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This guide is one of a series of “How To” Guides” produced by Enterprise Ireland to meet
the needs of Irish companies, particularly our client base, the majority of whom are small

to medium enterprises (SMEs) in manufacturing or internationally traded services.
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events guide and links to interesting reports etc.

The funding for these guides was provided to Enterprise Ireland by “The Information
Society Fund” which was established by Government to progress the objectives of the
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Some large companies are gaining significant competitive advantage by using Information Technology (IT) and
eBusiness to analyse and manage their relationship with each customer. This trend is relevant to many larger Irish
companies. While smaller companies tend to rely on people, rather than computers, to track and manage their
customer relationships, this trend is still relevant to them because: - 

• Most IT driven changes in large companies sooner or later are adapted by progressive smaller companies,
as relevant software packages suited to the needs and budgets of SMEs are developed. Any SME planning
an overall medium term eBusiness/IT strategy thus needs to consider whether aspects of CRM are likely to
be relevant to that strategy.

• The ability of large companies to provide a holistic approach to customers may partly erode one of the
competitive advantages enjoyed by SMEs, namely their ability to provide a much more personalised service
than their larger competitors.

T E C H N I C A L  N O T E

CRM is the three-letter acronym for Customer Relationship Management. CRM packages are software tools that
allow the user to keep a record of all interactions with a customer. Typical examples of these interactions are:

• Complaints
• Queries
• Requests for Quotations
• Instructions 
• And so on

As the user is recording the interactions, the user can have access to all the customer information that exists on the
system. Information such as:

• Account Balance and Transaction History;
• Order Status;
• Shipping Status;
• And static details such as name, address, phone, email etc.

The level of information available is dependant on the level of functionality of the CRM tool or the degree of
integration with the company ERP package. [ERP packages process accounts, sales order processing, stock
movements, purchases and so on]

The CRM tool also has functionality:

• To assign actions [arising out of an interaction] to different users,
• Keep a record and status on all actions that have been taken against a particular transaction
• Classify an interaction as being ‘open’ until all the desired actions have been completed

The strength of CRM is that any employee within the company can access the interaction record at any time to
review the status and update it. The customer cannot catch the employee, who has access to the CRM tool,
unaware. This gives the customer the ‘ VIP feeling’ because the customer feels that every employee in the company
is aware of the customer and the customer’s issues.

CRM originally evolved from the recording and fixing of complaints to the current level where packages are now
available on the Internet. In the latest eCRM generation, the customer may record the complaint and could change
the customer’s own static details using a web browser. 

CRM systems also allow for proactive dealings with potential and existing customer [e.g. quotes] and electronic
mail-shots. Records are kept of these interactions in the same way as complaints and other ‘reactive’ interactions
are stored.
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The normal operational transactions [such as sales order processing, order picking, dispatch, invoicing and so on]
would not normally be stored on a CRM tool as this functionality is readily available in ERP packages. However,
some of the Tier 1 CRM solutions have started to store this type of information also.

The most well known CRM tool is provided by Siebel Systems.

C o m p e t i t i v e  a d v a n t a g e  t h r o u g h  C R M

European manufacturers have been slow in adopting customer relationship management. Without explicit retention
goals, programs for improving customer loyalty go nowhere with sub par business performance as a frequent
result. But while many companies have such goals in place, fewer are achieving them. 

The success of many non-European manufacturers in Europe over the last two decades has a lot to do with their
forward-thinking practices in managing their customer relationships. With customers embracing “imported” brands
like Nike, Procter & Gamble, and Colgate-Palmolive in consumer products, Dell in personal computers, and
General Electric in appliances, many European manufacturers’ notions about customer loyalty are being called into
question. The impact of competitors that excel at anticipating and serving customer needs is beginning to be felt. 

Despite many European manufacturers’ hesitation in adopting CRM practices and principles to date, they now
have a unique opportunity to quickly take a lead position. Having sat on the sidelines and let the first wave of
CRM initiatives pass them by; these companies can now use the Internet to re-think their customer interactions from
scratch. Rather than getting on the traditional CRM bandwagon, they can leapfrog the competition by leveraging
the more advanced capabilities of customer relationship management in the digital world: eCRM. Indeed, eCRM
gives companies far greater opportunities to improve marketing and customer satisfaction than traditional CRM
approaches. 

Most traditional CRM initiatives pre-date the World Wide Web and tend to be in silos such as customer service,
sales, or marketing functions. For example, many companies installed CRM software in their customer call centers
to create deep databases on customers, repair and other service records, and the company’s product and service
information. By implementing CRM, these companies made improvements in certain narrow areas of the business.
For example, their service reps became more knowledgeable about each customer and better able to handle their
issues after the purchase. But the primary benefits of the system were limited to the customer service function often
the call centre representatives. Sales people typically did not gain access to the data, which they might have used
to help make a sale.

Traditional CRM rarely provided a consistent enterprise-wide picture of the profitability and needs of individual
customers. In essence, while helping give a better customer experience, those traditional CRM efforts did little to
help companies decide where to invest next or how to improve their product offerings or sales process.

As we discuss later, without this holistic, integrated, 360-degree view of the customer, most of the value of CRM
efforts dissipates quickly as competitors have little trouble in catching up. Flexible enterprise-wide eCRM systems
can create a “digital loyalty cycle” across marketing, sales, and customer service. This provides customers with the
optimal price, quality, quantity, brand, pre-sales and after-sales service experience. This is becoming the
benchmark for successful customer relationship management in the digital age.

With eCRM, manufacturers have the opportunity to take customer interaction to new levels of effectiveness by
integrating customer information otherwise hoarded by customer service, marketing, and sales departments and
making it available across the organisation to improve the overall customer experience. Traditional knowledge and
analysis of product and geographic markets are becoming relatively less useful as the understanding of individual
customers, their purchase history, requirements, and lifetime value is becoming the ultimate unit of analysis. The
battleground is moving from scale and market-share to customer profitability and wallet-share.

Without investments in stronger eCRM capabilities, however, a complete, actionable picture of individual
customers is often unavailable for most companies. This means that strategic marketing decisions today are often
founded upon quicksand. As a result, customer loyalty is becoming more and more a subject to the now infamous
mouse click.



Advanced How To Guide – Getting Close to Customers: Leapfrogging with eCRM

3

An eCRM system or Web-based CRM system is fundamentally less cumbersome and less expensive to implement
than traditional CRM because eCRM can be extended more easily to users everywhere in the company through
the Internet. As common standards for exchanging product, service, and customer data emerge, such as eXtensible
Markup Language (XML) standards, partners in the sales and distribution channels can be linked more easily to the
system and share in the benefits. The cost savings can be sizeable. For example, GE estimates the cost of taking a
phone order at around 5 for simple products and as much as 80 for its higher-tech offerings. In contrast, an order
placed online costs an average 20-cent. With GE getting 20 million phone calls a year in its appliance
business alone, the savings from Internet-based CRM technology could become immense.

But the value of eCRM goes way beyond cutting cost. The technology allows companies to capture customer
feedback at more of the “touch points” between a company and its customers across channels and functions e.g.
meetings with sales people, customer service inquiries, purchases over the Internet, customer surveys, user groups,
and the like and use it to improve relationships and value for individual customers.

T h e  I n t e r n e t  A s  T h e  N e w  E u r o p e a n  C u r r e n c y

European manufacturers have been slower to adopt many key enterprise technologies, such as the installation of
an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, for effectively managing millions of customer interactions. Without an
ERP system to track the status of a customer’s order from the factory to the customer’s door, a manufacturer cannot
tell a customer some of the most important things he or she wants to hear these days: Where is my order and
when do I get it?

Unresponsiveness to customers’ concerns, if not rectified, will threaten the sustainability of many Irish manufacturers.
The continuing integration and expansion of the European market and the arrival of the euro are both opportunities
and threats. Certainly, those forces have put European manufacturers on more of an equal footing with their
competitors based elsewhere, particularly in the United States. An even bigger factor pushing European industrial
companies to get much better at managing customer relationships is the Internet.

The global communications network eliminates much of the age-old geographic and information advantage that
many manufacturers have had over their customers. Customers of everything from cars and appliances to
computers and books can now get information on pricing, product features and other buying criteria from a broad
array of sellers without leaving their home or office, and they can often complete the transaction electronically.

Unlike many services (such as hair cuts and hotel services), most manufacturing products can be transferred across
borders and are easily comparable across geographies in terms of price, quality, quantity, delivery, and so forth.

There is an enormous growth in the number of online transactions both worldwide and in Ireland. However the
Internet is also extensively used as a shopping tool. For example, while few second hand car buyers purchase
online, many are making growing use of sites such as www.autofinder.ie or www.cbg.ie to arm themselves with
better pricing information, so as to strengthen their negotiating position vis-‡-vis dealers and private sellers.

As consumers become more familiar with the Net, as bandwidth increases and access cost falls, Internet usage
will continue to soar. Even if consumers do not buy online, the information they gain on the Internet can still affect
prices. Companies must understand that, not unlike the impact of imports on competition, it takes only a small
percentage of total sales to go through Internet channels to seriously affect value propositions, prices, and profits.
Think, for example, of the speed with which Irish lending institutions cut their interest margins when Bank of
Scotland captured a small share of the Irish house loans market a few years ago.

Increasing price pressure, is a particularly serious problem for many Irish companies given that they have
experienced far greater increases in labour, rent, insurance and professional services costs than their overseas rivals.

F r o m  P r o d u c t  a n d  G e o g r a p h y  F o c u s  To  C u s t o m e r  -  C e n t r i c  S t r a t e g i e s

The combined impact of the Euro and the Internet has highlighted pricing disparities across Europe and will no
doubt begin to erode them for manufactured and other internationally tradable goods and services. As
manufacturers traditionally have reaped the rewards from differential pricing strategies in each country and region,
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these developments will undoubtedly cause already slim profit margins to become even slimmer. An interesting
example of this is to compare prices online for the same technology items in different countries from multi-national
IT suppliers such as Dell. 

While many regional differences will persist within Europe such as those determined by culture, language,
government policies, and payment systems manufacturers will have to move beyond product and geography-
centric sales, marketing, and customer service practices and start to put the customer at the centre of attention.

If increasingly knowledgeable customers can make price comparisons from country to country, the only way for
manufacturers to retain price premiums and increase shareholder value will be to offer greater value through
improved customer service and target customers with differentiated offerings. That is, they will have to maximise the
way they treat each and every customer or segment. The entire customer interaction, including what goes on after
the sale, will become even more important. Customer loyalty and retention are bound to become the ultimate
platform for competition.

C u s t o m e r  L o y a l t y  a n d  P r o f i t a b l e  G r o w t h

Because it costs significantly more to continually attract new customers than to retain the current ones, and because
the value of most customer relationships increases over time, companies that increase revenue without holding onto
their best customers wind up eroding profitability and, thus, shareholder value.
When we look at the business performance of customer-centric manufacturers, we find clear indications of the
underpinnings of success. Customer-centric manufacturers are more likely to exceed their goals for return
on assets and market share compared to non-customer-centric companies. They are also much more [PC1]likely to
exceed key operational goals for inventory reduction, parts shortages, labour costs, and organisational learning.

D e s i g n i n g  T h e  D i g i t a l  L o y a l t y  C y c l e

If customer loyalty is the goal, eCRM is the tool. Although companies can use eCRM to pursue benefits in any one
part of the business, the greatest benefits come from using it to link every operation in a business that affects the
customer experience. Integrating and leveraging efforts across pricing, product quality, marketing, sales, and
customer service through the digital loyalty cycle will increasingly become the hallmark of successful companies. By
always working from a real-time perspective, for example, front-line staff and strategic partners can continuously
improve the way they interact with individual customers and segments. In doing so, they not only can improve the
customer experience, they can also improve the way feedback from customers is leveraged across product
development, manufacturing, marketing, sales, and service.

When executed correctly, eCRM implementations are designed as a digital loyalty cycle that continuously
improves to create lasting competitive advantage. When a manufacturer uses eCRM technology and redefines its
business processes in customer acquisition and retention, it strengthens its capabilities in key areas that determine a
customer’s purchase decision including pricing, product quality, marketing, sales, and customer service to create a
virtuous, digital loyalty cycle. The impact of eCRM strategies is beginning to show. In traditional call centres alone,
eCRM lets companies shift much of the people-intensive customer service transactions to online transactions that let
customers serve themselves if they wish. Considering the enormous cost of running call centres to serve customers
in multiple languages and cultures and legal environments across Europe, the Internet provides a permanent but
flexible solution to handle this diverse and costly set of requirements. Content created in one country can be
translated through software adapted to other countries in near real-time.

The experience of System Label, the Irish specialist printer of industrial labels equipment, demonstrates how eCRM
can increase responsiveness to customer requirements. Since implementing several system developments including
a new eCRM package, the company often turns around orders faster than its 5 day target at the outset of the
project. 

With eCRM, customer-centric manufacturers can use customer information to better predict customers’ buying
patterns, which allows them to better manage pricing and marketing decisions in real time. Behind the scenes of
the eCRM systems are conventional, perhaps, but crucial components for success: business processes,
technologies, and people. When it comes to business processes, manufacturing companies must understand the
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customer loyalty cycle and use an integrated approach across the organisation to strengthen loyalty. That is, they
must synchronize and differentiate everything that affects an individual customer’s loyalty: brand, quality, price,
sales, and service experience. It is no small task, but by first focusing on the customers that are most profit-able
and key to future survival, companies can leverage eCRM where it matters most.
In terms of technology, companies must use IT to gather, analyse and disseminate information from customers
across the enterprise. Enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems can serve as the foundation. For some, a web-
based approach is likely to be both faster and cheaper. Leveraging Internet technology eases the implementation
burden and increases flexibility in designing global and regional manufacturing, distribution, and service networks.
The same comparison can be made between traditional CRM and eCRM. That is, a typical installation of a CRM
system a few years ago would take, say, around 6-12 months. Today, with eCRM, a similar, enhanced and more
flexible system based on Internet technology is not only less expensive to install but also much quicker, taking just
about 3 to 6 months depending on the specific circumstances of the company.

People are key to serving customers well. Companies must therefore invest in people through continual learning,
such as just-in-time and cross training, to ensure that they have the skills and mindset to achieve customer loyalty
goals. In addition, incentives should measure and reward customer satisfaction and loyalty. Base wages and
benefits may have to be upgraded, and knowledge systems should be supported. Successful companies
understand that employee loyalty is crucial to building customer loyalty.

O v e r c o m i n g  R e a l  a n d  I m a g i n e d  B a r r i e r s  t o  e C R M

Becoming customer-centric does not happen overnight. It requires moving the supply chain from a “push” to a
“pull” that is, shifting from producing and distributing products according to internal forecasts to building and
delivering to meet actual customer demand in a profitable manner. This shift requires thinking of the “supply chain”
as the “demand chain”.

The challenges to manufacturers are significant but unavoidable. The good news is that many barriers to change
are more perceived than real. Take, for example, the lack of a common payment system in Europe and lack of
common rules governing financial institutions. If a company wants to set up accounts with the same bank in each
EU country, it may need as many as 900 signatures.

Some say this will prevent the Internet from facilitating the free flow of goods and services across country lines. But
EU countries have already adopted significant legislative changes designed to facilitate both the single European
Market and eBusiness. Over the last few years, Ireland has implemented substantial legislative changes in order to
facilitate this and further regulatory reforms are in the pipeline. Much of this legislation is concerned with data
protection. 

If you have any doubts about the potential impact of eCRM on business, consider the irish airline industry. Few
people now walk into a travel agent to buy Ryanair tickets. Given the choice of paying a travel agents booking
fee, most customers voted with their fingers. Such is the success of the Ryanair model that Aer Lingus has also
developed a website to sell their tickets online. With all the airlines cutting or eliminating travel agents
commissions, that trend seems set to continue.

The one barrier to eCRM that is very real and very big is complacency. Manufacturers are at risk of losing the
game if they cannot change their mindset and take advantage of new tools and technologies to become more
customer-oriented. Companies often still believe that if you make a good product, people will buy it. If they
continue to focus only on the design and manufacture of products, they will miss important opportunities to learn
more about what their customers really want and to provide the profitable after-sale services that customers
increasingly need and demand. If, on the other hand, they are willing to view their operations more broadly by
adopting eCRM technologies to get closer to customers, they can strengthen their customer interactions, grow, and
prosper. In the case of Zomax Ireland, for example, it was customers that drove the company to embrace eCRM
and other technologies and this is likely to be the experience of many Irish businesses over the coming years.

The arguments manufacturers typically make for skimping on customer retention practices and capabilities like
eCRM are rapidly weakening. The challenge now is to use technology to lead the next revolution by leveraging
the online loyalty and creating sustainable business models.
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