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Summary 

Catalyst 

There has been a fundamental shift in how higher education institutions interact with their 

"customers." To foster these interactions, many institutions have embraced the value of constituent 

relationship management (CRM) systems, and have realized considerable improvements from 

recruitment through to alumni affairs. However, the competitive nature of the higher education market, 

coupled with the pace of change in the consumer market, is driving institutional customers – 

particularly students – to demand more personalized attention and immediate service. As a result, 

institutions must advance their CRM strategies to enhance the value and effectiveness of their 

existing relationships, while attracting new students.  

In this brief, Ovum argues that when CRM is used as a strategic asset on an institution-wide basis, 

considerably more value is delivered. For institutions, it is the way forward to transform the student 

experience and improve student success. 

Ovum view 

In recent years, institutions have dramatically expanded how they use CRM solutions to effectively 

manage relationships with their constituents. 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 and 

engagement. The challenge for institutions is to deliver a higher-quality, cost-effective student 

experience in order to compete in the market, and the best solution is an institution-wide CRM 

initiative that can respond to the evolving needs of the higher education industry quickly. 

To transform the student experience, improve student success, and enable more effective market 

differentiation, more institutions must position CRM as a strategic asset that will help to meet these 

goals. This includes taking 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. This approach not 

only transforms the student engagement model but also offers a far more efficient and long-term 

method for maintaining a CRM deployment.  

Key messages 

 Relationships and personalization are at the heart of higher education.  

 It is time to adopt a comprehensive approach to CRM.  

 "Crossing the chasm" – how to get from current to future state.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations for institutions 

 Create student journey maps. A good place to start to create a view of the student 

experience is to create student journey maps. A visualization of the processes students will go 
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through while at the institution will help break down institutional silos by being transparent and 

coherent from the beginning.  

 Involve more stakeholders on a regular basis. Differentiating on the student experience 

across the entire student lifecycle involves far more stakeholders than just admissions and 

alumni affairs. These new participants, such as academic advising, residential life, athletics, 

students, and so on, should be involved in the development of the strategic plan, solution 

selection, implementation, and beyond.  

 Future-proof your CRM solution. Students will be using the CRM solution, and they 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.  

Positioning enterprise-wide CRM as a strategic 
asset delivers long-term value to institutions 

Relationships and personalization are at the heart of higher 
education 

Service + relationships = a positive student experience 

Because higher education is business-to-consumer (B2C) by nature (see Figure 1), relationships 

become increasingly important. Students expect more from their institutions than relevant classes and 

interesting professors. Rather, it is the relationships that students have with faculty and staff that color 

their overall relationship with the institution. Furthermore, a high level of customer service – before 

and after enrollment – in all interactions with the institution is a must. Students that receive a high 

level of customer service when dealing with everything from enrollment to course registration are 

more likely to remain enrolled in their institution, and retention can have a remarkably high impact on 

institutional operations.  
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Figure 1: The "B2C" nature of higher education  

  

Source: Ovum  

Changing market realities are putting pressure on institutions  

Maintaining long-lasting relationships with students is a difficult task, especially with changing market 

realities. Today, higher education institutions face challenges on numerous fronts, including declining 

enrollment (see Figure 2); the rising cost of higher education (see Figure 3); the need for greater 

accountability for student outcomes, unsatisfactory student experiences, and unsatisfactory alumni 

engagement and support; and the need for new revenue sources.  
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Figure 2: US college enrollment  

  

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2016). Digest of Education 

Statistics, 2014  

Figure 3: The rising cost of college education for students in the US  

  

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2016). Digest of Education 

Statistics, 2014  
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These challenges are difficult to fully comprehend, let alone solve, especially in silos. However, if 

institutions look beyond academic offerings to differentiate themselves from competitors, and make 

positive changes around their approaches to student engagement, they can create and maintain a 

distinctive identity that can attract, retain, and engage students over the entire lifecycle. This is 

particularly important now because improving retention and ultimately ensuring student success are 

two of the most important business challenges for institutions. The ability to retain students is a costly 

and problematic issue; according to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), only 59% of 

students complete a bachelor's degree within six years. Undoubtedly, it is no longer just about what 

programs an institution offers, but how confident students are that they will graduate and obtain a 

good career. 

Investments are being made in CRM, but are they the right investments? 

Demand for a CRM solution to manage relationships across the entire student lifecycle is a top priority 

on most campuses, driven by increased competition and the need to recruit and retain students more 

effectively. According to Ovum's 2016/17 ICT Enterprise Insights survey, 40% of respondents 

reported the intention to make strategic or minor investments in their CRM solutions over the next 18 

months (see Figure 4). Moreover, because many institutions are implementing a relationship 

management strategy that supports more than just admissions, the demand for CRM solutions 

designed for institution-wide deployments will increase.  

Developing a student engagement strategy and selecting a CRM solution that can support the entire 

student lifecycle must be a top-of-mind issue for most institutions. However, because so many 

institutions are now using CRM, in Ovum's view, the ability to differentiate and realize value will not 

come from simply managing the funnel more effectively. Rather, institutions will need to connect their 

implementation to a robust student engagement strategy. 

Figure 4: Institutional investments in CRM  

  

Source: Ovum ICT Enterprise Insights 2016/17  
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Institutions must evolve to a more student-centric model 

Customer service remains an evolving concept for institutions. In order to adapt to the changing 

needs of today's students, institutions must evolve to a student-centric model that spans the lifecycle 

and enables more personalized and innovative "service" delivery. The long-term rewards of 

positioning CRM in this way are worth more than the effort required to get there, and will transform 

institutions. Moreover, there is a strong need for personalized engagement, which includes CRM 

linked to effective marketing automation, social, and community solutions. 

With an enterprise-wide CRM, there is the opportunity to unify and automate business processes, 

improve the constituent experience across the lifecycle, and better monitor and measure outcomes. A 

single system of constituent engagement creates the ability to interact holistically, fostering the right 

touchpoints with the right person at the right time, while increasing student satisfaction, loyalty, and 

support. For institutional staff, the hard work of building consensus and implementing enterprise-wide 

CRM pays off in their ability to drill down and solve issues more efficiently, faster, and with greater 

transparency. Moreover, institutions must also consider the importance of connecting with all non-

student constituents and maintaining those relationships as well. 

Time to adopt a comprehensive approach to CRM 

Institution-wide adoption will drive CRM success  

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

for a high level of service in a cost-effective way. This is particularly the case for private institutions, 

where tuition is higher, resulting in higher 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, and position it as a strategic asset to achieve long-term objectives.  

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 to adopt an institution-wide CRM. 

Institutions can no longer afford facility-level CRM strategies 

Effective student engagement strategies require more than support from faculty, though this is 

important. It also requires the adoption of solutions that are dynamic, allowing institutions to evolve 

their strategy as they learn and grow in experience. Students are no different to consumers when it 

comes to interactions with institutions; they expect a good level of service, and they expect that 

experience to be consistent across all points of contact, from recruitment through to advancement. 
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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, in most cases, solutions are not integrated with one another and/or with 

other institution-wide systems, making it difficult to track and report on the outcomes of activity 

coordinated via individual CRM systems. Each department should not be going their own way with 

CRM.  

The goal for every institution should be a more responsive and constituent-focused service, where 

relationships are not only valued but also central to service offerings. This requires tying together 

information about constituents, events, faculty programs, and learning achievements. An institution-

wide approach to CRM adoption should bring together faculty and staff and all the business 

processes associated with recruitment, retention, and advancement – preferably into a unified 

platform. Such an approach should focus on the lifecycle of students, delivery, quality, and 

personalized services to all constituents, beginning at the moment a student becomes interested in an 

institution and nurtured throughout the student's academic career and life beyond graduation.  

For departments that face financial implications from falling student performance, it will become 

harder to claim special status and exclusion from a centrally driven approach. Savings from full-time 

enrollments (FTEs) dedicated to supporting the individual instances will also act as an incentive to 

centralize CRM activity. Ovum acknowledges that implementing institution-wide CRM can be difficult, 

and it requires the institution to involve and obtain approval from all major stakeholders. However, the 

advantage of a platform approach is that components such as recruitment, retention, and 

advancement offices can be bolted on as and when the time is right. Additionally, a platform approach 

allows for flexibility and the innovation to grow with the evolving needs of an institution over time.  

The pace of change in student engagement shows no signs of abating; in fact, it is only likely to 

accelerate. Future-proofing investments comes at a cost most institutions cannot afford. Institutions 

looking to implement CRM across the enterprise need to undertake careful analysis of existing 

processes to understand how they can, or should, be integrated to achieve the desired level of 

interaction with students. Increasingly, institutions will place importance on selecting solutions 

provided by vendors that have sufficient and consistent investments in their product development. 

Institutions' demands of CRM systems will grow and change with time in line with student demands 

for engagement. As these cycles shorten, the demands on CRM systems will change rapidly. 

Institutions need to partner with a CRM vendor that has a clear product roadmap for its offering with 

timely iterations being available.  

"Crossing the chasm" – how to get from current to future state 

Focus on governance – it is a prerequisite for success 

From the beginning, institutions should plan for enterprise-wide deployment of their student 

engagement program. This requires institutions to have in place strong and clearly articulated 

governance structures that reflect the needs of individual departments where possible. The main 

function of a governance model is to organize operational, financial, risk-management, and reporting 

processes so that institutional leadership receives the information it needs to put good governance 

into practice, and departments can conduct their work in compliance with regulations and strategic 

goals. An institution-wide approach to CRM is more dependent on strong governance than a 
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department-led project because it must balance the unique needs of each department. However, 

governance does not mean regulation. Instead, a governance model includes shared decision-

making, promotes collaboration, and most importantly, standardizes data.  

Make change management a cultural reality 

Implementing a new CRM system is often fraught with risks, and without proactively managing 

change, a significant number of CRM projects fail to deliver the expected benefits. Managing change 

is not the same as implementing the new system, training staff how to use it, telling staff all about it, 

and then expecting change to occur. Effective change management is a structured process that 

changes how individuals do their work and how teams work together. Furthermore, it is how 

institutional leadership supports the change over the longer term, and how the institution as a whole 

benefits from emerging changes. Making long-lasting change happen requires a structured, phased 

approach to change management that includes an assessment of change capability, preparation for 

change, and maintenance of the change.  

In order to effectively prepare for and address change management, institutions must identify and 

involve key stakeholders from project initiation. A huge project that requires significant investment and 

a change in culture requires commitment from all sides. It pays to find strong management 

"champions" who will see the project through and continue support even when there are no immediate 

payoffs. Thinking ahead to ensure that relevant stakeholders are involved in pre-purchasing and 

implementation will serve institutions well. 

Enter the CRM "promised land" 

Institutions are slowly but surely 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 following are case studies 

of institutions that have positioned CRM as a strategic asset. Other institutions should take note of 

these to enter the CRM "promised land," which means they can see what they will gain for similar 

efforts. 

Arizona State University (ASU), for example, found that the number of constituents had been growing 

at an exponential rate; however, when trying to map out its constituent landscape and put together a 

view of everyone that interacts with the institution, ASU found that the data was being recorded in 

several different disconnected places. The institution needed the ability to see all constituents in one 

place so that it could focus on lifecycle experiences from recruitment through graduation and beyond. 

The need for an enterprise-wide CRM system was apparent, and ASU implemented Salesforce to 

give constituents a personalized experience and better serve their needs. 

In 2011, the University of Southern California (USC) publicly launched a multiyear effort to secure 

$6bn in private support from individuals, foundations, and corporations. Undertaking such a goal was 

a challenge in itself, but the institution's legacy fundraising system made the job more complicated. In 

order to reach its goal, USC built a custom advancement solution on the Salesforce platform. By 

doing this, USC now has a connected approach to fundraising, and everyone involved can see how 

they are tracking against their fundraising goal. Once again, this highlights the importance of a 

platform to meet the most complex needs.  

By leveraging the Salesforce platform to build its own learning relationship management (LRM) 

solution, the College for America (CfA) at Southern New Hampshire University executed a 
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progressive student success program. Advisors, faculty, and administrators have a true 360-degree 

view of the student experience and academic progress with the necessary engagement tools. 

Furthermore, the platform addresses a paradigm shift to CBE in the US, and it surfaces the right data, 

at the right time, in the right place. For example, it offers up assignments that are linked to specific 

outcomes, and is flexible to allow instructional material to be designed around the competencies 

students need to master. 

Keep track of cross-industry customer engagement strategies 

Institutions should keep track of how forward-thinking industries, such as retail and telecoms, are 

leveraging CRM within the broader multichannel customer experience and engagement context. The 

more advanced enterprises see CRM as an essential component and recognize that to deliver a 

positive experience across all channels, digital and physical, customer data must somehow be 

collected and unified from all interaction channels and data sources. This includes the supply side of 

the enterprise. While higher education has many unique requirements, taking from the experiences of 

other industries is also invaluable in that it will help institutions to guide their own institution-wide CRM 

deployments.  

Appendix 

Further reading 

"2017 Trends to Watch: Higher Education," IT0008-000285 (November 2016) 

"Creating a System of Holistic Student Engagement," IT0008-000236 (May 2015) 
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We hope that this analysis will help you make informed and imaginative business decisions. If you 
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