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Postsecondary schools across the country, especially research 
universities, are facing large federal funding cuts. Meanwhile, 
to help relieve its tightening budget, Colorado’s government 
is expected to diminish the share of state spending it allocates 
to higher education. These circumstances will force schools 
to either raise revenue from other sources, like tuition, or cut 
costs; diminished state support, however, alongside negligible 
enrollment growth over the last two decades, renders the 
former mostly impractical.

Fortunately, there is evidence that at least some of Colorado’s 
schools can overcome these threats by cutting administrative 
costs or duplicative services. Dual-mission institutions, 
which combine the functions of a four-year university and a 
community college, are growing in number in other states and 
have proven effective at managing costs by avoiding redundant 
spending. Simpler solutions may also be available in cases like 
that of the Auraria Campus, whose central administrative body 
has raised its spending far faster than its tenant institutions have 
raised their spending on education.

INTRODUCTION

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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	• Only three schools in Colorado, Colorado Mesa University, Adams State University, and 
Colorado Mountain College, are currently authorized to operate as dual-mission institutions.

	• This report estimates potential cost savings for dual-mission institutions in Colorado based on 
experiences in Utah, which has robust and representative data.

	> Dual-mission institutions in Utah require 30% less funding from taxes than two-year 
schools and 31% less than four-year schools.

	• By creating two new dual-mission institutions out of existing schools in Denver and Pueblo, 
Colorado could save $25 million in state funds per year.

	> This is more than double the amount cut from higher education to balance the FY26 state 
budget ($12 million) and enough to cover years’ worth of federal cuts to CSU-Pueblo and 
community colleges.

	• The Auraria Campus initially hosted a community college (CCD), a four-year open-access 
university (MSU), and a graduate school (UCD). Over ensuing years, those institutions 
broadened their scopes, duplicating some of their functions and raising costs.

	• AHEC, the non-educational administrative arm of the Auraria Campus, spent $68 million in 
FY25, up from just $42 million in FY21. Spending growth by the three schools that share the 
Auraria Campus was slower and, in the case of CU Denver, negative.

	> If overlapping functions of AHEC were devolved to the schools, cutting out inefficiencies 
inherent in the Auraria Campus’ administrative structure, more than $1 million in savings 
could be found.

KEY FINDINGS

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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Dual-mission Institutions
Currently, Colorado has three dual-mission institutions: Adams State University, Colorado Mesa 
University, and Colorado Mountain College. Colorado Mountain College, the largest of these, is a network 
of 11 disparate campuses scattered across the Rockies; as a result, the combined experience of these 
three institutions offers little in the way of example for traditional schools.i Utah, however, has three dual-
mission universities which, along with Adams State and Colorado Mesa, offer a solid basis for evaluating 
the prospects of potential new dual-mission schools in Colorado. A 2018 report by one of these, Weber 
State University, found that, by spending more efficiently than their peers, the three schools required 15% 
less state funding per FTE (full-time equivalent) enrollee than Utah’s community colleges and 36% less 
than its selective universities.ii State funding per degree awarded at those schools, likewise, was much 
lower. CSI’s analysis found similar results in data collected by the Utah System of Higher Education from 
2023, when dual-mission institutions required 30% less funding from taxes than two-year schools and 
31% less than four-year schools.iii 

The dual-mission model’s financial advantage is that of scale—a single body can perform administrative 
functions that would otherwise be devolved to multiple schools. Two single-mission institutions need two 
presidents, for example, where a dual-mission institution needs only one. If pairs of neighboring Colorado 
schools with complementary missions, like Community College of Denver with Metropolitan State 
University and Community College of Pueblo with CSU-Pueblo, consolidated, they could save millions  
of dollars on executive salaries alone.

SAVINGS

TABLE 1.

Total Executive Staff Salaries
Community College of Denver $1,008,882

Metropolitan State University $2,251,379

Community College of Pueblo $735,333

CSU-Pueblo $1,298,959

Potential savings: $1,744,215

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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According to data CSI received from the Joint Budget Committee, these four schools spend a total of 
$5.3 million on executive salaries. If they were to consolidate into two dual-mission institutions, retaining 
the larger school’s executive staff, they would be able to spend $1.7 million less. Through just this means, 
they would accommodate much of the anticipated reduction in state funding without cutting services to 
students or raising tuition.

Executive salaries represent 
only some of the money 
that dual-mission schools 
save. If Colorado could 
achieve results like Utah’s, 
its higher-education system 
would have the potential 
to save tens of millions of 
dollars without degrading 
student experiences. The 
rest of this report considers 
the same two pairings as 
above of community college 
and four-year university in 
Colorado that could operate 
more efficiently united as 
dual-mission institutions, 
commenting neither on the 
practicality, complexity, nor 
likelihood of such.

As a united dual-mission 
institution, Metropolitan 
State University of Denver 
and Community College 
of Denver could save a 
combined $21.7 million 
per year ($1,268 per FTE 
student) in state funds if 
Utah’s example holds. This 
amount would come from 
consolidating executive 
positions, administrative 
functions, student-support 
services, facilities, and other 
operations. CSU-Pueblo 

FIGURE 1.

FIGURE 2.

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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and Community College of Pueblo, though smaller than their analogues in Denver by a combined 
11,000 FTE students, could still save $3.4 million in total—itself nearly enough to cover three years’ 
worth of forthcoming federal cuts to CSU-Pueblo.iv v  The total state savings achieved by just these two 
hypothetical institutions, $25 million per year, is more than double the amount cut from higher education 
to balance the FY26 state budget.vi

Auraria Campus
In addition to the large and permanent savings that would occur by converting existing universities into 
dual-mission institutions, it may also be possible to draw substantial savings out of higher-education 
systems’ administrative budgets. If the financial problems currently facing Colorado’s postsecondary 
system are expected to pass quickly, reducing administrative waste may be the most prudent means that 
schools have of managing funding cuts, especially at the Auraria Campus in Denver. The Auraria Campus 
is a model unique in Colorado: it consists of three schools, University of Colorado Denver, Metropolitan 
State University of Denver, and Community College of Denver, sharing a campus under the administration 
of an independent body (AHEC) that collects usage fees from each. Notably, spending by AHEC has 
risen much more quickly over the last five years than has spending by the three schools.

AHEC, which provides no direct educational services to Auraria’s students, spent 62% more in  
FY25 than it did in FY21. This represents an increase of $26.1 million to its current level of $68.3 million,  
$28.4 million of which comes 
from state funds passed 
through the schools.vii Major 
capital-construction projects 
financed by legislative 
appropriations, like $40 
million for the new Auraria 
Campus Police Public Safety 
Facility, are not included in 
these spending data, but there 
may still be some one-time 
capital spending reflected 
in the increase; still, the data 
show rapid and steady growth 
throughout all of AHEC’s last 
five annual reports, which 
make no further distinction 
between capital construction 
and ongoing spending.

FIGURE 3.

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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Although AHEC has not yet published its FY26 budget, its share of state appropriations is set to increase 
again to $31.4 million.viii  There already appears to be some unease within the state government at this 
growth: during the 2025 legislative session, a bill was enacted that, effectively, launches an audit of 
AHEC’s spending practices with intent to reduce waste.ix 

This level of administrative expansion does not reflect the growth of the Auraria Campus itself, neither 
in terms of educational spending, which has grown at a slower rate, nor enrollment, which has fallen 
outright. If AHEC’s appropriation were reduced to its FY21 level, plus inflation, Colorado’s higher-
education system would save $2.5 million without reducing spending on classrooms by a single cent.  
If the functions of AHEC were devolved to the schools, cutting out inefficiencies inherent in the  
Auraria Campus’ administrative structure, the savings could be higher still, for example by eliminating 
duplicative executive roles as in the examples presented earlier in this report.

TABLE 2.

AHEC Executive Staff Salaries
Chief Executive Officer $362,358

Chief Financial Officer $246,332

Chief Administrative Officer/GC $208,362

Chief Operations Officer $174,204

Chief Activation Officer $166,283

Chief of Police $148,436

Chief of Staff $142,020

Deputy Chief of Campus Planning $144,648

Total: $1,592,643

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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Colorado’s colleges and universities are being squeezed by both 
federal funding cuts and shrinking state support. Schools cannot 
simply rely on tuition to bridge this new gap, since enrollment 
growth has been stagnant for two decades. Instead, they could 
create savings by becoming more efficient. 

Two-year and four-year schools, in the right geographical contexts, 
might consider what can be gained from consolidating—not just 
to serve more students, but to free-up spending. Dual-mission 
institutions are cost-saving by nature because they can operate at 
scale and guarantee close cooperation between their functions. The 
state has only three of these now, but the creation of just two more 
could save $25 million in state funds per year. 

Colleges and universities can also pay close attention to their payroll 
items to see where non-educational spending may be too large. The 
Auraria Campus, which hosts three schools, is a possible example 
of duplication and administrative overspending. Its managerial 
authority increased its spending by $26 million in the last four years, 
far faster than any of Auraria’s schools increased their educational 
spending. 

Tight budgetary times are painful, but they also present 
opportunities for organizations to realign with their missions and 
serve the public better. In the case of Colorado’s higher-education 
system, improving operations can create a pathway to real savings.

CONCLUSION

https://CommonSenseInstituteco.org
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