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Surging Student Populations Stress 
On-Campus Housing 
As student enrollment numbers continue to multiply, many states 
find that local colleges and universities struggle to provide enough 
dorm beds to keep up with burgeoning demand for on-campus 
housing. The National Student Housing Council (NSHC), a part of 
the National Multi Housing Council (NMHC), recently analyzed 
data from both the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. 
Census Bureau to identify areas where the shortages have 
become most acute. The analysis covered the 1999-2000 
academic year through the 2009-2010 academic year.    

Key takeaways from the analysis include: 

• Student enrollments increased nationally 38.7 percent 
from the start of the fall 1999-2000 academic year to the 
start of the 2009-2010 academic year. While every state 
saw enrollment increases, some states, such as Arizona, 
District of Columbia, Georgia, Iowa, Minnesota and West 
Virginia, experienced some of the greatest surges in 
enrollment.  
 

• As student populations have grown, many states are 
housing more students on campus in dorms. Nationally, 
the number of students who live in on-campus dorms 
grew approximately 21.4 percent. Arizona, Florida, 
Georgia, Hawaii and Utah experienced some of the 
biggest upticks in dorm population growth. 
 

• Despite net increases in the number of students housed 
in dorms, many states saw declines in the percentage of 
enrolled students living in dorms. This trend was most 
pronounced in the Midwest region, with Indiana, Iowa and 
North Dakota posting some of the largest drops.  
 

• Most states have been unable to maintain the same 
percentage of students housed in dorms as enrollment 
numbers have increased over time. Only five states 
(California, Florida, Hawaii, Maryland and Utah) have 
been able to provide enough additional dorm beds to 
maintain dorm residency levels against growing 
enrollments.  
 

Please see accompanying document for full data results. 

 
© This document may not be reproduced or 
retransmitted electronically, in whole or in part, without 
permission from the National Multi Housing Council. 
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Surging Student Populations Stress On-Campus Housing 
 
 
A powerful one-two combination of shifting demographic and economic factors has led to a surge in  
enrollment at many colleges and universities. At nearly 80 million strong, Gen Y has begun to come of 
age. More than 3 million high schoolers are expected to graduate every year until the 2018-2019  
academic year. At the same time, the Great Recession, which has disproportionately affected young  
people, is giving reason for many to pursue higher levels of education rather than traditional employment.  
 
However, as student enrollment numbers continue to multiply, many states find that local colleges and 
universities struggle to provide enough dorm beds to keep up with burgeoning demand for on-campus 
housing. The National Student Housing Council (NSHC), a part of the National Multi Housing Council 
(NMHC), recently analyzed data from both the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Census  
Bureau to identify areas where the need for more dorm space became most acute over the course of  
a decade.  
 
Based on a combination of factors—enrollment growth, percentage of students housed in on-campus 
dorms and dorm population growth—seven states, mostly in the Western and Midwestern regions, had 
some of the more serious on-campus housing shortages. Those states were Arizona, the District of Co-
lumbia, Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota, Nevada and Oregon. 
 
Additional student housing demand analysis revealed that not only were many states facing supply  
challenges but some were looking at a worsening demand-supply imbalance. In fact, nearly eight out  
of 10 states were unable to house the same percentage of their student populations in dorms in the 2009-
2010 academic year as they had during the 1999-2000 academic year. Moreover, some of the dorm bed 
deficits were significant; 13 states came up short in terms of housing the same percentage of the student 
population in dorms in 2009-2010 as in 1999-2000 by at least 10,000 students. 
 
While many states are losing the battle to house their growing student populations in on-campus housing, 
this increased demand for more beds is creating new prospects for apartment firms participating in the 
space. While local colleges and universities across the United States are moving to develop additional 
dorm facilities, many cannot keep pace with their expanding enrollments for a variety of fiscal and logisti-
cal reasons. This discrepancy creates new market opportunities for off-campus student housing at the 
same time some institutions are increasingly considering privatizing on-campus housing. Innovative stu-
dent housing solutions will be needed to meet this growing demand for student housing. 

 
 
Additional Notes 
The analysis focused on the timeframe between the 1999-2000 academic year and the 2009-2010 aca-
demic year and reflects the most recent government data available. It is important to recognize that an 
academic year spans portions of two calendar years, as certain data points included in the analysis may 
be dated slightly differently depending on when the government collected the data.   
 
Key data points include: 
 

• Number of students enrolled in degree-granting institutions by state (fall 1999 and fall 2009  
academic years) 

• Percentage change in the number of enrolled students by state (fall 1999 academic year to fall 
2009 academic year) 
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• Number of enrolled students living in dorms by state (students enrolled in the fall 1999 academic 
year and living in dorms in 2000 and students enrolled in the fall 2009 academic year and living in 
dorms in 2010) 

• Percentage of enrolled students living in dorms by state (students enrolled in the fall 1999 aca-
demic year and living in dorms in 2000 and students enrolled in the fall 2009 academic year and 
living in dorms in 2010) 

• Change in the percentage of enrolled students living in dorms by state (students enrolled in the 
fall 1999 academic year and living in dorms in 2000 and students enrolled in the fall 2009 aca-
demic year and living in dorms in 2010) 

 
In addition, the student housing data in this report pertains only to on-campus dormitories. While many 
colleges and universities also have on-campus apartments, they have been excluded from the govern-
ment data on the segment of the population living in group quarters that are housed in dormitories; there-
fore, they are not factored into the analysis. 
 
 
 
 

Full Analysis 
 
Student Enrollment on the Rise 
For a variety of demographic and economic reasons, student enrollments increased nationally between 
the 1999-2000 and 2009-2010 academic years. Every state in every region posted larger enrollment 
numbers, but some states such as Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio and Tex-
as experienced big surges in student enrollment populations, adding to, in many cases, already robust 
student populations. 
 
This trend was particularly evident in California and Texas. California, which started out with more than 
2.0 million students added 718,096 students to its enrollment numbers during the decade, boosting its 
enrollment by 35.6 percent. Texas grew its 990,000-plus student population by 457,281 students during 
the same timeframe, causing a 46.2 percent spike in its enrollment numbers.  
 
The storyline was similar for other populous states such as New York and Illinois. New York’s 26.3 per-
cent jump in student enrollment numbers was tied to an additional 268,613 people enrolling in colleges 
and universities in the state, bringing total enrollment to nearly 1.3 million. And in Illinois, student enroll-
ment grew from just over 733,000 to well over 900,000 students, marking a 22.9 percent increase be-
tween 1999-2000 and 2009-2010. 
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While it stands to reason that some of the most populous states in the country—California, Illinois, New 
York and Texas, for example—would have experienced some of the largest jumps in enrollment numbers, 
on a relative basis, other states saw student populations grow at a faster pace.  
 
From the start of the fall 1999-2000 academic year to the start of the 2009-2010 academic year, student 
enrollments increased nationally 38.7 percent. However, 16 states, mostly located in the Southern and 
Western regions, saw their student enrollments grow at a faster—and in some cases much faster—pace.  
 
On a regional basis, student enrollment growth in the Western region outpaced the national median, log-
ging an enrollment growth rate of 45.1 percent. The Southern region also outperformed the national me-
dian enrollment growth rate at 44.4 percent during the same time period. The median student enrollment 
rates for the Midwest and the Northeast both lagged the national median at 32.7 and 25.2 percent,  
respectively.  
 
But more interesting is some of the dramatic growth captured by a number of individual states. Student 
enrollment in Arizona, for example, skyrocketed 154.1 percent during the time period. Similarly, the Dis-
trict of Columbia and Iowa grew their student enrollment by 89.8 percent and 87.7 percent, respectively. 
Other noteworthy increases in student enrollment occurred in Georgia, Minnesota and West Virginia.  
 
 
  

      

Source: U.S. Department of Education 
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Source: U.S. Department of Education 
 
 
 
Growing Numbers of Dorm Residents 
As student populations have burgeoned, many states have seen their dorm populations grow as well. Na-
tionally, the number of students who lived in on-campus dorms grew 21.4 percent from 2000 to 2010.  
 
Overall, the Western and Southern regions experienced the biggest increases in dorm residents, posting 
dorm population growth of more than 22.0 percent from 2000-2010. Specifically in the West, Arizona, 
Hawaii and Utah saw their dorm populations shoot up roughly 60 percent or more during the same time 
frame. Other significant dorm population growth was evident in Arkansas, California, Florida, Georgia, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Hampshire, Texas, Vermont and Virginia. 
 
Only five states— Delaware, the District of Columbia, Idaho, Louisiana and Mississippi—posted declines 
in their dorm populations. 
  
But this increased demand poses some challenges. Many dorm facilities are at or nearing full capacity. 
According to a survey published in the May 2010 issue of Living on Campus, a special report from Col-
lege Planning & Management magazine, 42 percent of campus housing officers said they had too little 
residence hall space.  
 
Moreover, 30 percent of respondents indicated that their institutions currently had projects underway to 
increase the number of beds on campus while an additional 26 percent said there were plans in the works 
to grow on-campus bed counts within the following five years. However, budgeting constraints continue to 
be a major hurdle in pushing new construction and renovation projects forward.  
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Smaller Segments of Student Populations Housed in Dorms 
Despite net increases in the number of students housed in dorms, most states saw declines in the per-
centage of enrolled students living in dorms. While the availability and affordability of alternative on-
campus and off-campus housing may be a factor in this trend, the data also suggest that in some cases 
student populations grew faster than dorm capacity. 
 
This trend was quite pronounced in the Midwest region, as every state in the region experienced declines 
in the percentage of students housed in dorms. In particular, Indiana, Iowa and North Dakota posted sig-
nificant percentage drops as a greater share of their student populations found alternative housing. Other 
notable decreases in the share of students housed in dorms occurred in Delaware, the District of Colum-
bia, Idaho and Mississippi. 
 
Bucking that trend, however, were 11 states, mostly in the Northeastern region, where off-campus hous-
ing has historically been more expensive than in other regions, and, therefore, a possible contributing fac-
tor to the growth in the percentage of student populations living in dorms. 
 
 
 

 Sources: U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Census Bureau 
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 Sources: U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Census Bureau 

 Sources: U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Census Bureau 
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 Sources: U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Census Bureau 
 
 
 
The Makings of an On-Campus Student Housing Shortage 
Given the significance of these enrollment and dorm residency trends, NSHC looked to identify the states 
where the student housing deficit has the potential to be the most serious, by evaluating each state 
against a matrix of factors. States that had enrollment growth higher than the U.S. median, a decreasing 
percentage of students housed in on-campus dorms and a growth in the total number of dorm residents 
were classified as states most at risk for an on-campus student housing crisis.  
 
Seven states met the criteria. The Western and Midwestern regions had the largest number of states 
within that group—Arizona, Nevada and Oregon in the West; and Indiana, Iowa and Minnesota in the 
Midwest.  The District of Columbia rounded out the group. 
 
On-campus student housing was clearly a major issue for colleges and universities in the Western region. 
Nearly every state in the region exhibited two of the three evaluating characteristics; Hawaii was the only 
exception. However, just three exhibited all three trends. 
 
Although only the District of Columbia in the Southern region met all three evaluating factors, student 
housing was a concern for colleges and universities in the region. Thirteen out of the 17 states in the re-
gion met two of the three evaluating factors; moreover, most reported high enrollment growth and declin-
ing percentages of students housed on campus in dorms. Only Florida and Oklahoma exhibited just one 
of the trends. 
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 Southern Region Summary 

Western Region Summary 
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Similar to trends in the Western region, the Midwestern region also was significantly affected by on-
campus student housing issues. Three out of the 12 states in the region—Indiana, Iowa and Minnesota—
exhibited all three factors.  
 
However, unlike the Southern region, where bigger enrollment numbers came together with a decreasing 
share of the student population housed in on-campus dorms, big jumps in enrollment numbers were less 
of a factor for the majority of the states in the region. Of the seven states that met two criteria, every one 
indicated that it had growing numbers of dorm residents and shrinking shares of their student populations 
living in dorms; however, enrollment numbers weren’t increasing any faster than the national median. 
 
The Northeastern region provides a foil to some of the student housing trends exhibited by the Midwest-
ern, Southern and Western regions. None of the states registered all three trends; New Jersey, New York 
and Pennsylvania met two of the criteria. However, every state in the region indicated the total number of 
dorm residents increasing, even if enrollment trends were below median or the share of students housed 
in on-campus dorms was stable or, in some cases, increasing.  
 
Unlike the other regions, which are dominated by massive state university systems, the Northeastern re-
gion is much more fractionalized—an important differentiating factor that could have contributed to this 
regional divergence. While large state universities and college systems certainly exist in the region—New 
Jersey’s Rutgers University, Pennsylvania’s Penn State system, New York’s SUNY school system or 
Massachusetts’s UMass programs are all examples of that—smaller, private colleges and universities 
typically characterize the region.  

 
 
 

 

Midwestern Region Summary 
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On-Campus Student Housing Shortfall Severe in Some States 
While the previous analysis examined a matrix of factors to identify the states most likely to be encounter-
ing some degree of an on-campus student housing shortage, it’s important to gather some sense of how 
serious the problem has become. 
 
To get a gauge of how significant the student housing demand-supply imbalance was in each state, 
NSHC looked at how well states maintained status quo in terms of providing enough on-campus dorm 
housing to keep the same percentage of their student populations housed in dorms from 2000 to 2010. 
Using the number of dorm residents each state had in 2000, as well as the percentage of enrolled stu-
dents living in on-campus dorms at the time as a baseline, NHSC calculated how many students each 
state should have housed in dorms in 2010 based on that same percentage—and then compared that to 
what each state reported as their dorm populations in 2010. 
 
As discussed previously, during the period, 11 states were able to grow the share of their student popula-
tions living in on-campus dorms. However, the magnitude of the shortfalls in the other states was signifi-
cant. Thirteen states would have needed to house at least 10,000 additional students in dorms in the 
2009-2010 academic year to maintain the same percentage of students housed in dorms as they had  
during the 1999-2000 school year. 
 
 
 
 

Northeastern Region Summary 
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In the Western region, only California and Hawaii were able to continue to house the same percentage (or 
slightly more) of their student populations in on-campus dorms during the 2009-2010 academic year than 
in 2000. Arizona, on the other hand, would have needed to house 16,067 additional students in dorms to 
maintain a 5.3 percent dorm residency rate for 2009-2010. 
 
States in the Western region also posted some of the lowest 2000 dorm residency rates of all the regions. 
This could be attributed to the relative affordability and availability of off-campus housing in some of these 
states. 
 
More states in the Southern region posted significant shortfalls than in any other region. The District of 
Columbia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, Texas and Virginia all came up extremely short in terms 
of keeping the same percentage of their student populations housed in dorms over the course of the  
decade. 
 
The numbers were particularly staggering for the District of Columbia and North Carolina, both of which 
had some of the higher percentages of students housed in dorms in 2000 at 38.3 percent and 19.2 per-
cent, respectively. By the 2009-2010 school year, the District of Columbia would have needed to house 
28,283 additional students in dorms to maintain that share of its student population living in dorms. Simi-
larly, North Carolina would have needed to house an additional 19,433 students in on-campus dorms. 
 

Western Region Demand Calculation 
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Midwestern Region Demand Calculation 

Southern Region Demand Calculation 
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Similar to the Southern region, the Midwestern region also included a number of states with significant 
shortfalls in terms of maintaining their dorm residency rates. In fact, every state in the region housed 
nearly 1,000 fewer students in dorms than they should have if they had maintained the same dorm resi-
dency rate as they had in 2000.  
 
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Ohio and Minnesota had some of the most severe shortfalls. Iowa, for example, 
would have needed to house 32,714 additional students in dorms to stay on pace with the 22.0 percent 
dorm residency rate it had in 2000. In Indiana, that number was 24,703. 
 
The Midwestern region also had some of the higher dorm residency rates. Illinois, for example, had the 
lowest dorm residency rate of the region in 2000 at 12.3 percent; by comparison, Idaho had the second 
highest dorm residency rate of the Western region at 12.4 percent. High initial dorm residency rates in 
2000, coupled with a significant shortfall in maintaining that dorm share at the end of the decade, sug-
gests that these states may be struggling more with providing sufficient on-campus student housing  
options. 
 
Again, the Northeastern region was a bit of an aberration. While the region had the highest overall dorm 
residency rate of any region, only three states—New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania—registered a 
shortfall in maintaining dorm residency share. And of those three, only Pennsylvania had a significant 
shortfall. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Northeastern Region Demand Calculation 
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Conclusions 
Many states are struggling with an on-campus student housing shortage. Enrollments are rising, in some 
cases very quickly, and maxing out available dorm space. Although states are housing more students 
than ever in on-campus dorm facilities, they are struggling to maintain their dorm residency rates, as a 
percentage of their student enrollment populations. In fact, the difference between the number of students 
that should have been housed in on-campus dorms in 2009-2010, based on the dorm residency rates 
established for the academic year 1999-2000, in some cases topped tens of thousands of students. 
 
Given the fiscal constraints many colleges and universities are facing, it may be unreasonable to expect 
statewide dorm residency levels to keep pace with enrollment trends. However, the reality is that growing 
enrollment numbers are driving demand for student housing. And local colleges and universities are 
struggling to keep up with that increased demand. Consequently, this need for additional student hous-
ing—whether it be on campus or off campus—creates significant opportunity for apartment firms. 
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