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Measuring the success of mergers and 
embeddings of ATS member schools
BY STEPHEN R. GRAHAM

One of the most significant trends 
across The Association of Theological 
Schools (ATS) in recent decades has 
been the growing percentage of 
schools merged with or embedded in 
a peer or host institution. Nearly half 
of the 70 schools that have joined 
ATS since 2010 aATS since 2010 are embedded. In ad-
dition, during that same period, 42 
historically “stand alone” schools 
have merged with or embedded in 

number of reasons for this general attitude, and there 

are significant parallels between general higher educa-

tion and graduate theological education that are worthy 

of exploration.2 

FFrom 2010–24, 15 percent of ATS member schools 

were involved in some form of significant structural 

change, merging with other member schools, or being 

embedded into a “host” institution.

This study analyzes 20 This study analyzes 20 examples of mergers and affilia-

tions involving 33 member schools, revealing a number 

of characteristics of why such actions take place, the dif-

ferent forms they take, the challenges and benefits pos-

sible in such arrangements, the ongoing challenges 

within merged institutions, and why they are so difficult 

to accomplish.3

Why schools explore and implement 
mergers and affiliations

Among the 33 theological schools under consideration 

here, the factors named in the IHE study are relevant, 

but a vital additional factor is the theological character 

of theological schools. For the theological schools under 

study here, there are two primary reasons for exploring 

https://www.insidehighered.com/sites/default/files/2023-09/IHESpecialReport_Growing-Role-of-Mergers-in-Higher-Ed.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/sites/default/files/2023-09/IHESpecialReport_Growing-Role-of-Mergers-in-Higher-Ed.pdf
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and implementing mergers and affiliations: continuing 

and enhancing the schools’ theological missions, and 

dealing with financial stress. Financial shortfalls, often re-

lated to declining enrollment, threaten the mission. Nev-

ertheless, institutional survival, faculty agenda, alumni 

satisfaction, and even financial vitality, while important, 

take a secondary place to the primary focus on fulfilling 

each school’s distinctieach school’s distinctive mission.

Every ATS member school exists because of a mission, 

usually crafted over decades, and in some cases more 

than a century, to prepare people for a wide range of roles 

in religious leadership. Though often very similar, each 

school’s mission has been implemented within a distinc-

tive context and shaped to address particular needs. The 

desire to continue each school’s mission is deeply woven 

into its culture in the face of the ongoing and often deepinto its culture in the face of the ongoing and often deep-

ening challenges over recent decades. There are many 

reasons behind this tenacity, not the least of which is a 

theologically grounded conviction that the school’s mis-

sion serves, in its own distinctive way, the upbuilding of 

the realm of God. To steward the mission with its theolog-

ical foundations is a powerful motivation for those who 

serve theological schools, from administrators and facul-

ty, to alumni, board members, and donors. The mission 

inspires people to commitment that frequently involves 

personal sacrifice and reflects remarkable dedication.

What has happened within ATS

To find ways to continue the school’s mission is a power-

ful motivator. Schools that have merged or embedded 

universally name “mission fit” as crucial to the exploration 

and implementation of successful collaborations.4 

The situation of financial stress The situation of financial stress experienced by 29 of the 

33 schools became urgent, immediate, and unavoidable.5 

The financial strain is due to many factors: declining de-

nominational support as denominational resources con-

tract, increasing expenses related to a number of factors 

including deferred maintenance of aging and oversized 

facilities, changes in giving patterns as faithful donors age, 

increasing cost of benefits such as health insuincreasing cost of benefits such as health insurance, hous-

ing costs in some regions, and declining enrollments .

Over the past two decades, ATS data collected annually 

from member schools  reveal significant enrollment de-

clines in many, especially notable in most of the schools 

included in this study. Overall ATS student headcount de-

clined steadily from a high of more than 81,000 in 2006 to 

about 72,000 in 2014, a loss of roughly 10 percent. Be-

tween 2015 and 2025, annual headcount enrollment has 

grown slightly or remained steady, with an upward bump 

in 2018 due to adding Liberty Theological Seminary, which 

enrolled 5,000 students at that time.

During that same period, prior to each merger or embed-

ding of these 33 schools, in all but one whose numbers 

grew significantly, headcount enrollment declined be-

tween six percent and 86 percent, with an average decline 

of 50 percent, and a median decline of 49 percent. 

A further complicating reality is the shift in degree pro-

gram enrollment within institutions. In nearly all of these 

schools, enrollment in the three- or four-year Master of 

Divinity degree has declined, in some cases precipitously, 

and has been only partially replaced by enrollment in 

shorter two-year MA programs, resulting in a per-student 

loss of a year’s worth of tuition. A handful of the schools 

hhave increased enrollment in Doctor of Ministry pro-

grams, but most have declined in this category. In addition, 

a larger trend has been an increasing number of students 

who study part time, requiring larger headcount numbers 

to maintain full-time equivalents, another potential finan-

cial net loss. Finally, three schools in the group have sus-

tained headcount numbers, but each reported declines in 

master’s degree students offset by increases in non-de-

gree students, which, taken by itself, masks a significant 

loss of revenue.

Common challenges and benefits

Explorations of potential partners for merger or embed-

ding is usually expensive and time-consuming. It is also 

frequently the case that explorations that at first seem 

hopeful end in disappointment. Even when successful, 

mergers often include loss of autonomy and identity, espe-

cially if such issues are not clearly defined in policy. Some 

schools have needed to review and revise policies and 

practices within the first two or three years of the rela-

tionship. Trustees, alumni, and donors feel the loss of 

“their” school, and loyalties might fade. Of course, merging 
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and embedding can lead to greater financial stability only 

if the new structure reduces costs, usually including cuts 

in personnel. Reports of institutional changes within 

these 33 schools detail the painful aspects of such per-

sonnel reductions within institutions whose personal re-

lationships are often very close, and eliminated positions 

were often filled by people who may have served the in-

stitution faithfully for long periods of time. Faculty ex-

pressed concerns about workload increases, related to 

less quantifiable work in student formation and church 

responsibilities that were not valued by the host institu-

tion. Students also feel the loss and find it hard to under-

stand the reasons given for the change. Students might 

also experience student services that fail to address their 

distinctive circumstances and needs.

Yet, through mergers and affiliations, nearly all embed-

ding schools have realized financial benefits, including 

economies of scale. The theological schools are able to 

rely on host institutions for necessary services, such as 

business office, technology resources, facilities manage-

ment, fund development, registration and records, immi-

gration processes, and other services.6  

For the health of the relationship, it is important also to 

emphasize the contributions of the embedded theologi-

cal school to the health of the “host” institution. Many 

schools report renewed connections to sponsoring de-

nominations through the presence of the theological 

school. Others note the importance of faculty with partic-

ular expertise in theological, ethical, and spiritual disci

plines that address issues facing the college or university. 

In some cases, both the theological school and the host 

institution benefit from a greater diversification of offer-

ings within the university and enhanced collaboration 

among departments.

In some cases, property from the theological school, in-

cluding residential facilities and classrooms, are of benefit 

to the host institution. In others, the sale of unneeded 

property has provided financial assets to provide stability 

and progress toward economic equilibrium.

Leadership and mergers and affiliations

The IHE study of mergers asks why there have not been 

more mergers in higher education. The study notes that 

mergers are more frequent and widely discussed among 

for-profit businesses. Business regularly rewards those 

leaders who facilitate mergers with cash payments or 

stock. Boards consider the financial interests of share-

holders. “When two private entities merge . . . the people 

who are going to be losers get paid off.”7 

Of course, leaders in theological schools do not serOf course, leaders in theological schools do not serve for 

money or career. In any case, mergers in theological 

schools normally do not provide financial rewards for 

anyone. Nor are theological schools flush with time and 

money to spend exploring possible mergers. In fact, those 

leaders who lead a school into a merger usually are work-

ing themselves out of a job. Few leaders want to be known 

as the one who closed a school.as the one who closed a school.

In a number of cases among the schools under study, leaders 

of the institutions to be merged with or embedded into part-

ner institutions were nearing retirement or ready for a job 

transition. In several others, new presidents were hired with 

a mandate to rescue the school from financial challenges 

and given freedom to make substantial changes. In a few 

cases, senior administrators accepted positions in the host 

institution. In nearly institution. In nearly every case, circumstances demanded 

leaders with exceptional skills in relationships, communica-

tion, the ability to weather criticism, insights into gover-

nance structures and dynamics, and, not least, empathy.

Final reflections, measures of success

Were the changes successful? If success is measured by 

the ability to sustain the mission of the school, the answer 

is clearly “yes.” Though not without sacrifices of various 

kinds and painful consequences to some members of the 

theological school community, the mission of these 

schools has been sustained. The action has been success-

ful, especially if compared to the probable loss of the mis-

sion if existing trends were allowed to continue.

Likewise, if success involves achieving financial stability, 

the answer is also affirmative, though a more qualified 

“yes” given the ongoing financial challenges facing institu-

tions of higher education, including some of the host insti-

tutions that embedded theological schools. In many cases, 

the new structure provided immediate financial relief, but 

ongoing vigilance is necessary with attention to the larger 

forces at work in higher education and patterns of reliforces at work in higher education and patterns of reli-

gious adherence and practice in North America. 

-
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