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H
ow can a busy college president 
without a background in finance 
or accounting get an accurate 
picture of the institution’s overall 
financial health and identify areas 

of concern or weakness?
Is there a meaningful way to present 

complex financial information in an easily 
understood form to trustees and senior 
campus leaders?

Can comprehensive financial data for 
hundreds of colleges and universities be 
collected in a way that does not place a 
heavy reporting requirement on campus 
personnel; is presented in a compara-
tive format that is individualized for each 
institution; and is still meaningful for all 
institutions?

These were some of the questions the 
Council of Independent Colleges consid-
ered when developing its Financial Indica-
tors Tool (FIT), an annual benchmarking 
report prepared exclusively for CIC mem-
ber institutions, says Harold Hartley, senior 
vice president of CIC, Washington, D.C. 

The tool—which uses the Composite 
Financial Index (CFI) developed by Prager, 

Sealy & Co.; KPMG; and BearingPoint—
provides an overall picture of an institution’s 
financial health (see figure for an example 
of how the tool can be used). To allow com-
parability, CIC relies on data from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Integrated Post-
secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 
and the IRS Form 990 made available by 
GuideStar to arrive at the four core ratios—
primary reserve, viability, return on net 
assets, and net operating revenues—used to 
calculate the CFI. (See sidebar, “Benchmark-
ing Tool Provides National Comparisons.”)

FIT, first launched in 2005, distills 
the complex financial operations of a 
college or university into one concise 
report that helps presidents understand 
and explain the institution’s fiscal state 
to others, says Hartley. “Many presidents 
report that they have walked through this 
financial benchmarking report with their 
CFOs and other senior staff members 
for planning purposes. A number have 
also shared the report with their trustees 
as an accountability tool.” While some 
CFOs have long calculated the CFI score 
for their institutions, many have not had 
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figure Example of Composite Financial Index by Enrollment Size

Note: Data represent the Composite Financial Index (CFI) scores of 522 baccalaureate and 
master’s level private not-for-profit colleges and universities grouped by four enrollment size 
categories (represented by group medians). The “National” line represents the median scores of 
all 522 institutions. The “Sample” line represents a sample college’s scores. The CFI “Threshold” 
for financial viability is a score of 3. 

Source: Financial Indicators Tool (FIT), Council of Independent Colleges
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