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Abstract: Social customer relationship management (SCRM) is a new business 
concept and strategy that utilises and integrates social networking with 
‘traditional’ CRM processes and strategies in order to bring about superior 
engagement with customers. There is a paucity of scholarly empirical research 
into SCRM in small and medium enterprises (SMEs). This paper describes the 
first large-scale survey-based study in Australia that explores the role and 
nature of SCRM in SMEs. Using a sample of 967 Australian SMEs 
(comprising 540 SCRM adopters and 427 SCRM non-adopters) and employing 
both descriptive and simple inferential statistics, we investigate the current 
level of SCRM adoption, types of social networking sites used with SCRM, 
business objectives for SCRM engagement, methods of sourcing or 
implementing a SCRM system, SCRM implementation-related activities, as 
well as the benefits and barriers related to SCRM implementation. The study 
results reveal that SCRM adoption by Australian SMEs has been relatively ad 
hoc, superficial (even primitive) and usually not supported by a formal 
integrated strategy and policy framework. Although SMEs that have adopted 
SCRM did so with the expectation of benefits, particularly in terms of building 
brand and establishing customer loyalty/intention, the study shows that SCRM 
benefits are often not immediately apparent in the short term; the results also 
indicate that lack of time and knowledge of how to implement SCRM 
effectively are critical barriers to successful SCRM adoption by SMEs. Our 
findings suggest further research is needed in this area. 
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1 Introduction 

The emergence of social networking has changed the way people and businesses interact 
via the internet (Greenberg, 2009; Sensis, 2016). Social networking involves the use of 
social media tools or social networking sites (e.g. Blogs, Wikis, Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Twitter, etc.) that foster interactive communication and collaborative information sharing 
via Web 2.0 technologies (Mosadegh and Behboudi, 2011). Social networking contains a 
large body of information on product and service providers and extends interactive 
communication that encompasses a wide range of online word-of-mouth sources to 
address a broader audience. This differs considerably from the traditional communication 
channels which limit interactions essentially to two persons (a sender and a receiver), 
leaving large audiences to be addressed through mono-directional channels such as email, 
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static websites, television and newspapers (Barnad et al., 2017; Mangold and Faulds, 
2009; Straker and Wrigley, 2016). 

The rapidly growing popularity of social networking sites (SNS) has been evident 
worldwide. For example, in 2015, social networking penetration in Europe and in the 
United States reached 65 and 71% of all internet users, respectively (Pew Research 
Centre, 2016). A similar trend has occurred in Australia, where 69% of Australian 
internet users had a social networking profile in 2015 (Sensis, 2016). This trend towards 
online communication is fundamentally changing the world of business; particularly, in 
the case of small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which make up over 90% of business 
worldwide (see the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation, 2005), where 
the use of online communication can open up a cost-effective way for firms with limited 
resources to market their business and increase their visibility and reputation (Cooper and 
Burke, 2011).  

In essence, companies now have two options for communicating and engaging with 
their customers and managing their market presence 

i the traditional customer relationship management (TCRM) approach, built on face-
to-face interactions and one-to-one communication, with associated information 
systems that allow companies to control their market presence through the recording 
and management of detailed data and knowledge about current and prospective 
customers, markets and transactions 

ii the new social customer relationship management (SCRM) approach using social 
networking and associated technologies to facilitate engagement and communication 
with customers, via online SNS-linked communities formed independently by people 
wishing to connect interactively with each other and share information, mutual 
interests and experiences about products and companies. This second option, which 
heralds a shift in the power balance between a company and its customers, carries 
with it an inherent threat for many companies; that is, the potential loss of control by 
a company over its market presence resulting from non- or ineffective adoption of 
social networking as a customer relationship management tool (Berthon et al., 2008). 
While both the traditional and online worlds are connected in the sense that the 
‘share of voices’ in social networking is highly related to the ‘share of market’ 
(Rappaport, 2010), the challenge of how to integrate the traditional and new methods 
for managing customer relationships remains a significant one for companies, 
especially in the case of SMEs where prior research has found that many do not yet 
have the knowledge, skills and resources to capitalise on the potential business 
opportunities that social networking and SNS are able to provide (Boyles, 2011; 
Carson, 2013). 

SCRM is a new business approach that integrates social networking with TCRM systems, 
technologies and processes to bring about a superior engagement with customers 
(Greenberg, 2010). While the role of SCRM in business has received significantly 
growing attention by practitioners (see consultant reports such as Keuky and Clarke, 
2011; Reinhold and Alt, 2012; Sarner et al., 2010; Wang and Owyang, 2010), so far there 
has been little empirically based and rigorous academic research in this topic. Preliminary 
academic research efforts are beginning to be published in the United States and Europe 
(Acker et al., 2011; Faase et al., 2011; Greenberg, 2010), but no large-scale empirical 
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research in SCRM adopted by SMEs has been completed in Australia (Yawised et al., 
2013). This paper contributes to overcoming this gap in knowledge. 

In this paper, we aim to investigate the role and nature of SCRM in contemporary 
Australian SMEs by addressing the following research questions: 

• What is the current level of SCRM adoption in SMEs? 

• What are the common social networking sites used by SMEs in relation to SCRM? 

• What are the objectives for SMEs engaging in SCRM? 

• What methods of sourcing or implementing a SCRM system are employed by 
SMEs? 

• What are the common SCRM implementation-related activities employed by SMEs? 

• What are the beneficial outcomes of SCRM implementation as perceived by SMEs? 

• What are the barriers to implementing SCRM as perceived by SMEs? 

Note that due to the limited number of large-scale surveys of this kind in the literature, 
this paper is to a large extent exploratory. We expect the study findings - which are 
reported in descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) and simple  
inferential statistics (chi-square and analysis of variance) - to result in an increased 
understanding of SCRM implementation in Australian SMEs and to motivate further 
research in this area. 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Social customer relationship management 

SCRM combines two key concepts: social networking (also called social media) and 
TCRM. Social networking refers to internet-based technologies used for social 
interaction such as Blogs, Wikis and social sharing platforms. TCRM as a business 
strategy involves the use of traditional media and one-to-one marketing to organise, 
automate and synchronise business processes to develop, manage and maintain long-term  
profitable customer relationships. Emphasising an internal operational approach for 
managing customer relationships, TCRM uses only specific information provided by the 
customer, or customer-specific information that is already known to a company (Askool 
and Nakata, 2011; Newby et al., 2014). 

While SCRM has been defined in a variety of ways in the literature with a clear-cut 
consensus yet to emerge, a popular characterisation has been that of Greenberg (2009) 
who defines SCRM as “a philosophy and a business strategy, supported by a technology 
platform, business rules, processes and social characteristics, designed to engage the 
customer in a collaborative conversation in order to provide mutually beneficial value in 
a trusted and transparent business environment. It’s the company’s response to the 
customer’s ownership of the conversation” (p.34). A succinct definition of SCRM has 
also been provided by Kotadia (2010, p.1), supported by Woodcock et al. (2011, p.52), as 
“the business strategy of engaging customers through social media with goal of building 
trust and brand loyalty.” 
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On this basis, SCRM can be viewed as having two primary objectives: building ‘trust’ 
and establishing ‘customer loyalty’. While these objectives are similar to those of TCRM, 
there exists a key difference between the two approaches. TCRM is aimed at ‘customer 
management’, and involves careful customer segmentation (at a macro, micro or  
one-to-one level) depending on existing and potential profitability (Knox et al., 2003; 
Payne and Frow, 2006). The data generated from TCRM are typically highly structured, 
making them easy to manage, interpret and use for customer management purposes 
(Buttle and Maklan, 2015). On the other hand, SCRM which is aimed at ‘customer 
engagement’ (Greenberg, 2009) has a holistic focus emphasising the complete experience 
that engages customers (Marolt et al., 2015; Stone, 2009; Woodcock et al., 2011). 
Concerned with interactions between individuals within social networks, SCRM 
generates huge volumes of data that are unstructured and difficult to manage (Buttle and 
Maklan, 2015). 

Notwithstanding these key differences, SCRM is an extension of, rather than a 
replacement for, TCRM (Woodcock et al., 2011). Both SCRM and TCRM include 
strategies and technologies that require detailed knowledge about customers and market 
needs. However, by integrating social networking with existing TCRM processes, SCRM 
enhances TCRM and adds greater value by improving the quality of the customer 
relationship through more meaningful interactions (Acker et al., 2011; Greenberg, 2009; 
Maecker et al., 2016). SCRM is not just a technology upgrade; rather, it is designed to 
produce a fundamental and positive change in the quality and effectiveness of a firm’s 
interactions with its customers, thereby making such interactions more profitable for the 
organisation (Ang, 2011). Adoption of SCRM enables a firm to connect and integrate 
social networking and the customer-oriented service systems of a firm. The difficulty in 
achieving this integration should not be understated, however, given that the quality of 
customer-firm interactions depends strongly upon both the degree to which existing 
knowledge about customers and markets can be utilised and whether the relevant 
information can be identified through social networking and SNS (Rappaport, 2010; 
Sarner et al., 2011). 

2.2 SMEs and IT 

SMEs are a significant part of every economy, and in most developed nations are 
accepted as being the predominant employers and wealth generators. Despite their 
importance, there is no universally accepted definition of SMEs. The European 
Commission (2005) defines SMEs based on employee numbers, annual turnover and 
balance sheet total (i.e. the value of a firm’s main assets), while the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (2011) defines SMEs based only on employee numbers. For the purpose of this 
study, which was done in the Australian business context, we use staff numbers, with an 
upper limit of less than 200 employees, as the demarcation measure: hence, a micro-sized 
enterprise is defined as employing less than five employees; a small enterprise employs 
5–19 employees; and a medium enterprise has 20–199 employees. Our definitional 
approach is consistent with the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001) and with  
previous SME research (Burgess et al., 2009; Sensis, 2014). It is also appropriate in the 
Australian context where 99.8% of all firms are classified accordingly as SMEs (see the 
Department of Industry, Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education 
[DIISRTE], 2012). 
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Research shows that the smaller the business is, the lower the adoption rate of 
information technologies (IT) (Bordonabe-Juste et al., 2012; Burgess et al., 2009; Kim  
et al., 2013). In 2010–2011, 32.2% of Australian micro-sized firms had an internet 
presence, compared to 53.8% of small firms, 73.9% of medium firms and 97.3% of large 
firms (DIISRTE, 2012). A recent study by Sensis (2014) showed that the levels of IT 
adoption in Australia, with respect to the proportion of internet connections, business 
websites and ownership of digital devices, were lower for micro-sized and small firms 
than for medium firms. In terms of IT-based social networking, the Sensis’s (2014) study 
found that 35% of Australian SMEs connected to the internet had some type of social 
networking presence, with the most popular types of SNS being Facebook (used by 93% 
of these SMEs with internet connections), Twitter (28%) and LinkedIn (17%).  
Overall, about half of SMEs using social networking reported that its impact on their 
business was positive (Sensis, 2014). On the other hand, Aaltonen et al. (2013) in a study 
of European SMEs reported that although 61% of SMEs used SNS for business purposes, 
most of the usage was not organised, with only 27% having a specific policy in place for 
SNS. 

Various reasons have been used to explain the differential in the adoption rate for 
technology generally, and IT-based social networking in particular, between large firms 
and SMEs. In relation to SMEs, these include a lack of knowledge and expertise on how 
to use social networking technologies and SNS effectively; insufficient time to devote to 
developing skills for the effective use of social networking and SNS; and a lack of ability 
to access the necessary financial and other resources for evaluating the suitability and 
appropriateness of the available SNS options (Boyles, 2011; Harrigan and Miles, 2014). 
Research also suggests that SMEs can perceive themselves to be at a competitive 
disadvantage in the use of IT because of a lack of resources and a consequent dependence 
on IT strategies that reflect the often less than sophisticated IT skill levels and low risk-
taking tendencies of owner-managers (Burgess et al., 2015; Fux et al., 2007).  
Moreover, Carson (2013) also found that SMEs often underestimate the complexity of 
available technology, and especially the significant opportunities for becoming more 
strategic, efficient and effective that the new social networking technologies offer. 

2.3 SMEs and SCRM 

The question of whether to adopt SCRM as part of a coherent suite of business strategies 
is rarely formally addressed in SMEs; if an initiative is taken, it tends most often to be 
driven by the experience and interests of the individual owner-manager. Dyerson et al. 
(2009) indicate that the use of IT in TCRM by SMEs often emphasises operational 
objectives, ignoring the opportunities for more strategic uses, such as facilitating 
interaction with and engagement of customers, collecting customer- and market-specific 
information through dynamic websites, and enhancing the firm’s image and reputation. 
An emphasis on short-term operational and tactical objectives in the use of IT that 
ignores the strategic potential of SCRM often occurs in a context where the 
implementation of customer-oriented technologies (e.g. SNS or Web 2.0 applications) is 
perceived as a cost issue rather than as an investment. This perception means that SMEs 
are likely to adopt SCRM only when they fully understand how it facilitates interaction 
with and the engagement of customers, and thus have confidence that it can add business 
value and provide a realisable return on investment (Harrigan and Miles, 2014; Wielicki 
and Arendt, 2010). For example, a study of Canadian SMEs by Cappuccio et al. (2012) 
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indicates that the potential benefits of SCRM to SMEs include enabling them to build a 
wider customer base locally and internationally; predict future market trends and 
customer behaviours; create knowledge resources that derive from the network of 
conversations and collaborations between the firm and its customers; and increase the 
return on investment from customer relationship management activities. However, a lack 
of confidence in its benefits, as well as insufficient knowledge and skills relating to 
markets and customer-oriented technologies, often inhibit adoption of SCRM by SMEs. 

However, it should be noted that SCRM may not equally benefit all SMEs in all 
industry/market segments. Setting up of an SNS-based community for SCRM purposes 
can be demanding in terms of cost and time (Cappuccio et al., 2012; Olupot et al., 2014; 
Stone, 2009). Furthermore, since the forms of data generated from SCRM are 
unstructured and plentiful (Buttle and Maklan, 2015), integrating them into structured 
databases can pose significant challenges for SMEs. For many SMEs, the investment of 
scarce resources in developing the integrated customer database which serves as a 
foundation component in SCRM might well lead to system implementation costs 
exceeding the likely immediate benefits, with the full benefits only able to be acquired 
over an unacceptably long timescale. Negative reactions by staff to change, the potential 
loss of confidential commercial information and the security risks that attend an open 
communication environment (problematic in the financial and insurance service sector) 
can also act as significant impediments to, or as constraints on implementation of SCRM  
(Cappuccio et al., 2012; Harrigan and Miles, 2014; Olupot et al., 2014). Indeed, in the 
light of these sorts of resourcing and implementation difficulties, it is not unreasonable 
that an SME might opt to retain the traditional way of cultivating positive customer 
experiences. 

3 Methods 

In this study, an online survey was used to sample 9,000 Australian SMEs with less than 
200 employees across all sectors, randomly selected from the population of Australian 
private firms listed in the Dun and Bradstreet (Australia) database. The survey was 
conducted during July–November 2013. Since SCRM implementation entails processes 
related to IT and marketing functions (Huang and Wang, 2013; Olszak and Bartus, 2013; 
Payne and Frow, 2005), the questionnaire was sent to the Chief Executive Officers or 
senior managers whose main responsibility at their firm was either IT management, 
marketing management or both types of management combined. As no data on SCRM 
activities for the targeted sample population in Australia is publicly available, a survey 
questionnaire was developed based on the extant literature (Acker et al., 2011; Baird and 
Parasnis, 2011; Cappuccio et al., 2012; Dutot, 2013; Greenberg, 2009; Leary, 2008; 
Stone, 2009). The questionnaire was also pretested in discussion with several SME 
owner-managers as well as with senior academic researchers in the fields of IT and 
marketing to ensure clarity and content validity. Of 9,000 Australian SMEs surveyed, 
1,064 responses were received. After deleting 97 responses with missing data, a total of 
967 firms remained in the sample, representing a 10.7% response rate. 
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4 Results 

In the questionnaire, TCRM was defined as “a business strategy that drives functional 
plans, processes and actions towards establishing relationships with customers,” and 
SCRM was defined as “the use of social networking or social media (e.g. Facebook, 
LinkedIn and Twitter) to enhance TCRM.” Table 1 presents the data collected from 
survey respondents showing SCRM adoption by SME organisational characteristic. Of 
the 967 responding SMEs, 540 (55.8%) reported SCRM adoption. Medium and small 
firms were more likely than micro-sized firms to engage in SCRM although the chi-
square result was not significant. The industry sector to which firms belong mattered for 
SCRM adoption (X2 = 27.16, p < 0.05). The three sectors with the highest share of firms 
adopting SCRM were arts and recreation services (72.7%), accommodation and food 
services (66.2%) and retail trade (65.5%), whereas the manufacturing sector had the 
lowest share of SCRM adopters (43%). In terms of market type, most SCRM tended to 
focus on business-to-customer (B2C) rather than business-to-business (B2B), where 
58.4% of firms that served individual customers as an important market had engaged in 
SCRM, compared to 46.4% of firms that served other market types including other 
companies or other divisions of their firms (X2 = 9.61, p < 0.001). Difference in the 
respondent’s main job responsibility (IT, marketing or both types of management 
combined) had no significant impact on the decision to adopt SCRM. 

Table 1 SCRM adoption by organisational characteristics 

Characteristics N 

Percentage of 
companies adopting 
SCRM (% in row) 

Chi-Square 
(X2) 

Size of firm 
Survey question: ‘How many full-time equivalent employees are working in your company?’ 

Micro (under 5 employees) 334 51.5 3.97 

Small (5–49 employees) 233 58.8  

Medium (20–199 employees) 400 57.8  

Industry sector 
Survey question: ‘Please indicate the industry sector to which your company belongs, based on 
the core business’ 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 22 61.1 27.16* 

Mining 3 50.0  

Manufacturing 40 43.0  

Electricity/gas 5 55.6  

Construction 31 48.4  

Wholesale trade 25 44.6  

Retail trade 93 65.5  

Accommodation and food services 51 66.2  

Transport, postal and warehousing 14 60.9  

Information media and telecommunications 57 53.8  
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Table 1 SCRM adoption by organisational characteristics (continued) 

Characteristics N 

Percentage of 
companies adopting 
SCRM (% in row) 

Chi-Square 
(X2) 

Financial and insurance services 19 50.0  

Rental, hiring and real estate services 9 45.0  

Professional, scientific and technical services 70 54.7  

Administrative and support services 12 50.0  

Public administration and safety 6 54.5  

Education and training 22 57.9  

Health care and social assistance 29 55.8  

Arts and recreation services 32 72.7  

Market type 
Survey question: ‘Which of the following are important markets for your company’s products or 
services?’ 

Individual customers (B2C) 443 58.4 9.61*** 

Non-individual customers (incl. other companies or 
other divisions of your company: B2B) 

97 46.4  

Respondent’s job responsibility 
Survey question: ‘What is your main responsibility at your company?’ 

IT management only 104 55.9 0.98 

Marketing management only 129 58.6  

Both IT and marketing management  307 54.7  

All responding SMEs 967 55.8  

*p<0.05; ***p<0.001. 

Note: Sectors are classified based on the Australian and New Zealand 
Standard Industrial Classification (ANZSIC) divisions. 

4.1 SME implementation of SCRM 

As the aim of this study is to explore factors, methods and outcomes associated with 
SCRM implementation, the analysis in this section is restricted to the 540 SMEs 
(hereinafter referred to as ‘SCRM adopters’) that reported adoption of SCRM. Where 
relevant, the results are presented by firm size, industry sector, duration of a firm’s 
experience in managing SCRM, and type of market served. Note that the smaller number 
of firms requires the use of a broader sector classification approach to protect 
confidentiality; to this end, Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial 
Classification (ANZSIC) divisions have been aggregated into three broad industry sector 
categories 

i industrial (including agriculture, forestry and fishing; mining; electricity/gas; and 
construction) 

ii manufacturing 
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iii services. 

4.2 SNS used with SCRM 

The list of SNS used in association with SCRM reported by SCRM adopters is shown in 
Table 2. Facebook dominates the social media space (cited by 87.2% of all SCRM 
adopters), followed by Google+ and LinkedIn being reported by a small majority of 
SCRM adopters (52.8 and 51.5%, respectively). 

Table 2 Social networking sites (SNS) used in association with SCRM 

SNS N 
Percentage (%) of SCRM adopters 

(N=540) 

Facebook 471 87.2 

Google+ 285 52.8 

LinkedIn 278 51.5 

Twitter 263 48.7 

YouTube 224 41.5 

Instagram 62 11.5 

MySpace 34 6.3 

SlideShare 30 5.6 

Flickr  30 5.6 

Others e.g. SocialCam, Pinterest and 
Vimeo 

38 7.1 

Note: Survey question: ‘What specific social networking sites have your 
company used in association with SCRM? (select all that apply)’ 

The number of SNS used by SCRM adopters ranged from 1 to 9, with 61.9%  
using 1–3, 34.8% using 4–6 and 3.3% using 7–9. Table 3 reports the means and standard 
deviations (S.D.) for the number of SNS by organisational characteristic. 

The results of analysis of variance (ANOVA), shown in Table 3, revealed a 
significant difference in the mean scores of SNS numbers between the three categories of 
a duration of a firm’s experience in managing SCRM (F = 8.34, p < 0.001), where firms 
with 3 years or more experience had a higher mean score (mean = 3.58) than those with 
less than 3 years of experience in managing SCRM. No significant differences in the 
mean scores of SNS number were detected for firm size, sector and market type. Table 3 
also gives a detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the percentage of SCRM 
adopters for each type of SNS. Chi-square tests revealed a significant size effect on three 
types of SNS, including Facebook (X2 = 7.90, p < 0.05), Google+ (X2 = 22.98, p < 0.001) 
and LinkedIn (X2 = 39.21, p < 0.001). Specifically, medium firms used Facebook and 
Google+ more than (but used LinkedIn less than) small and micro-sized firms.  
No sectoral effects were observed. In terms of years of experience with SCRM, the 
longer the duration of a firm’s experience with SCRM, the more likely LinkedIn (X2 = 
6.71, p < 0.05), Twitter (X2 = 10.98, p < 0.01), Instagram (X2 = 11.39, p < 0.01) and 
Flickr (X2 = 11.41, p < 0.05) were employed to support SCRM implementation. The 
reverse applied to SlideShare, however, where SCRM adopters with experience of less 
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than 1 year were most likely to use this SNS type (X2 = 7.54, p < 0.05). For the type of 
market served, B2B market-oriented SCRM adopters were more likely to use LinkedIn 
(X2 = 16.41, p < 0.001) and SlideShare (X2 = 7.54, p < 0.05), but less likely to use 
Facebook (X2 = 17.92, p < 0.001), compared to their B2C market-oriented counterparts. 

Table 3 The number and type of social networking sites (SNS) used in association with SCRM 
by organisational characteristics 
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4.2.1 Objectives for SCRM engagement 

Respondents were asked to rate eight possible objectives in relation to their firm’s 
decision to adopt SCRM. Figure 1 shows the ratings as reported for these objectives by 
three categories of degree of importance: ‘very high or high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low or not 
important’. Seven of the eight objectives were rated by more than half of SCRM adopters 
in the category of very high or high importance, with the three objectives most often rated 
at this level being: strengthening the company’s brand (90.7%); building and enhancing 
customer loyalty (79.6%); and establishing and building trust-based relationships with 
customers (79.3%). Reducing customer service costs was the objective rated least often 
by SCRM adopters (41.1%) in the category of very high or high importance; similarly, it 
was also the objective rated most often by SCRM adopters (39.4%) in the category of low 
or no importance (almost double the rating of the next objective in this category). 

Figure 1 Objectives of SCRM engagement by degree of importance (% SCRM adopters: N=540) 

 
Survey question: ‘How important were each of the following objectives for 
your company’s decision to adopt SCRM?’ 

Table 4 provides the detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the percentage of 
SCRM adopters that rated each objective in the category of very high or high importance. 
With the exception of the brand strengthening objective, chi-square tests revealed a 
significant size effect across all objectives, with the data indicating that medium firms 
most often reported each objective as having very high or high importance in adopting 
SCRM. On the possibility of sectoral differences, the data indicate these were small and 
not significant for any of the eight objectives. 
 

 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   234 K. Yawised et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Table 4 SCRM adopters that rated objectives as very high or high in importance by 
organisational characteristics 
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In relation to years of experience with SCRM, those adopters with less than 3 years’ 
experience rated each objective as having very high or high importance more often than 
did those with 3 years or more experience, with the chi-square results being significant 
for only two objectives: understanding customer needs (X2 = 9.90, p < 0.01) and 
improving cross-selling and up-selling (X2 = 5.07, p < 0.05). For the type of market 
served (B2C or B2B), chi-square tests revealed a significant size effect across all 
objectives, with one exception (improve cross-selling/up-selling). In terms of this 
exception, more SCRM adopters (54.2%) engaged in selling to individual customers 
(B2C) rated this objective as having very high or high importance compared to SCRM 
adopters (45.4%) selling to other companies or divisions of their firm (B2B). 

4.2.2 Methods of sourcing or implementing a SCRM system 

In order to develop and/or implement a SCRM system, firms may adopt one or more of 
the following methods 

1 use the firm’s IT department to develop and implement the system according to the 
firm’s needs [in-house] 

2 outsource system development and implementation to an external vendor i.e. 
application service provider [outsourcing vendor] 

3 have the system specified by the firm’s IT department, then purchase an appropriate 
software package from an application service provider, and subsequently allocate 
responsibility for implementation to the firm’s IT department [outsourcing vendor 
for developing & in-house for implementing] 

4 employ consultants to manage the planning and execution of the firm’s SCRM 
initiative [consultants]. 

Respondents were asked to answer specific questions on each of the above methods in 
order to determine the extent to which external assistance was used in the development 
and implementation of SCRM. The results are shown in Table 5. Over half (53.5%) of the 
SCRM adopters indicated that system development and implementation occurred  
in-house; and only 25.7% used an outsourcing vendor. Less than one-fifth of respondents 
reported the use of consultants to assist in the planning/execution of SCRM system 
(18%), or the purchase of SCRM software from an external source and implementation 
by the firm’s IT department i.e. outsourcing vendor for developing & in-house for 
implementing (17%). These results indicate a clear preference and reliance by 
respondents on the use of in-house methods and resources for SCRM implementation.  
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Table 5 Methods of implementing a SCRM system 

Method N 
Percentage (%) of SCRM 

adopters (N=540) 

Having the system developed and implemented 
by the IT department according to the 
company’s needs 

289 53.5 

Having the system developed and implemented 
by an outsourcing vendor (i.e. application 
service provider) according to the company’s 
need 

139 25.7 

Having the system specified by the IT 
department, then purchasing an appropriate 
software package from an application service 
provider, and subsequently having the system 
implemented by the IT department 

97 18.0 

Employing a consultant(s) to help in the 
planning and execution of the SCRM system 

92 17.0 

Survey question: ‘Which of the following methods of sourcing and 
implementing a SCRM system has been used by your company? (select all that 
apply)’ 

Table 6 provides the detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the percentage of 
SCRM adopters for each method of sourcing/implementing SCRM. Developing and 
implementing a SCRM system in-house was the most common method used across the 
three types of firm size; however, the in-house method was reported more often by small 
firms compared to micro-sized and medium firms (X2 = 10.24, p < 0.01). The outsourcing 
vendor method (X2 = 15.13) and the outsourcing vendor for developing & in-house for 
implementing method (X2 = 20.35) were reported most often by medium firms  
(p < 0.001). Interestingly, the percentage of firms that reported using the consultants 
method to plan and manage implementation of SCRM decreased significantly with firm 
size (X2 = 6.08, p < 0.05). The longer the duration of a firm’s experience with SCRM, the 
more often the in-house method was reported (X2 = 5.99, p < 0.05). Reporting of the use 
of the consultants method was significant for SCRM adopters with experience of less 
than 1 year (X2 = 7.06, p < 0.05). In regard to the type of market served, the reporting of 
the in-house method was significant for B2B market-oriented SCRM adopters (X2 = 6.21,  
p < 0.05), whereas B2C market-oriented SCRM adopters tended to report the purchase of 
SCRM software from an outsourcing vendor which was then implemented in-house  
(X2 = 4.70, p < 0.05). No sectoral effects were detected for any of the four methods of 
SCRM implementation. 
 

 

 

 

 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Exploring social customer relationship management 237    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Table 6 Methods of implementing a SCRM system by organisational characteristics 

Characteristics N 

Percentage (%) of respondents in each row 

In-house  
(developing/ 

implementing) 

Outsourcing 
vendor 

(developing/ 
implementing) 

Outsourcing vendor 
(developing) and 

 In-house 
(implementing) 

Consultants 
(planning 

and 
execution) 

Size of firm 

Micro 172 57.0 19.8 9.9 21.5 

Small 137 62.0 19.0 13.9 19.0 

Medium 231 45.9 34.2 26.4 12.6 

X2 (df=2)  10.24** 15.13*** 20.35*** 6.08* 

Industry sector 

Industrial 75 56.0 20.0 20.0 16.0 

Manufacturing  40 65.0 35.0 10.0 22.5 

Services 425 52.0 25.9 18.4 16.7 

X2 (df=2)  2.70 3.09 1.98 0.93 

Duration of experience in SCRM 

Less than 1 
year 

152 46.1 25.7 19.7 23.7 

1 to less than 3 
years 

252 54.4 26.6 17.1 13.5 

3 years or 
more 

136 60.3 24.3 17.6 16.2 

X2 (df=2)  5.99* 0.25 0.47 7.06* 

Market type 

B2C 443 51.0 25.7 19.6 17.6 

B2B 97 64.9 25.8 10.3 14.4 

X2 (df=1)  6.21* 1.00 4.70* 0.57 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 

4.2.4 SCRM implementation-related activities 

The list of SCRM implementation-related activities reported as undertaken by 
respondents is shown in Table 7. The two most common activities reported by SCRM 
adopters were monitoring SNS for comments and conversations regarding the firm 
(71.9%), and learning about social media in the context of customers (63.7%). The least 
frequently reported activities were developing organisational policies and guidelines for 
the use of SNS by employees in responding to customer comments (30%), and measuring 
the impact of social media on business results (31.7%). 
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Table 7 SCRM implementation-related activities 

Activity N 
Percentage (%) of SCRM 

adopters (N=540) 

Monitoring SNS for comments and conversations regarding 
the company 

388 71.9 

Learning about social media in the context of customers 344 63.7 

Proactively looking for new ways of using social media to 
engage with customers. 

266 49.3 

Regularly and systematically listening to and possibly 
responding to customer comments and conversations on 
social media regarding the company and its products or 
services 

262 48.5 

Using SNS to collaborate and co-create content with 
customers in order to increase brand engagement 

227 42.0 

Planning and identifying ways of analysing and aggregating 
data from social media in order to yield summary usable 
data regarding customers and products or services 

194 35.9 

Finding ways to use the data that the company has 
uncovered in conversations and/or that customers have 
volunteered through their use of social media 

182 33.7 

Evaluating or measuring social media’s impact on business 
results 

171 31.7 

Developing organisational policies and guidelines for the 
use of social media by employees in responding to or joining 
customer comments and conversations 

162 30.0 

Survey question: ‘Has your company engaged in any of the following SCRM 
implementation-related activities? (select all that apply)’ 

The number of SCRM implementation-related activities reported by SCRM adopters 
ranged from 1 to 9, with 42.8% using 1–3, 41.6% using 4–6 and 15.6% using 7–9.  
Table 8 reports the means and standard deviations (S.D.) for the number of SCRM 
implementation-related activities by organisational characteristic. Size differences were 
small and not significant. As might be expected, the ANOVA results showed significant 
differences in the mean scores between different categories of sector (F = 3.33, p < 0.05), 
duration of experience in managing SCRM (F = 12.45, p < 0.001) and market type  
(F = 10.35, p < 0.001). Specifically, SCRM adopters in the services sector or those 
serving the B2C market type or having a longer duration of experience with SCRM had 
higher mean scores compared to SCRM adopters in other sectors or those serving the 
B2B market type or having less experience with SCRM. 
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Table 8 The number and type of SCRM implementation-related activities by organisational 
characteristics 
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Table 8 also provides the detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the 
percentage of SCRM adopters for each type of SCRM implementation-related activities. 
Chi-square tests revealed no significant sectoral effects. The percentage of firms that 
reported four types of SCRM implementation activities increased significantly with firm 
size (p < 0.001). These four activities included ‘monitoring SNS for comments and 
conversations regarding the company’ (X2 = 12.17), ‘proactively looking for new ways of 
using social media to engage with customers’ (X2 = 18.42), ‘planning and identifying 
ways of analysis and aggregating data from social media in order to yield summary 
usable data regarding customers and products or services’ (X2 = 31.08) and ‘developing 
organisational policies and guidelines for the use of social media by employees in 
responding to or joining customer comments and conversations’ (X2 = 25.87). Except for 
the latter two SCRM activities (plus ‘using SNS to collaborate and co-create content with 
customers in order to increase brand engagement’), the longer the duration of a firm’s 
experience with SCRM, the more often each type of activities related to SCRM 
implementation was reported. With regard to the type of market served, B2C market-
oriented SCRM adopters tended to report three activities - including ‘monitoring SNS for 
comments and conversations regarding the company’ (X2 = 7.11), ‘regularly and 
systematically listening to and possibly responding to customer comments and 
conversations on social media regarding the company and its products or services’  
(X2 = 12.98) and ‘evaluating or measuring social media’s impact on business results’  
(X2 = 12.58) - more than B2C market-oriented counterparts. 

4.2.4 Benefits of SCRM implementation 

Respondents were asked to report the benefits of SCRM implementation by rating the 
‘positive’ effect for each of eight specified outcomes. Figure 2 gives the distribution for 
responses for three categories of level of positive effect: ‘very high or high’, ‘medium’ 
and ‘low or no effect’. A very high or high positive effect on brand perception and 
reputation, customer advocacy of the firm and its products/services, customer loyalty and 
retention, and long-term trust-based relationships with customers were the most 
frequently reported outcomes (20% or more of SCRM adopters). Interestingly, if these 
results are juxtaposed with the data on SCRM objectives (Figure 1), which show 80% or 
more of respondents identified these outcomes as being of very high or high importance, 
it suggests a substantial gap between what was expected in terms of outcomes and what 
was delivered. In contrast, the data in Figure 2 show that over half of SCRM adopters 
reported a low or no positive effect on sales revenue through cross-selling and up-selling 
(61.7%), and on costs of customer services (56.9%); these results are consistent with the 
data on objectives (Figure 1) which show these two specific objectives rated as having 
low or no importance by the highest percentage of SCRM adopters. 
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Figure 2 Outcomes of SCRM implementation by level of ‘positive’ effect (% of SCRM adopters: 
N=540) 

 
Survey question: ‘How implementing SCRM in your company had a ‘positive’ 
effect on any of the following?’ 

Table 9 provides the detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the percentage of 
SCRM adopters that rated the level of benefit (i.e. the positive effect on each outcome) as 
being very high or high. With the exception of customer services costs, chi-square tests 
revealed a significant positive association between the duration of a firm’s experience in 
managing SCRM and the positive effect on each outcome (X2 values ranging from 5.41 to 
20.74, p < 0.05). These results support the view that the benefits of SCRM are likely to 
accrue over the long term. Medium firms, more often than micro-sized and small firms, 
reported a benefit from SCRM in relation to customer services costs (X2 = 9.22,  
p < 0.01). In terms of type of market served, B2C market-oriented SCRM adopters most 
often reported a customer services costs benefit (X2 = 3.08, p < 0.05), as well as a benefit 
for brand perception (X2 = 5.11, p < 0.05). Sectoral differences were small and not 
significant. 
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Table 9 SCRM adopters that rated the level of benefit as very high or high in importance by 
organisational characteristics 
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4.2.5 Barriers to SCRM implementation 

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of each of 12 factors as constraints on, or 
barriers to SCRM implementation. Figure 3 gives the distribution of responses for three 
categories of degree of importance: ‘very high or high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low or not 
experienced’. The factors reported by the highest percentages of SCRM adopters as 
having very high or high importance were as follows: time-consuming to 
manage/monitor SNS (60.4%), lack of information on how to effectively implement 
SCRM (36.3%), lack of skills and qualified personnel (33%) and lack of information on 
how to select appropriate social media tools (29.6%). Notably, a majority of SCRM 
adopters indicated that they had little or no experience of technological barriers (64.3%), 
high financial costs (56.5%) and misuse of SNS by staff (58%) as impediments to SCRM 
implementation. 

Figure 3 Barriers to SCRM by degree of importance (% of SCRM adopters: N=540) 

 
Survey question: ‘How important were the following factors as ‘constraints’ on 
your company’s implementation of SCRM?’ 

Table 10 provides the detailed picture by organisational characteristic of the percentage 
of SCRM adopters that rated the importance of each factor as having very high or high 
importance as a barrier to SCRM. Chi-square tests revealed a significant positive size 
effect (p < 0.05) on five factors as barriers: misuse of SNS by staff  
(X2 = 68.40); lack of support from senior management (X2 = 18.07); data privacy 
problems (X2 = 21.06); security problems (X2 = 26.76) and organisational rigidity  
i.e. culture not aligned to the new strategy (X2 = 6.08). In comparison to micro-sized and 
small firms, medium firms were more likely to report these factors as having very high or 
high importance as barriers to SCRM implementation. With regard to market type, B2C 
market-oriented SCRM adopters most often reported lack of information on how to select 
appropriate social media tools (X2 = 5.81), data privacy problems (X2 = 9.23) and security 
problems (X2 = 8.74) at p < 0.01. No sectoral effect was detected whilst the duration of 
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experience in managing SCRM was only significant for data privacy issues (X2 = 6.48). 
The highest share of SCRM adopters reporting data privacy issues was those with one to 
less than 3 years of experience with SCRM. 
Table 10 SCRM adopters that rated factors as barriers with very high or high importance by 

organisational characteristics 
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5 Discussion and conclusions 

This paper makes a significant contribution to research on SCRM in the field of 
information systems, by presenting the results of the first large-scale survey-based study 
in Australia that explores the role and nature of SCRM in SMEs. Using a sample of 967 
SMEs across all industry sectors, we found the adoption level for SCRM to be relatively 
low with only a slight majority (55.8%) of Australian SMEs in the study reporting its 
adoption (of which 75% having less than 3 years of experience in managing SCRM). In 
addition, the reported approach to SCRM adoption has been relatively ad hoc, superficial 
(even primitive) and usually not supported by a formal integrated strategy and policy 
framework. Even so, it appears that Australian SMEs are increasingly taking advantage 
of social networking technologies and SNS to manage customer relationships. Our 
findings reveal that differences in SCRM adoption by SMEs can be distinguished 
according to industry sector and type of market (B2C and B2B). Specifically, SMEs in 
the services sector (especially arts and recreation services; retail trade and 
accommodation/food services) reported engagement in SCRM more often than SMEs in 
the manufacturing and industrial sectors. This may be because SMEs in the services 
industry sector are more customer-focused, and as a consequence find it is easier to 
understand the potential added value that a shift to SCRM offers for balancing the power 
customers now have via online social networking for communicating and sharing 
information. This explanation is also supported by our finding of a significantly higher 
proportion of B2C market-oriented SMEs that adopted SCRM, compared to those with a 
B2B market orientation. 

Of the total number of SMEs surveyed, only SCRM adopters (540 SMEs) were asked 
a series of questions in relation to SCRM implementation. Key study findings include the 
following: 

• Social networking sites (SNS) used with SCRM: On average, SMEs in our sample 
used three SNS for SCRM purposes, with Facebook dominating (87.2% of SCRM 
adopters reporting the use of it) followed by Google+, LinkedIn and Twitter (each 
about 50%). Medium-sized firms used Facebook and Google+ more than (but used 
LinkedIn less than) small and micro-sized firms. Compared to those serving the B2B 
market type, B2C market-oriented firms were more likely to deploy Facebook but 
less likely to deploy LinkedIn and SlideShare. The findings also indicated that the 
longer the duration of a firm’s experience in managing SCRM, the greater the variety 
of social networking tools used.  

• Objectives for SCRM engagement: Consistent with prior research (Acker et al., 2011; 
Greenberg, 2009), the findings reveal that the most important objectives for SCRM 
adoption by Australian SMEs were to strengthen a company’s brand (reported by 
90.7%), building trust and customer loyalty (79.6%) and establishing trust-based 
relationships with customers (79.3%). The objectives of SCRM rated most often as 
of low or no importance were as follows: reduction of costs of customer services 
(39.4%), and improvement of cross-selling and up-selling of product or service 
offerings (20%). Whilst these results vary by business size and tend to reflect a 
complementarity between SCRM and the B2C market-orientation, they do suggest 
that for Australian SMEs the focus of SCRM adoption is more on acquiring new 
customers and retaining existing customers than on enhancing customer profitability.  
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• Methods of sourcing or implementing SCRM: Over half (53.5%) of SCRM adopters 
reported the use of an in-house IT department for development and implementation. 
Developing a SCRM system in-house was the approach most often reported by 
micro-sized and small firms (compared to medium firms), and was the predominant 
approach reported by SMEs with a B2B market-orientation and those having a 
greater duration of experience in managing SCRM. SCRM adopters with a B2C 
market-orientation tended more often to purchase SCRM software from an 
outsourcing vendor (application service provider) but to implement in-house. The 
reported use of external consultants was in inverse proportion to firm size i.e. the 
smaller the business, the more likely it reported the use of consultants in the planning 
and implementation of SCRM. This finding supports the possibility that a scarcity of 
knowledge and resources for determining an appropriate approach to SCRM, a 
resource situation more likely to be found in micro-sized and small firms, may be a 
significant barrier to effective SCRM adoption. In comparison with their smaller 
counterparts, medium firms (perhaps due to greater availability of financial 
resources) tended to report having used an outsourcing vendor for SCRM 
development. 

• SCRM implementation-related activities: On average, SCRM adopters engaged in 
four activities to accomplish SCRM implementation. The reported numbers of such 
activities increased with the duration of experience in managing SCRM, and were 
greater in the services sector and for B2C market-oriented SCRM adopters. The most 
common activities reported were as follows: monitoring SNS for conversations 
regarding the firm/product (71.9%); learning about SNS in the context of customers 
(63.7%); proactively looking for new ways of using SNS to engage with customers 
(49.3%) and regularly responding to customer conversations on SNS regarding the 
firm and its products or services (48.5%). The two least common activities (reported 
by less than one-third of SCRM adopters) were as follows: measuring the impact of 
social media on business results and developing organisational policies and 
guidelines for the use of SNS by employees. These findings are consistent with 
similar recent findings by Aaltonen et al. (2013) showing that approximately 70% of 
European SMEs do not have a formal policy relating specifically to social media. 
Overall, the types of activities employed in relation to SCRM implementation vary 
by firm size, market orientation and years of experience with SCRM.  

• Benefits of SCRM implementation: Although 80% or more of SCRM adopters 
reported strengthening brand, and building trust and customer loyalty, as major 
objectives for SCRM engagement, only around 20% of them perceived a major 
benefit in relation to these objectives following SCRM implementation. These 
findings suggest that there is a substantial gap between intentions (objectives) and 
benefits (positive effects) of SCRM. Based on our chi-square results, a possible 
explanation may be found in the role of ‘time’ as a contingency factor affecting the 
objectives-benefits relationship, where the full benefits from implementing SCRM 
may only be realised over the long term. 

• Barriers to SCRM implementation: Implementing SCRM effectively requires dealing 
associated barriers and constraints. In this study, the length of time required to 
manage and monitor SNS was reported as a major barrier by a large majority 
(60.4%) of SCRM adopters, followed by a lack of information on how to effectively 
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implement SCRM (36.3%), and a lack of skills and qualified personnel (33%). 
Interestingly, our findings revealed that more than 56% of SCRM adopters with 
limited experience reported technological barriers and high financial costs as a 
constraint on their SCRM implementation. The reporting of these perceived barriers 
to SCRM adoption might in part explain the relatively low level of SCRM adoption 
by Australian SMEs in this study; they are also consistent with the view that 
adoption of SCRM may be linked more to technology maturity, market type and 
demand, rather than the availability of new technologies perceived as too high in cost 
(Wang and Owyang, 2010). Other perceived barriers to SCRM implementation, such 
as organisational rigidity, data privacy/security issues, lack of management support 
and staff misuse of SNS, were more often reported as size of firm increased. 

5.1 Implications for research 

In presenting the findings of our exploratory investigation of the role and nature of 
SCRM in SMEs, we address a vital business topic on which there is a dearth of empirical 
research (Harrigan and Miles, 2014; Newby et al., 2014). The empirical evidence 
presented in this study shows that while a very small majority of Australian SMEs are 
implementing SCRM, there is still a considerable number of SMEs that seemingly remain 
unaware of its benefits, and have yet to embrace the strategic business opportunities it 
provides for building and enhancing customer engagement. Four implications for SCRM 
research are apparent in our findings. First, the level of SCRM adopted by SMEs is 
relatively superficial (even primitive) and ad hoc in the absence of a formal integrated 
SCRM strategy and policy framework. Second, while our findings suggest that SMEs 
perceive benefits gained from SCRM, especially in terms of building brand and customer 
loyalty, these benefits may become apparent only over the long term, thus making the 
cost-benefit risk appear larger in the short term. Third, there appears to be a lack of 
understanding on the part of SMEs of how SCRM might best be implemented effectively 
to generate improved profits and other important business outcomes such as retaining 
control over a firm’s market presence. Finally, a lack of available time, knowledge and 
resources, for managing, monitoring and utilising SCRM and the associated social 
networking tools, appears to constitute the major impediment to successful adoption by 
SMEs. The study findings, therefore, provide several small but significant starting points 
for refining and potentially revitalising knowledge of how SCRM could be effectively 
adopted by SMEs. 

5.2 Implications for practice 

Since the business case for SCRM in Australia has not yet been established, the level of 
SCRM adoption, types of social networking tools used with SCRM, objectives for SCRM 
engagement, methods of implementing a SCRM system, SCRM implementation-related 
activities, as well as the benefits and barriers related to SCRM implementation have yet 
to be determined. In this light, our findings contain practical value for SME owner-
mangers of firms wishing to adopt SCRM. We also believe our findings should be of 
interest to government policymakers wishing to provide SMEs with information and 
support tailored to fit their distinctive organisational characteristics (e.g. entrepreneurial, 
owner-manager operated, flexible, etc.) and assist SMEs in bridging the gap between the 
promise and realities of SCRM adoption. Until that support is forthcoming, those SMEs 
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which are willing and able to ‘self-help’ in successfully adopting SCRM are likely to gain 
a significant strategic advantage over those SMEs which lag behind. 

5.3 Limitations and future research directions 

While this study has raised many important issues, it also has limitations. The study 
findings are limited by a focus on a single national economic context and the use of 
cross-sectional and self-reported survey data. These study characteristics limit the 
generalisability of our findings. For instance, the results reflect the specific characteristics 
of Australian companies and may not thus be generalisable to companies in other 
economies. Furthermore, although the perceptions of owner-managers or senior managers 
are widely accepted as accurate reflections of SCRM practices, the subjective and 
potentially idiosyncratic nature of their reporting of SCRM implementation activities, 
objectives, barriers and benefits should be borne in mind when interpreting the findings. 

Our study points to the need for future research to help reveal the inner workings of 
the SCRM complex process and demonstrate the practical value of such an initiative in 
relation to firm performance. Besides replication of our study in other economies for the 
purposes of comparative study, future research could investigate the SCRM phenomenon 
in SMEs in greater and more critical depth using multiple and objective sources of data, 
deploying intensive and longitudinal research designs, and employing advanced statistical 
and/or mathematical techniques. Such research would be of great value in supporting the 
effective implementation of SCRM. Future research that conducts an in-depth 
comparison of SCRM adopters and non-SCRM adopters could also yield useful insights 
into the factors (e.g. resources and capabilities) required for or involved in successful 
adoption of SCRM. Since SCRM benefits are typically intangible and hard to measure, 
quantifying and translating these benefits into monetary value for SMEs presents an 
exciting challenge for future research. 
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