in a free playbook, experts from the Kellogg School of Management at northwestern university argue 
that you don’t have to be a computer whiz to use data to manage. as one author in the collection argues, 
“the most important skills in analytics are not technical skills. they’re thinking skills.” Written with the 
non-techie in mind, the book seeks to show managers how to develop “a working knowledge” of data 
science. this means being able to separate good data from bad data and knowing where analytics and ai 
can add value.25

◆	For discussion

•	How	robust	are	data	analytics	skills	
among	our	staff,	particularly	those	in	
management	and	leadership	positions?

•	How	can	we	help	staff	and	stakeholders	
use	data	to	make	decisions	and	assess	
progress	on	initiatives?

•	How	do	we	currently	use	data	to	inform	
our	work	and	decisions?	Where	could	
we	improve?

25 Kellogg insight, “the Marketing leader’s guide to analytics and artificial intelligence,” Kellogg School of Management, 
northwestern university, undated, https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/ebook/analytics-and-artificial-intelligence.

Nothing but Blue Skies?
Scanning the economic horizon during the 
pandemic, Moody’s offers some reasons for 
optimism. in the housing market, for example, 
Moody’s believes that “whatever americans are not 
spending on indoor dining or air travel may soon 
help to fund purchases of home-related goods and 
services.” another positive harbinger: in the spring 
of 2020, consumer spending dropped by well over 
$1 trillion while personal savings soared by some 
$2.76 trillion—a phenomenon that has never been 
seen before. Moody’s predicts that “as business 
activity reopens, some of the recent extraordinary 
increases in personal savings will fund an increase 
in consumer spending that is likely to surpass 
expectations.”23 even with the uS officially in a 
recession, experts from the Boston consulting 
group say we’re not heading for a new great 
depression.24

◆	For discussion

•	What	do	overall	economic	indicators	mean	for	
our	institution?	What	indicators	do	we	need	to	
watch?	

•	If	the	economy	does	indeed	turn	upward	after	
the	pandemic,	what	opportunities	might	that	
present?

•	What	impacts	would	an	economic	upturn	
have	on	our	institution’s	business	operations,	
including	purchasing?

23 John lonski, “record-High Savings rate and ample liquidity 
May Fund an upside Surprise,” Moody’s analytics, July 9, 
2020, www.moodys.com/researchdocumentcontentpage.
aspx?docid=PBc_1237222.

24 Philipp carlsson-Szlezak, Martin reeves, and Paul Swartz, 
“the u.S. is not Headed toward a new great depression,” 
Harvard Business Review, May 1, 2020, https://hbr.
org/2020/05/the-u-s-is-not-headed-toward-a-new-great-
depression.

https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/ebook/analytics-and-artificial-intelligence
http://www.moodys.com/researchdocumentcontentpage.aspx?docid=PBC_1237222
http://www.moodys.com/researchdocumentcontentpage.aspx?docid=PBC_1237222
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State and Local Budgets Through the  
COVID-19 Wringer
even while finances in many states are still recovering from the great 
depression, coVid-19 is impacting state budgets. an economist at the 
Federal reserve Bank of cleveland estimates that in fiscal year 2020, state 
and local governments will lose $141 billion in revenue from all sources due 
to “the coVid-19 mitigation shutdowns.” unemployment and store closings 
are depressing the two biggest pools of income, taxes on sales and personal 
income, while states wrestle with rising health costs related to the pandemic. 
rainy day funds and congressional aid have helped some, but states have 
already started slashing staffing and spending. running three scenarios 
of the impact of that trend for fiscal year 2021, the economist estimates 
that state and local governments will need to cut spending by a total of $59 
billion to $350 billion to offset the drop in income. the economist said that 
“jurisdictions that lack a fiscal buffer may face painfully deep service cuts.” 
this may include cuts to health care, infrastructure, and education.26

◆	For discussion

•	How	will	the	pandemic	affect	revenue	for	our	local	and	state	
governments?

•	How	will	lower	government	revenues	impact	our	institution,	both	directly	
and	indirectly	(examples:	infrastructure,	transportation,	and	health	
services)?

•	How	can	we	mitigate	lost	public	revenue	and/or	decreased	public	
services?

26 Stephan Whitaker, “How Much Help do State and local governments need? updated 
estimates of revenue losses from Pandemic Mitigation,” Federal reserve Bank of cleveland, 
June 29, 2020, www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/cfed-district-
data-briefs/cfddb-20200629-updated-estimates-of-revenue-losses-from-pandemic-
mitigation.aspx; elliott davis, “reports: Battered by coVid-19, States Face cuts to Key 
Services,” U.S. News & World Report, July 7, 2020, www.usnews.com/news/best-states/
articles/2020-07-07/reports-battered-by-the-coronavirus-states-face-steep-budget-cuts; 
Josh goodman and Mark robyn, “When Will the impact of coronavirus Hit State Budgets?,” 
Pew charitable trusts, april 20, 2020, www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/
articles/2020/04/02/when-will-the-impact-of-coronavirus-hit-state-budgets.

Employees Look for Meaning
as reported by futurist thomas Frey, the pandemic has led many employees 
to reassess their career paths and employers. a leading Hr consulting firm 
recently found that 57 percent of employees have experienced a shift in 
feelings about their work situation as a result of the pandemic. a third of 
that group (33 percent) said they want to pursue a more meaningful or 
fulfilling position. “this has been a time of reflection and reprioritization 
for businesses and people,” one career consultant said. “Purpose is at the 
forefront of everyone’s mind right now, and professionals are assessing 
whether their company’s values align with their own.”27 

◆	For discussion

•	How	can	our	institution	help	potential	students	who	are	looking	to	
change	to	a	more	“meaningful”	career?

•	What	academic	programs	might	see	growth	due	to	post-pandemic	
career	changes?	What	programs	might	see	enrollments	fall?

•	What	about	our	employees—are	they	engaged?	Do	they	feel	fulfilled?		
How	can	we	support	our	staff?	

27 impact lab, “57% of employees Second-guessing careers during coVid-19 Pandemic,” 
July 11, 2020, www.impactlab.net/2020/07/11/57-of-employees-second-guessing-careers-
during-covid-19-pandemic.

http://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/cfed-district-data-briefs/cfddb-20200629-updated-estimates-of-revenue-losses-from-pandemic-mitigation.aspx
http://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/cfed-district-data-briefs/cfddb-20200629-updated-estimates-of-revenue-losses-from-pandemic-mitigation.aspx
http://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/cfed-district-data-briefs/cfddb-20200629-updated-estimates-of-revenue-losses-from-pandemic-mitigation.aspx
http://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2020-07-07/reports-battered-by-the-coronavirus-states-face-steep-budget-cuts
http://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2020-07-07/reports-battered-by-the-coronavirus-states-face-steep-budget-cuts
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/04/02/when-will-the-impact-of-coronavirus-hit-state-budgets
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/04/02/when-will-the-impact-of-coronavirus-hit-state-budgets
http://www.impactlab.net/2020/07/11/57-of-employees-second-guessing-careers-during-covid-19-pandemic
http://www.impactlab.net/2020/07/11/57-of-employees-second-guessing-careers-during-covid-19-pandemic
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Broken (Supply) Chains
disasters like volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, 
hurricanes, and, yes, pandemics, can and do upset 
the supply chains that businesses rely on to 
procure mission-critical goods. Mapping supply 
networks in advance can be difficult and time-
consuming, but knowing how supply chains work 
can provide a competitive advantage. experts say 
companies that invest in supply chain mapping are 
better positioned to work around shortages and 
find supplies elsewhere when disasters affect the 
normal flow of goods.28

◆	For discussion

•	How	have	the	supply	chains	that	we	rely	on	for	
critical	goods	been	disrupted?	How	has	this	
impacted	our	ability	to	deliver	on	our	mission?

•	What	steps	could	our	institution	take	to	
improve	our	understanding	of	our	supply	
chains,	including	adopting	new	technological	
tools	to	help	with	that	task?	

•	What	opportunities	are	there	to	re-examine	our	
purchasing	policies	and	ensure	that	they	align	
with	our	values?	

28 Knut alicke, Xavier azcue, and edward Barriball, “Supply-
chain recovery in coronavirus times—Plan for now and 
the Future,” McKinsey, March 18, 2020, www.mckinsey.
com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/supply-
chain-recovery-in-coronavirus-times-plan-for-now-
and-the-future; thomas Y. choi, dale rogers, and Bindiya 
Vakil, “coronavirus is a Wake-up call for Supply chain 
Management,” Harvard Business Review, March 27, 2020, 
https://hbr.org/2020/03/coronavirus-is-a-wake-up-call-for-
supply-chain-management.

New Ways of Working
How might coVid-19 impact the staffing overall? 
organizations that cut staff in the pandemic 
may decide not to re-hire to previous staffing 
levels, or they may rely more on contract workers. 
organizations that discovered that they could 
be agile and pivot quickly to adapt to new 
challenges may find that way of working essential 
to continued success. leaner staffs and the need 
for organizations to adapt more quickly to change 
may shift employer focus from how many hours 
an employee works to how productive they are. 
Workers may need to learn how to work more 
effectively across organizational silos and as part 
of organizational workflows versus departmental 
workflows.29 

◆	For discussion

•	How	has	the	pandemic	changed	the	nature	of	
work	at	our	institution?	

•	Are	some	of	those	changes	likely	to	become	
permanent	after	the	pandemic	ends?

•	How	did	we	respond	to	the	pandemic?	How	
effectively	did	we	pivot?	How	can	we	apply	
these	agile	workflows	post-pandemic?

29 rJ cheremond, “9 Future of Work trends Post-
coVid-19,” gartner, June 8, 2020, www.gartner.com/
smarterwithgartner/9-future-of-work-trends-post-covid-19; 
Joshua Kim, “Will coVid-19 Permanently Shift How Higher 
ed thinks about remote Work?,” Inside Higher Education, 
March 16, 2020, www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-
innovation/will-covid-19-permanently-shift-how-higher-ed-
thinks-about-remote-work.

http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/will-covid-19-permanently-shift-how-higher-ed-thinks-about-remote-work
http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/will-covid-19-permanently-shift-how-higher-ed-thinks-about-remote-work
http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/will-covid-19-permanently-shift-how-higher-ed-thinks-about-remote-work
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COVID-19’s Impacts on Higher Ed: Economic
the current pandemic may have lasting effects long after coVid-19 is eradicated, in the period to come that some are calling the “great reset.”  
among many economic changes that may take place, we might expect the following:

 » the recession brought on by the pandemic will continue to have deep 
effects. at institutions, staff furloughs, layoffs, and pay cuts may 
continue until colleges and universities regain sound financial 
footing. institutions may offer more retirement incentives 
to help pare their staffs. colleges and universities that have 
learned to run more efficiently during the pandemic may 
springboard on those efforts to offer quality education at lower 
prices with leaner operations.

 » the pivot to greater reliance on online learning means that 
institutions will need to develop different financial models based on 
that modality, in terms of both income and expenses. Studies show 
that students taking online courses expect to pay less than if they 
were learning face-to-face; colleges and universities can expect that 
continued downward pressure on tuition. 

 » in the short term, at least, restricted access to university campuses 
will constrict revenues reaped from athletics and from auxiliary 
enterprises like special events and summer camps.

 » While many students may not have the money for college, 
unemployment may prompt more students to seek additional training. 
there may be more interest in skills training and certificate programs. 
to save money, students may elect to study closer to home. increased 
numbers of students may need more financial aid. recruiting 
international students—and reaping the benefits of the higher tuition 
they usually pay—will be a challenge.

 Food for Thought 
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 » the rise of online learning may fuel faster inroads into the higher 
education market from the private sector, potentially undercutting 
any competitive edge that colleges and universities have enjoyed. 
Some experts speculate that prominent universities will capitalize on 
online learning to become mega-institutions, perhaps at the expense 
of regional and lesser known colleges and universities.

 » overall, competition to enroll students will become more intense. as 
the pool of traditional-aged students shrinks, institutions will more 
aggressively seek to serve the needs of adult and working students. 
Fewer students may seek a residential learning experience.

 » the pandemic, social unrest, and the recession may drive more colleges 
and universities to merge, partner, or at least to consider deeper 
collaborations—what one university leader calls “strategic optioning.”

 » driven by employer needs for workplace skills, pathways to skills development other than degree programs will become more commonplace. employer 
needs will increasingly drive the curriculum in universities.

 » university towns and their economies may be impacted by staff and financial cutbacks at institutions and from campuses with fewer people in 
attendance or in residence.30

30  diane adame, “another revenue Hit For colleges: canceled Summer camps,” nPr, July 16, 2020, www.npr.org/2020/07/16/891335534/another-revenue-hit-for-colleges-cancelled-summer-
camps; lexi anderson and tom Keily, “the need for upskilling and reskilling in a time of crisis,” education commission of the States, June 22, 2020, https://ednote.ecs.org/the-need-for-
upskilling-and-reskilling-in-a-time-of-crisis; andrew dePietro, “Here’s a look at the impact of coronavirus (coVid-19) on colleges and universities in the u.S.,” Forbes, april 30, 2020, www.
forbes.com/sites/andrewdepietro/2020/04/30/impact-coronavirus-covid-19-colleges-universities/#5c20d2d661a6; Sean gallagher, “it’s the dawning of a new day in the Job Market. Here’s 
What that Means for Higher ed,” EdSurge, april 3, 2020, www.edsurge.com/news/2020-04-03-it-s-the-dawning-of-a-new-day-in-the-job-market-here-s-what-that-means-for-higher-
ed; Scott galloway, “the coming disruption,” New York Magazine, May 11, 2020, https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/05/scott-galloway-future-of-college.html; Vijay govindarajan and 
anup Srivastava, “What the Shift to Virtual learning could Mean for the Future of Higher ed,” Harvard Business Review, March 31, 2020 , https://hbr.org/2020/03/what-the-shift-to-virtual-
learning-could-mean-for-the-future-of-higher-ed; Michael Hill, “With no Students, Small college town Worries over Future,” (Minneapolis) Star Tribune/Associated Press, June 21, 2020, 
www.startribune.com/with-no-students-small-college-town-worries-over-future/571407432; emma Jones and Joretta nelson, “the emerging role of institutional identity in Partnerships & 
Mergers” (blog posting), Credo, July 2, 2020, www.credohighered.com/blog/the-emerging-role-of-institutional-identity-in-partnerships-mergers; Melissa S. Kearney and Phillip levine Monday, 
“Half a Million Fewer children? the coming coVid Baby Bust,” Brookings institution, June 15, 2020, www.brookings.edu/research/half-a-million-fewer-children-the-coming-covid-baby-bust; 
aaron lacey, “coVid-19: is there a Silver lining for Higher education?,” Jd Supra, March 31, 2020, www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/covid-19-is-there-a-silver-lining-for-47831; daniel Mcgraw, 
Shawn Hubler and dan levin, “as the Virus deepens Financial trouble, colleges turn to layoffs,” New York Times, July 16, 2020, www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/us/coronavirus-college-faculty-
layoffs.html; Phillip oliff and laura Pontari, “How the Pandemic could alter government Higher education Spending,” Pew charitable trusts, May 18, 2020, www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-
and-analysis/articles/2020/05/18/how-the-pandemic-could-alter-government-higher-education-spending; Scott Pulsipher, “Pandemic-driven Progress: 3 innovations Higher ed needs now,” 
Forbes, July 15, 2020, www.forbes.com/sites/scottpulsipher/2020/07/15/pandemic-driven-progress-3-innovations-higher-ed-needs-now/#69da9b29722d, www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-
and-analysis/articles/2020/05/18/how-the-pandemic-could-alter-government-higher-education-spending; Brian rosenberg, “How Should colleges Prepare for a Post-Pandemic World?,” 
The Chronicle of Higher Education, april 13, 2020 ,www.chronicle.com/article/how-should-colleges-prepare-for-a-post-pandemic-world; raymond Scheppach, “Plummeting tax revenues 
Will Put governors in tough Budget Situations,” Governing, april 14, 2020, www.governing.com/finance/Plummeting-tax-revenues-Will-Put-governors-in-tough-Budget-Situations.html; 
dian Schaffhauser, “ Public universities, ccs likely to Benefit from Fall Shifts in enrollment,” Campus Technology, July 14, 2020, https://campustechnology.com/articles/2020/07/14/public-
universities-ccs-likely-to-benefit-from-fall-shifts-in-enrollment.aspx; Viggo Stacey, “Five Year recovery Period Predicted for global Student Mobility,” The PIE News, March 25, 2020, https://
thepienews.com/news/five-year-recovery-period-predicted-for-global-student-mobility; Strada education network, “Five trends Postsecondary education leaders need to Watch this Fall,” 
Inside Higher Education, July 19, 2020, https://insidehighered.com/sponsored/five-trends-postsecondary-education-leaders-need-watch-fall; Wesley Whistle, “What a likely recession 
Means For Higher education,” Forbes, april 6 2020, www.forbes.com/sites/wesleywhistle/2020/04/06/what-a-likely-recession-means-for-higher-education/#7a3a86486f83. 
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 » Summarizing the stark effects that coVid-19 has had on student finances, one administrator recently said that the pandemic had propelled many 
students “from chronic precarity to immediate emergency.” Without work study and with layoffs from jobs in the private sector, many students saw 
their already meager incomes shrivel. Post-coVid-19, institutions may need to pay more attention to basic student needs like food and housing.31 

 » the pandemic has made tuition more fluid. Some institutions have had to freeze or discount tuition. income from international students is uncertain. 
“in the last few months, most colleges have lost much of their pricing power,” one expert said.32 Meanwhile, authorities in australia announced a bold 
restructuring of tuition rates. reflecting demand for jobs, tuition in fields such as SteM and health care will go down, while students pursuing degrees 
in the humanities and the law can expect to pay more.33

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	each	of	these	trends	affect	our	institution?

•	What	steps	should	we	be	taking	now	to	prepare	for	such	trends?		
What	should	we	be	doing	differently?

•	Should	we	be	tracking	any	other	related	trends?

31 robin derosa, “Practitioner Perspectives: oer and a call for equity,” new england Board of Higher education, July 6, 2020, https://nebhe.org/journal/practitioner-perspectives-oer-and-a-
call-for-equity. 

32 Jeremy Bauer-Wolf, “colleges Pull Back tuition increases as Pressure to Manage costs Mounts,” Education Dive, May 20, 2020, https://www.educationdive.com/news/colleges-pull-back-
tuition-increases-as-pressure-to-manage-costs-mounts/578336; Meghan Mangrum, “utc to offer discounted tuition to Students from 9 neighboring States Starting this Fall,” Chattanooga 
Times Free Press, February 15, 2020, www.timesfreepress.com/news/local/story/2020/feb/15/utc-offer-discounted-tuitistudents-nine-neigh/515810; Bob Van Voris and Janet lorin, “angry 
undergrads are Suing colleges for Billions in refunds,” Bloomberg, May 1, 2020, www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-01/angry-undergrads-studying-online-sue-for-billions-in-
refunds; neal Freyman, “Higher ed Will never Be the Same,” Morning Brew, May 15, 2020, www.morningbrew.com/daily/stories/2020/05/15/higher-ed-will-never.html.

33 Paul Karp, “australian university Fees to double for Some arts courses, but Fall for SteM Subjects,” The Guardian, June 18, 2020, www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jun/19/
australian-university-fees-arts-stem-science-maths-nursing-teaching-humanities.
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Cloning Around
“as more physical assets become software-enabled, a new model is needed to operate them,” asserts 
a paper from iBM. one solution? Virtual clones. the paper says that by using predictive analytics and a 
“digital twin” version of a physical asset, organizations can “anticipate how an asset is operating today, 
when it might fail in the future, and under what conditions.” the paper says that by helping to drive “a 
new level of reliability by performing data analysis on physical assets,” a digital twin model supports 
predictive planning, proactive management, and better decisions about equipment.34

◆	For discussion

•	As	our	institution	invests	in	more	technology,	including	devices	related	
to	the	internet	of	things,	do	we	over	rely	on	time-based	cycles	and	
manufacturer	recommendations	for	maintenance?

•	Could	we	adopt	a	“digital	twin”	model	and	use	the	power	of	
data	analytics	and	artificial	intelligence	to	monitor	devices	
virtually—as	a	means	to	optimize	their	efficiency	
and	gain	insights	about	how	best	to	purchase	and	
maintain	equipment?

•	If	we	were	to	rely	more	extensively	on	a	“digital	
twin”	model,	what	would	be	the	implications	for	
staffing	and	staff	training?

34 Joe Berti, Kay Murphy, and terrence o’Hanlon, “a new Model for connected assets,” iBM, June 2020, www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/connected-operations.

environmentalTrends
In this Section:

•	cloning physical assets

•	Storing sustainable energy

•	applying circular economy thinking 

•	Pondering civilizations beyond Planet earth

•	Facing a water crisis

•	Bringing outdoor air in

•	Migrating from urban areas

•	Keeping social distancing practices

http://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/connected-operations
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Advances in Sustainable Energy
“clean” technologies like solar panels, wind turbines, and batteries continue to become incrementally 
better. at the same time, new, next-generation technologies are starting to emerge. “Marine solar” is based 
on offshore floating solar farms. “Molten salt reactors” could offer a lower-radiation alternative to nuclear 
reactors based on solid fuel. “dynamic export cables” could significantly improve the amount of energy 
collected from wind turbines floating in the ocean.35 “Pumped thermal electricity storage” could work well 
for large-scale storage of renewable energy.36

  Deeper Dive: 
Not	enough	hydrogen—another	potential	alternative	energy	source—exists	naturally,	so	it	has	to	be	
produced.	Scientists	are	now	looking	beyond	so-called	“gray	hydrogen,”	produced	from	fossil	fuels,	to	
“blue	hydrogen,”	made	using	non-renewable	energy	sources	such	as	nuclear.	But	the	ultimate	holy	grail	
is	“green	hydrogen,”	generated	from	renewable	sources	such	as	solar	or	wind	without	producing	carbon	
emissions.	The	European	Union	has	prioritized	renewable	hydrogen	as	one	cornerstone	of	its	plan	to	
transition	Europe	to	green	energy.37

◆	For discussion

•	How	is	our	institution	currently	using	alternative	energy	sources	such	as	wind	and	solar?	

•	Which	alternative	energy	sources	would	be	good	candidates	to	fulfill	our	institution’s	energy	needs?

•	How	might	green	hydrogen	help	our	institution	advance	its	goals	to	further	reduce	its	carbon	footprint?	

35 Jason deign, “emerging energy technologies to Watch out for in 2020,” december 3, 2019, greentech Media (gtM),  
www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/5-emerging-energy-technologies-to-watch-out-for-in-2020.

36 antoine Koen and Pau Farres antunez, “How Heat can Be used to Store renewable energy,” The Conversation, February 25, 2020, 
https://theconversation.com/how-heat-can-be-used-to-store-renewable-energy-130549.

37 goda naujokaitytė, “Hopes that Hydrogen can Power eu’s climate-neutral economy,” ScienceBusiness, July 9, 2020, https://
sciencebusiness.net/framework-programmes/news/hopes-hydrogen-can-power-eus-climate-neutral-economy; noé van Hulst, 
“the clean Hydrogen Future Has already Begun,” international energy agency, april 23, 2019, www.iea.org/commentaries/the-
clean-hydrogen-future-has-already-begun.

Coming Full Circle
in contrast to the “take-make-dispose” 
model, a circular economy reuses and recycles 
materials, water, and energy. the benefits are 
both environmental and financial, and more 
organizations are taking notice. the european 
commission’s “circular economy action Plan” 
is a building block of the european green deal, 
europe’s agenda for sustainable growth. Stateside, 
the uS chamber of commerce Foundation is also 
an advocate of a circular economy. While some 
universities have curricula and research focused on 
it, higher education has yet to fully apply circular 
economy thinking to campus management.38

 » What components of a circular economy 
model does our institution already have? 

 » How might our institution introduce more 
circular thinking into its business practices?

 » How can we do more to educate learners about 
the circular economy and get our institution’s 
communities more engaged in circular 
practices?

38 u.S. chamber of commerce, “circular economy could Save 
great lakes region up to $5 Billion” (press release), tuesday, 
January 28, 2020, https://www.uschamber.com/press-
release/circular-economy-could-save-great-lakes-region-5-
billion; european commission, “eu circular economy action 
Plan” (website, undated), https://ec.europa.eu/environment/
circular-economy; Joan Manuel F.Mendoza, alejandro 
gallego-Schmid, and adisa azapagic, “a Methodological 
Framework for the implementation of circular economy 
thinking in Higher education institutions: towards 
Sustainable campus Management,” Journal of Cleaner 
Production, Volume 226, July 20, 2019, www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652619311370.
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This Is Kinda Out There
We usually ground items for Trends solidly 
on Planet earth, but a recent study of a more 
extraterrestrial nature gave us reason to pause. 
Based on “galactic star formation histories, 
metallicity distributions, and the likelihood of stars 
hosting earth-like planets in their habitable zones,” 
scientists recently published a paper suggesting 
that there could be “at least a few dozen active 
civilizations” in our galaxy. likely more than 17,000 
light-years from earth, such civilizations are 
impossible for humans to communicate with—at 
least with current technology.39

◆	For discussion

•	Does	our	institution	focus	too	narrowly	on	our	
immediate	environment,	perhaps	overlooking	
broader,	more	far-reaching	perspectives	that	
could	inform	bolder	approaches	to	problem-
solving?

•	How	well	do	we	prepare	our	learners	to	think	
beyond	their	own	individual	universes?

•	Could	our	institution	one	day	serve	learners	
beyond	the	confines	of	Planet	Earth?	What	
might	that	entail?	In	the	meantime,	for	now,	
how	can	we	best	connect	with	new	pools	of	
terrestrial	learners	beyond	our	immediate	
region	and	expose	our	learners	to	perspectives	
other	than	their	own?

39 Brooks Hays, “dozens of extraterrestrial civilizations likely 
exist in the universe, Scientists Say,” uPi, June 15, 2020, 
www.upi.com/Science_news/2020/06/15/dozens-of-
extraterrestrial-civilizations-likely-exist-in-the-universe-
scientists-say/2991592226402; tom Westby and christopher 
J. conselice, “the astrobiological copernican Weak and 
Strong limits for intelligent life,” The Astrophysical Journal, 
Volume 896, number 1, June 15, 2020, https://iopscience.iop.
org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/ab8225.

Water, Water (Not) Everywhere
When we turn on the tap, we likely don’t think of water as a finite resource. But the World economic Forum 
says the global water crisis is the fourth major threat to civilization. By 2025, two-thirds of the population 
world-wide could be water-stressed. in the uS, water shortages already challenge states such as new 
Mexico, california, arizona, and colorado. in other areas, water quality is a concern—as evidenced by events 
in Flint, Michigan—due to aging water infrastructure and pollution of water sources. Yet another concern is 
the rising cost of water, with high water bills disproportionately affecting income-challenged populations.40

◆	For discussion

•	In	what	ways	could	our	institution	face	a	water	shortage?	How	would	it	impact	us?

•	What	is	our	institution	doing	to	conserve	water?	How	can	we	improve	our	wastewater	management?

•	What	steps	should	our	institution	be	taking	today	to	prepare	for	future	water	shortages?

40 nina lakhani, “Millions of americans can’t afford Water, as Bills rise 80% in a decade,” Guardian US/Consumer Reports, June 23, 
2020, ww.consumerreports.org/personal-finance/millions-of-americans-cant-afford-water-as-bills-rise-80-percent-in-a-decade; 
andreea Sterea, “the looming u.S. Water crisis,” Foreign Policy In Focus, institute for Policy Studies, december 18, 2019, https://
fpif.org/the-looming-u-s-water-crisis. 
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Sometimes You Need a Good Vent 
among the myriad ramifications of coVid-19, 
building managers have their eyes on ventilation 
systems. While it is not yet clear exactly how the 
coronavirus spreads in the air, building managers 
are examining how they can bring as much outdoor 
air into a building as possible, and perhaps filter 
or treat that air more than they do now. (that’s 
contrary to earlier design philosophy that sought 
to make buildings as airtight as possible—and 
led to “sick building syndrome.”) apart from 
considerations around the virus, there is evidence 
that more outdoor air in a building reduces health 
challenges and boosts individual productivity.41

◆	For discussion

•	Has	our	institution	reviewed	its	HVAC	systems	
comprehensively	in	the	context	of	COVID-19?

•	Are	our	HVAC	systems	adequate	to	handle	
more	incoming	outside	air	as	well	as	increased	
air	flow	from	stronger	air	filters?	Should	
we	invest	in	new	technology	like	ultraviolet	
purification	systems?

•	In	addition	to	mechanical	changes,	do	we	need	
new	policies	regarding	use	of	HVAC	systems,	
such	as	those	that	govern	how	many	people	
should	be	in	a	given	room	at	a	given	time?

41 erik ofgang, “How Ventilation Systems are Being upgraded for 
Back to School,” tech & learning university, July 10, 2020, www.
techlearninguniversity.com/how-to/how-ventilation-systems-
are-being-upgraded-for-back-to-school; Stephanie Balgeman, 
Ben Meigs, Stephan Mohr, arvid niemöller, and Paolo Spranzi, 
“can HVac Systems Help Prevent transmission of coVid-19?,” 
McKinsey, July 9, 2020, www.mckinsey.com/industries/
advanced-electronics/our-insights/can-hvac-systems-help-
prevent-transmission-of-covid-19; Mohammad Hosseini, reza 
Fouladi-Fard, and rahim aali, “coVid-19 Pandemic and Sick 
Building Syndrome,” Indoor and Built Environment, June 2020, 
www.researchgate.net/publication/342487160_coVid-19_
pandemic_and_sick_building_syndrome.

Give Me Wide Open Spaces
take public health concerns about coVid-19 and add 
more acceptance of teleworking and one effect might 
be an exodus from urban areas. law enforcement 
actions against protests in cities may also prompt 
some city dwellers to move. “Megacities” may lose 
population to smaller communities. Simultaneously, 
we may see changes in city planning. outdoor 
spaces might be more popular than ever. Public 
transportation might see less use, and more 
individual cars might clog city streets. roads may be 
converted to pedestrian walkways, and individuals 
may continue to rethink their use of public spaces 
such as restaurants and theaters.42

◆	For discussion

•	How	would	a	large	population	shift	from	urban	
to	suburban,	small	town,	or	rural	areas	impact	
our	institution?

•	Could	our	institution	adapt	its	enrollment	
strategies	to	position	itself	to	capitalize	on	
shifting	population	centers?

•	How	will	changes	in	urban	planning	affect	our	
institution?	Will	students,	faculty,	and	staff	
expect	more	outdoor	spaces?

42 neal Freyman, “the Future of cities,” Morning Brew, april 24, 
2020, www.morningbrew.com/daily/stories/2020/04/24/future-
cities?utm_source=morning_brew; geoffrey garrett, “the 
Post-coVid-19 World Will Be less global and less urban,” 
Knowledge at Wharton, May 13, 2020, https://knowledge.
wharton.upenn.edu/faculty/ggarrett; edward Helmore, “So 
long, new York: Pandemic and Protests Spark new exodus to 
Suburbs,” The Guardian, June 12, 2020, www.theguardian.com/
us-news/2020/jun/12/new-york-exodus-suburbs-remote-
working-pandemic-protestsimpactlab; lara Sorokanichlo, 
“Six experts on How We’ll live, Work, and Play in cities after 
coVid-19,” Fast Company, June 16, 2020, www.fastcompany.
com/90506247/six-experts-on-how-well-live-work-and-play-
in-cities-after-covid; greg rosalsky, “What is the Future of 
cities?,” nPr Planet Money, May 19, 2020, ww.npr.org/sections/
money/2020/05/19/858068115/what-is-the-future-of-cities.

Going the Social Distance
From offices to arenas to public transportation, 
new safety protocols for areas where people 
congregate will likely be the norm for some time to 
come. even after there is a vaccine for coVid-19, 
the habits of social distancing may be hard to 
break. office staff may eschew shared desks 
and open areas where many people congregate. 
Plexiglass barriers and signs directing people to 
maintain social distance might remain the norm. 
employers may want to stagger work shifts to 
leave fewer people on-site at any given time. 43

◆	For discussion

•	What	COVID-19-era	physical	precautions—like	
social	distance	signage—might	our	institution	
want	to	keep	in	place	after	the	pandemic	for	
the	sake	of	student	and	staff	safety?

•	What	did	we	learn	from	adapting	learning	
environments,	social	spaces,	residence	halls,	
and	offices	for	social	distancing?	How	can	that	
inform	how	we	design	spaces	in	the	future?

•	What	will	students,	faculty,	and	staff	expect	
from	spaces	post-COVID-19?

43 Brodie Boland, aaron de Smet, rob Palter, and aditya Sanghvi, 
“reimagining the office and Work life after coVid-19,” 
McKinsey & company, June 8, 2020, www.mckinsey.com/
business-functions/organization/our-insights/reimagining-
the-office-and-work-life-after-covid-19; lewis dartnell, “the 
covid-19 changes that could last long-term,” BBc, June 29, 
2020, www.bbc.com/future/article/20200629-which-lockdown-
changes-are-here-to-stay; Vicus Partners, “6 office design 
trends in Post-covid-19 World,” undated, https://vicuspartners.
com/articles/6-office-design-trends-post-covid-19. 
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http://www.morningbrew.com/daily/stories/2020/04/24/future-cities?utm_source=morning_brew
http://www.morningbrew.com/daily/stories/2020/04/24/future-cities?utm_source=morning_brew
https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/faculty/ggarrett
https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/faculty/ggarrett
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/12/new-york-exodus-suburbs-remote-working-pandemic-protests
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/12/new-york-exodus-suburbs-remote-working-pandemic-protests
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/12/new-york-exodus-suburbs-remote-working-pandemic-protests
https://www.fastcompany.com/user/larasorokanich
http://www.fastcompany.com/90506247/six-experts-on-how-well-live-work-and-play-in-cities-after-covid
http://www.fastcompany.com/90506247/six-experts-on-how-well-live-work-and-play-in-cities-after-covid
http://www.fastcompany.com/90506247/six-experts-on-how-well-live-work-and-play-in-cities-after-covid
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https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/aaron-de-smet
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/robert-palter
https://www.mckinsey.com/our-people/aditya-sanghvi
http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/reimagining-the-office-and-work-life-after-covid-19
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COVID-19’s Impacts on Higher Ed: Environment
the current pandemic may have lasting effects long after coVid-19 is eradicated, in the period to 
come that some are calling the “great reset.” among many environmental changes that may take 
place, we might expect the following:

 » organizations with leaner staffs and more employees working off-site may consolidate and shrink 
the space they devote to offices. institutions may have smaller physical presences. Fewer offices 
will be built, and existing office buildings may be underpopulated. Supply chains and staffing 
availability for new construction may continue to be disrupted. Building design will change to 
accommodate factors like better ventilation and the diminished need for individual offices.

 » on campuses, designs for learning and social spaces may evolve. expect technology to replace 
what today are common personal interactions in spaces like lobbies. Buildings will have more 
automatic doors, touchless elevator buttons, and similar elements. For individuals who learned 
new behaviors in the pandemic, residence halls and group spaces may need to continue to 
accommodate some form of social distancing.44

 » the financial impact of coVid-19 might make more students homeless. even before the 
pandemic, a 2018 study found that 9 percent of university students and 12 percent of community 
college students are homeless. even more students were housing insecure (36 and 46 percent, 
respectively). Some universities are building housing just for their homeless learners.45

 » While coVid-19 might have curbed campus building construction, there is evidence that 
capital projects at colleges and universities were slowing even before the pandemic. a survey of 
architectural, engineering, and construction firms conducted in March 2020, found that nearly a 
third (31.1 percent) saw a decrease in education-related proposals in the first quarter of 2020. 
University Business postulated that “if activity after the last recession is any indication, the 
education market may be slower to bounce back compared to other industries.”46

44 “impact of coVid-19 on capital Projects, construction Programs,” undated, www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/advisory/
articles/impact-of-covid-19-on-capital-projects-and-construction-programs.html; cindy Villarreal, “design considerations 
for Supporting Student resiliency,” Spaces4learning, June 23, 2020, https://spaces4learning.com/articles/2020/06/23/
design-considerations-for-Supporting-Student-resiliency-in-Higher-ed.aspx. 

45 charlotte West, “colleges Start looking for Ways to House and Feed their Students Who are Homeless,” The Hechinger 
Report, March 18, 2019, https://hechingerreport.org/colleges-start-looking-for-ways-to-house-and-feed-their-students-
who-are-homeless. 

46 Melissa ezarik, “education construction lag not new to coronavirus crisis,” University Business, april 17, 2020, https://
universitybusiness.com/education-construction-lag-not-new-to-coronavirus-crisis. 

 Food for Thought 

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	each	of	these	trends	affect	our	
institution?

•	What	steps	should	we	be	taking	now	to	prepare	
for	such	trends?	What	should	we	be	doing	
differently?

•	Should	we	be	tracking	any	other	related	trends?

https://spaces4learning.com/Articles/2020/06/23/Design-Considerations-for-Supporting-Student-Resiliency-in-Higher-Ed.aspx
https://spaces4learning.com/Articles/2020/06/23/Design-Considerations-for-Supporting-Student-Resiliency-in-Higher-Ed.aspx
https://hechingerreport.org/colleges-start-looking-for-ways-to-house-and-feed-their-students-who-are-homeless.%20%20/
https://hechingerreport.org/colleges-start-looking-for-ways-to-house-and-feed-their-students-who-are-homeless.%20%20/
https://universitybusiness.com/education-construction-lag-not-new-to-coronavirus-crisis
https://universitybusiness.com/education-construction-lag-not-new-to-coronavirus-crisis


© The Society for College and University Planning Trends for Higher Education     Fall 2020     25

PoliticalTrends

The New World Order?
“Managing geopolitical risk begins with 
understanding the source of geopolitical 
disruption,” say experts at the firm eY. 
in particular, they say, three geopolitical 
undercurrents particularly bear watching. one is “global re-balancing,” in which uS dominance is eroding and, as a result, we may be moving to a “multipolar 
world” where different world powers maintain their own “spheres of influence.” a second trend: Western democracy is being challenged by “alternative 
political systems” that are proving effective in addressing global challenges. another key factor: the Fourth industrial revolution (4ir), in which big data, 
analytics, and technology may “disrupt industry structures, wealth distribution, and labor markets” while also “reshuffling” the existing geopolitical order.47

◆	For discussion

•	In	disparate	areas	such	as	research	opportunities	and	international	student	enrollment,	how	do	current	trends	in	geopolitical	disruption	affect	our	
institution?	How	might	they	affect	our	institution	in	the	near	future?

•	How	could	the	Fourth	Industrial	Revolution	disrupt	higher	education	and	our	institution’s	business	models?	What	steps	should	our	institution	be	taking		
in	response?	

•	How	well	are	we	contributing	to	societal	knowledge	and	understanding	of	current	geopolitical	trends,	including	how	they	affect	our	region	and	state?

47 Jon Shames and Kyle lawless, “How companies can navigate the transformative age in geopolitics,” eY, January 22, 2020, www.ey.com/en_lu/geostrategy/how-companies-can-navigate-the-
transformative-age-in-geopolitics.

In this Section:

•	Shuffling the new World order

•	leaning toward fascism

•	Voting under a cloud

•	Supporting state learning initiatives

•	Funding infrastructure

•	expanding accreditation geography

•	looking for the good side of 
coVid-19
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Are We the Baddies?
is america under threat of fascism? Yes, according to Yale philosophy professor Jason Stanley, author 
of How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them. He points out multiple examples of how President 
trump practices fascist politics, and discusses how america became vulnerable to fascism—the 
“erosion and deterioration of democratic institutions” under the influence of money, a partisan judiciary, 
“catastrophic failures by elites” like the iraq War and the great recession, and a media environment 
that “leaned into scandal and entertainment.” 48

◆	For discussion

•	To	what	extent	are	fascist	politics	evident	in	our	institution’s	environment	and	community?

•	What	more	can	our	institution	do	to	counter	fascist	politics	and	ideology?

•	In	our	curricula	and	extra-curricular	activities,	does	our	institution	do	enough	to	educate	learners	
and	the	broader	community	about	the	dangers	of	fascism?

48 Madeleine Brand, “are americans living in a Fascist State?” (interview with Jason Stanley, KcrW), July 20, 2020, https://www.
kcrw.com/news/shows/press-play-with-madeleine-brand/portland-protests-john-lewis-fascism.

But At Least We Don’t Have 
Hanging Chads, Right? Right?
election experts are sounding the alarm about 
the november 2020 election, and it’s not just 
because of coVid-19. the coronavirus has “laid 
bare the cracks in [the uS electoral] system,” one 
voting expert has said. even before coVid-19 
disrupted voting-as-usual, elections have been 
plagued by delays, errors, and issues thanks to 
malfunctioning equipment, foreign interference 
(including disinformation and hacking), and 
suppression of Black and latinx voters.49

◆	For discussion

•	What	election	issues	does	our	region	face?	
Are	there	particular	populations	or	areas	
targeted	by	voter	suppression?

•	What	specific	actions	can	our	institution	take	
to	help	shore	up	or	assure	voting	integrity	in	
our	region?

•	How	well	does	our	institution	educate	our	
learners	and	our	regional	communities	about	
the	importance	of	electoral	integrity?

49 adam Harris, “the Voting disaster ahead,” The Atlantic, 
June 20, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/
archive/2020/06/voter-suppression-novembers-looming-
election-crisis/613408; Matt Vasilogambros, “ election 
experts Warn of november disaster,” Pew charitable 
trusts, July 8, 2020, www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-
analysis/blogs/stateline/2020/07/08/election-experts-
warn-of-november-disaster. 

https://www.kcrw.com/people/madeleine-brand
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State Workforce Initiatives
arguing that “the future of work is here,” a report from the national governors association observes that as of 2020, “more than one-third of job skills required for 
most jobs in 2016 have already been replaced by new technologies, particularly by automation.” to meet current and future workforce needs, the report suggests, 
states should build statewide ecosystems that support lifelong learning and “innovate teaching and learning models to close the digital skills gap.” another 
strategy: increase investments to help workers succeed with a focus on tools like financial aid, career advice and information, portable credentials, and “flexibility 
to succeed in the gig economy.”50

◆	For discussion

•	What	workforce	initiatives	is	our	state	or	region	undertaking?

•	How	well	are	our	academic	programs	aligned	with	employer	needs		
for	skillsets?

•	Could	and	should	we	be	doing	more	to	offer	credential	programs,	retraining	
for	displaced	workers,	and	lifelong	workplace-focused	learning?

Infrastructure Spending Be ‘Dammed’
By one estimate, the backlog of needed spending on public infrastructure in 
the uS now totals some $2 trillion. in 2009, the federal american recovery and 
reinvestment act included spending for infrastructure as part of a strategy 
for national recovery from the great recession. congressional legislation 
to address the economic fallout from the coVd-19 pandemic, however, 
has so far focused mostly on job recovery rather than capital projects. 
Stimulus programs in china, the european union, and Japan, by contrast, 
have all included infrastructure investment. Funding national infrastructure 
improvements will continue to be a challenge for national leaders no matter 
which candidate wins the White House in november 2020.51

◆	For discussion

•	If	Congress	allocates	funding	for	infrastructure,	how	might	that	impact	our	institution?

•	What	infrastructure	projects	in	our	region	are	most	pressing	to	be	addressed?	Do	any	pose	a	risk	to	the	safety	of	our	students,	faculty,	and	staff?

•	How	would	a	major	infrastructure	spending	bill	affect	our	enrollments?	Can	we	expect	an	increased	need	for	civil	engineers,	construction	workers,	etc.?

50 national governors association, “reimagining Workforce Policy in the age of disruption: a State guide for Preparing the Future Workforce now,” July 2020, www.nga.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/
ngaStateguide_FWn.pdf.

51 Jared Katseff, Shannon Peloquin, Michael rooney, and todd Wintner, “reimagining infrastructure in the united States: How to Build Better,” McKinsey & company, July 6, 2020, www.mckinsey.com/
industries/capital-projects-and-infrastructure/our-insights/reimagining-infrastructure-in-the-united-states-how-to-build-better.

http://www.nga.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/NGAStateGuide_FWN.pdf
http://www.nga.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/NGAStateGuide_FWN.pdf
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The Geography of Accreditation 
in July of this year, the Middle States commission 
on Higher education announced plans to open its 
membership beyond its traditional geographic 
region, which has focused largely on universities 
from new York to the district of columbia. 
earlier this year, another accrediting body, the 
Western association of Schools and colleges, 
also announced plans to open accreditation to 
institutions outside its traditional region. those 
seismic shifts in accreditation practices were 
made possible through new regulations issued 
as part of Secretary of education Betsy deVos’s 
“rethink Higher education” agenda that were 
designed in part to “reduce regulatory burden” for 
colleges and universities.52

◆	For discussion

•	How	will	our	institution	be	affected	by	new	
regulations	around	accreditation?

•	Could	the	new	regulations	change	and	
perhaps	streamline	the	way	our	institution	
manages	its	side	of	the	accreditation	
process?

•	Could	the	new	regulations	give	our	institution	
added	flexibility	for	starting	new	programs,	
perhaps	under	the	aegis	of	an	accrediting	
body	other	than	our	traditional	accreditor?

52 doug lederman, “another regional accreditor goes (More) 
national,” Inside Higher Education, July 14, 2020, www.
insidehighered.com/news/2020/07/14/middle-states-
agency-will-accredit-colleges-around-country-and-world; 
u.S. department of education, “Secretary deVos Finalizes 
Higher education regulations that Promote innovation, 
Protect Students, and reduce regulatory Burden” (press 
release), october 31, 2019, www.ed.gov/news/press-
releases/secretary-devos-finalizes-higher-education-
regulations-promote-innovation-protect-students-and-
reduce-regulatory-burden.

Can Any Good Come From COVID-19?
even while coVid-19 casts its dark cloud, some experts predict that there may be a few positive trends 
in our reaction to the pandemic. Society may look with renewed favor on the power of “big government” 
to play a major role in solving large-scale problems. We may see renewed trust in institutions—like 
universities—and in science. a psychologist from columbia university suggests that our experience 
with the coronavirus “has the potential to break america out of the 50-plus year pattern of escalating 
political and cultural polarization we have been trapped in.” a sociologist from new York university 
predicts that our experience in the pandemic will lead society to make substantial new investments in 
public goods—for health, especially—and public services. another observer predicts that coVid-19 will 
spark a “return to faith in serious experts.”53 

◆	For discussion

•	Looking	ahead	to	a	post-COVID	era,	what	positive	changes	might	the	pandemic	bring	to	our	
university?

•	How	can	our	institution	nurture	public	trust	in	experts	and	institutions?

•	If	society	changes	for	the	better	after	the	pandemic,	how	can	we	support	that	change	and	nurture	
better	future	citizens	through	our	teaching	and	learning?

53 Politico Magazine, “coronavirus Will change the World Permanently. Here’s How,” March 19, 2020, www.politico.com/news/
magazine/2020/03/19/coronavirus-effect-economy-life-society-analysis-covid-135579; Scott Pulsipher, “Pandemic-driven 
Progress: 3 innovations Higher ed needs now,” Forbes, July 15, 2020, www.forbes.com/sites/scottpulsipher/2020/07/15/
pandemic-driven-progress-3-innovations-higher-ed-needs-now/#69da9b29722.
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COVID-19’s Impacts on Higher Ed: Political
the current pandemic may have lasting effects long after coVid-19 
is eradicated, in the period to come that some are calling the “great 
reset.” among many political changes that may take place, we might 
expect the following:

 » regulations pertaining to higher education, including rules 
guiding online education, credentials, and accreditation, may 
ease as lawmakers seek to spark more innovation, support cost 
efficiencies, and advance access in higher education. through 
policies for financial aid and other supports, lawmakers may do 
more to sustain competency-based education, credentials other 
than degrees, adult education, and lifelong learning. 

 » universities should expect to feel continued pressure—from 
lawmakers, businesses, parents, and learners—to align their 
programs and curricula more closely with the skills needed in the 
workplace. 

 » lawmakers and businesses will look more favorably on new 
technologies that capture and share records of student learning, 
particularly tools that track outcomes rather than just inputs like 
credit hours earned.54

 » the pandemic may continue to bring more lawsuits from students 
seeking refunds of tuition and fees after their university switched 
from teaching in classrooms to online learning. as of May 2020, no 
fewer than 100 class action lawsuits had been initiated. Federal 
leaders may pass legislation barring such suits.54 

 Food for Thought 

54 andrew Keshner, “at least 100 lawsuits Have Been Filed by Students Seeking college 
refunds—and they open Some thorny Questions,” MarketWatch, May 22, 2020, www.
marketwatch.com/story/unprecedented-lawsuits-from-students-suing-colleges-amid-
the-coronavirus-outbreak-raise-3-thorny-questions-for-higher-education-2020-05-21; 
Kery Murakami, “dispute over Measure on Suing colleges,” Inside Higher Education, July 
20, 2020, www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/07/20/republicans-make-it-harder-sue-
colleges-coronavirus 
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 » a “solutions brief” from the college Board advocates for 
future legislation that supports “the most promising and 
effective approaches” as well as for increased accountability 
and transparency from education providers. other goals 
are encouraging private-public collaboration “to ensure 
postsecondary education and training providers are aligning 
their education and training offerings with marketable, in-
demand job skills” and policies and practices that help more 
learners complete college.55

 » lawmakers have recently been interested in the economic 
impact that coVid-19 had on colleges and universities, as well 
as whether institutions can operate safely during the pandemic. 
going forward, they will likely ask how institutions spent funds 
they received through the careS act. also on legislators’ minds: 
the efficacy of online learning and the future of international 
students at uS colleges and universities.56 

 » depending on the results of the november 2020 elections, 
restrictions on international students in the united States—
to say nothing of coVid-19-affected travel—may continue 
to have an impact on the many institutions that rely on 
international students for revenues. conversely, changes in 
federal policies could ease such restrictions.57 

◆	For discussion

•	How	might	each	of	these	trends	affect	our	institution?

•	What	steps	should	we	be	taking	now	to	prepare	for	such	trends?	
What	should	we	be	doing	differently?

•	Should	we	be	tracking	any	other	related	trends?

55 college Board, “developing the Future Workforce: revitalizing Postsecondary education and 
training after coVid-19” (Solutions Brief), undated (released July 21, 2020), www.ced.org/
pdf/tcB-ced-2020-Solutions-Brief-developing-Future-Workforce.pdf.

56 rebecca Koenig, “can colleges reopen? 7 Questions From congress as it considers More 
Higher ed Support,” EdSurge, July 8, 2020, www.edsurge.com/news/2020-07-08-can-
colleges-reopen-7-questions-from-congress-as-it-considers-more-higher-ed-support.  

57 Jeremy Bauer-Wolf, “colleges Brace for another attempt at enrollment limits on Foreign 
Students,” educationdive, July 15, 2020, www.educationdive.com/news/colleges-brace-
for-another-attempt-at-enrollment-limits-on-foreign-students/581662; emma Whitford, 
“international Students Banned From online-only instruction,” Inside Higher Education, July 
7, 2020, www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/07/07/department-homeland-security-rule-
bans-international-students-online-only; american council on education, letter to Senators 
Mcconnell and Schumer, april 9, 2020, www.acenet.edu/documents/letter-Senate-Higher-
ed-Supplemental-request-040920.pdf.



Advancing Racial Justice
in the wake of george Floyd’s death, universities are taking new steps to advance racial justice through curricula, 
policies, name changes, and research. 

g. gabrielle Starr, president of Pomona college, says upholding “the light of knowledge” is “one of the best hopes for 
humanity.” one of many institutional leaders who is speaking out, Starr says “each of our disciplines offers something 
central to that hope.”58 

 » Prairie View a&M university created a center for race and Justice and will require all incoming students to take a 
course on the history of race.59 

 » Boston university started a center on antiracist research.60

 » Yale university and many other institutions have changed names of buildings and schools to remove their 
association with individuals whose beliefs or behaviors do not align with or reflect contemporary values. Many other 
institutions are considering similar changes. Such renaming extends also to government buildings, street names, and 
even commercial products. industries have changed commonly used terminology that could be construed as sexist 
or racist.61

But many students, faculty, and activists say that universities aren’t taking actions that will make a meaningful change. 
rather than addressing brutality and racism in campus policing or funding cuts to ethnic-studies programs, it’s more 
“focus groups, town halls, anti-racism reading lists, testimonials of hurt, confessions of guilt”—“busywork.” Higher 
education has committed itself to diversity for years, but measurable progress toward racial justice—both within and 
without higher education—has not been made.62 

When the journal Nature asked Black scientists what they want from colleagues and their institutions, one respondent 
said that given that white colleagues “have the most power” and “benefit the most from racism and lack of diversity, it 
is therefore [their] job to fix the system.” Specific suggestions: “create a welcoming environment,” make opportunities 
for difficult conversations, commit to diverse hiring, and be more transparent when hiring for leadership posts.63

◆	For discussion

•	What	actions	are	we	taking	to	achieve	racial	justice?	How	are	we	addressing	the	specific	issues	raised	by	the	Black	
Lives	Matter	movement?

•	What	is	our	institution’s	history	of	anti-Black	racism?	How	has	our	institution	contributed	and	upheld	structural,	
institutional,	and	systemic	racism,	both	in	the	past	and	today?	How	can	we	right	these	wrongs?

•	What	does	it	take	to	graduate	a	white	student	who	is	an	anti-racist?	What	changes	do	we	need	to	make	to	our	
curriculum,	activities,	support	services,	etc.?
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About Trends
demographic shifts. Political changes. Social movements. the evolution of technology. these all affect 
your institution. ScuP’s Trends for Higher Education helps you and your institution stay on top of the 
major changes in the world around you. How? We scan a wide range of sources and identify significant 
trends and movements outside of higher education. We help you anticipate how these trends might 
affect your institution.

How can you use Trends?
Inform	your	environmental	scanning	or	SWOT	analysis	•	Support	strategic	planning	efforts 
Discuss	the	future	of	higher	education	•	Serve	as	evidence	to	support	your	budget	requests 
Assist	in	program	prioritization	•	Help	develop	new	curricula

Join the Conversation
it’s impossible for us to identify every issue you may need to consider.  
What did we miss? What did we get wrong? tell us!  
Email	trends@scup.org	•	tweet	@Plan4HigherEd	#scuptrends	•	www.scup.org/trends

About SCUP 

at ScuP, we believe that by uniting higher education leaders, we can meet the rapid pace of 

change and competition, advancing each institution as it shapes and defines its future. through 

connection, learning, and expanded conversation, we help create integrated planning solutions 

that will unleash the promise and potential of higher education.
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