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Summary

Catalyst
The increasingly competitive nature of the higher education market is driving many institutions to 

invest in constituent relationship management (CRM) solutions to enhance and manage relationships 

with students across the student lifecycle, from admissions through to alumni affairs. Furthermore, 

institutions are leveraging CRM to manage the application and admissions process, and to 

communicate with students after enrollment. They are increasingly implementing CRM on an 

institution-wide basis to fulfill the diverse needs of a complex academic community more 

comprehensively. Pepperdine University provides an example of how institution-wide CRM helps 

institutions to deliver a more powerful student experience across the entire student lifecycle, from 

prospective student through to alumni. There are few examples of true institution-wide CRM, making 

Pepperdine's experience particularly unique. Institutions can use case studies such as this to see 

what such an implementation would look like, and understand how to achieve similar results. 

Ovum view
Effectively managing relationships with students is a top priority for institutions globally, and in recent 

years institutions have dramatically expanded how they intend to use CRM solutions for this purpose. 

They are moving away from supporting a collection of point solutions, primarily in the admissions and 

development offices, and toward deploying a single, enterprise-wide system that creates a student 

lifecycle approach to relationship management. The challenge for Pepperdine was to deliver a 

higher-quality, cost-effective student experience to compete in the market; an institution-wide CRM 

initiative that could respond to the evolving needs of the higher education industry quickly became a 

viable solution.

Regardless of the institution, to transform the student experience and enable more effective market 

differentiation while being more cost efficient, more institutions must take the leap to a more holistic or

enterprise-wide approach to CRM that better mirrors the student lifecycle and lifelong relationship a 

student has with their institution. The CRM solution becomes the platform on which the entire 

institutional community engages, from the chancellor to the prospective student and everyone in 

between. This approach not only transforms the student engagement model, but also offers a far 

more efficient – and cost-effective – method for maintaining a CRM deployment. In Ovum's view it is 

truly the third wave of CRM adoption.

Key messages
 Pepperdine needed to deliver a higher-quality, cost-effective student experience to compete in

the higher education market. 

 A move toward a single CRM deployment was necessary to create a student lifecycle 

approach to relationship management. 

 TargetX became a valuable CRM partner for Pepperdine and invested in the institution's 

success. 
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 For Pepperdine, making investments in the student experience was a cost-effective way to 

improve student satisfaction – and ultimately retention – which was critical to institutional 

quality and success. 

Recommendations for higher education 

Recommendations for institutions
 Start small, but move quickly to an institution-wide CRM deployment. Small, early 

successes are critical to building momentum, but waiting too long to implement CRM more 

broadly increases the chances of institutional fatigue. Institutions should start with a few 

departments and then move to institution-wide deployment. 

 Identify an executive-level champion for the project early. He or she will serve as an 

important advocate for resources, an arbiter of disputes, and a source of long-term support. It 

is also preferable that this champion be from a line of business rather than a technical area of 

the institution. 

 Work closely with your CRM provider to understand the capabilities of the solution in a

higher education context. It is critical to find a partner that is not only an expert in CRM 

implementations but also understands industry best practices. This will help to address issues

quickly and effectively. 

Recommendations for vendors
 Provide a unified view of constituent interactions. If vendors do not provide institutions 

with a comprehensive view of all of the interactions with a student over time, institutional 

engagement efforts will fail to deepen the relationship at key points in the student's lifecycle. 

 Personalize every communication for meaningful engagement. Vendors must help 

institutions to personalize communications across multiple channels to reach students with 

meaningful and timely messages. 

 Demonstrate a strong capacity to support enrollment, retention, and development 

goals. Vendors must provide a CRM solution that helps institutions to increase enrollments, 

improve student outcomes, and conduct more successful fundraising campaigns. Moreover, 

vendors must ensure that institutions can identify goals and measure progress in meeting 

them. 

Using CRM to improve the student experience

Setting the business context
Delivering a higher-quality student experience to compete in the higher 
education market

In today's competitive higher education environment, institutions must better meet student demands 

for a high level of service in a cost-effective way while simultaneously increasing efficiency among 

staff. This is particularly the case for private institutions, where tuition is higher, resulting in higher 
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expectations from students. Undoubtedly, the CRM solution becomes paramount in achieving these 

goals. CRM is a business strategy, driven by executive leadership and supported by technology, for 

more effectively managing relationships with key constituent groups, such as students, parents, 

employers, faculty, staff, donors, alumni, and friends, over the lifetime of the relationship. 

To develop and manage these relationships, CRM solutions are used to learn more about 

constituents' needs, relationships, and behaviors, and to analytically predict attitudes and intentions. 

However, a collection of loosely coupled point or department-specific solutions will be insufficient to 

keep pace with rapidly evolving student expectations, because multiple solutions undermine an 

institution's ability to deliver a consistent and powerful student experience. Higher education is 

maturing in its understanding and use of this solution. Institutions must therefore look toward a single, 

institution-wide CRM solution. 

To reiterate, a shift in demographics of the population bound for higher education, shrinking 

employer-provided education benefits, increasing international competition, demanding fiscal 

constraints, a shifting market from passive to aggressive prospecting, and the need to do more with 

less, make it prudent for institutions such as Pepperdine to adopt an institution-wide CRM.

Delivering a powerful student experience is paramount to Pepperdine 

Based in Malibu, California, Pepperdine is a private institution founded in 1937. It serves 

approximately 7,500 students per year at locations across Southern California and globally. From its 

beginnings as a Christian liberal arts college, the institution has grown into a distinguished institution 

with a broad range of programs and a diverse population of students, faculty, and staff. Students from 

more than 50 countries study at Pepperdine's multiple campuses in the U.S., Europe, South America, 

and Asia.

Pepperdine's mission is to commit to "the highest standards of academic excellence and Christian 

values, where students are strengthened for lives of purpose, service, and leadership." Fundamental 

to achieving this mission are the individual departments of the institution, particularly Pepperdine's 

information technology department, which provides innovative technology and support, and the office 

of the chief information officer (CIO), who is responsible for providing the technological leadership and

support necessary to advance student learning at Pepperdine. 

As a private institution, tuition is high, making recruitment and retention important to its economic 

health. As Pepperdine became increasingly challenged by the need to deliver a higher-quality 

experience to students in the most cost-effective way, it began looking for a system that would make 

operations more efficient while providing a key strategic advantage to its staff. 

Pepperdine created the Engaging Waves Initiative to transform the student 
experience

Pepperdine understood that it needed to create an initiative that delivered an intentional, consistent, 

and sustainable experience to students. Without question, the application of technology was required. 

As a result, the institution focused on its CRM strategies to strengthen the constituent experience, 

from recruitment through to advancement. CRM is not new to higher education, and many institutions 

have made great strides with the adoption of these solutions to support the work of key departments, 

particularly admissions and alumni affairs. These implementations have helped institutions increase 

efficiency and deliver more targeted communications. However, for Pepperdine, many of these 

solutions were not integrated with one another and/or with other institution-wide systems, making it 
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difficult to track and report on the institution's efforts. Therefore, Pepperdine decided it needed to 

move toward a centralized CRM solution to fulfill the needs of a complex academic community. 

In alignment with Pepperdine's strategic plan, entitled Pepperdine 2020: Boundless Horizons, the 

institution introduced the Engaging Waves Initiative. This was a strategic effort to engage prospects, 

current students and their parents, faculty and staff, friends, donors, and alumni in a 

constituent-centric manner that would highlight the overall Pepperdine experience and elevate the 

institution's value and competitive positioning. For Pepperdine, bringing together information about 

constituents, events, programs, and industry trends was important. The data would become a part of 

the data storage that would enable Pepperdine to make evidence-based decisions related to all areas 

of the enterprise. The goal was to be a more responsive and constituent-focused institution, where 

relationships would not only be valued but also central to the service offerings at Pepperdine.

The role of ICT/services in solving the problem
Existing landscape and solution selection

Through the adoption of a campus-wide CRM solution, the Engaging Waves Initiative brought 

together the institution's faculty and staff, and all the business processes associated with recruitment, 

retention, and advancement, onto one unified platform. The initiative focused on a lifecycle approach 

that delivered quality and personalized services to all constituents, beginning at the moment a student

became interested in Pepperdine, and nurtured throughout the student's academic career and life 

beyond graduation. For Pepperdine, the benefits of a campus-wide CRM solution are illustrated in 

Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Benefits of a campus-wide CRM solution for Pepperdine 

 

Source: Ovum 

Pepperdine planned to implement the solution in its push to personalize the undergraduate 

recruitment process and advancement efforts. It sought out a CRM system that could combine 

data-driven marketing with electronic communication, working in tandem with its student information 

system (SIS). Moreover, the institution needed a solution that would make student recruitment and 
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enrollment management more efficient and cost-effective. As stated earlier, CRM was not new to 

Pepperdine; it had adopted departmental CRM solutions to aid its recruiting and advancement efforts, 

but the issue was their lack of integration with one another. 

Pepperdine had five graduate and undergraduate schools, three of which were using separate CRM 

solutions. However, these solutions were not integrated with one another and there was a need to 

consolidate efforts. From a system landscape perspective it was difficult to justify investments to 

increase the number of unique CRM solutions that the institution supported. With numerous CRM 

systems, maintenance costs were substantial and growing, from both an annual fee and IT 

department resource perspective, and Pepperdine needed to integrate the systems. 

Following a four-year process of evaluation due to financial, timeframe, and feature set issues, a 

consensus was reached for implementing an institution-wide CRM. Pepperdine came to this 

conclusion after analyzing the opportunities for institutional gains and bringing together a 360-degree 

view of constituents. If the institution could implement enterprise CRM, it could truly engage with its 

constituents from beginning to end. 

After a 10-month solution selection process, Pepperdine selected Salesforce.com as the 

institution-wide CRM platform. The ability to scale and adjust as business needs change was one of 

Pepperdine's goals in selecting a CRM solution. Hence, Pepperdine chose to deploy TargetX's 

Recruitment CRM, which would help the institution to manage, integrate, and automate the process of

student recruitment from the first point of contact to enrollment. 

The institution was able to implement the TargetX system within individual departments quickly, and 

almost as a point solution, but later link them as an institution-wide system. It is important to note that 

implementing institution-wide CRM can be difficult because it requires the institution to involve and 

obtain approval from all major stakeholders. However, the advantage of a system built on the 

Salesforce.com platform is that it includes components for the recruitment, retention, and 

advancement offices, so has a higher value proposition. 

Bringing the strategy to life

Pepperdine created a central support team consisting of a twelve-member governance committee, 

because the CRM was and is a business strategy that focuses on a core institutional process for 

functional use. This governance committee consisted of representatives from the individual colleges 

and core departments, including student service, central marketing, the finance office, advancement, 

and the office of the CIO. This committee took responsibility for the vision, strategy, and CRM 

initiative; it brought the colleges at Pepperdine and the major stakeholders together to think 

institutionally rather than departmentally. Partnering with TargetX, the aim of the strategy was to have 

all of Pepperdine's colleges on the same platform by the end of July 2015. 

Figure 2: CRM/TargetX implementation timeline 

 

Source: Ovum 
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Outcome assessment

Seaver College at Pepperdine first implemented TargetX, which helped Pepperdine's undergraduate 

school recruit traditional-age students. The solution allowed the college to connect more effectively 

with prospective students and their families by providing timely, relevant communications related to 

their status in the admission process. In addition, TargetX offered the ability to track the recruitment 

activities and data that would inform decisions about the effectiveness of outreach to students. 

Therefore, with a strategic method and approach, Pepperdine was able to achieve a quick win. The 

following are the key achievements made by three schools at Pepperdine:

 Seaver College – TargetX provided great marketing automation compared to Seaver's 

time-consuming, manual processes prior to its CRM implementation. Shortly after adopting 

TargetX, the undergraduate school noticed an 80% reduction in phone inquiries on application

statuses. The dean of admissions attributed this reduction to the improved and automated 

business process that the CRM tool offers in proactively engaging prospective students. 

 Graduate School of Education and Psychology – GSEP moved from Hobsons to TargetX 

to benefit from greater marketing automation. Shortly after its adoption, the graduate school 

sent out mailers using TargetX to promote the programs. Email campaigns were conducted 

among 30,000 teachers to promote the program, and they received a positive response within

two days. 

 Graziadio School of Business Management – Graziadio began using TargetX CRM as the 

campus-wide system of engagement to recruit Pepperdine's prospective students. The 

business school also moved from Hobsons to TargetX, which allowed for greater effort 

tracking in the recruitment database. 

The TargetX Recruitment CRM system helps colleges manage, integrate, and automate the process 

of student recruitment, from the first point of contact to enrollment. Its features include built-in 

electronic communication, such as an email broadcasting tool for higher education marketing. It is 

also fully integrated with an event manager and online application. It is all about relationships at 

Pepperdine, and technology infrastructure had to make a direct impact on student experience. 

Students are constantly online and the university wanted to improve its ability to engage with them.

Pepperdine was operating in silos, which is typical of several other institutions globally. The 

campus-wide CRM and Engaging Waves Initiative presented an opportunity to break down the silos 

within the institution, enabling it to operate more effectively and efficiently in its recruitment, retention, 

and advancement efforts – a "cradle-to-grave" approach.

Ultimately, Pepperdine exists for its students, and without a 360-degree view and understanding of its 

students, it would not have been able to enhance the student experience. Fortunately, this was made 

possible with the implementation of TargetX. Pepperdine claims that TargetX was a supportive 

implementation partner, and was fully engaged in the success of the institution. 

Lessons learned

Create a business plan for institution-wide CRM
Transforming the student experience will be challenging, so it is critical for champions to have a 

strong argument for why the institution needs to move in this direction. Linking objectives to data on 
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such factors as student satisfaction, engagement preferences, and outcomes will be critical. Similarly, 

the ability to communicate the potential return on investment from institution-wide CRM will help 

cultivate support across the institution, from receptionist to chancellor. 

Involve more stakeholders on a regular basis
Differentiating on the student experience across the entire student lifecycle involves far more 

stakeholders than admissions and alumni affairs. These new participants, such as academic advising,

residential life, athletics, students, etc., should be involved in the development of the strategic plan, 

solution selection, implementation, and beyond. Undoubtedly, this will mean inviting more people to 

project meetings, increasing the number and type of meetings, and expanding the duration of the 

project plan. 

Future-proof your CRM solution 
Keeping pace with student expectations and preferences is challenging given their tendency to 

change rapidly and in unexpected ways. Students using the CRM solution will expect it to perform as 

well as, if not better than, solutions in the consumer market. Consequently, it is critical for institutions 

to invest in CRM solutions that can not only accommodate and support rapid change, but also serve 

as a platform for innovation. The ability for student data to persist over time, robust analytics, 

complete multichannel communications, and cloud delivery are but a few of the characteristics of 

these types of future-proofed solutions.

Appendix

Methodology
Ovum Enterprise Case Studies leverage in-depth interviews with key enterprise stakeholders, as well 

as a review of any available documentation such as strategic planning, RFP, implementation, and 

program evaluation documents.

Further reading 
Creating a Holistic System of Student Engagement, IT0008-000236 (May 2015)

Innovation Case Study: Executing a Student Experience Strategy at NUI Galway, IT0008-000231 

(April 2015) 

Author
Navneet Johal, Research Analyst, Education Technology

navneet.johal@ovum.com

Ovum Consulting
We hope that this analysis will help you make informed and imaginative business decisions. If you 

have further requirements, Ovum’s consulting team may be able to help you. For more information 

about Ovum’s consulting capabilities, please contact us directly at consulting@ovum.com.

© Ovum. All rights reserved. Unauthorized reproduction prohibited. Page 8

mailto:navneet.johal@ovum.com
mailto:consulting@ovum.com


Enterprise Case Study: Delivering Exceptional Service Across the Student Lifecycle    

Copyright notice and disclaimer
The contents of this product are protected by international copyright laws, database rights and other 

intellectual property rights. The owner of these rights is Informa Telecoms and Media Limited, our 

affiliates or other third party licensors. All product and company names and logos contained within or 

appearing on this product are the trademarks, service marks or trading names of their respective 

owners, including Informa Telecoms and Media Limited. This product may not be copied, reproduced, 

distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior permission of Informa 

Telecoms and Media Limited.

Whilst reasonable efforts have been made to ensure that the information and content of this product 

was correct as at the date of first publication, neither Informa Telecoms and Media Limited nor any 

person engaged or employed by Informa Telecoms and Media Limited accepts any liability for any 

errors, omissions or other inaccuracies. Readers should independently verify any facts and figures as 

no liability can be accepted in this regard – readers assume full responsibility and risk accordingly for 

their use of such information and content.

Any views and/or opinions expressed in this product by individual authors or contributors are their 

personal views and/or opinions and do not necessarily reflect the views and/or opinions of Informa 

Telecoms and Media Limited.
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