
Can Black Colleges Structure Themselves to Survive and Thrive? 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are a great resource to the African American 

community. But, many of these educational institutions are in danger of failing because they cannot 

financially sustain themselves. Moody’s Investors Service recently published a report that concluded 

that there are 650 colleges, including many HBCUs, that are in danger of closing, merging or 

restructuring because of declining enrollments. The question, is how can HBCUs be strengthened 

financially so that they can not only survive but thrive? 

The U.S. Department of Education reports that: “the average pubic university receives 44 percent of its 

revenues from federal/state government contracts, grants or appropriations.” The primary source of 

this revenue is federal research and development (R&D) funds. Since the passage of Bayh/Dole Act in 

1980 – which permitted ownership of the results of scientific research – R&D revenues have grown from 

$75 billion to $145 billion this year. Those universities that have embraced R&D as the cornerstone of 

their strategic plan and growth, are now taking in more money in R&D than tuition and fees. The top 10 

universities in the country, average over $1 billion a year in federal R&D receipts. Some run federal labs 

– including federally funded research and development centers – that enjoy 10-year or more research 

contracts.   

How do HBCUs get involved in R&D? It starts with the federal budget. African American political 

leadership in Congress must recognize that R&D funding is directly tied to HBCU sustainability. They 

must ensure that all federal agencies include HBCUs and other minority-serving institutions in their R&D 

programs. Next, the HBCUs must structure themselves to receive the funds and comply with all federal 

requirements. The schools must learn to leverage their brand (the school name) and work with 

businesses to create academic industrial partnerships so the schools can leverage their science, 

technology, engineering and math (STEM) talent to be a revenue generator.  

The HBCUs must also work with industry to establish third party entities (i.e. research foundations) that 

can use that school’s name to generate revenue for both the corporate partner and the university. Also, 

they must realize that research is a strategic multiplier for the school. The research that the school 

conducts not only diversifies the revenue for the school, but the multipliers results from the 

commercialization of the research. Finally, conducting important research will make HBCUs a valuable 

resource for the country in its particular area of specialization. This will attract the caliber of students 

the university desires. R&D also permits the university to offer more employment opportunities to 

faculty and staff. 

HBCUS can survive and thrive in the 21st-century global economy by embracing technology and 

innovation. HBCUs must become the entry point for African Americans for ownership of next generation 

industries. This ownership of new economy companies will serve to close the persisting income and 

wealth inequality gaps in this country. 

This transformation to a multifunctional organization cannot be accomplished by the educational 

institution alone. HBCUs must become matrix organizations where complementary skill sets are 

coordinated in a unified effort that results in multiple streams of revenue for the university and their 

business partners. If African Americans are going to be part of a technology-driven economy, then R&D 

investments and structure must be created to realize the potential of our universities for the Black 

community and for this country. 


