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Introductio~ 

Student financi~l aid~ in the form of -scholarships or grants, loans, and work
study, has increased astronomically since the 1 950s, mainly due to federal g«?v
ernment initiatives. In 1979-80, student aid from federal programs alone was 
estimated .to be nearly $7 billion. (Van Dusen & O'Hearne, 1980). State,_ institlJ
ti()nal, and private student financial aid added considerably to the total. 

The size . of professional . and support staffs in financial aid offices has. failed 
to' keep pace with workload in large proportions of postsecondary institutions 
(Kates, et al.,. 1978). Attempts have been made to develop staffing formulas for 
the financial· aid office. (e.g., Morris, 1979). Rather than using the formula 
approach to the problem of inadequate staffing, this study' investigated staffing 
patterns by function in relation to, the selected' workload measure - numl;>er of 
finandal aid applicants ...... in a national sample of postsecondary institQ.tions. 
The results provide concrete data which financial aid administrators and others 
. maiy use to evaluate the adequacy of the numbers 9f staff in their financial aid 
offices. 

Design Of the Study . 
In May 1980 the NASFAA Committee on Institutional Management Services 

mailed <:t questionnaire on staffing patterns to the 1900 members of the national 
association, along with the ballot for President-elect. NASFAA members repre
senting 684 institutions returned the questionnaire, a response rate of 36 %. 

Public and private in_stitutions were represented in' proportion to their num
bers. in the nation a whole, but only 54 proprietary institutions were included.' 
'in the sample. The proportions of colleges and universities whose highest degree 
awarded was the Bachelor of Arts or the Doctor of Philosophy corresponded 
closely to national figures. However, community colleges were underrepresented 
and institutions granting the Master's degree were overrepresented in the 
sample. 

Kristin Anton is responsible for financial aid research at San Francisco State 
University where Ellis Gedney is Director of Financial Aid. Mr. Travers is 
Assistant Vic~ Chancellor for Student Services at the University of California, 
Berkeley and Mr. Urdzik is the Assistant Director of Financial Aid at the Uni
versity of California, Davis. 

-For the complete report; see "Report on the National Association of Student Finan
cial Aid Administrators' 1979-80 Survey of Staffing Patterns in Finand,al Aid Offices",. 
NASFAA, Washington, D.C., 1981. 
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In addition to characteristics of institutions( the questionnaire as'ked for 
dollars. administered per program, number of full-time-equivalent (ITE) staff 
by financial aid office function (1,3 functions), and .the degree of computer 
support by function: (nine types· of (compute:r: support).' Three. measures·· of 
workload were requested: number of financial aid applicants, number of need
based recipients, and total dollars administered. Number of applicants was 

. selected as. the workload measure. t9 categorize by size, then to relate to. number 
of staff and degree of computer Jsupport by function. It is assumed th~t the 
number of applicants generally reflects the size of the institution. 

Number of financial aid applicants was divided into 14 size categories, placed 
along the horizontal axis of each graph. Number of FTE staff (or degree of 
computer support) by function was placed· on the vertical axis. A curve related 
number of staff (or degree. of computer ~upport) to number of applicants. By 
exru;nining the curve on each function or automation chart, the reader may dis
cover how staffing levels . (or computer support) at his or her institution com
pare to those of other institutions with similar numbers of financial aid appli
cants. 

Findings. 
Table A displays the staffing matrix as it appeared on the questionnaire, with 

a summary of the results for the sample as a whole. Of the 684 institutions re
sponding to the survey, only 470 completed at least some part of the staffing.· 

. matrix. The average number of totai FTE staff for these instituitons was 1l.!5. 
The 200-plus institutions which did not complete the matrix were primarily· 
small colleges which had one- to two-person/financial aid offices. It is- evident 
from Table A that clerical support staff outnumber professional staff f~r most 
financial aid office functions. However, nearly all of the institutions which 
completed at least some portion of the staffing matrix (450 out of '470) indi
cated that tbeyhad professional counselors. Most of these institutions (446. out 
of 470) reported that the· P!ofessional staff per~orms needs analysis ~nd pack .. 
aging, while only one-fourth (118 out of 470) indicated clerical support for 
this function. Student employees, part~cularly work-study students, . augment 
support staff in a fraction of the institutions responding. 

The remainder of th,e findings relate staffing patterns and computer sttpport 
to workload (size categories of number of financial aid applicants). 

Economies of Scale 
A major goal of the effort to relate -number of staff to size of workload was to 

i4entify economies of scale. It is expected that there are lower unit costS (num
ber of staff per number of applicants) in larger. financial aid offices since. tlje 
costs of supervision. and management are spread over a larger number of em
ployees, and a larger staff allows for specialization of function and greater 
adjustments to peaks and valleys of worluoad. In addition, large~ financial aid 
offices are more likely than smaller offices to have developed computer· support 
for several functions. 

To identify economies of scale, an i~dex was created by computing the ratio 
of the number of staff to the number of applicants in one of the medium-sized 
categories of financial aid applicants: this'ratio or index number is assumed to 
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b~ the level of efficiency in an average-sized -financial aid office. The, IIlid~nt 
()f each category of financial ,aid applicants was then divided by the ~ndex 

" or In ex 
number to produce a series of points making up an "expected curve, 'al . 'fsceare 
of the ratio of number of staff to number of applicants. EconOmIes 0 

found where the actual curve dips below the expected curve. ' , d 
Comparing the expected curve with the actual c~e ,(Chart 1), it' can be note' 

th . f - 'I • ' th· here the curves at economIes 0 sca e mcrease somewhat after e porot w .th 
intersect (the index point), remain steady across' several size cat~~es, ;n 
increase again for the largest institutions. Overall, therefore, economIes of ~ e 
do exist in financial 'aid offices. Interesting questions for analysis by functI~n 
are: Which staff functions account for overall economies of scale? What ro e 
,does computer support play in staff savings? " th 

Although 13 staff functions and nine types of computer support f?~r:~ 
functions. were examined in the study, only a few of the findings are big Ig t 

ed here: ' 
List Of St'aff Functio~s and Types of Computer SfIlPPort 

Included in the 1979-80 NASFAA SurtJey , 

Staff Functions 
Student Record Maintenance 
Needs Analysis/Packaging 
Award Processing , 
Counseling 
,Loan Billing and Collection 
GSL Processing 
Enrollment Monitoring 
Work-Study Administration 
Student Placement 
Scholarship Processing 
Veterans' and 'Social 

'Security Processing 
Data Processing " 
Others (miscellaneous) 

Types of Computer Support 
Student Record Maintenance _ 

'Tracking 
Needs Analysis 
Packaging 
Award Letter \/ 
'Checks, Voucher production' 
Enrollment M01':litopng 
fund Control ReportS 
FISAP 

Computer S1.tpport in Financial Aid Offices 
The degree, to which financial aid Qffices use computer support depends 

greatly upon the size of their workload, as depicted below: 
FinancialAid Offices Using Computer S~ppO'l't 

for One or MOTe Functions 

Number of Financial 
Aid Applicants 

1-99 
100-599 
600-1,199 

1,200-1,899 
1,900-2,999 
3,000-4,\99 
4,200,:,5,499 
5,500-6,999 
7,000-8,999 
9,000-10,999 

1l,000·U,999 
14,000-17,999 
18,000-22,999 
23,000 or more 

Number of Institutions 
using Computer Support 

for One or More Functions 

, 

7 
61 
73 
29 
88 
M 
26 
15 
18 
11 
2 
6 
1 
5 

THE JOURNAL OF STUDENT FINANCIAL AID 

percent of . 
Insti!utions in the ~1Ze) 
Category (andtota n , 

35% (20) 
31% (199) 
67% (109) 
42% (69) 
79% (42) 
81% (42) 
96% (,2,1> 
94% ( 16) 
93% ( 14) 

100% ( 11) 
100% ( 2) 
86% ( 7) 

lpo% ( I) 
100% ( 6) 
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Not surprisingly, the nme automation charts by function revealed that larger. 
institutions. tend to use a· higher degree of computer support for more functions 
than smaller institutions do. Charts 3, 5, and 6 display the relationship between 
numbers of financial aid applicants and computer supp()rt fOJ'the functions of. 
student record maintenance, needs analysis, and packaging. . 

Data Analysis by Staff Function and Related Computer Support 
Two of the staff functions and related types of computer support have been 

selected for detailed presentation: student records maintenance and needs 
analysis/packaging. Student r.ecords maintenance was one of the first financfal 
aid office functions to be partially automated. Computerization enabled office 

. staffs to report aggregate statistics and to generate mailing labels. Computer 
support for needs analysis and packaging, on the other h~nd, has been much 
slower to develop. Relatively few institutions have computerized these complex 
procedures (see Charts 5 and 6). 

Student records maintenance is a major clerical function of the financial aid 
office. The staff applicant curve for this function closely parallels the curve for 
total FTE (compare C;hart ~ and Chart 2). However, economies of scafe are 
greater for' student record maintenance than for overall FTE in the largest 
institutions (11,000 or more applicants, with one . notable, excepti?u). This 
phenomenon is clearly related to the degree of computer support usually pro- \ 
vided whetl huge numbers of records must be pJ;ocessed. Except for the smallest 
institutions, more than half of the reporting financial aid offices use some fie
gree of computer support for student records maintenance (see Chart 3). The 
vast majority of the larger institutions use computer support for this function, 
and many of the largest ones use it to a high degree. . 

A major function of financial aid professionals and their support staff is to. 
assess student need, then allocate funds from grants, loans,and work-stud'y to 
meet that need. Chart 4 displays the staff applicant curve for needs analysis/ 
,packaging. The curve shows modest economies of scale for some of the medium
Sized, compared t9 small, institutions, and indicates dramatic fluctuations in 
staff for the larger institutions. In medium-sized institutions, economies of 
scale for needs analysis/packaging staff appear to be due to sizable amounts of 
computer support (see Charts 5 and 6). All except one of the 14 institutions in 
the largest four categories have small needs analysis! packaging staffs, compared 
to, numbers ,.of applicants, and generally use substantial computer support. A 
striking exception to this pattern, however, are the ten institutions in the 9,000-
10,999 category, which have large needs analysis/packaging staffs while enjoying 
~s much computer support as the medium-sized institutions. On' the other 
hand, the two institutions in the 1l,000-13,999 category have small needs anal
ysis/packaging staffs and use no computer support for either function. 

Needs analysis and packaging require the development of sophisticated soft
ware packages to conform to highly complex procedures. Although some insti
tutions have developed the software to combine grants, loans" and work-s~udy 
into packages that consistently implement institutional policies (Van Dusen Be 
O'Hearne, 1980), these survey results ; suggest that large institutions have not 
necessru;i1y done so any more successfully than medium and small institutions. 
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Economies of scale generally were found to be substantial and closely related 
to computer support for the remaining staff. functions as well. The support 
staff functions of award and scholarship processing, in particular, demonstrat
ed economies of scale. Counseling, a function of theprofessionaI staff, showed 
economies of scale in the middle size categories, 'but not for most of the largest 
size categories. 

Summary and Conclusions 
Previous studies have surveyed staffing patterns in some regions of the United 

States (Kates~ et aI., 1978; Morris, 1979). The national 1979-80 NASFAA sur
vey of staffing patterns focused on the relationships of staff size by function, 
and the degree of computerization of related functions, to numbers of financial 
aid applicants. In summary: 

Financial aid office staff. performing clerical and logistical functions were 
found to oumumber prqfessional staff. 

Some ·economies of scale were found, notably for support staff functions such 
asstud'ent records maintenance and award processing. 

Several relationships of economies of scale to degree of computerization were 
identified, particularly for' support staff functions. Complex tasks performed 
primarily by professionals are more difficult to automate. 

Computerization plays an important role in the staffing issue, . but tt is defi
nitely not a panacea for limi~ing the number of staff; there were many excep
tions to economies of scale among the larger institutions . which use consider
able computer support. Depending on the ease of automation,computenzation 

~I may quickly reduce the need for clerical work and improve accuracy, as for 
routine fl,1nctions like award letters. On the other hand, it may. require a great. 
deal of time to develop and implement, as for complex fUnctions like applica
tion tracking and the packaging of financial aid. 

In conclusion, this study qf staffing averages at institutions categorized by' 
numbers of financial aid applicants provides a gauge by which readers may 
evaluate their institutions" staffing levels. These concrete data are intend¢d to 
be useful to financial aid administrators and others in evaluating the adequacy 
of the numbers and types of their staff. 
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TABLE A. 
SUMMARY OF NASFAA STAFFING SURVEY RESULTS, 1979-80 

STAFFING MATRIX· 
. Clerical/ Student 

Professional Support Work-Study Non-Work-Study TOTAL 
Student Record 

Maintenance 
Needs Analysis/ 

Packaging 
Award Processing 
Counseling 
Loan Billing/ 

Collection 
GSL Processing 
Enrollment 

Monitoring 
Work-Study 

Administration 
Student Placement 
Scholarship 

Processing 
Veterans and 

Social Security 
Data Proce~ing 
Other (combined) 

TOTAL 
FTE'snot 

281: .86 

446: .81 
852: .51 
450: .8.9 

156: ..42 
889.: .82 

220: .25 

876: .B7 
224: .41 

886: .81 

186: .85 
208: .41 
148: .98, 

469: 8.99 

420: .98 

118~ .89 
827: .78 
225: .54 

182: .78 
8li: .52 

262:.88 

281: .45 
154: .48 

286: .47 

9Q~ ~52 
194: .81 
180: 1.84 

455: 4.89 

808: 1.48 

86-: 1.81 
180: 1.04 
88: '1.,08 

46: .88 
111: .78 

116: .45 

149: .65 
70: .91 

72: .59 

84:.78 
90: .91 
75: 1.68 

827: 4.05 

74: .~ 

22: .62 
81: .51 
28: .52 

9: .• 54 
25: .62 

'24: .19 

26: .45 
24: .68 

18: .26 

11: .76 
28: ~50 
20: .71 

113: 1.68 

462: 2.17 

456: 1.16 
452: 1.29 
454: US7 

208: 1.08 
481: .87 

371: .5:7 

420: .89 
279: .88 

890: .67 

169: :/1 
266: 1.26 
196: 2.82 

470: 11.85 

allocated··· 107: 1.51 77: '1.66 84: 2.05 10: .96 . 107: 8.44 
:'Each entry consists of two numbers, separated by a colon. The first is the total 
.. number of institutions which responded' in that space. The ,second is the' average 

number of,FTE's entered by those institutions. 
"Some institutions failed to allocate FTE's by function; these figures, then, represent 

FTE's allocated only by position. They are not included iIi the totals on the line 
above. 

Prepared by M. Kong, California Institute of Technology. 
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STUDENT RECORD MAINTENANGE STAFF , 
- Total FTE .for· Institutions by Number of Financial Aid Applicants . 
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CHART 3 

STUDENT RECORD MAINTENANCE· 

Degree of Automation Among Financial Aid Offices Using Computer Support for SRM 
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