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Five Tips for Effective  
Change Management
The Key to Higher Education Recruiting Technology Success

At the most basic level, technology exists to make our 
lives better. Yet all too often, investments in software 
and systems fail to deliver the anticipated results — 
and create a slew of new, unexpected challenges. To 
ensure new technologies actually solve problems and 
help academic institutions meet their goals, staff must 
commit to change management. Technology success 
depends on a process that ensures key stakeholders 
are invested in effective selection, implementation and 
adoption. Liaison International has supported more 
than 800 campuses in implementing and adopting ad-
missions and enrollment marketing solutions; though 
this paper focuses on those tools, many of the tactics 
described here are applicable to other higher ed tech-
nology adoptions.   

INTRODUCTION
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A recent Gartner study found that more 
than half of chief information officers 
(CIOs) working in higher education — 
59% — expect a significant change to 
their business model as a result of digital 
transformation.1 Enrollment, student suc-
cess, growth/market share and retention 
topped the list of business priorities for 
higher ed CIOs. As campus leaders seek 
out tools and technologies that enable 
them to improve in these areas, they 
need to bring influential people — and 
those who changes will impact — on the 
journey.2     

Most studies focus on the technical 
component of adoption; literature on the 
human interaction with the technology is 
limited.10  However, multiple studies over 
the last five years indicate support from 
top-level management is a key determin-
ing factor of success. If adoption of the 
new technology is not an institution-wide 
decision, staff may limit their use of the 
system, failing to drive the anticipated 
efficiencies and ROI. Staff may also be 
slow to adopt and learn the new tech-
nology if they are not involved in the 
selection and implementation process 
or if they sense top management is not 
supportive of the change.8  

For academic  
institutions
Many schools have been slow to imple-
ment or upgrade technology — often to 
their detriment. As many smaller colleges 
merge, close or struggle financially, ad-
ministrators must find ways to keep their 
institutions relevant in an increasingly 
competitive marketplace. It’s no wonder 
that in a recent NACUBO study, 25% of 
chief business officers cited “ability to 
implement change” as the most important 
factor in job retention — the second most 
important factor after their institution’s 
integrity/ethical mission/culture.9  

Recruiting key stakeholders to drive ac-
ceptance and adoption of new strategies, 
technologies and processes is crucial 
to ensure changes take root and institu-
tions achieve their desired outcomes.2  
Without effective change management to 
drive technology adoption, schools risk 
the ability to attract and retain qualified 
students. Other potential consequences 
include loss of competitive position, dam-
age to staff engagement and morale and 
inability to meet strategic goals. 

For technology  
partners
Technology vendors want their clients to 
succeed — it’s in their best interests to 
keep customers happy. After all, satis-
fied customers are more likely to renew 
or expand their business, and various 
studies have revealed that acquiring a 
new customer is anywhere from 5 to 25 
times more expensive than retaining an 
existing one.5  

Failed implementations are bad for busi-
ness. Beyond the cost of attrition, unsuc-
cessful clients can damage a technology 
provider’s reputation. A simple discus-
sion between colleagues at an industry 
conference can derail a deal: 

Bill: “Susan, great to see you! What 
are you doing here?”

Susan: “Hi, Bill… I come to this show 
every few years. We’re looking at new 
admissions software, and I was hoping 
to connect with other schools who 
have gone with XYZ Vendor.”

Bill: “Oh, we tried them a year or two 
ago and it didn’t work out.”  

Susan: “Why, what happened?” 

Bill: “We just couldn’t get people to 
use the system. I have to go, I’m pre-
senting a session — hope to see you 
again later.” 

And the seed of doubt is planted. Susan 
never gets the full story — that Bill’s 
school failed because the team selecting 
the software didn’t bother to get input or 
buy-in from the right people. She simply 
abandons her conversation with that 
particular vendor and starts reaching out 
to their competitors, unaware that Bill’s 
institution would have failed regardless 
of the solution they chose because they 
lacked a solid change management 
process.      

WHY EFFECTIVE CHANGE MANAGEMENT MATTERS

“The average higher education institution has a large 
backlog of digital enablement before it can even think 
about digital transformation.” 

Jan-Martin Lowendahl, vice president and analyst at Gartner
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Identify needs and  
desired outcomes.

What problems are you trying to solve? 
How will you measure success? What 
are the key milestones along the way?

Make sure you can quantify what you’re 
trying to accomplish. Get clear on what 
you’re looking for and why it’s important. 
The “why” plays an important role in build-
ing buy-in for your project and the chang-
es that will go with it. Grant Thornton’s 
sixth annual report, “The State of Higher 
Education 2017” advises institutions to 
align their technology trajectories with in-
stitutional strategic goals and objectives.6 

The better you can demonstrate that your 
changes support a strategic goal for the 
institution, the more likely you are to gain 
support. For example, if your school has 
a strategic plan that includes increasing 
enrollment, you may present your need 
as, “We need to attract a larger pool 
of qualified prospective students and 
increase the number of applications sub-
mitted by 15% over last year.” 

Next, outline how you want to meet that 
need. Remember to keep your proposal 
concrete: “We want to provide students 
a user-friendly online application portal 
that consolidates all application materials 
in one place, allows applicants to check 
the status of their applications online and 
reduces the number of incomplete appli-
cations by 25%” is much more compel-
ling — and quantifiable — than “We want 
to improve the applicant experience.” 

Show colleagues  
the benefits of the  
proposed change. 

Make sure you’re showing how your 
desired outcomes from the previous step 
will aid people around campus. Demon-
strate the specific impact change will 
have for the university, its departments 
and different individuals. 

For example: participating in a Central-
ized Application Service (CAS™) will 
allow X, Y and Z programs to attract a 
more diverse pool of applicants, increase 
applications by 20% over last year, 
reduce time to decision by 50% and free 
up approximately 10 hours per week for 
admissions staff without requiring addi-
tional marketing spend. 

Carsi Hughes, Ph.D., director of the 
post-baccalaureate premedical program 
at Dominican University, said when she 
wanted to implement a CAS, she met 
with resistance — until she was able to 
show that the new service meant less 
work for all stakeholders. Hughes also 
led her discussions with different groups 
on campus by asking what they needed 
from a tool rather than telling them what 
the service did. “I asked people what 
they needed and what would make their 
lives easier — I already knew what was 
in the service. When I told them how it 
could work, they were excited. They were 
happy about anything I could make easier 
for them — I was offering something,” 
she said. 

In Dominican’s case, Hughes offered 
time savings. The operations team 
needed to track 30 different variables on 
students, which they typically keyed in 
when they received paper applications. 
Hughes told the team the new service 
would allow her to provide a file with the 
necessary information, so operations staff 
could import data rather than typing it in. 
Enabling students to check the status 
of their applications online meant fewer 
phone calls asking staff for updates — 
another welcome change. Overall,  

implementing this new technology 
allowed Dominican to increase applica-
tions by tenfold with no additional invest-
ment in advertising; attract applications 
from national and international students; 
and reduce questions from applicants 
about the status of their applications.          

 Communicate  
effectively with 
your internal 
stakeholders.  

Recognize that different members of 
your audience prefer to consume infor-
mation in different ways. For example, 
some staff may appreciate the ability 
to save an email and revisit the content 
later, while others may view email as 
impersonal and would prefer to hear from 
campus leaders in person. Students may 
be comfortable learning via intranet or 
online community, while faculty and staff 
may be less likely to participate in those 
channels.   

Devise a communications plan that en-
sures everyone involved in (and affected 
by) your project has access to project 
updates. Think of it as an integrated 
marketing campaign to build buy-in for 
your project. Include opportunities for 
those who may oppose the changes to 
present their concerns (and show that 
you’re listening). Make sure people on 
the front lines — those who will have to 
actually implement the change — are 
included early on. Learn how employees’ 
daily work will shift, and what concerns 
they have about how their work and roles 
may change. Giving these employees the 
opportunity to help shape the solution 
increases the likelihood they’ll not only 
adopt it, but that they’ll serve as advo-
cates as well.2    

Don’t underestimate the value of word-
of-mouth: getting social influencers 
on board with your project to spread 
positive messages helps offset negative 
feedback from those who resist the nec-
essary changes.4

BEST PRACTICES FOR A SUCCESSFUL CHANGE  
MANAGEMENT PROGRAM

Common goals for higher  
education technology investments: 

•  Supporting instructional  
and assessment strategies.

•  Improving operational  
efficiency and reducing costs. 

•  Improving user experience  
by modernizing or upgrading  
existing systems. 

•  Increasing capacity to serve  
students online.3

3

1 2
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 Involve the right  
people in the  
decision to  
mitigate risk.  

Ensure you understand the potential 
impacts of change — as well as failure 
to change. While all of an organization’s 
activities involve a certain degree of risk, 
according to the International Organiza-
tion for Standardization (ISO), that risk 
can be managed or mitigated through  
assessment and an appropriate treat-

ment plan.7 By speaking with the people 
involved in your technology project, you 
can learn all the potential barriers to suc-
cess, their levels of severity and how best 
to overcome each obstacle. 

For example, if your institution is con-
sidering a new enrollment management 
platform, you’ll need to include all the 
groups on campus that rely on enrollment 
data, such as admissions, representa-
tives from the registrar’s office, student 
advising, program directors and financial 
aid staff. You’ll also want to include IT 
in the discussion. If students will have 
self-service access, you should include 
some of them in the discussion as well to 
understand how the changes will impact 
this audience. 

Each person brings different insight into 
the potential risks, as well as a unique 
understanding of the impact. Someone 
in the registrar’s office may be more 
attuned than the CFO to the risks asso-
ciated with inability to provide accurate 
reports on certain types of enrollment 
data. 

 Measure — and 
report on — incre-
mental progress to 
showcase success. 

Creating time-bound, measurable goals 
throughout the process can make your 
project seem more manageable. And 
having success markers at various stages 
sets you up to score quick wins and 
demonstrate progress. Deloitte ex-

plained, “starting with a bold goal in mind 
and taking small steps relentlessly can 
build organizational capital in the same 
way compounding annual investments 
can build wealth.” 2  

In complex technology projects, which 
can often take a year or more to get fully 
up and running, enthusiasm can wane. 
Keep people engaged with updates, 
such as announcing when a solution has 
been chosen or key milestones, such as 
rolling out across various departments. 

Proactive positioning:  
Automation does not  
automatically eliminate jobs.

If your proposed technology will 
radically change the way people 
work, staff may fear that their jobs 
will be eliminated. In an admissions 
office where manual application 
entry has been the norm, employees 
may believe that an online appli-
cation service will replace them. 
Keep these colleagues on board by 
showing them how the new service 
will free them up to do work that 
machines can’t, such as analyzing 
data and recommending ways to 
improve recruiting efforts. 

When you show people how their 
jobs can evolve, allowing employees 
to grow with the institution, you can 
build enthusiasm and buy-in. 

TYPES OF  
RISK IMPACT 6

STRATEGIC: Causes a strategic  
objective to fail

FINANCIAL: Incurs unanticipated  
costs or reduces revenue

OPERATIONAL: Affects the  
quality or efficiency of how work 
gets done

ENVIRONMENTAL: (health &  
safety) Jeopardizes students,  
faculty or staff

TECHNOLOGY: Exposes  
applications, data, operating  
systems, network or infrastructure  
to inappropriate  access or change

LEGAL: Triggers litigation or  
arbitration against your institution

IT Down-line  
managers Marketing President CFO

100% 100%

75% (25% included  
this group early in the  

process, 50% included 
them later in the process)

92% 66% 

Who is typically involved in selecting an enrollment marketing solution?
Interviews with staff at 12 schools who recently implemented Liaison’s Enrollment Marketing Platform (EMP™) show that in addition  

to the admissions and enrollment team who lead the charge, the following people were included in the selection process:

4
5
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Don’t let these errors stand  
in the way of success.  

Taking too long to  
decide on a solution.
While institutions should conduct 
research to ensure a potential solution 
meets their needs, public and non-prof-
it institutions of higher education may 
prolong discussions to their detriment. 
“Decision-making for major EdTech ac-
quisitions tends to be protracted, inclu-
sive and ‘consultative’ with faculty having 
a strong voice in decisions in addition 
to professional staff and, in some cases, 
students. The length of deliberations 
can be an impediment to change in a 
fast-moving field,” according to one study 
on the decision-making process in higher 
ed technology purchases.3  

Avoid analysis paralysis or getting hung 
up on minor details. Having key stake-
holders on board matters — input from 
the people who must use the service 
daily or have strict requirements should 
carry more weight than opinions from 
those who will have little interaction with 
the new tool. When the people who are 
truly critical to the project agree on a 
course of action, move forward.  

Sacrificing thoughtful 
analysis for the sake  
of urgency.  
Often, decision-makers feel pressure to 
quickly meet goals and solve problems 
in real-time. However, there’s a happy 
medium between dragging out the tech-
nology selection process and jumping 
into a commitment without properly 
vetting solutions. To aggressively pursue 
opportunities aligned with institutional 
goals, it’s imperative to gather the right 
information quickly — agility calls for 
rapid research and analysis. Taking the 
time to build a coalition, understand the 
needs of key stakeholders and make an 
informed decision pays off. For exam-
ple, one school signed a contract for an 
enrollment marketing platform without 
learning whether it was compatible with 
their student information systems. This 
hasty decision created many problems 
that could have been avoided.          

Stopping short of  
a full-on risk  
mitigation plan.  
According to Grant Thornton’s research, 
one of the most common mistakes during 
risk mitigation is “ending the discussion 
after identifying a single mitigation strat-
egy. This limits identification of additional 
mitigation strategies that can further 
reduce risk impact by addressing other 
potential outcomes.” 6 

Choosing a solution  
before understanding 
the problem.  
Some institutions become enamored 
with a particular tool, then try to find a 
problem to solve with it, rather than iden-
tifying a need first and searching for a 
purpose-built solution. While most of the 
respondents in one study acknowledged 
that seeking out technology to solve a 
particular problem was by far the better 
approach, they admitted that choosing a 
tool first then reverse-engineering a need 
is common.3   

Failing to speak with 
people outside of  
higher ed. 
Higher ed administrators involved in 
technology implementation should seek 
advice from peers in the business world 
who have gone through similar initia-
tives. The business community can offer 
valuable insight or suggestions on ways 
to manage the change. Board members, 
alumni and other constituents may have 
relevant expertise that can help you  
succeed. Take advantage of such  
connections.     

COMMON PITFALLS
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Change management is key for a  
successful technology implementa-
tion. Putting people at the center of the 
process makes all the difference. This 
includes listening to concerns, showing 
that you understand different perspec-
tives, communicating clearly, articulating 
the value of change and recognizing  
and addressing potential roadblocks. 

Learn from colleagues who have tapped 
into the power of change management to 
foster successful technology selection, 
implementation and adoption, deriving 
the most value from their investments. 
In future papers, we’ll share the lessons 
from our clients to drive admissions  
and enrollment marketing technology 
adoption in institutions of higher ed.
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