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INTRODUCTION

As states face growing pressure to demonstrate the economic value of postsecondary education, 
the need for integrated postsecondary and workforce data systems has become increasingly 
important. Using findings from the Strong Foundations 2025 survey, this brief examines the current 
landscape of cross-agency data infrastructure, including governance models, data exchange 
practices, data linkage and access patterns, and touches on the barriers and coordination strategies 
shaping statewide postsecondary data integration efforts.

CURRENT STATE OF POSTSECONDARY DATA 
EXCHANGES ACROSS SECTORS

Strong Foundations 2025 surveyed state data linking and access to better understand how states 
integrate postsecondary data.1 Respondents reported that cross-sector postsecondary data 
exchanges occurred through a combination of formal longitudinal data systems, memoranda 
of understanding (MOUs), data sharing agreements (DSAs), and collaborative governance 
arrangements involving multiple state partners. Many respondents described efforts to move 
beyond ad hoc coordination toward more structured approaches to data integration in support of 
state policy and reporting needs.

DEFINING DATA LINKAGE VERSUS DATA ACCESS

To capture these practices, SHEEO used the following definitions to make a distinction between 
an established process to integrate data (regardless of access to data) and an established process 
that also provided access to that sector or agency’s data.2 

Data linkage: The process of sharing data to integrate unit record  
data across different state agencies. This does not necessarily mean  

the agency sharing the data has access to the integrated data. 
 

Data access: Access is defined as the ability to receive linked  
data in student-level and/or aggregate form, and to use that data  

within your agency’s processes (e.g., analysis, reporting,  
or programmatic functions).

1.	 Strong Foundations 2025 had 89 respondents from 48 states and the Northern Mariana Islands, with 3 respondents who coordinate and 
manage the PSUR data system and the SLDS for their agencies, thus submitting two survey responses, one for each data system.

2.	 This distinction reflects fundamental differences in data system governance models. In centralized systems, agencies may link their 
data to a central repository but retain limited access to the integrated dataset. In federated systems, data remain with their originating 
agencies, with temporary linkages created for specific analyses.
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This distinction revealed that many states operate through informal or request-based data-sharing 
arrangements rather than fully integrated infrastructure, highlighting the gap between having 
technical linkages in place and maintaining meaningful access to linked data for analysis and 
reporting.

Table 1 shows that K–12 education and labor data systems were the most linked sectors among 
respondents. Social services, corrections, and health agencies are linked at much lower rates. 
These findings are unsurprising given the heavy focus on measuring and supporting education-
to-workforce connections and the constraints associated with linking finance, health, and other 
sensitive data. The findings also show a gap between data linkage and data access for the top 
five most-reported sectors (Labor, K-12, CTE, Financial Aid, and Pre-K), revealing that while many 
respondents indicated having a linkage between sectors, that linkage did not always ensure access 
to that sector’s data. States may achieve initial success in establishing cross-agency relationships 
to link data, but translating those relationships into technical integration and data access may 
require sustained investment and political will.

TABLE 1
STATE POSTSECONDARY DATA SYSTEMS LINKAGES AND DATA ACCESS  
TO OTHER STATE AGENCIES

State Agency Data Linkage 
(Count/Percentage)

Data Access 
(Count/Percentage)

LABOR 74 83% 65 73%

K-12 EDUCATION 71 80% 65 73%

CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION (CTE) 53 60% 48 54%

FINANCIAL AID 45 51% 39 44%

PRE-K/EARLY CHILDHOOD 37 42% 31 35%

FOSTER CARE 21 24% 20 22%

HUMAN SERVICES 19 21% 20 22%

CORRECTIONAL SYSTEM 14 16% 14 16%

MOTOR VEHICLE DIVISION/DEPT 14 16% 13 15%

HEALTH SERVICES 12 13% 14 16%

JUVENILE DETENTION 11 12% 9 10%

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES 11 12% 8 9%

COURT SYSTEM 4 4% 0 0%

NOTES:

1.	 Twenty-six states have more than one responding agency representing postsecondary education agencies, SLDS agencies,  
or other state agencies.

SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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DATA EXCHANGE GOVERNANCE MODELS

SHEEO also asked respondents to indicate how data exchanges for these linkages between 
postsecondary data systems and other state sectors occurred. Figure 1, below, shows P20W SLDS 
and independent MOUs/DSAs were the most reported governance models used by respondents 
to link data systems. Regardless of how data linkages are governed, respondents also reported 
established recurring schedules for exchanging data rather than relying solely on ad hoc or 
temporary project-based exchanges.

FIGURE 1
DATA EXCHANGE GOVERNANCE MODEL FOR THE TOP 5 MOST-REPORTED LINKED 
SECTORS/AGENCIES
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NOTES:

1.	 Twenty-six states have more than one responding agency representing postsecondary education agencies, SLDS agencies, or other 
state agencies.

2.	Data exchange governance model refers to the mechanism of data exchange between postsecondary education and other state 
sectors: Independent MOU/DSA (non-P20W SLDS), P20W SLDS, or Other data sharing process (formal/informal), Multiple.

SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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DATA ACCESS SOURCES

Figure 2 shows the source of access or the system through which the linked data referenced in 
Table 1 was accessed. For the labor sector, the data access sources were distributed primarily 
between P20W SLDS and independent MOUs/DSAs, while respondents reporting K-12 linkages 
more frequently indicated access through a formal P20W SLDS. Most notably, financial aid showed 
an almost even distribution across data access sources. Many respondents noted that financial 
aid data resided within and was managed through their state’s PSUR data system, and many did 
not use their P20W SLDS to access financial aid data, instead referencing an “other data sharing 
process.” Many respondents also indicated that the financial aid data to which they had access 
was limited to Pell eligibility or students receiving certain state funding programs and scholarships. 
The distribution of responses selected for financial aid data was most likely due to privacy and 
security concerns and the most recent federal regulations around FAFSA data.3

FIGURE 2
DATA ACCESS SOURCE FOR THE TOP 5 MOST-ACCESSED SECTORS/AGENCIES
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NOTES:

1.	 Twenty-six states have more than one responding agency representing postsecondary education agencies, SLDS agencies,  
or other state agencies.

2.	Data access source refers to the system or process through which data from another state agency is accessed: Independent  
MOU/DSA (non-P20W SLDS), P20W SLDS, or Other data sharing process (formal/informal), Multiple.

SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association

3.	 Data Integration Support Center (2026). Federal tax information instudent aid data. WestEd.  
disc.wested.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/DISC-FAQ-Federal-Tax-Information.pdf 
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DATA ACCESSIBILITY LEVELS

SHEEO also asked respondents to identify the levels of accessibility for data linkages across the 
top five sectors. Figure 3 shows that while many respondents indicated having access to partner 
agencies’ data, that access was not always unfettered. Unsurprisingly, request-based access was 
the most common level of accessibility in four of the five sectors (labor, K-12, CTE, and financial 
aid). This finding highlights the strict privacy and security controls state agencies hold over their 
data, regardless of established data access arrangements or formal agreements.4

FIGURE 3
DATA ACCESSIBILITY FOR THE TOP 5 MOST-ACCESSED SECTORS/AGENCIES

17

19

23

16

10

35

34

22

17

15

9

4

1

2

2

4

8

2

4

3

Labor

K-12

Career
Technical Education

Financial Aid

Pre-K

Unfettered access Request-based access Aggregate data only Multiple

 

NOTES:

1. Twenty-six states have more than one responding agency representing postsecondary education agencies, SLDS agencies, or other 
state agencies.

2. Data accessibility refers to the level of access to data from other state agencies, focusing on unit record data unless otherwise 
specified: Unfettered Access (continuous, no requests needed), Request-Based Access (granted upon approval), Aggregate Data 
Only (summary-level data), No Data Access (despite agreement), and Multiple (varies by source).

SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association

For a state-specific breakdown of linkages across sectors and additional information about the 
specific data elements accessed by respondents in the labor and K–12 sectors, please visit the 
2010-2025 Linkages dashboard on SHEEO’s State Postsecondary Data website. 

4.	 To learn more about Strong Foundations’ focus on the privacy and security standards of state postsecondary state agencies,  
read State Postsecondary Data: How Data Governance and Funding Influence Innovation and Sustainability.
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CHALLENGES AND EMERGING 
COORDINATION STRATEGIES

Respondents reported facing a complex and common set of barriers when building cross-
agency unit record linkages. Figure 4 shows that data privacy and security concerns are the most 
frequently cited barriers. Respondents cited FERPA, data security risks, federal and state regulatory 
limits, legislative restrictions, and related compliance concerns as contributing factors to privacy 
and security barriers. These concerns often encompassed multiple underlying issues, including 
inconsistent interpretation of statutes and institutional risk aversion, and they highlight the central 
role of trust, governance, clarity, and legal interpretation in cross-agency data work.

FIGURE 4 
WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING PREVENTS OR INHIBITS YOUR AGENCY FROM LINKING TO 
UNIT RECORD SYSTEMS, ESPECIALLY ACROSS AGENCIES, SECTORS, OR STATES?
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2. 	Respondents were able to select all the response choices that were applicable to their agency.

SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association

 
Respondents noted that fiscal resources and coordination with other state authorities were other 
strong barriers to data linkage and access. For states facing capacity and collaboration challenges, 
even when legal and technical pathways exist, implementation is often insufficient. Linkage 
readiness depends not only on infrastructure, but also on sustained analytic and administrative 
capacity. Respondents noted that they frequently faced staffing limitations that prevented them 
from dedicating personnel to tasks such as data matching and linkage, particularly because many 
research and data offices needed to prioritize required reporting and compliance responsibilities. 
The frequent citation of coordination with other state authorities as a barrier demonstrated 
that effective linkage required alignment across agencies with distinct missions, accountability 
systems, and operational priorities. Respondents reported that identifying effective data matching 
strategies was often complicated because each sector or agency maintained its own data 
structures and varying levels of data availability. For example, many K–12 systems do not collect 
or use Social Security numbers as unique student identifiers, which are used in the postsecondary 
and workforce sectors.
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“A major barrier in linking more data into the P20W is the staff capacity,  
both within our [P20W] agency and partner agencies. Integrating a new  
data source is a major lift on staff and takes away a significant amount  

of time from other reporting projects.”

In Figure 5, the most reported strategies to increase coordination were using formal written 
agreements (MOUs or DSAs) and participating in collaborative cross-agency projects. A few 
respondents reported establishing master MOUs that would apply to all data-sharing agencies 
contributing to the SLDS and supporting their SLDS in advancing the state’s effort to integrate 
more data across sectors as ways they are actively improving coordination among different state 
agencies.

FIGURE 5
STRATEGIES ADOPTED OR TAKEN TO INCREASE COORDINATION RELATED TO  
DATA LINKING AND SHARING DATA FROM PSUR SYSTEMS WITH OTHER STATE  
AUTHORITIES/ADMINISTRATORS
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SOURCE: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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CONCLUSION

States are increasingly recognizing cross-agency coordination as specialized work that requires 
dedicated resources such as personnel and funding. While many agencies continue to advance 
data-sharing efforts without fully dedicated resources, their investment in collaborative partnerships 
reflects the growing importance of measuring student outcomes and articulating value across 
the education-to-workforce continuum. Respondents’ emphasis on both formal agreements 
and collaborative project-based work suggests that states are strengthening coordination 
through data standardization and governance, as well as relationship-building across sectors. 
Collaborative efforts often serve as a foundation for formal integration by establishing shared 
goals and trust, while written agreements help sustain coordination by clarifying responsibilities, 
formalizing data-sharing processes, and addressing privacy and security expectations. Taken 
together, these strategies reflect meaningful progress toward more intentional and sustainable 
statewide postsecondary data coordination, positioning states to build the governance capacity 
and interoperability needed for more comprehensive cross-sector data integration, improved 
measurement and reporting, and better support of student outcomes.
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