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Social customer relationship management (social CRM) can enhance the performance of the enterprise through effective 

communication with customers and management of customer information. Whilst several studies have examined social CRM 

use from the perspective of large enterprises, relatively few have examined its use by micro, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) which due to unique characteristics differ from large enterprises. The main objective of this paper is to 

provide a practical perspective on social CRM use in SMEs. This study applies a qualitative research approach by 

conducting six semi-structured interviews. To determine the antecedents of the intensity of social CRM, the dimensions of 

the intensity of social CRM use, as well as its impact on performance outcomes, a content analysis has been utilized. The 

findings reveal that social CRM use is complex; therefore, we propose a two-dimensional conceptualization of the intensity 

of social CRM use. Furthermore, this study identifies antecedents, which appears to influence the intensity of social CRM 

use, including relative advantages, compatibility, top management support, organizational culture, technology readiness 

and external pressure. This study also implies that more intensive use of social CRM appears to improve performance 

outcomes. Considering the findings, the recommendations for future research are provided. 
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Introduction 
 

The continuous evolution of the internet and the 

emergence of new digital technologies, especially social 

media (SM) (see, e.g. Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) is 

challenging the traditional relationship between enterprises 

and customers (Lobato, Pinheiro, Jacob, Reinhold, & 

Santana, 2017). Traditionally, customers were 

predominantly passive receivers of distributed messages, 

and businesses had almost complete control over their 

brands. With the rise of SM (especially social networking 

sites, blogs, and content communities) the flow of 

information about a brand has become multidirectional, 

interconnected, and difficult to predict (Hennig-Thurau, 

Wiertz, & Feldhaus, 2015). Enterprises have recognized SM 

as a means for maintaining relationships with their 

customers (Trainor, 2012). For example, they can listen to 

and engage with their customers as well as encourage them 

to become brand advocates (Vohra & Neha, 2016). Some of 

them even manage to engage customers in the co-design 

processes of new products and services (Sigala, 2012).  

Despite the increasing interest in SM (Kumar, Choi, & 

Greene, 2016), understanding of how enterprises exploit SM 

use for CRM is still incomplete (Harrigan, Soutar, 

Choudhury, & Lowe, 2015). Most of the research so far has 

been focused on the investigation of social CRM adoption 

and its use in large enterprises (Harrigan & Miles, 2014). 

Even though several studies on social CRM (e.g. Harrigan 

et al., 2015; Trainor, Andzulis, Rapp, & Agnihotri, 2014) 

adapted constructs used in previous studies (e.g. 

Jayachandran, Sharma, Kaufman, & Raman, 2005; 

Srinivasan & Moorman, 2005) and developed new measures 

based on extensive literature review, researchers observed 

that some constructs did not perform as expected. 

Furthermore, some studies (e.g. Ahani, Rahim, & Nilashi, 

2017; Sigala, 2011) were  focused on antecedents of the 

intensity of social CRM use, while others (e.g. Choudhury 

& Harrigan, 2014; Trainor et al., 2014) were focused on the 

impact of the intensity of social CRM use on performance 

outcomes.  

While CRM supported by sophisticated technologies is 

common in large enterprises, there is an evidence that SM 

has become an important technology that facilitates CRM 

activities in small enterprises (Malthouse, Haenlein, Skiera, 

Wege, & Zhang, 2013; Trainor et al., 2014). According to 

Harrigan & Miles (2014), SM may be the most appropriate 

CRM technology for micro, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), mostly because SM seem to fit with 

their intuitive way of managing customer relationships. In 

addition, SMEs can afford these technologies due to their 

lower cost of implementation compared to traditional CRM 

technologies. With SM adoption and use, SMEs can reach 

the global market with minimal costs and efforts and bring 

their customers closer to their business (Cappuccio, 

Kulkarni, Sohail, Haider, & Wang, 2012). Even though 

SMEs seem to be aware of several SM opportunities, they 

usually do not have formally defined SM strategies and 

mainly use SM as an additional marketing channel (SURS, 

2013). These facts often result in a low-intensity of social 

CRM use, lost opportunities on the market, and lower 
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competitiveness of SMEs. As SMEs are struggling to 

manage relationships with customers in different ways, 

using different SM and CRM technologies, researchers are 

trying to focus on offering conceptual clarity to the social 

CRM practices. 

Furthermore, SMEs are considered as a key for 

economic growth, innovation, employment and social 

integration in the European Union (Airaksinen, 

Luomaranta, Alajaaskö, & Roodhuijzen, 2015). While 

SMEs often have limited resources, expertise and impact in 

the marketplace (Durkin, McGowan, & McKeown, 2013; 

Harrigan & Miles, 2014) their social CRM adoption and use 

might differ from large enterprises (Harrigan, Ramsey, & 

Ibbotson, 2009).   

Considering the presented knowledge gaps, there is a 

need for further investigation of current practices of social 

CRM use, especially in the context of SMEs. More 

specifically, a comprehensive overview of social CRM 

phenomenon from the perspective of its antecedents, the 

intensity of use and its impact on performance outcomes 

with a focus on SMEs should be further investigated. The 

scientific problem in this paper is addressed by research 

questions: (1) How intensively do SMEs use social CRM?, 

(2) What are the antecedents influencing the intensity of 

social CRM use?, (3) What are the implications of the 

intensity of social CRM use?  

While there is a lack of consensus on social CRM use 

construct dimensionality, the basic research aim of this 

study is to provide theoretical clarity on the construct. 

Furthermore, the research aim is also to examine 

antecedents and outcomes of social CRM use in the context 

of SMEs to achieve more comprehensive overview on social 

CRM phenomenon.  

In order to achieve the formulated aims of the study, the 

following research objectives were being undertaken in the 

study: first, to gain deeper insights into the use of social 

CRM in SMEs; second, to provide a conceptual clarity of 

the intensity of social CRM use in SMEs; third, to identify 

antecedents determining the intensity of social CRM use; 

and fourth, to indicate the impact of intensity of social CRM 

use on performance outcomes.  

For the purpose of this study, a case study research 

method was applied. First, the relevant literature was 

analysed, then six semi-structured interviews with selected 

Slovenian SMEs, with different practices of social CRM 

use, were conducted. Based on the content analysis and 

consistent with previous research (Harrigan et al., 2015; 

Jayachandran et al., 2005; Reinartz, Krafft, & Hoyer, 2004), 

this study proposes a process-based conceptualization of 

social CRM use. In particular, our conceptualization of 

social CRM emphasizes the utilization of social CRM for 

two main processes: communication with customers and 

management of customer data and information (Harrigan & 

Miles, 2014). These findings and findings regarding 

antecedents and performance outcomes are discussed in the 

context of existing body of literature. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next 

section discusses previous research on social CRM. Then 

the method used in this research is presented and findings 

discussed. Finally, the limitations and recommendations for 

further research are presented. 

Theoretical Background 
  

Social CRM is a relatively new concept which was 

evoked by the rise of SM for business in 2007 (Greenberg, 

2010). Based on the academic and practitioners’ literature it 

appears that social CRM is an extension, not the 

replacement, of traditional CRM (Yawised, Marshall, & 

Stockdale, 2013). Social CRM builds on the foundation of 

traditional CRM and utilizes SM technologies for better 

customer relationship management (Faase, Helms, & 

Spruit, 2011). Technology presents a vital of the successful 

CRM but does not necessarily require sophisticated 

technologies (Boulding, Staelin, Ehret, & Johnston, 2005). 

Nevertheless, these technologies need to facilitate the 

underlying marketing and customer-centric strategies 

(Jayachandran et al., 2005). According to Harrigan et al., 

2015, there are two principal areas in which technology can 

enable CRM: customer communication and customer 

information management. The basic aim of every 

technology (from simple technologies such as websites, 

email, SM and databases to more sophisticated technologies 

such as for example Salesforce CRM) used for CRM is to 

build customer insights and use them to better tailor 

products or services as well as communications to 

customers. 

 
Intensity of Social CRM Use 
 

This study considers the intensity of social CRM use as 

an enterprise ability to leverage SM technologies in 

combination with other CRM technologies to systematically 

manage relationships with customers. Similar to the 

concepts of customer-facing CRM processes and relational 

information processes defined by Jayachandran et al. (2005) 

and Reinartz et al., (2004) intensity of social CRM use 

refers to enterprise ability to generate, integrate, and 

respond to information obtained from customer interactions 

that are facilitated by SM technologies (Trainor et al., 

2014).  

Reinartz et al. (2004) suggest conceptualization of 

CRM intensity through customer-facing processes, 

consisting of three processes: customer initiation, customer 

maintenance, and customer termination. Following this 

suggestion, several researchers have investigated CRM 

through customer-facing processes (e.g. Malthouse et al., 

2013; Sigala, 2011), using slightly different characterizations 

of these processes. According to social CRM research 

(Malthouse et al., 2013; Sigala, 2011), the first customer-

facing process is customer acquisition where the awareness 

is created and changes in attitudes among prospective 

customers are observed. In the customer retention process 

(second customer-facing process), an enterprise tries to 

retain existing customers and maintain relationships with 

them. According to Kim (2012), the customer termination 

process is not the last customer-facing processes because it 

is rarely conducted in the real situation. Instead, the 

customer expansion process is suggested as a third 

customer-facing process. In this process, an enterprise is 

engaged in cross-selling and up-selling activities, and in 

active interactions with customers (e.g. asking for frequent 

feedback and/or for contribution to a new product or service 

development; participation in online communities and user 
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groups). While Malthouse et al. (2013) proposed a 

comprehensive “social CRM house” framework that includes 

customer-facing processes, Sigala (2011) has studied how 

SM are used through customer-facing processes in Greek 

tourism enterprises and noticed the unbalanced exploitation 

of SM in customer-facing processes. Her findings showed 

that there are several antecedents that affect the intensity of 

social CRM use.  

Reinartz et al. (2004) model consists of different sub-

dimensions in each primary dimension (relationship 

initiation, maintenance, and termination). Customer 

evaluation is considered as the first sub-dimension of each 

primary dimension. Choudhury & Harrigan (2014) suggested 

different conceptualization. They have used Jayachandran et 

al. (2005) CRM model as the foundation for their study and 

added ‘customer engagement initiatives’ as a new construct. 

Jayachandran et al. (2005) concept was introduced for detail 

exploration of customer information processes, comprising of 

information capture, information integration, information 

access and information use dimensions. These dimensions are 

similar to customer evaluation sub-dimension suggested by 

Reinartz et al. (2004). Separating customer evaluation sub-

dimension from primary dimensions suggested by Reinartz et 

al. (2004) seems to be reasonable since many SMEs are doing 

business with customers intuitively (Harrigan & Miles, 

2014). Moreover, SMEs often do not have enough of 

resources for assimilation of customer information into a 

holistic view. In addition, Choudhury & Harrigan (2014) 

argued that customer engagement initiatives construct 

(comprising the dimensions of communication with 

customers, online customer communities, management of 

online customer communities and mobile technologies) on its 

own is not sufficient. Hence, they suggest that the 

interrelationship between relational information processes 

and customer engagement should be taken into consideration. 

Furthermore, more emphasis should be given on customer 

engagement construct (Sashi, 2012). 

 
Antecedents of Social CRM Use 
 

The organizational adoption and use of social CRM has 

been examined by several authors, taking into consideration 

adoption antecedents both within and outside the business 

unit (e.g. Askool & Nakata, 2011; Harrigan & Miles, 2014; 

Mousavi & Demirkan, 2013; Sigala, 2011). The antecedents 

of social CRM use can be classified either as technological, 

organizational or environmental. This classification is 

consistent with technology, organization, and environment 

(TOE) framework proposed by Tornatzky & Fleischer 

(1990). While TOE framework is highly adaptable, several 

researchers have combined it with other theories (e.g. 

diffusion of innovation (DOI), institutional theory, Iacovou, 

Benbasat, & Dexter (1995) theory) (Oliveira & Martins, 

2011). Combination of DOI theory and TOE framework 

offers a more holistic model for explanation of organizational 

behaviour (Oliveira & Martins, 2011).  

The antecedents that represent the core pillars of DOI 

theory (relative advantage, complexity, compatibility, 

trialability, and observability), have been examined in the 

CRM adoption literature and have been used in the 

technological context of TOE framework in previous research 

(e.g. Hasani, Bojei, & Dehghantanha, 2017; Law, Ennew, & 

Mitussis, 2013). There are also other antecedents that have 

been used in the technological context of TOE framework, as 

for example cost of adoption (Ahani et al., 2017), vendor 

support dimension (Alshawi, Missi, & Irani, 2011), that will 

also be considered in this study. In the organizational context 

of TOE framework different antecedents have been found in 

the CRM adoption literature, including technology 

competence (Ahani et al., 2017; Alshawi et al., 2011), top 

management support (Ahani et al., 2017; Alshawi et al., 

2011; Hasani et al., 2017), and innovation orientation (Law 

et al., 2013; Sophonthummapharn, 2009) to name a few. Even 

though less research considered antecedents related to the 

environmental context (Premkumar, 2003) several CRM 

studies have found that they have an influence on innovation 

adoption (e.g. Hasani et al., 2017; Sophonthummapharn, 

2009). For example, customer pressure, competitive 

pressure, and government support have been considered in 

the related literature (Ahani et al., 2017; Hasani et al., 2017; 

Sophonthummapharn, 2009). 

 
Performance Outcome of Social CRM Use 
 

As already mentioned, SM present important 

technologies for managing relationships with customers and 

can help SMEs to achieve higher business performance in 

many aspects (Harrigan, 2011; Trainor et al., 2014). For 

example, enterprises have the ability to interact in real-time 

with customers, also on a one-to-one basis, they can 

promote their products and services more quickly and 

efficiently, and they can even reduce the operating cost 

(McCann & Barlow, 2015). For that reasons enterprises are 

increasingly using SM in their everyday business activities 

and exploiting potentials to gain competitive advantages 

(Stelzner, 2016). However, for enterprises, the simple 

introduction of SM is not sufficient. They need to ensure 

that SM are used effectively. This can only be achieved 

through strategic approach with clearly defined objectives 

and evaluation metrics with defined key performance 

indicators (McCann & Barlow, 2015).  

Performance outcomes can be generally classified into 

customer performance and business performance (Kim & 

Kim, 2009). However, recent research on social CRM tends 

to measure predominantly customer-related outcomes 

(Harrigan et al., 2015; Trainor et al., 2014). For example, 

Trainor et al. (2014) assessed the extent to which enterprises 

are successful at satisfying and retaining loyal customers. 

Similarly, Harrigan et al. (2015) defined performance as 

customer satisfaction and loyalty, however, they found that 

these measures do not appear to be completely adequate in 

social CRM studies. Therefore, further refinements of 

customer relationship performance measures are suggested. 

 
Methodology 
 

First, a literature review was conducted using various 

databases such as Science Direct, Scopus, and Google 

Scholar. As the aim of this research was to elicit rich 

information about the intensity of social CRM use, 

antecedents that influence the intensity of social CRM use 

and its impact on performance outcomes, the interview was 

perceived to best serve the purpose of this study.  
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Case Selection 
 

The SMEs participating in the study were purposefully 

selected in order to provide a wide range of perspectives on 

social CRM practices. As such, Slovenian SMEs from 

private sectors that represent different sizes and were 

exhibiting best social CRM practices were chosen.  

The targeted SMEs were contacted through e-mails and 

Facebook messenger. From 15 selected SMEs a total of six 

SMEs’ managers/owners agreed to participate. Small 

sample sizes are usual in studies developing a theoretical 

model for further research (Salciuviene, Hopeniene, & 

Dovaliene, 2016). Furthermore, according to Morse (1994) 

in the case of the phenomenological study, at least six 

participants are recommended. The following paragraphs 

present participating SMEs. 

The creative studio is a micro-enterprise that produces 

unique clothes for children. The enterprise sells products in 

Slovenia through its Facebook site and through different 

fairs organized around the country.  

The pet supply store is a micro-enterprise with one store 

located in Ljubljana, the capital city of Slovenia. They have 

a website and web store. Customers can obtain information 

about new and existing products on Facebook or Twitter. 

They also use a forum in which they discuss and help their 

customers with problems they have with their pets.  

The catering provider is a small enterprise, which uses 

the Salesforce CRM, has a website and is very active on SM. 

They are present on Facebook, LinkedIn, TripAdvisor, 

Pinterest, Instagram, and Google+. For each brand, they also 

have a separate Facebook page (altogether seven pages).  

The sporting goods retailer is the small enterprise that 

sells sporting goods across Slovenia through web store and 

local stores. They are active on Facebook, Instagram, and 

Pinterest and use Google Analytics to measure conversion 

between SM and their web store.  

The retailer that sells fashion goods over a network of 

stores is a medium-sized enterprise without a web store. 

They have several Facebook sites and are also present on 

Instagram. The community management via SM is 

outsourced. The enterprise does not use any specialized 

CRM system.  

The cosmetics producer and retailer is a medium-sized 

enterprise. The cosmetics that the enterprise produces are 

mainly sold to other retailers such as supermarket chains. 

They also act as a distributor for several brands such as 

Bolsius, Revlon, Moroccanoil. The enterprise has the web 

store where it sells the best-selling products in the world of 

cosmetics to end customers. They mainly communicate with 

their end users via SM (Facebook, Instagram) and have a 

separate Facebook page for their most successful brands.  

 
Data Collection 
 

As regards to the data collection technique, the semi-

structured interview approach was used. It was chosen 

mainly because this approach allows the researchers to use 

a predetermined set of open-ended questions and it offers a 

high level of flexibility in identifying new potential issues 

related to the investigated research phenomenon (Daymon 

& Holloway, 2010). The questionnaire included questions 

such as: how your enterprise is using social CRM for 

managing customer relationships, how you manage 

customer data gathered from different online and offline 

channels, what are the main factors influencing the increase 

of exploitation level of social CRM, how does the 

exploitation level of social CRM impact on performance 

outcomes. This structured approach ensured a consistent 

interview structure across the enterprises. The participants 

were provided with the interview questions in advance. This 

allowed them to familiarise themselves with the content of 

the interview.  

The interviews were done in person at the site of the case 

enterprises in the second half of 2016. The duration of each 

interview was between 55 and 90 minutes. Notes in 

conjunction with audio recordings were taken during the 

interview. Immediately after the interviews, further notes 

were compiled about the overall impression of the 

interviewer, and clean transcripts of the audio records were 

made.  

 
Data Analysis 
 

After the transcripts were verified by interviewees the 

data analysis started. First, the interview transcripts were 

carefully and thoroughly read and re-read. To be consistent 

as possible with the literature, the initial coding scheme was 

derived from theories and prior research and modified 

within the course of the analysis when new categories 

emerged inductively. After the clarification of codes and 

definitions with the research assistant, an interview 

transcript was selected randomly and a copy of it was coded 

by both researchers. After coding consistency was achieved, 

the coding scheme with coding rules was applied to all 

interview transcripts by one researcher. When all interview 

transcripts were coded, the coding consistency was 

rechecked. Then, the cross-case analysis was conducted to 

detect commonalities and differences in patterns of social 

CRM use across the studied cases. The results are discussed 

in the next section. 

 
Findings  
 

Based on literature review and exploratory, qualitative 

research the dimensions and specific sub-dimensions for the 

proposed dimension of the intensity of social CRM use 

construct were suggested. Furthermore, the antecedents 

influencing the intensity of social CRM use and the impact 

of the intensity of social CRM on the performance outcomes 

were indicated.  

Overall, five out of six interviewed SMEs do not have 

an implemented SM strategy; two of them are considering 

its development as a next step. Only one SME has 

incorporated SM as a part of their digital marketing strategy. 

All of them are using built-in analytical services offered by 

SM platforms such as Facebook Analytics and Twitter 

Analyser. Some enterprises use also other tools provided by 

search engines such as Google Analytics. Surprisingly, none 

of the interviewed enterprises uses more comprehensive SM 

management tools (e.g. Hootsuite, Sprout Social) to manage 

multiple SM accounts.  
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Identified Dimensions for the Intensity of Social 

CRM Use 
 

According to the qualitative data analysis, interviewed 

SMEs are using SM to manage and build customer relations 

in each customer-facing process (customer acquisition, 

customer retention, and customer expansion). For instance, 

a digital marketing manager of cosmetic producer and 

retailer pointed out: “For one of our brands we have set up 

a digital marketing system, using Facebook, Instagram, and 

blog to engage with customers. Besides the promotional 

content, we post useful hints and tips and collect customers’ 

opinions, tastes, or beliefs. While all interviewed SMEs 

explained the way how they manage customer information, 

they claimed that their SM activities are not strictly based on 

customer evaluation. For example, the owner of pet supply 

store stated: “We are using Google Analytics and Facebook 

Insights to gain some general knowledge about our followers. 

For each new follower, we also check their profile to see what 

kind of dog they have and what they are doing. But generally, 

we are still relying on our intuition when engaging with our 

customers.” Based on these findings three new sub-

dimensions emerged: information capture, information 

integration, and information use. While these new sub-

dimensions were not aligned with customer-facing processes 

dimension they were merged into a new dimension – 

relational information processes. Thus, according to the 

content analysis, the intensity of social CRM use consists of 

two dimensions. Table 1 provides examples of the CRM 

processes facilitated by social CRM.  
Table 1 

 

Examples of CRM Processes Facilitated by Social CRM 
 

CRM processes/sub-processes Role of social CRM 

Customer-facing processes   

Customer acquisition 

Generate discussion about the brand and relevant topics  

Share stories about community involvement and fun activities that build brand  

Activate brand ambassadors and opinion leaders in promotional activities 

Educate the customer on product or service through the two-way interaction (e.g. Facebook messenger) 

Generate visually compiling ad with a link to the web store 

Invite followers to events, product testing, … 

Customer retention 

Communicate success stories, innovations, past events etc. 

Inform customers about special offers 

Provide prompt correspondence to customer request, complaints (e.g. complaints handling) 

Use mentions of your product/service/brand to promote yourself 

Empower customers to help you by providing ad-hoc customer support  

Customer expansion 

Make additional purchase suggestions that enhance the customer experience 

Encourage customers to write a review/testimonial  

Encourage customers to refer your business to others  

Leverage innovative insights by requesting customers’ individual opinions, tastes, or beliefs 

Relational information processes   

Information capture 

Capture customer information from online customer communities and SM 

Collect information from SM about the brand and other topics of interest 

Capture customer information from CRM systems 

Information integration 

Integrate customer information from different SM 

Integrate customer information from different online communication channels (e-mail, website, SM) 

Integrate online and offline customer information 

Information use 

Learn about wider customer preferences 

Develop customer profiles/segments 

Customize offers 
 

Identified Antecedents of the Intensity of Social 

CRM Use 
 

Findings from the content analysis indicate that 

intensity of social CRM use is influenced by the following 

antecedents: relative advantage, compatibility technological 

readiness, top management support, organizational culture 

environmental pressure.  

The relative advantage was indicated to have an influence 

on the intensity of social CRM use. The results of this study 

show that SMEs have several benefits of social CRM, 

including the increase of business value and access to new 

markets and clients. A manager of the catering provider 

explained it in the following way: “In the past, we wanted to 

reach as many prospects as we could but were not as 

successful as we are now. SM enables us to reach out our 

customers via different platforms, for instance, TripAdvisor, 

Pinterest.” Furthermore, the findings show that customer 

feedback helps SMEs to identify new selling opportunities 

and new customer requirements. For example, a manager of 

cosmetics producer and retailer stated: “We are always in 

contact with our prospects and customers and we receive 

feedback about what they expect from us, what they like, etc.” 

This study indicates that if social CRM is perceived as 

compatible with existing processes, the SME will more 

likely use social CRM intensively. There are two possible 

explanations for this result. First, SM are compatible with 

the existing CRM processes and have little learning 

requirements (Guesalaga, 2016). The following statement of 

pet supply store owner illustrates the compatibility with 

existing processes: “From the beginning, we wanted to 

approach people with similar opinions and interests. We 

started with a forum. The forum enabled us to give advice 

and support to pet owners. Lately, the conversation has 

moved from forum to Facebook.” Second, SM can be 

accessible through web-browsers and mobile devices which 

make them compatible with existing technologies used by 

enterprises (Sinclaire & Vogus, 2011). Creative studio 

owner confirmed that by the following statement: “As I am 

self-employed I do not have always access to my computer. 
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It happens that I am out of the office for several hours. And 

during this time I access SM through my mobile device.”  

Based on study results top management support seems 

to be another important antecedent of social CRM use 

intensity. For example, the manager of the catering provider 

explains it in the following way: “Our CEO completely 

supports the use of SM and is actively involved in 

promotional activities.” In respect to (social) CRM 

adoption and use in the SMEs context, Ahani et al. (2017) 

indicated that support from the management is usually 

present due to the fact that they make all decisions in the 

enterprise, from a simple operational to strategic decisions.  

Furthermore, organizational culture seems to affect the 

intensity of social CRM use in SMEs. For instance, Nguyen 

& Waring (2013) indicated that SMEs must maintain a 

culture where employees are recognized as an asset. This is 

illustrated in the following quote by a manager of the 

catering provider: “More than half of our employees are 

engaged in SM activities. For those employees, we have 

provided directions on how to use SM for managing 

customer relations. Additionally, we assigned roles for each 

of them, so everyone knows who publish and manage a 

particular Facebook page or other SM. Now we are trying 

to include the remaining employees in order to create a 

culture where all our employees help us to promote our 

brands.” SMEs, therefore, need to support employees to 

constantly develop their knowledge and skills and 

encourage open and two-way communication between 

different departments to intensify social CRM use. 

The findings of this study suggest that technological 

readiness influences the intensity of social CRM use by 

SMEs. ICT infrastructure as a potential obstacle towards the 

intensive use of social CRM was perceived by two of the 

investigated SMEs. For example, manager of fashion goods 

retailer stated that “the existing infrastructure is obsolete. 

We need too much time and specific knowledge for data 

analysis. Even though our employees are knowledgeable 

enough, we need a platform that will enable the integration 

of all channels we use for interaction with prospects and 

customers.”  

Additionally, the environmental pressure was identified 

as an important antecedent of the intensity of social CRM 

use by SMEs. As pointed out by the manager of sporting 

goods retailer: “The customers are the main reason. Many 

people are on SM, which is why we recognized SM as a new 

medium to get closer to them. It is also necessary to monitor 

trendsetters and use good approaches to focus customer 

attention on your brand.” Detailed results regarding the 

number of interviewees referred to specific antecedent as 

important to the intensity of social CRM use are presented 

in Table 2. 

Table 2 
 

References Made by SMEs to Antecedents of the Intensity of Social CRM Use 
 

Antecedents 
Creative 

studio 

Pet supply 

store 

Catering 

provider 

Sporting 

goods 

retailer 

Fashion 

goods 

retailer 

Cosmetics 

producer 

and retailer 

Total for 

each 

antecedent 

Relative advantages x x x   x 4 

Compatibility x x  x   3 

Top management support  x x x x x 4 

Organizational culture   x  x x 3 
Technology readiness  x   x x 3 

Environmental pressure x x x x x x 6 
 

Identified performance outcomes 
 

This study reports that customer satisfaction and 

customer loyalty were identified by the majority of 

interviewees as to be the most important outcomes of the 

intensity of social CRM use. For example, owner of pet 

supply store stated: “Our satisfied customers are also the 

loyal ones. They regularly buy our products. We have also 

noticed that certain percent of our loyal customers follow us 

only on SM. We can see from their comments when they are 

keen to buy new products that we offer.” Besides these two 

customer relationships performance outcomes, other 

performance outcomes were acknowledged by interviewed 

SMEs. For instance, digital marketing manager of fashion 

good retailer identified SM as an additional sales channel, 

stating that: “While we do not have web store we use SM as 

an alternative way to sell our products. Namely, we have 

only several stores where we sell a premium product and 

because many of our customers are not living near these 

stores they contact us via SM and ask us for additional 

information about the specific premium products. Many 

times SM serves us as a medium where we also close the 

deal.” This statement is related to the statement of 

marketing manager of cosmetics producer and retailer who 

indicated that: “SM actually generate sales. We noticed the 

increased number of customers. Additionally, our existing 

customers are buying not only one specific product but also 

other related products.” This indicates that the intensive use 

of social CRM leads to increased revenue. Additionally, the 

owner of the creative studio and the digital manager of 

catering provider pointed out that SM helped them to 

become more recognizable. 
 
Discussion 
  

Enterprises need to understand and manage all 

processes through which relations with customers are 

evolved (Malthouse et al., 2013; Reinartz et al., 2004; 

Sigala, 2011). At first, we followed the Reinartz et al. 

(2004) and Sigala (2011) conceptualization where customer 

evaluation is part of each sub-dimension (e.g. acquisition, 

retention), but the results of the qualitative analysis 

indicated that the customer evaluation is a separated 

dimension. Therefore, according to the findings, two 

dimensions emerged in the context of the intensity of social 

CRM use: (i) customer-facing processes (customer 

acquisition, customer retention, and customer expansion) 

and (ii) relational information processes (information 

capture, information integration, and information use). 

Customer-facing processes present how SMEs are engaging 
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and interacting with customers through acquisition, 

retention, and expansion processes while relational 

information processes present how SMEs are managing 

customer information, both online and offline (see Figure 

1). This finding is consistent with Choudhury & Harrigan 

(2014) who studied customer engagement initiatives 

separately from relational information processes. Therefore, 

the conceptualization of intensity of social CRM use 

proposed in this study could be a starting point for further 

exploration of social CRM use in SMEs.  

 
 

Figure 1. Representation of the Intensity of Social CRM Use 

 

As noted in the previous section, there are several 

antecedents that may influence the intensity of social CRM 

use. These antecedents can be classified into the three 

contexts of TOE framework, which was demonstrated as 

applicable and useful in several other studies (e.g. Ahani et 

al., 2017; Hasani et al., 2017). 

As a part of the technological context of TOE framework, 

our study indicates two antecedents that influence the 

intensity of social CRM use. The first is a relative advantage 

that was also identified in previous studies exploring the 

adoption and use of different types of CRM (Alshawi et al., 

2011; Law et al., 2013; Sophonthummapharn, 2009) as one 

of the most important antecedents. The second is 

compatibility which was also considered as important when 

exploring CRM adoption and use (Hasani et al., 2017; Law et 

al., 2013). Hence, our study confirms Ahani et al. (2017) 

statement that social CRM is compatible with the way SMEs 

are doing their business.  

Three antecedents identified in our study were classified 

in the organizational context of TOE framework. The first 

relates to the management support that was also 

acknowledged by Ahani et al. (2017) and Alshawi et al. 

(2011) as antecedent that needs to be considered when 

intensifying the use of social CRM. The second is an 

organizational culture that was also highlighted as important 

by several other studies (Law et al., 2013; Nguyen & Waring, 

2013; Rahimi & Gunlu, 2016; Sigala, 2011). For example, 

Sigala (2011) suggested that the exploitation of SM for CRM 

practices requires a substantial cultural shift, which is not 

perceived as an easy task by SMEs. They need to treat 

customers as partners and their employees “must be 

transformed from salesman and information brokers to 

community builders and consultants” (Sigala, 2011, p. 660). 

Our study identifies technology readiness as the third 

antecedent in the organizational context. This is in accordance 

with previous studies (Ahani et al., 2017; Alshawi et al., 

2011; Askool & Nakata, 2011; King & Burgess, 2008; 

Nguyen & Waring, 2013) indicating that ICT infrastructure 

and skills have a direct impact on the CRM adoption and use. 

The remaining antecedent (environmental pressure) 

identified in our study was classified in the environmental 

context of TOE framework. This finding is supported by  

Hasani et al. (2017) who indicated that external pressure has 

an effect on social CRM adoption. Furthermore, external 

pressure has encouraged enterprises to adopt electronic CRM 

in the travel industry (Gualandris & Kalchschmidt, 2014) and 

influenced the decision regarding the mobile CRM adoption 

(Zheng, 2011).  

Regarding the impact of the intensity of social CRM use 

on the performance outcomes, the customer satisfaction, and 

customer loyalty were identified in our study as two important 

performance outcomes that were classified by several authors 

(e.g. Harrigan et al., 2015; Trainor et al., 2014) as customer 

relationship performance outcomes. Additionally, we noticed 

that interviewees who use social CRM more intensively were 

able to tell more about performance outcomes related to the 

social CRM use. These findings are consistent with the recent 

social CRM study (Charoensukmongkol & Sasatanun, 2017) 

that showed a positive association between SM use intensity 

for CRM and business performance satisfaction. Thus, more 

intensive use of social CRM can improve performance 

outcomes. 

Keramati, Mehrabi, & Mojir (2010) pointed out that 

performance outcomes differ among enterprises even though 

they use the same CRM technologies. However, our study 

indicates that these differences occur mainly because 

employees do not have necessary IT skills and expertise to 

boost the full potential of social CRM. Furthermore, research 

conducted by Choudhury & Harrigan (2014) indicated that 

performance outcomes depend on how well CRM 

technologies facilitate CRM processes. Based on our research 

findings it seems that SM can successfully support different 

CRM processes in SMEs. Nevertheless, the interviewed 

SMEs are predominantly using social CRM only for 

developing the enterprise’s image and obtaining or 

responding to customer’s opinions, reviews, questions.  

Furthermore, due to the limited resources and knowledge 

SMEs are usually not able to integrate and analyse available 
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data about customers. Consequently, they are not able to gain 

holistic insights for further CRM activities. 

 
Conclusions 
 

Even though SMEs are increasingly using social CRM 

there is a limited understanding of the patterns of the intensity 

of social CRM use and its impact on performance outcomes. 

Therefore, this paper presents practical perspectives on social 

CRM use based on findings from an exploratory study 

conducted in six SMEs in Slovenia.  

The study offers conceptual clarity to the intensity of 

social CRM use in SMEs. Based on the literature review and 

analysed interview transcripts this study offers a two-

dimensional conceptualization of the intensity of social CRM 

use in SMEs. Thus, this study extends the theory on customer 

relationship management by drawing attention to social CRM 

practices among SMEs. Furthermore, our study revealed that 

antecedents of the intensity of social CRM use in participating 

SMEs tend to be very diverse and range from technological, 

organizational to environmental context. Additionally, data 

from interviews indicates that more intensive use of social 

CRM seems to improve relationships with customers. 

The study also provides some managerial implications. 

First, the findings revealed that SMEs need to take into 

consideration different antecedents that affect the intensity of 

social CRM use. Second, SMEs perceive social CRM use as 

a complex set of processes related to engagement with 

customers through customer-facing processes and 

management of customer data. While SMEs are using social 

CRM quite successfully for engagement with customers, they 

are facing challenges when it comes to management of 

customers’ data. They often lack the abilities to collect, 

integrate and use comprehensive information about their 

customers from different communication channels and 

information systems. Therefore, they often rely on their 

intuition. Third, findings advocate that SMEs need to use 

social CRM more intensively in order to have more loyal and 

satisfied customers. This can only be achieved by strategic 

use of SM for CRM. According to some of the interviewed 

SMEs, development and implementation of social CRM 

strategy is a next important step towards more intensive and 

successful use of social CRM. 

The study has limitations, which highlight opportunities 

for further research. While the findings are based on the small 

sample, further research should use larger and more diverse 

sample of SMEs in order to provide possibilities for 

generalization of results. Specifically, future research could 

widen the range of individuals surveyed in the enterprise (not 

only owners/managers but also other employees). Different 

roles in the enterprise may reflect different perceptions and 

practices of SM use for CRM. Moreover, a cross-national 

study could provide insights regarding cultural differences in 

adoption decisions and exploitation practices. Furthermore, it 

would be interesting to deepen the study in a single industry 

sector (e.g., wholesale and retail, manufacturing, or particular 

service industry). Additionally, quantitative research could be 

applied to evaluate and generalize findings of this study. 

Specifically, future research could explore relationships 

between antecedents and intensity of social CRM use and 

intensity of social CRM use and performance outcomes as 

well as assess the interrelationships among the independent 

variables.  
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