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So who is this E book for?

This e-Book is a condensed overview of doing business with colleges and universities in 
the U.S. It’s for anyone interested in a quick intro to this large and relatively stable market.  

You’ll learn:

• The size of the U.S. Higher Education market

• Some key demographics and trends 

• How colleges are organized and managed

• Some of the main business areas and categories of this market

• The key conferences and tradeshows that provide access to this market
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The Difference between Colleges and Universities

You might be asking what’s the difference between colleges and universities; Colleges are 
smaller, offering four-year undergraduate degrees and two-year associate degrees. And 
community colleges only offer two-year associates degrees.  Universities are usually much 
larger and offer a wider variety of classes and degrees, than colleges, including masters 
and PhDs, and professional degrees like Medicine and Law.  Colleges and universities are 
collectively known as ‘higher education’.  To keep it simple, in the rest of this e-Book, we’ll 
just use ‘colleges’ to refer to all of the above.

Market Size

According to industry research group Ibis World, the size of the U.S. Higher Education 
market in 2020 was $528B.  The growth rate from the prior year was 1.7%, and the average 
growth rate from 2015-2020 was 2.6%. Every year there are around 20M students enrolled 
at U.S. Colleges and Universities.

In 2018, there were 14.53 million college 
students in the U.S. enrolled in public colleges 
and 5.12 million students enrolled in private 
colleges. These figures are expected to increase 
to 14.89 million and 5.22 million respectively by 
the year 2029. (Source: Statista.com)

There are around 4,000 U.S. colleges of all 
kinds, ranging from community colleges, to 
small private colleges to large mega campuses 
with over 50,000 students.

Over half of these colleges are small, with less 
than 2,000 students.

Students 
enrolled in 
public colleges
14.53 million

Students 
enrolled in 
private colleges
5.12 million

2018 US College Market Size
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Demographic Trends

56% of college students are now women, which reflects a long-running trend of increasing 
female enrollment. 

College students are increasing in racial 
diversity, along with the general population, 
with increases in Asian and multi-racial 
students, Hispanic and African American 
students.

An increasing number of students enrolled 
at colleges are non-traditional students, 
meaning they are over age 25.  47% of 
college students are now in this category.

Types of Colleges

Colleges are either public or private. Public colleges are essentially part of state 
governments, and get funding from their state. This makes them more affordable to state 
residents.  Private colleges are funded by tuition and endowments, which are gifts from 
private individuals, usually wealthy graduates. Many private colleges are also affiliated with 
a religious denomination. 
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College Academics and Auxiliary Services

All colleges have a faculty; that is, the academic departments that decide curriculum and 
deliver the educational product.  If you have an education-related product or service they’re 
your customers.  

But colleges also have extensive management and business support functions, known 
as auxiliary services, that support the delivery of an education. These services include 
housing, dining, retail - including bookstores, facilities-management, events, parking and 
transportation.  Increasingly, the funds made by auxiliary services are important to the 
running of a college.  Like dining, retail and housing. 

The quality of these services is important to the success of a college.  From a marketing 
viewpoint, they help a college stand out from other colleges. Facilities, dorms, foodservice 
and events are often as important to how students decide which college to attend (and 
remain at), as the college’s academic quality and reputation.  You could call it user 
experience (UX).

So, if you’re selling a product or service that can help a college improve this UX you need to 
find a way to reach out to these auxiliary services folks.

Ways to Sell to the College Market

There are many ways to market products and services to colleges. One of the best is to get 
involved with the trade associations that have been created to support different aspects of 
college management. 

These non-profits provide publications, support and national and regional conferences 
for education and networking for their members.  Besides memberships for the college 
professionals they serve, they usually also offer memberships to industry partners and 
suppliers.   
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Industry members can then also attend conferences which also have tradeshows where 
businesses can exhibit.

The key organization for the college auxiliary departments is the National Association of 
College Auxiliaries (NACAS). This organization is a good way to reach college business 
decision-makers for almost any product or service category that could be used by 
colleges.  This is for colleges of all sizes, both public and private.  NACAS has an annual 
conference and trade show and also regional meetings.  

The larger state college systems, like New York, Pennsylvania, California and others, also 
have organizations that serve the professionals that run their colleges. They also hold 
conferences and tradeshows which industry members can attend.  

Examples are the State Auxiliary Services Association (SASA) for the State Universities 
of New York (SUNY). And the Auxiliary Organizations Association (AOA) for the California 
State College system. 

In addition to the organizations mentioned, 
which target the overall management of 
colleges and support a wide array of college 
auxiliary services, there are also category-
specific organizations that support key 
functions like bookstores and dining services. 

The National Association of College Stores 
(NACS) is the organization for this aspect of 
college business.  This is for all the college 
book stores in the U.S.  And the National 
Association of College and University 
Foodservice (NACUFS) is the organization for 
college dining services of all types.

Both of these organizations have national 
and regional meetings and tradeshows, that 
businesses that support the associations can 
attend and exhibit at.
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Contract Management Companies

In addition to the above methods, if you want to sell to the college market you may end 
up needing to also approach contract management companies.  A large percentage of 
colleges, up to 50%, outsource some aspects of their auxiliary services, like retail and 
foodservice, to third-party contract management companies. 

Contract management companies specialize 
in performing a service, such as operating 
bookstores, for colleges. The leading 
contract bookstore companies for colleges 
are Barnes and Noble and Follett. 

The other key area that is often outsourced 
are college dining services. Compass Group, 
Sodexo, and Aramark are the leading three 
contract management companies for college 
dining services.  

Selling your products and services to these large outsourced companies is a different 
process from selling to the colleges themselves.  It is a complex and time-consuming 
process, and requires becoming an ‘approved vendor’. 
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Conclusion

Whether your product is software, or services, a new type of apparel for college stores or a 
new food concept for college dining, your success at selling to colleges will depend on the 
viability of your product or service.  Does it fill a gap in the market, solve a new problem or 
an old problem in a new way? Is it highly sought-after by students? 

Like most industries, colleges are being pulled into rapid change.  They are having to adapt 
to shifting expectations, costs and a declining student population.  But these changes also 
provide many openings for businesses that can help colleges imagine and create the new 
types of institutions, campuses and formats, that society will require and expect of them.

At MSource, we provide consulting and marketing services that help businesses reach the 
college market (and other markets).  Contact us to learn more.

Contact us for more information:
lionel@msourceideas.com

Tel: 914.406.9485
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