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ABSTRACT 

 

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) offers a currently popular organizing vision for 
innovating with IT.  In this paper, we provide a snapshot of CRM’s diffusion progress among 
55 local organizations as of the summer 2000.  We find that over half of our respondents have 
committed to CRM in that they are using or implementing it.  Those that are using it also report 
favorably on its business benefits.  Thus, CRM has progressed significantly in the short five 
years since it first came to prominence in the business press.  However, among those of our 
respondents now implementing CRM, progress is reported as only middling, on average.  And 
among those others now considering whether and when to adopt CRM, only half assess their 
business case to be relatively strong.  Finally, among those watching and waiting, or ignoring 
CRM, a number do not see CRM as presently important to their industry.  The question 
therefore arises as to whether CRM diffusion will now slow unless the concept is reinvigorated, 
for example, by being extended to relationship management more broadly. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Customer relationship management (CRM) is an innovation encompassing methodologies, 
software, and usually Internet capabilities combined with a customer-focused strategy designed 
to optimize profitability, revenue and customer satisfaction (Burghard and Galimi, 2000).  For 
example, an enterprise might build a database about its customers that describes relationships 
in sufficient detail so that management, salespeople, service people, and perhaps the customer 
can directly access information about the purchasing habits of a customer.  CRM provides the 
potential for an organization to match customer needs with product plans and offerings, remind 
customers of service requirements, and to know what other products a customer has purchased.  

Viewed broadly, CRM offers an organizing vision for innovating with IT (Swanson and 
Ramiller, 1997).1  Another recent such vision, enterprise resource planning (ERP) suggested in 
the 1990s that companies could take an “enterprise-wide” view of their systems and operations, 
internally integrating the technical and administrative processes (Swanson 2000). CRM 
complements the ERP vision in that it focuses on strengthening the relationship between the 
internally integrated firm and its customers. 

CRM software applications include three segments: sales automation, marketing automation, 
and customer support and call center (Wardley and Shiang 2000).  Sales automation software is 
designed to manage the entire spectrum of the sales function, encompassing account/contact 
management and list management. Marketing automation software assists with campaign 
management and execution as well as telemarketing. Customer support and call center 
applications are designed to enhance the management of relationships with existing customers.  
Each segment takes a different cut at managing the customer relationship. 

Whichever segment of CRM a company addresses, it is likely to link various aspects of the 
company's business, requiring a top-to-bottom analysis of the way the enterprise sees its 
customers, and the way those customers see the enterprise (Blodgett, 2000). With the many 
challenges this entails, CRM can be a complicated and expensive exercise (Galimi, 2000).  And 
with the increased visibility into the organization that CRM may give to the organization’s 
customers, it is particularly important that the CRM initiative be carried out well.  For this 
reason, despite the promise that CRM offers for a closer customer relationship, some 
organizations may well be cautious in their adoption of it.   

More generally, many firms are likely to delay in-house adoption of complex technologies until 
they obtain sufficient know-how to implement and operate them successfully (Attewell, 1992).  
In the early phases of an innovation’s diffusion, when this know-how is lacking in the broader 
community, relatively few firms will take the adoption risk.  Later, as firms come to understand 
more about the technology and perceive it favorably, the rate of adoption is likely to accelerate. 
Indeed, a bandwagon effect may also set in, where firms come to believe that they cannot 
afford to be left behind (Abrahamson and Fairchild, 1999).  Still, not all firms may rush to 

                                                 
1 An organizing vision describes what the innovation is about, what it can be used for, the technology that is 
needed, and the ways in which the innovation can be successfully accomplished (Swanson and Ramiller, 1997). 
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adopt a widely popular innovation.  Some may choose to wait on the sidelines, observing what 
transpires on the broader inter-organizational field, until they are persuaded that the technology 
is both proven and affordable.  Others may believe that as presently cast, the innovation offers 
them no benefits. 

How then is CRM progressing as an innovation?  In the summer of 2000, as part of a broader 
research program on innovating with IT, we addressed this question, taking a snapshot look at 
CRM’s diffusion among firms in our own geographical area.   Our research aims were quite 
modest.  We used a simple survey and asked but a few questions.  We sought to understand 
where each firm stood with respect to CRM.  The present paper reports our findings. 

 

QUESTIONS AND METHOD 
To support its broader research, the Information Systems Research Program at UCLA 
maintains a substantial mailing list of IS executives, many of whom are located in the Southern 
California region.  We used this list to send a simple survey form via e-mail.  We were able to 
reach some 220 executives.  These prospective respondents could submit their completed forms 
either by return e-mail to the author, or by going to a web site established solely for the purpose 
of this survey, where they could complete and submit the form online.  We received 55 
responses, for a response rate of 25%. Given the lack of information on those who did not 
respond, we are not able to determine if there is a systematic difference between those who 
responded and those who did not.  However, it is reasonable to guess that the respondents are 
probably biased toward those most interested in CRM. 

We based our survey questions on Swanson’s (forthcoming) characterization of organizational 
processes associated with innovating with IT.  These allowed us to group respondents 
according to their progress with CRM.  We first identified those firms already using CRM and 
hence in the process of assimilating it.  We next identified those who were committed to CRM, 
but still implementing it.  We then identified those not yet committed to CRM, but who were 
considering adopting it.  Finally, from the rest, we identified those who were actively engaged 
in comprehending CRM, as distinct from those who were ignoring it.  With our respondents 
thus distributed among five groups, we then asked an evaluative question of each group 
excepting the one ignoring CRM.  We present these questions below.  Finally, we asked those 
who had acquired CRM technology to tell us what they had acquired.  The complete one-page 
questionnaire is included in the Appendix. 

Among those 55 individual respondents to our survey, more than half (28, 51%) identified 
themselves as a Chief Information Officer or Vice President of IT.  Ten (18%) identified 
themselves as a Director of IT.  The rest (17, 31%) employed other titles, including Chief 
Technology Officer (2, 4%). 
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FINDINGS  
As our aim was to determine locally based companies’ progress with customer relationship 
management, we asked respondents to distinguish between whether their organization was 
using CRM, implementing CRM, deciding on when and whether to do CRM, watching and 
waiting with regard to CRM, or ignoring CRM.  We found the following:  
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More than half (28, 51%) of our respondents are seen to be committed to CRM, either using or 
implementing it.  A further nine (16%) are deciding on whether and when to do CRM.  We thus 
find among our respondents that the move to CRM is significantly advanced.  Although CRM 
only began to be discussed in the IS executive literature in 1996, it has taken a short five years 
to achieve a significant adoption rate.2 

To better understand the CRM phenomenon, we asked our respondents to evaluate their 
organization’s efforts in regards to customer relationship management on a ten-point scale.  For 
                                                 
2 The first CRM article in CIO magazine (Hildebrand, 1996) appeared in 1996.  We caution that our reported 
adoption rate may be biased on the high side.  
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those whose organizations were already using CRM, we wanted to know whether they felt the 
benefits achieved were low, high, or somewhere in-between.  For those whose organizations 
were implementing CRM we wanted to know how the implementation was progressing, on a 
scale of poor to excellent.  If the organization was deciding on whether and when to do CRM, 
we were interested in how weak or strong the respondent felt that the organization’s business 
case for CRM was.  For those organizations that were watching and waiting with regard to 
CRM, we wanted to see how the respondent evaluated the importance of CRM to the 
organization’s industry.  Our results are illuminating. 

   

Organizations using CRM  
 

For those organizations using CRM, we asked the question “How would you evaluate the 
benefits you've achieved?” A response of 1 indicates the benefits achieved are low, whereas a 
response of 10 indicates that the benefits received are high.  There were 14 responses (25% of 
the total) in this category, distributed as shown. 

 
Benefits Achieved For Organizations Using CRM
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We observe that the benefits achieved for those organizations using CRM are favorably 
reported.  The median score is 7.0.  Further, the comments we received indicated that most of 
those organizations that are using CRM are still in the early stages. As a result, some of our 
respondents noted that the system is not being utilized to its full potential, most often as a result 
of a lack of user training. Recognizing that they are early in the process, such organizations are 
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working on enhancing their use of the CRM system, and are giving particular emphasis to user 
training.   

Organizations implementing CRM  
 

For those organizations currently implementing CRM, we asked the question “how would you 
evaluate your progress?” A response of 1 indicates progress is perceived as being poor, 
whereas a response of 10 indicates that progress is excellent.  There were 14 responses (25% of 
the total) in this category, distributed as shown. 

Progress of Implementation
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We observe that among our respondents there is substantial variance in reported progress and, 
moreover, the average lies midway between poor to excellent.  While systems implementation 
is an area typically fraught with difficulty, it is somewhat disappointing that the average here is 
not higher.3  Progress in implementing CRM is evidently hard to come by.  An insightful 
comment from one respondent in the midst of an implementation was that managing the 
expectations of the future users of the system is one of the most difficult aspects of this type of 
project. 

                                                 
3 In another study (Swanson, 2000), implementers of ERP reported comparatively better progress, although the 
measures used were different than in the present research. 
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Organizations deciding on whether and when to do CRM  
 

For those organizations deciding on whether and when to do CRM, we asked the question 
“how would you evaluate your business case for CRM?” A response of 1 indicates that the 
business case is perceived as being weak, whereas a response of 10 indicates that the business 
case is strong.  There were 9 responses (16% of the total) in this category, distributed as shown. 

 
Business Case for Deciding on Whether and When to do CRM
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Although we have limited data, the results again show considerable variance, and further 
suggest a bifurcation.  Four respondents indicate a relatively strong business case.  Five, 
however, indicate a relatively weak case, casting doubt on the prospects for further adoptions.  
Interestingly, those respondents who consider themselves as having a strong business case are 
from very disparate industries, whilst three of the five considering that they have a rather weak 
business case are in the information technology sector.  

As evidence of the range of departments that can be affected by CRM, one respondent noted 
that for an RFP the firm garnered support from the marketing, sales, field sales, customer 
service, billing, accounts receivable, logistics, distribution, technical support, planning, product 
development and dispatch departments.  This broad range represents all those departments that 
come into contact with the customer at this particular organization. 

Weak Strong 
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Organizations who are watching and waiting with regard to CRM  
 

For those organizations that are watching and waiting with regard to CRM, we asked the 
question “how would you evaluate the importance of CRM to your industry?” A response of 1 
indicates that the importance of CRM in the industry is perceived as being low, whereas a 
response of 10 indicates that the importance is high.  There were 10 responses (18% of the 
total) in this category, distributed as shown. 

 
Importance of CRM to Your Industry
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Although the data is limited, the results show a remarkably high spread in the assessed 
importance of CRM to a respondent’s industry.  While those who are watching and waiting are 
from widely disparate industries, we found that those giving the lowest scores are from city and 
county government.  Still, one government respondent commented that his organization was 
interested in where CRM may fit in the future.  It is perhaps only a matter of time then before 
the lens of the CRM vendors focuses on this area. 
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Organizations who are ignoring CRM 
  
For those organizations ignoring CRM, we asked no specific question of them, but received 
several comments. 

Of the eight respondents who reported that their organizations are ignoring CRM (15% of all 
respondents), three were in city and county government.  As we have already observed, the 
idea of CRM seems problematic for those in government who don’t have customers in the 
traditional sense.  One respondent felt that as CRM matures it may find a place in government, 
but will likely have a different name.4   

A respondent from the healthcare sector observed that in certain circumstances, the business 
relationship takes a low priority.  More important is the treatment of illness and comfort of the 
patients and their families.  The perceived need for conventional CRM products and ideas in 
healthcare may be weak.  

Finally, one of our respondents reported that the company is just not large enough to justify the 
cost of CRM, although it had found other ways to address the issue.5 

                                                 
4 Interestingly, CRM has already had one name change in its short career.  Formerly known as customer 
relationship marketing, it was not long before the term marketing was replaced in favor of management, probably 
to appeal to a wider audience (Child, P., Dennis, R. and Gokey, T., “Can Marketing Regain the Personal touch?”, 
The McKinsey Quarterly (95:3) 1995, pp. 113-125). 
5 As CRM matures, providers may be able to deliver software that better addresses the needs of smaller 
companies.  However, the problem for CRM vendors is that small organizations just don’t deliver the high 
margins that can be garnered from large clients. A breakthrough in thinking (such as happened with Intuit’s 
Quickbooks, which provided a simple, cheap and effective accounting solution for small companies which could 
not afford and did not need the functionality offered by the large accounting packages) may therefore be needed to 
provide cost effective solutions for smaller companies (Christensen, 1997). 
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The technology supporting CRM  
 

Of the 28 respondents (51% of the total) who reported that their organizations were either using 
or implementing CRM, 20 told us what technology they were using.  As summarized below, 
eight of the 20 (40%) reported they were using Siebel software, from Siebel Systems, Inc., a 
company founded in 1993.  Eight other respondents (40%) each used a product other than 
Siebel, and different from each other.   Four (20%) of our respondents, each in a different 
industry, found it was better to develop their CRM product in-house. 

 

The Technology Used by those either Implementing or Using CRM 

8 / 40%

8 / 40%4 / 20%

Other

SiebelIn-house

 
More broadly, these findings are seen to conform to the trend toward using packaged rather 
than custom-built applications (Swanson, 2000), with over three-quarters of those telling us 
about their technology using a purchased package.  It is also interesting that one company, 
Siebel, which specializes in CRM, has so far been able to dominate the marketplace.6   

                                                 
6 Baldwin, H., “The King of CRM” Upside (12:4) April 2000, pp. 154-159.  Siebel’s revenues for the year ended 
12/31/99 were $269m; the closest competitor was Clarify with revenues of $71.6m. 
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CONCLUSION  
In summary, we find that about half of our respondents among local firms are already 
committed to customer relationship management, a substantial percentage given the reasonably 
short life of the CRM vision.  It may be speculated that improved interorganizational 
communication, facilitated by the Internet, has not only enabled organizations to better 
understand what CRM has to offer, but has also increased the connectedness with those 
customers the organization seeks to manage. 

Those among our respondents that are currently using CRM favorably report its benefits.  This 
is despite the fact that the majority of these respondents recognized that they were early on in 
the process of assimilating the innovation.  They should perhaps expect even greater benefits in 
the future.   

This perhaps bodes well for the group of respondents who are currently implementing CRM.  
On the other hand, this group reports only middling progress on average in its implementation 
efforts.  From past research, where implementation efforts fall short, management support may 
also be lacking, signaling issues associated with accumulating costs and anticipated benefits 
(Swanson, 1988, 2000).  Might present implementers be facing reduced expectations for CRM?  
How these issues will sort out for our respondents and how they might affect the overall 
diffusion of CRM is unknown. 

For those deciding on whether and when to do CRM, or watching and waiting on the sidelines 
to see how CRM pans out, the jury is also still out.  Among those presently considering 
adoption, it is particularly noteworthy that about half report that they do not have a strong 
business case for CRM.  Again this suggests some caution in assessing the continued diffusion 
of CRM among firms.   

Finally, some among our respondents are just plain ignoring CRM.  Yet this may be as much a 
matter of the discourse surrounding CRM rather than a comment on CRM itself.  CRM’s 
organizing vision currently has a very customer centric focus, evidenced in the buzzword title 
for the innovation – customer relationship management.  As a result, those who do not see 
themselves as primarily serving business customers (city government, county government and 
medical practices, among our respondents) don’t feel that CRM is for them.  Yet CRM is 
mainly about handling the relationship with those whom you serve, be they customers in the 
traditional sense, or in the sense of providing services such as roads and transportation, or 
medical relief.  Thus, as the organizing vision for CRM matures, perhaps it will broaden its 
focus toward more inclusive and representative relationship management, so that those who are 
currently ignoring CRM will see its value to them. 
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APPENDIX: SURVEY FORM 
Survey Purpose  

Recently, attention in the Information Systems press has been focused on customer relationship management (CRM).  The 
basic idea is that if you use IT to design your business around your most desirable customers' wants and needs, they're likely to 
become better, more profitable customers.  Although easy to define, this is not an easy thing to achieve.  This survey attempts 
to take a snapshot of where California businesses are with CRM. We will be pleased to report these findings first to our 
respondents.  

Instructions 

This questionnaire should be completed by the CIO or other executive responsible for the oversight of the customer 
relationship management initiative.  Completion should take no more than five minutes.  All replies will be considered strictly 
confidential.  Findings will be reported only in the aggregate.  

The completed questionnaire may be returned by e-mail to david.firth@anderson.ucla.edu, or by fax to (310) 206-2002. 
Alternatively you may take the survey online at: 

http://www.anderson.ucla.edu/acad_unit/info_sys/survey/crm.html  

We will be pleased to answer any questions you may have.  Call David Firth at (310) 825-8130 or email him at 
david.firth@anderson.ucla.edu.  

(1) Please attach your business card or write in the name of your firm and your own name and title: 

(2) Where is your organization with respect to CRM? (Check one) 

(   ) We’re using CRM 

(   ) We’re implementing CRM 

(   ) We’re deciding on whether and when to do CRM 

(   ) We’re watching and waiting with regard to CRM 

(   ) We’re ignoring CRM 

(3) According to your answer above, please evaluate the following on a 10-point scale: 

If your organization is using CRM, how would you evaluate the benefits you’ve achieved? 
            Low   1[  ]   2[  ]   3[  ]   4[  ]   5[  ]   6[  ]   7[  ]   8[  ]   9[  ]   10[  ]  High 

If your organization is implementing CRM, how would you evaluate your progress?  

            Poor   1[  ]   2[  ]   3[  ]   4[  ]   5[  ]   6[  ]   7[  ]   8[  ]   9[  ]   10[  ]  Excellent 

If your organization is deciding on whether and when to do CRM, how would you evaluate your business case for it? 

            Weak  1[  ]   2[  ]   3[  ]   4[  ]   5[  ]   6[  ]   7[  ]   8[  ]   9[  ]   10[  ]  Strong 

If your organization is watching and waiting with regard to CRM, how would you evaluate the importance of CRM 
to your industry? 

            Low   1[  ]   2[  ]   3[  ]   4[  ]   5[  ]   6[  ]   7[  ]   8[  ]   9[  ]   10[  ]  High 

(4) If you’ve acquired CRM technology, what have you acquired? 

(5) Any other comments? 
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