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Executive summary
In the challenging landscape of higher education, colleges and universities are embracing mobile, social, and 
customer relationship technologies to enhance communication and collaboration. These efforts are keeping 
students engaged academically and socially with campus life, and increasing efficiencies while cutting costs. 
Three colleges and universities leading the charge toward the social campus—Granite State College, Univer-
sity of California, San Francisco, and Western Governors University—share their stories of social success.

Introduction
The social campus is already happening. Institutions of higher learning are using social technologies for 
student recruitment. Students now consider their mobile devices as extensions of themselves, and expect to be 
able to do everything with their phones and tablets that they formerly did with PCs. Professors routinely pub-
lish resources and assignments online rather than hand out pieces of paper. The traditional classroom is being 
opened up in the form of online courses and by the increase in massive open online courses (MOOCs). 

Added to all this, new learning models are growing in popularity, exploding traditional notions of instruc-
tion, space, and time. These disruptive technologies are also giving higher education institutions the oppor-
tunity for unprecedented reach and global branding. 

Consider this:
•	 One hundred percent of college admissions offices are using some form of social media to recruit students1

•	 Two-thirds of high school students use social media to research colleges
•	 More than one-third of students use social media to decide where to enroll2

•	 The average university admissions office links to 3.7 sites3

•	 Traditional marketing budgets were cut by 23 percent by using social media4

•	 Eighty-six percent of universities are posting videos on YouTube5 
•	 More than 45 percent of faculty use social media professionally at least once a month6

Ready or not, the social campus has arrived. 

The social campus: a definition
Although no formal definition of “social campus” exists, the term 
arises from the fact that social technologies are permeating the 
fabric of campus life, transforming everything from administra-
tive functions to pedagogical techniques. It is not about simply 
putting up a Facebook page, but about unlocking the value of 
deep relationships in an academic setting. 

Much of this is driven by the “consumerization” of traditional IT 
departments: users are insisting on bringing technology products 

1. “Social Media Adoption Soars as Higher-Ed Experiments and Reevaluates Its Use of New Communications Tools.” University of Massachusetts  
Dartmouth Center for Marketing Research. 2012. 

2.  “Social Networks and College Choices.” Alexandra Tilsley. September 24, 2012. Inside Higher Ed.
3. “How Much Social Networking?” Inside Higher Ed. Scott Jaschik, August 14, 2012. 
4.  “Social Media Adoption Soars as Higher-Ed Experiments and Reevaluates Its Use of New Communications Tools.” University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center 

 for Marketing Research. 2012.
5.  “Social Media Adoption Soars as Higher-Ed Experiments and Reevaluates Its Use of New Communications Tools.” University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center for Market-

ing Research. 2012.
6.  “How Today’s Higher Education Faculty Use Social Media.” Pearson Learning Solutions and the Babson Survey Research Group. October 2012.

Challenges facing colleges and universities that 
disruptive technologies address

•	 Cutting costs without impacting the quality of 
students’ education

•	 Providing personalized services to students
•	 Building lifelong relationships
•	 Intervening early for students at risk of dropping out
•	 Becoming more efficient at administrative functions
•	 Differentiating yourself in the market

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/09/24/survey-examines-how-prospective-students-use-social-media-research-colleges#ixzz2JKUUNuIk
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/08/14/study-documents-social-networking-college-websites#ixzz2JKSxadLK
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and solutions designed for personal use—mobile devices, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube—into profes-
sional or academic settings, and being able to use them to advance their educations.

Most of all, a social campus means that the university or college is using technology to focus on constituent 
engagement to benefit the overall mission of the institution. 

Businesses already get it. According to the McKinsey Global Institute, between $900 billion to $1.3 trillion 
in value could be created by the use of disruptive social technologies.7 Everything from product design and 
development to after-sales customer support could eventually be affected.8

Now this is spreading to the world of higher education.

Colleges and universities today face the same expectations 
from their “customers”—students—as businesses do. Stu-
dents, staff, and faculty alike demand anytime, anywhere 
access to services and support. Hyper-personalization in 
all communications, content, and relationships—well be-
yond just knowing names. Tools and processes that allow 
everyone involved in a students’ education to collaborate. 
And the ability to change on a dime. 

Disruptive technologies are helping this become reality. 
Because social networking technologies allow you to listen 
to what is being said about your institution, you can learn students’ language and hear their concerns. You 
can more efficiently and successfully recruit interested prospective students. You can engage enrolled students 
and provide a positive student experience so they remain engaged until they earn their desired degrees. You 
can build lifelong relationships with students to improve endowments and donations. And you can do all this 
while reducing overall costs and increasing process efficiencies throughout your institution.

Granite State College: Striving to provide stellar “customer service”
Granite State College is one of the four institutions of the University System of New Hampshire, New 
Hampshire’s public university system. Its primary mission: to serve as the system’s statewide college for 
adults. By offering students extremely flexible schedules as they earn associate, bachelors, and master’s 
degrees, Granite State College makes it possible for students to balance the responsibilities of work and the 
enjoyment of life while earning a college degree.

Granite State has a unique goal. “We want to become the Zappos of the academic world,” said Dean of 
Enrollment Management MB Lufkin, referring to the online store renowned for its customer service. She 
believes there are many similarities between the social enterprise and the social campus, particularly when it 
comes to customer service. “We also have customers that we are trying to service—our students,” she says. 
“Our social campus initiatives will help us do this better.”

The college has an administrative office in the center of the state and nine satellite campuses that have 
traditionally been run autonomously. It needed a vehicle to collaborate effectively across all campuses to im-

7.  “The Social Economy: Unlocking Value and Productivity Through Social Technologies.” McKinsey Global Institute. July 2012.
8.  Ibid.
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prove student recruiting. Building a social campus was the vision, and collaborating with Chief Technology 
Officer Marty Chang to implement Salesforce is the solution.

Historically, students would interact primarily with one specific campus. Each campus kept its own 
offline files about the interactions in the form of Word or Excel documents. Even students who had been 
enrolled at Granite State for years would be treated like brand-new students if they contacted a different 
campus. The school was also worried that applicants were falling through the cracks due to lack of 
proper follow-up. “Prospective students were not being monitored and supported adequately to 
ensure their enrollments,” says Chang. 

Granite State is in the process of rolling out two major social campus initiatives. The first 
is “lead management,” as Chang calls it. Just as businesses carefully nurture prospective 
customers from initial contact through making the sale, Chang and Lufkin both be-
lieve prospective students need to be carefully supported from the first “lead” (request 
for information) through “closing” (enrollment). 

“We want to make sure that prospective students seeking a degree are managed 
well, help them fully understand our offerings, and make a mutually advantageous 
decision if there’s a match,” says Lufkin. Student retention—or keeping students 
enrolled in classes until they earn their degrees—is another goal of the lead manage-
ment system, which is based on Salesforce CRM. 

The design of this social initiative is straightforward. The Student Information Center 
(SIC) is a central place for students to call if they have questions about any aspect of the 
college. SIC representatives have traditionally answered questions about the requirements for 
different degrees, how to transfer credits, deadlines for payments, and other general issues. Using 
Salesforce, these representatives are now the central hub for recruiting students and a critical compliment 
to campus operations, admissions, and academic coaches.

A prospective student fills out a webform generated by Salesforce that triggers an automatic email to the 
SIC. The SIC staff uses Salesforce to manage that lead, documenting every interaction with the student, 
scheduling an admissions meeting to talk to an academic coach, and helping them through the application 
process. If they apply and are accepted but don’t enroll, Salesforce will automatically create a task for the SIC 
to follow up and find out why. All information on prospective students across all campuses now “lives” in 
Salesforce, available for easy access by SIC representatives and other front-line staff. 

The Salesforce platform will also be used for student retention. Once a student is in the Salesforce platform, 
their information will be made available to academic coaches, financial aid workers, and faculty, who use it 
to ensure that enrolled students stay enrolled. 

“Sometimes the academic coaches will know something that the admission coaches or SIC representatives 
might not know, such as a student is taking a quarter off, or doesn’t work summers because of kids’ school 
vacation,” says Lufkin. “Perhaps there’s a financial issue, but the financial aid office doesn’t know about it.” 
With Salesforce, that information can be easily shared among front-line staff using leading-edge technolo-
gy. “Our vision is for all useful student information to be in the salesforce.com profile,” says Chang. 

Granite State is in the process of rolling out the system, which Lufkin and Chang believe will make stu-
dents feel more connected and engaged. 

“We want to make sure 
that prospective students 
seeking a degree are 
managed well, help 
them fully understand 
our offerings, and 
make a mutually 
advantageous decision if 
there’s a match.”  

—  MB Lufkin, Dean of 
Enrollment Management, 
Granite State College
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“We’re looking to build a social community committed to the individual students, anticipating their needs 
by looking at enrollment patterns, and engaging with them at critical touch points—but in a way that’s 
tailored to each student,” says Lufkin. “If we see that a student has historically always registered during the 
last week of open enrollment, then we don’t bug them because we’ve shared that knowledge. We will be 
taking a very personal approach to engaging each student.”

Granite State has seen a 20 percent rise in 
enrollment in recent years, and Lufkin expects 
that to accelerate given current trends for older 
students with families and jobs. 

Granite State’s second social campus initiative 
involves faculty management, which Chang ex-
pects will commence this year. The school hires 
approximately 300 faculty members each term, 
with 98 percent as part-time adjunct faculty.

“Each member of our faculty has certain skills, 
and a certain pool of classes they are qualified 
to teach,” says Lufkin. “If the assistant faculty dean needs to staff a Biology 101 course, he should be able to 
login to Salesforce and see immediately who has the skills and the time to teach.”

Course staffing is traditionally done manually using a matrix built in Excel. “But Salesforce is providing us 
with the optimal faculty management tool,” he says. All faculty teaching preferences and data will be stored 
in Salesforce for school administrators to use to make academic decisions. And in the future, Chang hopes 
to enhance cross-functional collaboration among faculty by rolling out Chatter, Salesforce’s social collabora-
tion platform. 

By empowering all staff to use Salesforce to manage relationships with all students and faculty, Lufkin, 
Chang and other leaders at Granite State believe that Salesforce will lay the foundation for building a collab-
orative and vibrant social campus.

University of California, San Francisco (UCSF):  
The social campus as a way to communicate and collaborate
The University of California, San Francisco (UCSF) is a leading university dedicated to promoting health 
worldwide through advanced biomedical research, graduate-level education in the life sciences and health 
professions, and high-quality patient care. It is the only campus in the University of California’s 10-campus 
system dedicated exclusively to the health sciences. 

“Our definition of the social campus lies in building communities—communities among faculty, staff, patient 
care teams—and using disruptive technologies in a way that makes interactions more immediate, specific, 
and relevant,” says Opinder Bawa, Chief Technology Officer for both UCSF and the UCSF School of Med-
icine. Already, social technologies at UCSF such as Chatter are rapidly replacing the traditional email-based 
list serves. “We’re finding that social networking-based systems allow people to be social and opt in and out 
of communities in a professional way,” says Bawa, who says that information is both a blessing and a curse. 
Getting the right information at the right time is critical. But it’s easy to be overwhelmed. 
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A case in point: Bawa gets up to 500 emails a day. “But how many of those are actually relevant to me at 
a particular time?” he asks. “We tend to abuse technologies we’re familiar with, trying to get them to do 
things they weren’t designed to do.” The new mobile and social technologies have the potential to revolu-
tionize this, he says.

For example, one small but pervasive issue that comes up throughout the multi-building campus: food 
wastage. UCSF departments are constantly hosting functions in which catered meals are not fully con-
sumed. Rather than letting food go to waste, Bawa’s team used Chatter to create groups that get the word 
out to interested students. “Before we used to send out emails, but that was too broad, given that we have 
so many different buildings on campus,” says Bawa. Now people opt into Chatter groups and the word gets 
out much more effectively and efficiently.”

UCSF made another, more strategic, use of social networking technologies when professionals from the 
different UCSF schools and departments came together to work on a plan to restructure patient medical 
records. Instead of using email to communicate among all the people on the project—as would have tradi-
tionally been the case—Bawa’s staff created a Chatter group. When new members were added, they could 
read through the feeds and feedback and get up to speed quickly on the project. “One of our directors says 
it was one of the easiest onboardings he’s ever experienced,” says Bawa. 

Bawa also felt that people were much more actively engaged in the project because of the 
social aspect of it. “On an email trail, people generally don’t reply unless they have a very 
strong opinion. And many people simply don’t feel comfortable sending out responses to 
a large group. The dynamic is completely different using social media.” 

The social campus has also enabled greater innovation. The UCSF IT department 
is comprised of more than 800 IT workers scattered among dozens of independent 
IT groups. Traditionally, cross-functional work would be done in committees. Email 
would be the primary communication tool, and work would progress slowly.

Recently, Bawa created a Chatter group to facilitate resolution of a cross-depart-
mental challenge: deploying wireless networking in “difficult” buildings. “What before 
would have taken six months of meetings and continued oversight on my part was done 
in six weeks,” he says. Now he wants to bring more IT groups into Chatter, both to facili-
tate projects and as a way to recognize and reward excellence.

Yet another social technology-fueled initiative is a student social network over mobile devices, which Bawa 
calls “great collaboration engines.” This particular network helps UCSF students—who are doctors and 
nurses and other clinical professionals-in-training who both attend school and work long hours—find quiet 
places on the campus to study, meet with study groups, or even sleep. 

“Given that we’re spread out among a lot of different buildings, it’s a very useful application,” he says. 

Still, challenges exist when trying to create a social campus. “People have trouble giving up the old way of 
doing things, and the tools they feel comfortable with,” says Bawa. 

For starters, he says, making sure everything is mobile-enabled is essential, as is enacting a bring-your-own-
device (BYOD) policy. “We as an organization absolutely must support top-level mobile devices, such as the 
iPhone and Blackberries and Androids, and we have installed a high-speed wireless network across campus 
specifically to enable use of such devices.”

“One of our directors 
says it [using the 
Chatter-based 
community] was one of 
the easiest onboardings 
he’s ever experienced.” 

—  Opinder Bawa, Chief 
Technology Officer, UCSF 
and the UCSF School of 
Medicine
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Western Governors University (WGU):  
Fully engaging students in a university focused on personalized learning
The idea for Western Governors University (WGU) was proposed in 1995 at a meeting of the Western 
Governors Association. Utah governor Mike Leavitt explained how new distance-learning technologies had 
the power to tackle one of the western states’ most urgent problems: high population growth but constrained 
public funds for education. The governors subsequently created their own university. WGU was chartered in 
1996, was incorporated as a private, nonprofit university in 1997, and began accepting students in 1999.

Not only is all learning at WGU done online, but traditional courses have been banished. Students don’t 
enroll in classes. Instead, they are given competency requirements they must meet to receive credits. And 
instead of professors who give lectures, students are assigned “course mentors” and “student mentors.” 

Course mentors are subject matter experts—say, in 
biochemistry, or calculus—who are available to coach stu-
dents on a particular topic. Student mentors exist to keep 
in touch with the individual students and ensure that they 
are progressing with their studies. 

Both course and student mentors are virtual—they 
are scattered across the United States in home offic-
es equipped with videoconferencing equipment and a 
Salesforce-based system that captures all interactions that 
anyone on faculty or staff has with that student. 

WGU has built a sophisticated “engagement model” that includes Salesforce to capture students’ initial 
application profile, and track each students’ activities and interactions. The model even adds data taken from 
external systems—for example, what they’ve told their friends on Facebook. By doing all this, WGU can 
detect patterns in behavior and identify the needs of individual students.

“Many of our Salesforce transactions were specifically designed to feed into this engagement model,” says 
Niel Nickolaisen, chief information officer for WGU, which has most of its administrative offices in Salt 
Lake City. 

Before, WGU had a variety of siloed systems to capture interactions between students and the university. 
“Financial aid might be working to help keep that student in school, but the professor wouldn’t be aware 
that there was a problem,” says Nickolaisen. “Salesforce gives us a way to capture and share those interac-
tions so that professors and staff can collaborate on the best way to serve each student.”

Nickolaisen hopes that this new socially inspired way of working will improve student retention and 
graduation rates. Currently, WGU has a 40 percent graduation rate. Given that other online universities are 
less than 30 percent; this is not a bad number. But WGU’s goal is to better the 50 percent standard held by 
traditional brick-and-mortar universities. 

“Our students are located all over the place, but having these social tools allows us to capture seminars and 
interactive learning sessions and other events and replicate the college experience, but on each students’ 
individual device,” says Nickolaisen.
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WGU also intends to use Salesforce to try and build communities among its widespread constituents. Spe-
cifically, Nickolaisen wants to nurture four social communications: student to student; student to student 
mentor; student to faculty mentor; and staff to staff. 

In his mind, the student-to-student community takes precedence, particularly because of the virtual nature 
of the WGU experience. 

“Student engagement matters,” he says. “But we have to think of the social campus differently from other 
universities. We have to build a virtual place for students to interact or find out about each other, hook up 
over common interests and common goals.” 

“Salesforce will eventually take over our entire enrollment process, and will be an important tool as we con-
tinue to track and profile our students,” says Nickolaisen, who says that in the future, anyone who interacts 
with a student in any way will be going through Salesforce. This includes transcript evaluations, academic 
registration, credentials, and competencies. 

Conclusion
The social campus is here. And IT leaders must be proactive about leveraging these new, disruptive tech-
nologies, to be more effective in engaging prospective, current, and graduated students, to accommodate the 
growing number of students—and their changing priorities—, and to improve efficiencies and cut costs. 

What to do next:
•	 Develop the strategy first. Don’t just roll out the new technologies. Make sure you establish a context 

for what you hope to accomplish. And don’t underestimate the cultural challenges you will face. 
•	 Start small, but expect to scale quickly. Building a social campus is not a part-time activity to be des-

ignated to an administrative assistant. The deep engagement and learning, and consumerization of the 
campus experience, are so attractive that the social initiatives you roll out are likely to catch on rapidly—
and students, faculty, and administrators are likely to demand more. 

•	 Invest in the right tools and solution providers. Social is a rapidly evolving technology area. Make sure 
that your vendor is evolving with it. Having a flexible and agile platform is essential. 

“With social media, the challenge is encouraging passive users or receivers of technology to become pro-
active users,” says UCSF’s Bawa. “This requires quite a radical shift in behavior, but the right technologies 
applied in the right instances help both students and staff make that shift.”

In these fast-moving times for universities, social technologies can help them stay on top of the challenges. 
“My goal is that IT moves faster than the university, and Salesforce is going to be one of the key enablers,” 
says WGU’s Nickolaisen.

Regarding advice for other CIOs, Granite State’s Chang keeps it simple. “Get started,” he says.
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