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 INTRODUCTION 
 Much research has been conducted on 
Customer Relationship Management 

(CRM) since its academic emergence in 
1997.  1   After more than a decade, CRM for 
corporate clients in service industries such 
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as telecommunications has been neglected 
in both academic and professional domains 
 –  often regarded as  ‘ quick fi x ’  technology 
projects.  2   Many CRM approaches focus on 
mass markets and on related CRM 
initiatives such as retention and churn 
management. 

 CRM academics ’  theoretical writings are 
often unrelated to business realities, 
consisting of overly abstract CRM models 
( Figure 3 ). CRM practitioners writing 
about the topic often address the success 
rate of technology-focused CRM software 
projects.  3   However, CRM for corporate 
clients is very complex, in particular in 
service industries such as telecommunications. 
A tentative complexity analysis carried out 
during this research project uncovered more 
than 1400 CRM  ‘ hard ’  activities for 
marketing, sales, customer service and 
billing. However, CRM for corporate 
clients is not just related to  ‘ hard ’  factors. 
 ‘ Soft ’  issues prevail in the business-to-
business (B2B) world, where clients are 
known personally by supplier staff. CRM 
studies ( Figure 3 ) and CRM market data  4   
propose a narrow view focusing just on 
CRM strategy, processes and systems. 
However, bearing in mind the actual 
complexity of CRM for corporate clients, 
perhaps Einstein  5   described the best 
approach:  ‘ Everything should be made as 
simple as possible, but not simpler ’ . 

 Notwithstanding the progress in CRM 
project success rates  6   and wider academic 
propositions,  7 – 9   CRM for corporate clients 
has never been fully explored,  10   embracing 
both  ‘ hard ’  and  ‘ soft ’  factors.  11   This is the 
role of this article.  

 Evolution of research questions 
 Our research questions (RQs) evolved over 
time as an iterative, non-linear process 
(2002, 2004, 2007) in order to answer 
 ‘ what you specifi cally want to understand 
by doing your study ’ .  12   In conclusion, we 
were trying to answer the major research 
question: 

  ‘ What are the evolved characteristics and 
behaviours of the holistic management of 
corporate customer relationships for 
telecoms carriers? ’  

 This involved answering these further 
research questions:   

 RQ1: How are corporate customer 
relationships managed in the telecoms 
industry and what CRM models evolve? 
 RQ2: How do corporate clients behave 
and how are their requirements aligned 
with CRM models? 
 RQ3: What are the characteristics of 
performance management (PM) in business 
customers ’  CRM? 
 RQ4: What are the inter-model, overall 
relationships of evolved holistic CRM 
model dimensions?    

 Interviewees ’  understanding of 
CRM 
 As an introduction to the  ‘ real world ’ 
(pp. 116),  Figure 1  presents an example of 
CRM for corporate clients in service 
industries, based on a 12-hour diary of a 
typical CRM  ‘ working day ’   –  extracted 
from the analysis of interview transcripts 
carried out by our research study. This 
diary reminds us of CRM complexity in 
theory and practice. Interviewees identify 
the gaps between claim and reality. 

 At the beginning of interviews, interview 
participants were asked to provide a short 
defi nition of their understanding about 
CRM. The objective was to ensure a 
mutual understanding of the terms used 
during the course of conduction of the 
interviews. Defi nitions varied between 
interviewees, depending on their expertise 
domain or personal background. 

 Here are some of the defi nitions of 
CRM reported by interview participants: 

  ‘ CRM is a philosophy and a strategy 
conception. And leaders shape the design of 
the relationship with our clients ’ .  Director of 
quality assurance of a telecoms operator  

•

•

•

•
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  ‘ For most sales people CRM is a piece of 
software deterring them from doing their job ’ . 
 Key account manager for a fi xed-network operator  

  ‘ CRM to me is: I am using CRM as a 
single system which provides you with a 
complete view of the customer ’ .  Senior 
director for applications development of a 
metropolitan service provider      

 THE MISINTERPRETATION OF 
CRM IN THE LITERATURE 
 As indicated in the introduction section, 
signifi cant research has been conducted on 
CRM since its academic emergence in 
1997. However, the entirety of complex 
CRM has still not been properly explored. 
Instead, focused frameworks, for example, 
on CRM processes and technology, 
prevail,  13,14   categorising CRM as 
technology-centric. Even though scholars 
point out the neglect of causal 
interrelatedness between CRM model 
dimensions,  15   they still  ‘ follow ’  the same 
theoretical path as models criticised. The 
end result is explicit similarities of CRM 
frameworks propagating fundamental 
modelling errors ( Figure 2 ). Shifting the 
perspectives towards academic analyses of 
professional CRM project failure, CRM 
scholars seem to refl ect and learn very little 
from the identifi ed causes of CRM failure 

 –  for example, the neglect of organisational 
change. On the other hand, many CRM 
managers  ‘ assume, that more CRM 
technology is better ’ .  16   By contrast, some 
scholars  17   describe CRM as a customer-
centric business philosophy. What is more, 
Salomann  et al   18   point out that 48 per cent 
measure (hardly or not at all) CRM process 
performance and that corporate customers 
are neglected.  

 CRM in service industries 
 To better understand CRM for corporate 
clients, we need to identify the main 
differences between CRM for corporate 
clients and for consumers  –  the complexity 
of CRM for corporate clients. This is 
confi rmed by Webster  19   who argues that 
marketing for corporate clients, as one 
element of CRM, can be characterised by 
the complexity of products and purchase 
processes. Coviello and Brodie  20   recognise 
that  ‘ marketing appears to be relational in 
B2B [business-to-business] fi rms and more 
transactional in consumer fi rms ’  although 
there are key similarities, such as the 
approach to market planning. Gummesson  21   
adds that B2B CRM consists of ongoing 
business, whereas CRM for consumers 
focuses on everyday transactions. There is 
no active management of service-level 
agreements for consumers. Understanding 

“Is the tape still
switched on? [Yes].
Actually, an important
relationship issue is
trust. That is quite a
‘soft’ fact. You can
resolve every techni-
cal issue, but at the
end it leads to trust.”
[38-12]

“Our incumbent oper-
ator takes care of us,
even if it takes
longer…Their sales
manager gives us his
all-out support, he is
flexible enough to
fulfil our requirements
and delivers his
promises.” [41-06]

“Often, I do not have
the impression that
they act strategically.
They rather think from
tender to tender and
contact us when they
launch a new
product.” [31-01]

“We ordered 20 DSL services with
them. As for their responses, their
replies, and the provisioning we were
treated like residential customers. They
wrote: Your (emphasis) DSL account
will arrive. Ah, my (emphasis) DSL
account. I gave them a call: Which one
is it? Yours. Which of that 20? We do
not know. And billing was a complete
horror. Finally, we terminated all
services with them.” [38-11]

“The entire price
negotiation did not
take long. We
explained to them:
You have one bid,
only, eventually a
second one. You are
getting incredibly fast
with such measures.”
[35-21]

”They [telecoms
operators] were trying
to do too much. Once
they have seen some
of the power there, I
would think they got
greedy. I would say
the vendors were
greedy.” [42-01]

“The top of the
company has to
understand that
simple mantra of
business drives
processes drives
systems.” [43-13]

“The carrier must be
recognised as a
solution supplier, with
references implemen-
ted, publishing
papers, and public
relations which pro-
mote: I am a solution
supplier. You have to
create trust.” [25-02]

“They [CRM depart-
ments] all work for
their own, build their
own processes and
there is no interaction
between them.” [17-
01]

“I think this is a
historic relationship
like between Eastern
and Western Europe.
You [Sales] treat
Marketing are your
enemy and not as
your friend.” [32-07]

07:00 08:00 09:00 10:00 11:00 12:00 13:00 14:00 15:00 16:00 17:00 18:00 19:00

“Everything [perform-
ance measures] is
green, but the
customer problem is
not solved.” [06-03]

  Figure 1  :             Diary of CRM claims and realities in service industries.   
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corporate clients ’  CRM demands an 
understanding of the organisational Theory 
of the Firm,  22   as  ‘ an interplay of 
technology, social structure, culture, and 
physical structure ’ .  23   A better elaboration of 
dynamic perspectives of CRM is needed to 

improve understanding of CRM causalities, 
that is, Systems Theory   24   and Systems 
Thinking.  25   CRM in service industries 
requires an understanding of principal 
service characteristics, which are virtually 
always neglected or ignored in the CRM 
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    Figure 3  :             Diminishing progress of C-R-M science and likelihood of paradigm shift.   
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  Figure 2  :             Contextual analysis of inward-centred CRM worldviews.   
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literature. We also need to consider 
whether, from the point of view of CRM 
analysis, management of services differs 
from manufacturing management. A 
tentative answer is given by Normann  26   
who claims:  ‘ Yes and no ’ . Services can be 
evaluated and offered like nominal 
economic goods.  27   Thus, both services and 
manufacturing goods can be classifi ed as 
products.  28   Second, Sasser  et al    29   recognise 
that services cannot be stocked, Levitt   30   
explores that service  ‘ production ’  takes 
place in the fi eld, whereas Normann 
emphasises that the customer is  ‘ a 
participant in the production of the service 
 …  [and ]  …  it is also necessary to  ‘ manage ’  
them as part of the production ’ .   

 CRM  –  Not just software 
 In the past, CRM was often seen as a 
 ‘ quick fi x ’  IT project proposal implemented 
by consultancies. According to Bergeron, 
CRM  ‘ was born around 1997 ’ . Mack 
 et al    31   claim that CRM evolved from total 
quality management in the 1980s. Schmitt  32   
identifi es the origin in the customer 
orientation movement in 1990s, whereas 
Newell   33   recognises the strategic and 
technological focus of CRM. Auer   34   
states that US software vendors took 
up Relationship Marketing (RM) to 
market CRM systems. Bruhn refers to 
the continued usage of Relationship 
Marketing terminology, whereas Payne 
  and Frow   15   claim that CRM has  ‘ its roots 
in RM ’  (p. 85). Later, Payne addresses the 
signifi cance of change management in 
achieving positive CRM outcomes. 
Therefore, CRM thinking has evolved over 
the last decade, but there are differences of 
opinion as to how. 

 Our analysis of CRM literature revealed 
the emergence of three de-coupled 
 ‘ C-R-M Schools of Thought ’  corresponding 
with the evolution of CRM. The 
separation of C-R-M is based on two 
analytical refl ections: First, an ethnographic 
analysis  35   of CRM: A  ‘ customer ’  has a 

 ‘ relationship ’  that is  ‘ managed ’ .  Per se , this 
implies that clients  –  not  ‘ suppliants ’ , a 
terminology used by an interviewee of a 
corporate customer  –  are the starting point 
of CRM, rather than  ‘  R  ’  or the even 
prevailing end point  ‘  M   ’ . Moreover, it 
implies that a customer has a relationship 
( ‘  R  ’ ) with personally known supplier staff  –  
relationships with software would raise a 
rather different set of issues. Finally, it 
implies managers  ‘  M   ’  caring about the 
relationship ( ‘  R  ’ ) with their customers ( ‘  C   ’ ) 
rather than the opposite. 

 Second, the separation of C-R-M is 
additionally based on the allocation of 
scrutinised C-R-M models to global 
cultural traits  36   clusters by applying the 
analysis principles of Grounded Theory 
(GT). 

 The iterative end result of this 
comprehensive analysis is: There is no 
unifying CRM modelling embracing the 
unifying CRM holism, but three distinct, 
geographically allocatable, partly 
overlapping, dis-unifi ed CRM ideologies 
representing characteristic thinking about 
CRM as follows:   

   1.  Managerial C-R-M School of Thought 
(relationships are monitored) 

   2.  Process, IT and Implementation C-R-M 
School of Thought (relationships are 
technology-centred) 

   3.  Markets and Stakeholder C-R-M School 
of Thought (relationships are stakeholder-
centred)   

 A typical example of this absence of a 
unifi ed CRM approach is the Strategic 
Framework for CRM and the CRM Value 
Chain,  37   from the markets and stakeholder-
centred C-R-M School of Thought: Both 
these models focus on markets and 
stakeholder, but propose different CRM 
viewpoints. There is some overlap with 
other  ‘ C-R-M Schools of Thought ’ , for 
example, Buttle ’ s CRM Value Chain 
addresses implementation aspects as well. 
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However, in our view a comprehensive 
description of CRM as a whole is not 
proposed by one particular School of 
Thought. In our view, contemporary 
C-R-M science is therefore weak, despite 
its volume. Ngai  38   identifi ed 105 CRM 
articles published in 2002. Parkinson ’ s  39   
view that  ‘ the progress of science varies 
inversely with the number of journals 
published ’  underlies  Figure 3 . By 
elaborating the nine C-R-M models, we 
can see that progress corresponds with dates 
of C-R-M publications. We believe that 
we need a fundamentally different research 
methodology, avoiding existing C-R-M 
propositions in order to avoid being 
 ‘ contaminated ’ .    

 GROUNDED RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY  –  ENABLING 
A FRESH PERSPECTIVE ON 
CRM  

 Research methodology 
 The requirements for a (CRM) publication 
are that the contribution to knowledge is 
original, relevant, communicable and 
trustworthy. Particular trustworthiness 
aspects include the credibility, 
controllability, validity and reliability of the 
contribution to knowledge.  40   To address 
the unexplored holism of CRM, a 
qualitative research methodology  41   emerged. 
A pre-condition for the understanding of 
this study is the tension from applying and 
advancing GT) principles for CRM in the 
telecoms industry  –  the fundamental 
paradigm controversy between GT founders 
Glaser and Strauss and Corbin.  42   This 
resulted in the requirement for an amended 
GT research methodology that can be 
positioned  43,44   in the constructivism 
paradigm by drawing a line to 
postpositivism epistemology.  45   The meaning 
to our CRM research is: Findings are 
expected to being objective, derived from 
actual, subjective CRM experience 
incorporating human values. On the basis 

of this, a GT methodology was designed 
incorporating two major principles:  46,47     

   1.  Existing literature theories are not 
reviewed, but theories are discovered. 

   2.  Theoretical elements are developed 
through coding procedures based on 
constant comparison of instances of data.   

 However, the paradigm controversy of 
Strauss and Corbin ’ s evolved GT is 
positioned towards relativism (that is, 
multiple CRM realities exist) versus Glaser ’ s 
 ‘ real ’  realities, and virtually disregarded any 
discussion about vital GT modelling gaps 
and about a signifi cant dilemma with regard 
to this study on CRM research. This is for 
two reasons:   

   1.  The Glaserian position does not 
(intentionally) include a modelling 
ontology required for this research, but 
very useful coding families such as the 
 ‘ bread and butter ’   48   coding family  ‘ Six 
Cs ’  (causes, context, contingencies, 
consequences, covariances conditions). 

   2.  Strauss ’ s position includes modelling 
propositions, but these are not useful 
for this CRM research confi rming 
Urquhart ’ s  49   GT experience of having 
 ‘ broken apart (from) Strauss ’  and Corbin ’ s 
paradigm ’ .   

 These modelling gaps were addressed by 
iterative, normative GT research 
methodology amendments and included 
patterns,  50   holons  51   and abstract 
modelling.  52   A pattern approach enabled 
the authors to identify CRM problems and 
solutions, that is, to answer the RQs 
(Introduction section). Constructing holons 
equipped us to explore dedicated CRM 
viewpoints and inter-linkages between 
them, that is, particularly to address 
RQ4 (What are the inter-model, 
overall relationships of evolved holistic 
CRM model dimensions?). Moreover, 
meta-modelling amendments provided an 
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unambiguous classifi cation of categories and 
properties representing abstract entities of 
CRM experiences, for example, 
 ‘ inconsistent design of CRM actions ’  as 
stated by corporate client:  ‘ We were treated 
like residential customers  …  and billing as a 
complete horror ’ . The end result is the 
assembly of a grounded CRM behaviour 
theory as presented in  Figure 4 .       

 RESEARCH METHOD 
 Our grounded research method comprises 
three major components, adapted from 
Miles and Huberman  41  :   

 data collection including fi eldwork 
preparation, that is, sampling method and 
broad fi eldwork questions; 
 data reduction buttressed on amended GT 
principles; and 
 data display, that is, theory writing 
succeeded by the verifi cation of fi ndings.    

 Data collection 
  ‘ Lightly ’  semi-structured interviews were 
the best way of discovering a CRM theory. 
These semi-structured interviews contained 
several broad, open fi eldwork questions. 

•

•

•

Wengraf   53   suggests that by applying this 
type of interview the (CRM) theory is 
likely to be discovered without reinventing 
the wheel or closing off the conceptual 
innovation. The unit of analysis was 
expected to be the marketing, sales, 
customer service and billing departments of 
service providers in mature telecoms markets 
in Europe, America and Asia / Pacifi c. In 
corporate clients, Information Technology 
(IT) departments of various industries, for 
example banking or publishing, typically 
purchasing Next Generation Services (NGS) 
such as broadband connections from 
telecoms best fi tted the qualitative sampling. 
Fifty-two semi-structured depth interviews 
were conducted by a single interviewer from 
different organisational perspectives, of which 
70 per cent were face-to-face interviews. 
The total elapsed time for data collection 
and analysis was 18 months, involving 46   600 
miles (75   000   km) of global travel. The 
distribution is presented in  Figure 5 .   

 Data reduction 
 Collecting large amounts of interview data 
(a total of 596 pages of interview 
transcripts) requires much data management, 

Grounded CRM Behaviour
Theory Development

Grounded Theory

Patterns

Holons

Meta-modelling

Telecoms environment

Personal beliefs

CRM /PM literature modicum

Paradigmatic positioning

CRM perspectives

Categories

Properties

Relationships

Corporate customers

  Figure 4  :             Assembly of the CRM behaviour theory development.   
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recording and use of qualitative analysis 
software. This included preservation of raw 
data. NVivo and Decision Explorer 
software packages were used together with 
text processing for detailed code 
descriptions. Our grounded data analysis 
implied a set of coding procedures to 
analyse the meaning of interviewees ’  
experience, for example, memos, open and 
selective coding, as well as theoretical 
coding. Miles and Huberman defi ne coding 
as the analysis of transcripts: not the words 
themselves but their meaning,  41   that is, 
we derived meaning from interviewees ’  
statements rather than just rephrasing them. 

 We needed reliability and validity in data 
for the research to be valid.  54   To address 
the question  ‘ Can one trust the results? ’ , we 
scrutinised and derived three meaningful 
criteria, as well as a consideration about the 
generalisability, as follows:   

 Internal postpositivism reliability (IPPR): 
86 per cent intra-checker reliability. IPPR 
implied that interviewees were shown 
the results, and asked to what extent 
their CRM experience was refl ected 
 –  rather than the widely used but entirely 
misjudging  ‘ do your peer student a favour ’  
feedback approach. 
 Constructionism (derive meaning from 
subjective interviews) transparency: A 
thorough documentation of executing GT 
coding procedures, including 596 pages of 
written interview transcripts. 
 Glaserian trust-building criteria: A rigorous 
layman ’ s judgement of 4 months. This 
process involved four peer researchers 

•

•

•

and three CRM professional experts who 
judged the seeing and trusting the  ‘ big 
picture ’  of the CRM fi ndings. 
 Generalisability of results: Glaserian  55   
criterion of theory  ‘ modifi ability over 
time ’  by applying the fi ndings in other and 
wider contextual environments.   

 As a refl ective epilogue on  ‘ doing 
Grounded Theory ’ , we refer to Einstein  56   
who recognises:  ‘ There is no logical path to 
these laws. Only intuition, resting on 
sympathetic understanding of experience 
[which is helped by a feeling for the order 
lying behind the appearance], can reach 
them ’ .    

 FINDINGS  –  THE DISCOVERY 
OF THE CRM BEHAVIOUR 
THEORY  

 Structural approach to fi ndings ’  
presentment 
 On the basis of the methodology approach, 
qualitative data were gathered from both 
telecoms operators and their corporate 
clients to answer the RQs. We were trying 
to answer the major RQ: 

  ‘ What are the evolved characteristics and 
behaviours of the holistic management of 
corporate customer relationships for 
telecoms carriers? ’  

 This involved answering these further 
RQs:   

 RQ1: How are corporate customer 
relationships managed in the telecoms 
industry and what CRM models evolve? 

•

•

24; 46%

10; 19%

11; 21%

3; 6%4; 8%

Telecoms Operators

CRM Vendors
Corporate Clients

CRM Telecoms Experts
CRM Systems Integrators

  Figure 5  :             Distribution of interviewees ’  organisations.   
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 RQ2: How do corporate clients behave 
and how are their requirements aligned 
with CRM models? 
 RQ3: What are the characteristics of PM 
in business customers ’  CRM? 
 RQ4: What are the inter-model, overall 
relationships of evolved holistic CRM 
model dimensions?   

 Bearing in mind the requirement for a 
communicable and systematic fi ndings ’  
structure, as well as non-hierarchical, 
multiple model perspectives,  Figure 6  
presents our approach and illustrates the 
sequence and linkages with the RQs:  

 Key fi ndings overview 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to present 
key issues and propositions that emerged 
from the grounded data analysis, and to 
present a visual overview of fi eldwork 
fi ndings. 

 Interview participants stated that isolation in 
CRM, and particularly the complexity of 
CRM for corporate customers in the telecoms 
industry, requires a multi-perspective model. 
Five major CRM issues were revealed:   

   1.  CRM managers have no common 
approach to CRM and lack a coherent 
and long-term direction in CRM. 

•

•

•

   2.  CRM departments think and work in 
isolation and in parallel. 

   3.  CRM processes and systems are designed 
in isolation and inconsistently managed. 

   4.  Corporate customers are dissatisfi ed with 
inconsistent treatment and do not trust 
telecoms operators. 

   5.  PM in CRM is network-centric focused 
and neglects corporate clients ’  perceptions.   

 These central issues limit the ability of 
telecoms operators to manage corporate 
customer relationships. Five central 
propositions emerged to address the issues:   

   1.  Leaders are willing to serve the CRM 
organisation and have genuine motives. 

   2.  Create a motivating CRM culture with 
open communication and mutual trust. 

   3.  Telecoms operators deliver a preferred 
customer experience to their corporate 
clients and sell services honestly and 
personally. 

   4.  Corporate clients choose trusted, reliable 
and fast telecoms operators for their NGS 
solutions. 

   5.  Outside-in PM addressed customer-
centric  ‘ soft ’  and  ‘ hard ’  measures and 
inter-departmental key performance 
indicators (KPIs)  .   

 On the basis of the fi ndings, detailed causal 
maps were designed that are presented 
throughout this part of the thesis. The 
conceptual CRM theory model overview is 
presented as follows:   

 Key fi ndings statement 
 On the basis of the presentation of issues 
and propositions and the conceptual 
overview shown in  Figure 7 , the key 
fi nding of this research is: 

  ‘ A holistic CRM behaviour theory for 
telecoms operators and their relationships 
with corporate clients consisting of seven 
causally interrelated, problem-solution 
founded, non-hierarchical CRM 
perspectives based holons ’ .     

Leadership
Strategy

Organisation
Process
Systems

Customer

Measurement

Overall

Model

Internal

External

PM

Linking

RQ1

RQ2

RQ3

RQ4

Research
Question

Perspective

  Figure 6  :             Logical macro-structure of fi eldwork 
fi ndings.   
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viewpoint discusses the causal behaviour of 
non-aligned CRM programmes, CRM 
project failure, as well as understanding 
corporate clients ’  requirements and personal 
sales of NGS. The improvement of CRM 
initiatives forms the analytical centre of the 
model. The model is mutually related to 
the customer and measurement views in 
particular.   

 CRM Organisation model 
 The organisation model discusses 
people-related behaviour in sales, marketing 
customer services and billing departments of 
telecoms operators. It is a central model, 
and consists of 44 concepts. The model 
deals with isolated thinking and working in 
CRM and the concepts required to address 
such issues. The conceptual focus is on 
structural changes towards interwoven 
customer-centric teams operating in trusted 
atmospheres. As can be seen in  Figure 7 , 
the model is closely linked with CRM 
processes, the customer perspective and the 
leadership model in various organisational 
CRM units.   

 CRM Process model 
 The process model deals with the execution 
of CRM programmes via operational 
activities in sales, marketing, customer 
service and billing. It is a central model 
consisting of 26 concepts, and refl ects issues 

 SEVEN HOLISTIC CRM MODEL 
PERSPECTIVES 
 The seven models illustrate a systematically 
structured, non-hierarchical CRM approach 
for corporate clients in the telecoms 
industry and are as follows:  

 CRM Leadership model 
 This model deals with the behaviour of 
CRM managers in the telecoms industry. It 
is a central model consisting of 44 concepts 
(that is, properties and categories). The 
CRM leadership view addresses the 
interplay of self-centric progress (that is, 
personal objectives diametrical to CRM 
objectives), diversifi ed CRM approaches 
and operational CRM problem solving with 
genuine, customer-centric motives and 
relevant leadership tasks and roles in CRM. 
CRM managers are at the centre of change 
activities and their different behaviours are 
analysed.  Figure 7  briefl y shows that mutual 
linkages with the organisation and strategy 
models were revealed at various 
management levels.   

 CRM Strategy model 
 This model addresses the long-term 
planning of CRM actions and different 
types of strategy behaviour. The strategy 
perspective plays a vital role in the overall 
CRM model, although it consists of 21 
categories and properties, only. This 

      Figure 7  :             Conceptual overview for CRM in the telecoms industry.   
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of unsatisfactory corporate customer 
experience and missing customer 
information handshakes. The design of an 
outside-in CRM process approach is at the 
model centre. The process model view is 
closely linked with organisation, systems, 
measurement and customer models.   

 CRM Systems model 
 The systems model addresses CRM 
software application-related behaviour in 
the telecoms industry. The model consists 
of 34 categories and properties and plays a 
vital role in automating CRM processes. It 
deals with monolithic and isolated CRM 
installations and their causal relationships 
with CRM systems architecture, dynamic 
CRM applications and embedded PM 
capabilities. The systems model is closely 
linked with the process model, in particular.   

 CRM Customer model 
 The customer model addresses the 
outside-in perspective of corporate 
customers about CRM. It is a central 
model linking external with internal CRM 
perspectives, and it consists of 34 categories 
and properties. It deals with inconsistent, 
standardised treatment of clients and missing 
long-term CRM commitment. The 
conceptual centre is formed by designing 
preferred methods of CRM interaction and 
NGS provider independence. There is a 
very close linkage with the strategy model 
as illustrated in  Figure 7 .   

 CRM Measurement model 
 This model deals with CRM performance 
management in the telecoms industry. 
Comprising 38 concepts, it is a central 
model and defi nes a bracket of internal and 
external model perspectives. It deals with 
the causal behaviour of isolated CRM 
measurement of both telecoms operators 
and their corporate clients and the lack of 
customer-relevant indicators in relation to 
conceptual elements. These concepts 
include a holistically connected framework 

from the outside-in. As presented in 
 Figure 7 , the model is closely linked with 
strategy and processes. 

 On the basis of the presentation of key 
fi ndings, the next methodological step is 
the grounded allocation of actually relevant 
literature.   

 LOCATING THE CRM 
BEHAVIOUR THEORY TO 
RELEVANT C-R-M LITERATURE 
 This paragraph addresses the discussion of 
fi ndings in the context of relevant literature. 
A set of fi ve key differences with our 
fi ndings was revealed:   

 Isolation, the key problem of all seven 
CRM perspectives is often neglected in 
CRM literature,  57   although there was 
evidence in the fi eldwork that separate 
execution of CRM activities has 
inter-model affects. 
 CRM culture and related  ‘ people business ’  
aspects of CRM for corporate clients 
emerged as the central CRM discussion 
perspective related to addressing isolation 
issues. However, the fi eldwork fi ndings 
demonstrated little similarities with the 
CRM literature, where a customer-centric 
motivating CRM culture was concerned. 
 PM requirements for CRM revealed by 
this fi eldwork such as  ‘ measuring the right 
things ’  and PM as a measurement theme 
in itself are disregarded in the CRM 
literature.  58   A focus on  ‘ hard ’  or fi nancial 
measures for processes and internally 
directed benchmarks prevails. 
 The dynamic behavioural aspects 
discovered in our fi eldwork are almost 
excluded in the literature focusing on 
conceptual  59   or static views, neglecting 
causal relationships. 
 An integrative perspective on PM in 
CRM (CRMQUAL) incorporating 
the measurement of CRM culture, 
the conceptual separation of processes 
and systems measures, as well as non-
hierarchical (that is, non-successive, 

•

•

•

•

•
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unranked) feedback loops is not covered 
by the literature  –  in particular Kaplan and 
Norton ’ s strategy maps.   

 Some parts of the CRM literature showed 
four key similarities, but relevant literature 
actually varies and does not show a single 
key criterion of similarity:   

 The literature partly recognises the  ‘ cross-
functional nature ’  of relationships. This has 
been confi rmed by our fi eldwork, which 
shows that a functional perspective (that 
is, Marketing, Sales, Customer Service, as 
well as Billing) would destroy behavioural 
understanding rather than support it. In fact, 
a functional perspective (that is, Marketing, 
Sales, Customer Service and Billing) was 
dissolved and concepts transformed into 
seven dedicated CRM views. 
 Payne and Frow  15   indicate   that isolation 
is a CRM issue, although no systematic 
approach is proposed as we suggest. 
Lovelock  60   proposes a service quality gap 
model. The approach offers a partly similar 
problem awareness related to CRM, but 

•

•

falls short concerning some  ‘ soft ’  issues 
such as motivation, and particularly 
managerial willingness to support CRM. 
 CRM culture is often addressed in the 
managerial School of Thought. This 
means that there is a contradiction in the 
CRM literature. However, Homburg 
and Sieben  61   propose a customer-centric 
culture model that confi rms the relevance 
of CRM culture and its impact on 
processes as well as the interaction with 
corporate clients. 
 PM in CRM revealed novel similarities. 
IMP Group suggests measures related 
to corporate clients ’  requirements such 
as trust, reliability and fl exibility, while 
Woodcock ’ s proposition for a collective 
PM approach in CRM indicated that 
a lack of customer behaviour measures 
means valuable PM insights are 
disregarded.   

 The seven CRM perspectives were mapped 
against the literature, revealing fresh 
perspectives on CRM, as illustrated in 
 Figure 8 .    

•

•

Fresh
GT perspective 

Academic focus III,
Professional focus I 

Academic focus I,
Professional exclusion 

Academic separation,
Professional exclusion 

Academic CRM neglect,
Professional CRM neglect 

Leadership Model
Organisation Model

Customer Model

Measurment Model
Proceses Model

Systems Model

Strategy Model

Academic focus II, 
Professional focus II

Dynamic gap #8

Prevailing
C-R-M views 

   Figure 8  :             Emerged differences and similarities of fi ndings with the C-R-M literature.   

© 2010 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1741-2439 Database Marketing & Customer Strategy Management Vol. 17, 3 / 4, 155–173



 CRM behaviour theory 

167

 CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR 
ACADEMIC AND 
PROFESSIONAL CRM 
EXPERTS  

 Analytical refl ective conclusions 
from interviewees ’  perspectives 
 There is signifi cant support for modelling 
actual CRM experience and episodes 
(fourth interviewee, 2007). The relevance 
of an outside-in perspective of corporate 
customers is confi rmed:  ‘ I discussed your 
model with my colleagues. Our [corporate 
customer] experience is entirely refl ected  …  
the results are clearly understandable and 
logically structured ’  (thirty-fi fth Interviewee, 
2007). This confi rms Rigby  et al , who 
suggest incorporating customer requirements 
in order to learn from previous CRM 
experiences. The seven dedicated CRM 
perspectives and their inter-linkages are 
confi rmed. The fi fteenth interviewee (2007) 
investigated the CRM strategy model and 
suggested that  ‘ Marketing is not needed in 
B2B, but a  “ fi ne ”  NGS solution image ’ . 
This indicates the balanced functional 
viewpoint of the CRM Behaviour Theory 
rather than focus just on marketing. The 
comprehensiveness of the theory was 
understood by CRM professionals (for 
example, fourteenth interviewee, 2006, 
2007). This argument is supported by the 
result of an intra-checker reliability analysis 
of 86 per cent. 

 However, the CRM Behaviour Theory 
is criticised by interviewees and peer 
scholars who provided their rigorous 
feedback. Criticism concerns:   

  ‘ Heavyweight ’  reading requires 
comprehensive attention. 
 Complexity is criticised by less 
experienced academic researchers.   

 It is said to be hard to understand quickly 
Grounded Infl uence Diagrams, owing to 
the large number of fi gures and proxies 

•

•

provided (thirty-fi fth interviewee, 2007), 
although the thirty-fi fth interviewee (ibid.) 
adds:  ‘ Once you are really acquainted with 
the subject, everything is understandable ’ . 
Moreover, the fourteenth interviewee 
(2007) adds that  ‘ it required 20 hours to 
read and to feedback on the organisation 
and measurement models ’ . Perhaps this 
means that both vast CRM experience and 
comprehensive academic analytic capabilities 
may be needed to understand the CRM 
Behaviour Theory. However, a limiting 
software issue in Decision Explorer is 
closely related: The numbering of visual 
models, in particular proxies that cannot be 
modelled as one but consecutively 
numbered representations, only. This limits 
the effi ciency of reading Grounded 
Infl uence Diagrams, which was confi rmed 
by interviewees refl ecting on the fi ndings. 

 With regard to the second major issue, 
fi ndings are criticised by academic scholars 
who are inexperienced in modelling. In our 
view, this refl ects the comprehensiveness of 
long-term CRM transformation projects. 
Conclusions revolve around the 
confi rmation of results, as well as the 
cognition that a differentiated research 
methodology surfaces actual CRM issues 
and solutions. As a logical next step, 
conclusions on  ‘ doing ’  GT are explored.  

 Conclusive suitability of the 
amended GT research methodology 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to evaluate 
the suitability of the amended GT research 
methodology approach to addressing the 
RQs. GT certainly facilitated a  ‘ fresh ’  
perspective on CRM ( Figure 8 ) and the 
exploration of characteristics and behaviour 
of CRM from multiple viewpoints. 
However, the author was still contaminated, 
that is, infl uenced, by misleading, irrelevant 
C-R-M literature at the beginning 
(14 February 2005) of the evolution of 
tentative broad fi eldwork questions. As 
discussed in the methodology section, a set 
of three normative amendments was 
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developed to address existing GT modelling 
gaps. GT coding principles enabled the 
discovery of 242 CRM concepts grounded 
in 52 semi-structured interviews. 
Nevertheless, the author recognises that 
constructionism research, which is based on 
subjective experience, is not free of bias,  42   
and interpreting beliefs had to be suspended 
in order to bring to the surface theoretical 
CRM concepts. The evaluation confi rms 
the suitability of GT to explore CRM for 
corporate clients in the telecoms industry 
and to enable a paradigm shift in CRM. 

 We experienced signifi cant resistance 
while uncovering the CRM Behaviour 
Theory. GT research seems to uncover 
basic methodological issues, for example, in 
cognitive mapping. We learnt one 
important lesson: Perhaps Einstein  56   best 
describes the methodological meaning of 
this GT methodology:  ‘ We cannot solve 
our problems with the same thinking we 
used when we created them ’ .   

 Conclusions on explicit and implicit 
contribution to knowledge: An 
instance of a general relationship 
behaviour theory? 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to draw 
conclusions on the contribution to 
knowledge from explicit and implicit 
viewpoints. Explicit perspectives are 
characterised by four evaluation criteria: 
originality, credibility, communicability and 
relevance.  62   This is constituted in the 
fundamental questions of  ‘ what ’ ,  ‘ how ’  and 
 ‘ why ’ .  63   By contrast, implicit viewpoints 
emerged from cognitive holistic refl ection 
and peer discourses. To fulfi l these criteria, 
we conducted an almost  ‘ endoscopic ’  
analysis of 6-month end-to-end results ’  
testing and refl ection. One particular 
criterion, originality, stands out: we are 
very much aware that the theory discovered 
is not based on entirely new concepts, but 
an analytic result of grounded data 
collection and data analysis based on an 
amended GT methodology. Hence, as for 

the generalisability of results, the fi eldwork 
was only in the telecoms industry and the 
model as a whole was developed in this 
context and not evaluated or used in other 
industries. Any indications about the 
generalisability of the outcomes are not 
grounded in an empirical process. However, 
CRM is not a specifi c discipline developed 
for the telecoms industry, but marketing, 
sales, customer service and billing exist in 
almost every industrial context.     

 IMPLICATIONS  

 Implications for professional and 
academic CRM stakeholders 
 On the basis of the above conclusions, the 
next logical step is to explore applicable 
implications for a set of fi ve relevant 
stakeholders of our research: CRM 
researchers, CRM lecturers and corporate 
customers, CRM employees as well as 
CRM leaders so as to ground our research 
in the professional domain. However, 
considering the research problem that 
uncovered implicit, hidden attitudes in 
CRM, a holistic understanding of attitude-
behaviour implications is needed. Referring 
to Kleinke,  64   an approach relevant to our 
research appears to be the application of 
 ‘ traditional attitude ’  theories  65,66   enhanced 
by results changes  67   as follows:   

 Implications for CRM 
researchers: Internalise critical, 
independent grounded thinking 
beyond CRM 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to explore 
implications of this thesis for CRM 
researchers. The literature section unveiled 
academic CRM issues related to over-
simplifi cation and error propagation of 
theoretical CRM propositions. Perhaps, 
Einstein ’ s  68   r é sum é  best refl ects upon this 
contemporary problem:  ‘ It is also vital to a 
valuable education that independent critical 
thinking be developed  …  a development 
that is greatly jeopardised ’ . The author 
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witnessed eccentric hegemony and jealousy 
among scholars in the literature. Indeed, a 
good comparison of such behavioural issues 
to CRM leaders is stated by an interviewee 
as follows:  ‘ I am lucrative and you are 
empty-headed ’ . As a result, an attitude shift 
is needed as follows:  ‘ Be willing to develop 
critical, independent academic thinking in 
CRM ’ . This is based on the awareness of 
one ’ s research paradigm and the refusal to 
uncritically accept CRM literature. The 
behavioural change implies the conduct of 
research independent from prominent 
academic institutions to address error 
propagation. The result of behavioural 
change is  ‘ rewarded ’  with the discovery 
of innovative, integral CRM models 
and an in-depth understanding of the 
multidimensionality of CRM. One important 
side aspect is the philosophic cognition of 
research methodologies and understanding 
of grand scholars such as Einstein.   

 Implications for CRM lecturers: 
Integrate CRM issues for 
prospective professionals and 
stimulate intellectual activities 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to explore 
implications of this thesis for CRM 
lecturers. CRM lecturers often do not teach 
the  ‘ right things ’  to prospective CRM 
professionals but refer to technology, 
abstract and misleading CRM case studies 
or  ‘ proven models ’ . This is further 
confi rmed by discourses with three peers 
and 24 semesters of own experience as a 
research student. However, this seems to be 
a rather specifi c issue related to CRM as a 
discipline of applied sciences. Perhaps 
Einstein best describes the situation: 
 ‘ Numerous are the academic chairs, but 
rare are wise and noble teachers ’ . Hence, 
an attitude change is needed as follows: 
 ‘ Think beyond academic CRM disciplines 
and stimulate intellectual activities of 
students ’ . This is based on the awareness 
of the principal CRM modelling gaps 
such as sequential or hierarchical thinking. 

The implied change of behaviour focalises 
on teaching inter-disciplinary, grounded 
thinking and acting in CRM rather than 
another process automation lecture. Such 
lecturing is supported by the development 
of CRM examples from own experience 
rather than reprocessing abstract CRM case 
studies. The result is a stimulus of holistic 
intellectual activities of CRM students and 
the preparation of prospective CRM 
professionals for complex realities CRM 
 ‘ out there ’ . Perhaps the realistic outcome is 
recognised by Einstein:  ‘ Small is the 
number of people who see with their eyes 
and think with their minds ’ .   

 Implications for corporate 
customers: Improve purchasing 
conditions and become 
provider-independent 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to explore 
implications of the thesis for corporate 
clients and their relationships with telecoms 
operators. CRM issues identifi ed, such as 
inconsistent treatment, are the  ‘ rule ’  rather 
than exception in the telecoms industry. 
Corporate clients should not mistakenly 
assume that CRM issues are just related to 
their individual experiences with 
telecommunications operators. Therefore, as 
an implication, a change in attitude appears 
to be a logical, sound measure towards 
independence from suppliers, that is, 
engaging more than one telecoms operator 
and increasing competition among them. 
The implied change of attitude is: 
 ‘ Corporate clients are independent from 
telecoms operators ’ , that is, they can select 
NGS from a small pool of operators. 
However, attitude changes take effort and 
time, typically become very personal and 
require the willingness to feedback and 
learn. On the basis of such an attitude 
change, in particular CRM problem 
awareness, the behavioural change of 
negotiation conditions for the purchase of 
NGS solutions appear as follows:  ‘ You 
[operator] have one bid, only ’ . This is 
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supported by systematically measuring  ‘ soft ’  
CRM aspects such as trust replacing  ‘ gut 
feeling ’ . The result is independence from 
suppliers, although a caring dialogue 
supports the long-term perspective of the 
relationship with telecoms operators.   

 Implications for CRM employees: 
Think honestly from outside-in 
corporate customer viewpoints 
and across CRM boundaries 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to explore 
implications of this thesis on CRM 
employees in the telecoms industry. 
Employee issues in CRM are related to 
thinking and working in isolated, artifi cial 
boundaries. Perhaps a good example is 
NGS sales behaviour, which has been 
described by a service delivery engineer of 
a mobile operator as  ‘ sell and forget ’  
accompanied by a  ‘ treat marketing as your 
enemy ’  attitude. Therefore, a change in 
CRM employee attitude is the logical 
implication of the thesis that appears as 
follows:  ‘ Think honestly from outside-in, 
about corporate customers ’  viewpoints and 
across CRM boundaries ’ . This is based on 
the trusting of other CRM employees in an 
open atmosphere. The behavioural change 
involves the adaptation and execution of 
CRM processes from an outside-in 
corporate customer experience to address, 
for example, the problem that the  ‘ left hand 
does not know what the right hand is 
doing ’  conduct as expressed by the thirty-
eighth interviewee in the fi fth quotation 
[38 – 05]. Such a conduct is supported by 
designing measuring inter-departmental 
KPIs and the listening to and interacting 
with corporate clients. However, CRM 
employees should not imitate behavioural 
issues related to CRM leaders, but become 
 ‘ men of value ’ .  68   The result is the ability to 
operate in motivated, customer-centric 
teams and interwoven CRM processes and 
the linking of disconnected CRM and PM. 
One important side effect is the 
understanding of corporate clients.   

 Implications for CRM leaders: 
Be willing to serve the CRM 
organisation, understand 
corporate customers and manage 
complexity 
 The purpose of this fi nal paragraph is to 
explore implications of this thesis for CRM 
leaders in the telecoms industry. A fi gurative 
sense of Einstein ’ s cognition is required: the 
issue in CRM leadership is not intellect but 
 ‘ character ’ . Of 17 interviewees asked about 
CRM leadership 12 reported that a focus on 
self-centred personal progress of CRM 
managers was closely related to the lack of a 
common CRM approach among leaders. 
Such behaviour affects the entirety of CRM; 
to put it mildly, CRM problems start at the 
top and return to the top. Therefore, a 
change in CRM leadership attitude is the 
logical implication of the thesis. The implied 
change of attitude is:  ‘ Be willing to serve the 
CRM organisation and corporate clients ’ . 
This is based on a genuine desire to lead 
CRM, a thoughtful CRM leadership style 
and the trusting of CRM employees. Our 
fi ndings support both bringing to the surface 
CRM leadership problems and solutions, as 
well as the awareness of the consequences. The 
behavioural change implies performing CRM 
leadership tasks such as understanding corporate 
customers and employee requirements rather 
than just solving operations issues. Talking to 
corporate clients and employees personally and 
openly reinforces the change, accompanied by 
measuring the  ‘ right things ’  in CRM and a 
step-by-step change. The result is the ability to 
manage CRM complexity in the long run 
rather than just understanding CRM 
technology. Moreover, the behavioural change 
enables CRM leaders to understand  ‘ hard ’  and 
 ‘ soft ’  corporate customer CRM requirements.  

 EPILOGUE: A REDEFINITION 
OF CRM 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to critically 
rethink the actual meaning of CRM to the 
authors as it emerged after the fi eldwork. A 
rigorous, retrospective comparison with the 
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stereotypical software-centred working 
defi nition of CRM defi ned before the 
grounded fi eldwork reveals that the 
understanding of CRM was nothing more 
than a contaminated, derivative re-processing 
of prevailing CRM defi nitions. Indeed, we 
were just rephrasing other scholar ’ s thinking 
without understanding the meaning of CRM 
in the complex real world of business. The 
end result was a redefi nition of CRM. 

  ‘ Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) for corporate customers in the 
telecoms industry is a long-term customer- 
and total quality management-centred 
business philosophy to address the two core 
CRM issues of, fi rstly, self-centric leadership 
behaviour in CRM and, secondly, working 
and thinking in isolation in Marketing, Sales, 
Customer Service and Billing  “ silos ” . CRM 
is based on seven causally interrelated, non-
hierarchical perspectives that emerged from, 
and are grounded in, actual CRM 
experience rather than abstract metaphors of 
information technology-centricity. At the 
centre is the outside-in understanding and 
integration of  “ hard ”  and  “ soft ”  corporate 
customer CRM requirements. The 
transformational CRM nucleus is a personal 
attitude change of CRM leaders, to become 
willing to serve the CRM organisation and 
corporate customers, enabling a motivating 
CRM culture to  “ glue ”  prevailing isolation. 
CRM change is supported by a seven-
dimensional, problem-solution-founded 
CRM dashboard to address existing 
fragmented and misleading measurement in 
CRM. The emerging CRM holism enables 
the understanding of the actual complexity 
of CRM for business customers and the 
effective management of CRM, as well as 
the recognition of behavioural CRM 
patterns in a  “ people business ”  environment ’ .   

 Further research  –  Signifi cant 
research-related work to be 
addressed 
 The purpose of this paragraph is to explore 
other research subjects that emerged from 

data analysis and collective refl ection. The 
most obvious research subjects are explored 
exemplarily, now. 

 First, applying and testing the CRM 
Behaviour Theory in other (service) 
industries appears the most obvious step. 
Perhaps the trust-centred fi nancial service 
industry is a good candidate, particularly 
given the current issues with fi nancial 
services. What is clear from our research is 
that researchers should directly interview 
corporate clients to grasp a multi-
perspective understanding of CRM 
behaviour. Front and back-offi ce employees 
should also be interviewed, in particular 
contact centre customer service representatives 
(CSRs  ). Scholars should approach CSRs 
independently from their managers in order 
to ensure an open interview atmosphere. 
Of course, CRM managers should also be 
interviewed. Perhaps the most relevant 
advice is: fi rst, let interviewees  ‘ tell their 
stories ’ , and second let concepts emerge 
while coding interview transcripts. 

 Second, based on research topic number 
one, we intend to address the research topic 
 ‘ Discovery of the General Relationship 
Behaviour Theory (GRBT) ’  by tentatively 
adapting our research into a general 
context, that is, other service industries, 
non-service industries and particularly 
society as an  ‘ ultimate general ’  context. 

 Third, we propose to revisit this research 
in 2014. This particular date is based on the 
idea of the diminishing progress of science, 
according to which concepts change  ‘ in 
time and space ’  after 7 years.                  
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