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Abstract 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract 
 
During the last decade, increasing attention has been given to relationship marketing as a 
way to enhance cooperation between a selling company and its customers and bring 
benefits to both parties. Relationship marketing allows a selling company to better meet 
competition and exceed their competitors, and hence relationship marketing becomes an 
important determinator of success in the increasingly competitive business world of today. 
One method of relationship marketing is Customer Relationship Management (CRM). 
 
The purpose of this thesis has been to gain a deeper understanding on the use of CRM 
within the U.S. automotive industry. To reach this purpose, a qualitative single-case study 
of one automotive supplier-company based in Michigan, U.S.A. has been made. Data have 
been collected mainly through interviews with three employees of the company. 
 
The study shows that building and handling customer relationships is crucial for a 
company’s survival in the highly competitive business-to-business environment between 
suppliers and OEM’s in the U.S. automotive industry. The study also indicates that when a 
company has few and large customers, CRM is to a great extent handled through personal 
contacts and interactions between the supplier-company and the OEM’s, as opposed to 
handled through computer-based CRM-programs. Furthermore, the measurement/ 
evaluation of CRM seem to take place in the minds of the people involved in a sale, rather 
than through statistical measurements. 
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Sammanfattning 
 
Under det senaste årtiondet har relationsmarknadsföring uppmärksammats allt mer som ett 
sätt att öka samarbetet mellan ett säljande företag och dess kunder och ge fördelar för båda 
parter. Relationsmarknadsföring hjälper ett säljande företag att bättre möta konkurrens och 
att överträffa sina konkurrenter, vilket gör relationsmarknadsföring till en viktig avgörande 
faktor för framgång i dagens alltmer konkurrensbetonade affärsvärld. En metod för 
relationsmarknadsföring är Customer Relationship Management (CRM). 
 
Syftet med denna uppsats har varit att erhålla en djupare kunskap om användandet av CRM 
inom USA:s bilindustri. För att uppnå detta syfte har en kvalitativ fallstudie  av ett 
leverantörsföretag inom bilindustrin, baserat i Michigan, USA, genomförts. Data har 
insamlats främst genom intervjuer med tre av företagets anställda. 
 
Studien visar att uppbyggandet och hanteringen av kundrelationer är avgörande om ett 
företag ska överleva i den hårda konkurrens som är kännetecknet för affärsmiljön mellan 
leverantörer och OEM:s i den amerikanska bilindustrin. Studien visar också att när ett 
företag har få och stora kunder, hanteras CRM till stor del genom personliga kontakter och 
personlig interaktion mellan leverantör och OEM:s, istället för genom databaserade CRM-
program. Vidare visar studien att mätning/ utvärdering av CRM genomförs av de personer 
som är involverade i försäljningen av produkterna, och har formen av en personlig och 
ständigt pågående utvärdering istället för en statistisk mätning/ utvärdering.
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1. Introduction 
 
This first chapter will give an insight in how the marketing concept has changed during the 
last few years. It will further discuss the increased focus on customer relationship 
management in today’s business world. The chapter ends with the purpose and research 
questions, and finally the demarcations and a layout of the thesis. 
 
1.1 Background 
 
The marketing concept as expressed by Drucker (1954) is that “the purpose of a firm is to 
create and serve customers” (p.64). This philosophy of doing business has three major 
components; 1) all company activities should be based on the recognition of a need, 2) a 
customer orientation should be integrated throughout the entire company and 3) customer 
satisfaction should be viewed as the means toward long-run profitability goals. According 
to Drucker the aim of marketing is to know and understand customers so well that the 
product or service fits them and sells itself. 
 
The concept of and in particular the view of marketing seems to have been constantly 
developed to match the time in which it has been used. Kotler (1999) describes the old 
marketing, or as he calls it; the Neanderthal marketing, as a combination of the following 
practices: 

- Equating marketing with selling. 
- Emphasizing customer acquisition rather than customer care. 
- Trying to make a profit on each transaction rather than trying to profit by managing 

customer lifetime value. 
- Pricing based on marking up cost rather than target pricing. 
- Planning each communication tool separately rather than integrating marketing 

communication tools 
- Selling the product rather than trying to understand and meet the customer’s real 

needs. 
 

According to Morris, Pitt and Honeycutt (2001) this view of marketing (as selling) changed 
by the end of 1990, when marketing instead became equivalent with a set of value-creating 
activities. The authors further describe marketing of today as much more complicated: 
“Organizations must make fundamental decisions regarding how to approach different 
market segments and individual customers. The conventional wisdom is that the marketer 
is no longer interested in making a sale or achieving a transaction, but instead must focus 
on relationship marketing” (p.98). Morris et.al (2001) further claims this orientation to be 
of special importance when dealing with industrial customers, since the goods and services 
bought by them have an impact on the performance of day-to-day business operations, and 
thus the viability of the company. “The buyer-seller relationship tends to involve mutual 
interdependence, with each party attempting to satisfy organizational objectives through the 
other” (Morris et.al, 2001 p.4). “Industrial marketing can thus be formally defined as the 
creation and management of mutually beneficial relationships between organizational 
suppliers and organizational customers” (ibid, p. 3). The importance of relationship 
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marketing is confirmed by Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) who describes products as a 
process in which the customer does not receive value from the purchase itself but from 
each exchange between customer and provider. Their conclusion is thus that companies 
should focus on relationship development rather than product development. 
 
A method to develop customer relationships suggested by Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) is 
Customer Relationship Management (CRM). According to Storbacka and Lehtinen the 
history of CRM starts before the industrial revolution. By that time craftsmen and artisans 
got their training from older generations. They also generally controlled the entire 
production process since they often worked alone or in small companies. Besides, the 
craftsmen knew their customers personally and therefore knew each customer’s needs and 
how each customer used their product. Information on customers was usually stored in the 
memory of the craftsmen. This was an early form of customer relationship management 
(CRM). However, at the end of the 19th century production activities changed significantly 
with the industrial revolution and serial and mass production became a rule. Craftsmen 
were still needed but now more for leading and management work. The people working in 
the industries did not have any, or at least very limited, contact with the customers. The 
introduction of mass production has, according to the authors, resulted in a plethora of 
products and services for which the companies are trying to find customers. 
 
 
1.2 Problem Discussion 

 
There are a number of definitions of CRM, all of them similar but with small nuance 
differences. Chye and Gerry (2002) define CRM as “the process of predicting customer 
behaviour and selecting actions to influence that behaviour to benefit the company, usually 
leveraging on information technology and database-related tools”. They further claim that 
CRM has been given a new lease of life because of the growth of the Internet and E-
business. Since face-to-face-contact is impossible on the net, CRM based on information 
technology and databases is crucial in the on-line business environment. 

 
For this essay however, I have chosen the following definition: “CRM is the strategic use 
of information processes, technology and people to manage the customer’s relationship 
with your company (marketing, sales, services, and support) across the whole customer life 
cycle” (Kincaid, 2003, p.41), since it combines elements from all the other definitions. 
“The aim of CRM is to develop a common process, the idea being that when the 
relationship is developed, both sides win. In other words, one party’s victory is not the 
other’s loss. Instead both win by developing the relationship. CRM, in other words, is a 
win-win situation or a plus-sum game” (Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2001, p.8). 

 
Both Swift (2001) and Stone, Woodcock and Machtynger (2000) claims that CRM is 
important because acquiring customers usually is much more expensive than keeping them. 
The benefits of CRM are, as described by Stone et. al (2000): improved customer retention 
and loyalty (customers stay longer, buy more, and buy more often which increases long-
term value), higher customer profitability (not just because each customer buys more, but 
because of lower costs of recruiting customers and no need to recruit so many to maintain a 
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steady volume of business) and reduced cost of sales (as existing customers usually are 
more responsive). 
 
According to Jobber (2001) a key concern of many purchasing departments is the long-run 
development of the organization’s supply system because of the high costs associated with 
production down-time. Personal factors may also be important, particularly when suppliers’ 
product offerings are essentially similar. In this situation the final decision may rest upon 
the relative liking for the supplier’s salesperson. 
 
In the non-restricted environment of the market economy most firms meet a severe 
competition (Gregory & Stuart, 2003). To be able to successfully compete and thus survive, 
companies must differentiate themselves from the competitors by providing something 
extraordinary. According to Jackson (2003), personalized customer service can be a way 
for a company to differentiate. To be able to provide personalized customer service, data-
warehousing of the customer’s transaction data is important, especially if the company has 
many customers.  
 
However, the technology and the data-warehousing is not the total solution to excellent 
customer relationship management. The personal contact and the personal service are 
crucial for maintaining satisfied customers. “With the increasing availability of modern 
technology, companies will find it relatively easy to compete on product. What they will 
find more difficult to do is compete on service, for service not only depends on modern 
technology but also on the attitude of its people and therefore the capability of its 
managers” (Freemantle, 1992 p.XV).  
 
How can companies evaluate if their CRM-efforts are paying off? Kincaid (2003) suggests 
two sets of tools to evaluate the result of CRM; performance metrics and value metrics. 
The performance metrics measures the impact of CRM on the company’s revenue and/or 
costs. “The end goal of CRM is to increase profit by either increasing revenue or reducing 
costs” (Kincaid 2003, p. 327). However, many customer relationships do not deliver 
immediate results and since the performance metrics solely measure revenues or costs at a 
specific point of time, they should according to Kincaid, be complemented with value 
metrics. Value metrics evaluates the result over a longer period of time by measuring 
customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. 
 
Since many companies nowadays are transforming themselves to customer-focused 
organizations, customer relationship management is becoming increasingly recognized in 
order to better understand what customers want (Lin & Su, 2003). The fact that CRM is a 
burning topic in the business world of today makes it interesting to study in a number of 
industries. However, I have chosen to study CRM within the automotive industry because 
of the industry’s significance to modern industrialized economies. According to Wells and 
Rawlinson (1994) there are three main reasons why the automotive industry is of 
continuing significance; economic, organizational and environmental reasons. The 
economic reasons are that the industry is significant due to employment, contribution to 
national gross domestic product and trade for many countries. “At a personal level the car 
remains the most important consumer durable, a purchase which carries great symbolic and 

3   



Introduction 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

cultural significance beyond its functional role as a means of transport (Wells & Rawlinson 
1994, p. 2). According to Ostroff (2003), the consumer demand for cars in the United 
States is expected to grow to 16.6 million in 2004 and then to nearly 19 million over the 
following four years. By 2010, Ostroff (2003) forecasts demand in the United States to hit 
the 20-million-mark. Organizational reasons to the significance of the automotive industry, 
as described by Wells and Rawlinson (1994), is that the industry has been going through 
fundamental changes in geographical and organizational structure both internal (team 
working and network management structures) and external (international strategic alliances 
and development of new supply chain structures). Environmentally, the industry lies at the 
heart of the green debate. “The automotive sector in this sense typifies the dilemma of 
modern industrialized economies- the products are vital for the functioning of these 
economies, and yet they also yield enormous costs in terms of environmental damage, 
wasted resources, and personal injury and death” (Wells and Rawlinson 1994, p.3). 
Ludvigsen (1996) states that thinking in terms of personal service and customerization 
needs to be implemented urgently throughout the automotive industry. “Customers have 
taken over the management of the world’s car business… Among the enlightened suppliers 
of cars and parts, awareness is increasing that decisions are no longer being taken on the 
fourteenth floor or along mahogany row. They are being made instead by the end 
customers who buy and use their products” (Ludvigsen, 1996 p. 3). The significance of the 
automotive industry makes it interesting to investigate how customer relationships are 
managed and evaluated in the industry and what benefits CRM brings to the industry. 
 
 
1.3 Purpose and Research Questions 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding on the use of CRM within the 
U.S. automotive industry. 
 
The research questions that I intend to answer in this thesis are: 
 
- How are the actual customer relationships managed? 
- How can the benefits of CRM be described? 
- How are the relationships evaluated? 
 
 
1.4 Demarcations and Layout of the thesis 
 
Since most studies reviewed have focused on Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 
from a Business-to-Consumer perspective, I have in this thesis chosen to focus on CRM 
from a Business-to-Business perspective, and hence the research questions will be 
answered from a Business-to Business perspective. 
 
This thesis consists of six chapters: introduction, literature review, methodology, empirical 
data, data analysis and finally conclusions and implications. In the first chapter an 
introduction and background to the research area will be given, followed by the purpose 
and research questions of this thesis. Chapter two presents previous research on the topic 
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and theories connected to each of the three research questions as well as a conceptual 
framework. The methodology used to collect data and answer the research questions is 
presented in chapter three. Chapter four continues with a presentation of the collected data 
and in chapter five the data is analyzed. The last chapter provides conclusions drawn from 
the analysis of the data. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
This chapter reviews theories and previous research on customer relationship 
management in the business-to-business environment. The first section presents research 
connected to research question number one, the second section present research 
connected to research question number two and the third section presents research 
connected to research question number three. The conceptual framework and frame of 
reference for this study is presented in the last section. 
 
 
2.1 Managing Customer Relationships 
 
Taylor (2002) presents seven overall key skills that can help a company ensure that CRM 
will succeed. First of all the aims of CRM must harmonize with the overall business plan. 
Second, the CRM-initiative should be seen as a strategic business matter and should be 
supported by business planners and chief executives. Third, the overall purpose and 
objectives of the CRM-initiatives as well as how to reach the objectives, have to be 
clearly defined and communicated to all parties involved. Fourth, metrics need to be in 
place so that success can be measured quantitatively and qualitatively. The fifth key skill 
is to implement realistic milestones that allow people to achieve specific goals in short 
periods of time. The last two key skills in implementing CRM successfully are, according 
to Taylor, to adapt the CRM-solution to the company-specific requirements (hence, 
avoiding a one-size-fits-all solution) and, if necessary, to change the culture of the 
company so that it aligns with the CRM-initiative. 
 
A study by Homburg, Workman and Jensen (2000) focuses on the trend towards 
customer-focused organizational structures. They claim that companies change their 
organizational structures to become more responsive to customer needs. The authors 
define a customer-focused organizational structure as “an organizational structure that 
uses groups of customers related by industry, application, usage situation, or some other 
non-geographic similarity as the primary basis for structuring the organization.” In this 
kind of organization, the sales representative is selling the whole product line to a single 
customer group instead of, as in a product-focused organization, being a product-
specialist selling one product to many customers. The study shows that the shift towards 
customer-focused organizations requires sales-representatives to have teamwork-skills, 
more breadth of experience, greater empathy for goals and constraints of people in other 
functional areas, and more flexibility in being able to respond quickly to changing 
business conditions. Hence, the implications for a customer-focused organization are to 
adapt their recruiting strategies and employee selection criteria to fit these requirements 
of the customer-focused sales representative. Another implication challenge is to change 
organizational systems to facilitate a focus on customer groups. Accounting and 
information systems must be in place to track revenues and costs by customers. Finally, 
reward systems need to be adapted to provide rewards for everyone in the company to be 
more focused on their customers. 
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Several studies on customer relationship management in business-to-consumer 
marketplaces focus on the importance of software systems and the Internet when 
handling customer relationships. However, from a business-to-business perspective 
Internet marketplaces not only offer advantages but also embody some unattractive 
tendencies (Baumgartner, Kajuter and Van, 2001). Baumgartner et. al. claim that by 
efficiently matching sellers and buyers, these marketplaces force companies to cut costs 
end thus increase the market’s efficiency. Business-to-business marketplaces also erode 
the direct relationship between sellers and buyers. According to the authors, many sellers 
in business-to-business markets therefore have avoided Internet marketplaces, preferring 
instead to establish bilateral e-trade relations by, for example, opening extranets to large 
and important customers. In this way, selling companies have solified ties with their 
customers, both by adding value to their offerings and by making it more costly to switch 
to another supplier. Baumgartner et. al. further find bilateral e-trade to be the only good 
way to handle transactions involving highly complex products. In this way sellers can use 
the information generated from the close customer relationships to tailor products to 
customer’s needs and to make continual improvements in service and in the purchasing 
process. 
 
Moon and Armstrong (1994) argue that as products and services become more 
technologically complex, and as buyers demand higher levels of service, team selling is 
becoming more prevalent. They define two types of selling teams: core selling teams and 
selling centers. The core selling team consists of members from the selling organization, 
assigned to a particular customer. The members are actively involved in the development 
or implementation of the sales strategy for that customer. There is a core selling team for 
each customer. Membership in this team is stable, and changes only as frequently as job 
assignments change. The core selling team often combines members from different 
departments within the selling organization. Further, a single individual (for example a 
service technician) can belong to more than one core selling team. Beyond this horizontal 
diversity, multiple layers of sales management can be members of the team. Core teams 
have the strategic mission of both implementing an overall marketing program and 
maintaining constructive relationships with the customers to which they are assigned. 
Bellizi and Cline (1985) suggest that when products are technologically complex, it 
benefits the selling company to form core selling teams with non-technical sales 
representatives and technical specialists who service customer accounts together. 
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Table 2.1 Organizing framework of selling teams. 
Core selling team     Selling center 
Relatively permanent, customer-   Relatively temporary, transaction- 
focused group      focused group 
 
Membership determined by job   Membership determined by  
assignment to a specific    involvement in sales transaction 
buying organization     for a particular good or service 
 
One team per buying unit One selling center per sales 

opportunity 
 
Membership relatively stable Membership very fluid 
 
Characteristics of team depend on Characteristics of team depends on  
characteristics of buying organization characteristics of sales opportunity 
 
Mission is strategic with respect to Mission is tactical with respect to 
the buying organization sales opportunity 
Source: Moon & Armstrong (1994) p. 23. 
 
A study by Helfert and Vith (1999) focuses on team composition and states that a 
relationship marketing team is more successful if: 

• The team combines individuals with different relevant specialist skills, such as 
management, technical and legal knowledge, relationship marketing experience 
and boundary-spanning competence. 

• The members of the team have a high level of social competence, for example 
extraversion, empathy, self-reflectiveness, emotional stability and good 
communication skills. 

• The communication in the team is frequent and direct. 
• The team members are committed to their team and its task and the team have 

common, specific and challenging goals all members are committed to pursue. 
• Everyone in the team have an equally high standard in putting effort in their task 

performance. 
• Enough time for taking care of the customer relationship as well as the technical, 

informational and financial resources are available. 
• The decision-making concerning task organization, goal setting, and the selection 

of team members are decentralized to the team. 
• The team members have the opportunity to participate in appropriate training and 

personnel development interventions. 
 
 
 
 

8 



Literature Review 
________________________________________________________________________ 

2.2 The Benefits of CRM 
 
Helfert and Vith (1999) claim that the reason why companies establish relationships with 
external partners such as customers is to achieve goals they could otherwise not achieve 
or at least not achieve as efficiently. The authors present three different sets of benefits or 
outputs that ideally emerge for a supplier from a relationship with a customer: sales, 
product/service development and the access to new markets. 
 
Table 2.2 Benefits/outcomes of customer relationships. 

Benefits/ outcomes of customer relationships 
Sales   Product/ service development  Market access
* Higher absolute  * Ideas for new products   * Broadened market access  
   sales volume  * Ideas for improvements of  * Leads to new customers 
* Sales continuity      existing products   * Good references from  
* Sales growth           existing customers 
* Higher levels of       * Existing customers bring 
   profit margins          the supplier and new customers 
           together 
 
 Adapted from Helfert & Vith (1999) 
 
“The nature of a relationship between a supplier and a customer is the sale of the products 
or services offered by the supplier” (Helferth and Vith, 1999). Sales success from the 
supplier’s point of view means the absolute sales volume the supplier reaches with a 
given customer. It can also mean sales continuity, sales growth or the level of profit 
margin. When it comes to product/ service development it is common that the customer 
contributes in the supplier’s process of developing new products or services. Since the 
customers actively use the supplier’s products and often test new products, their user 
know-how can be utilized to improve the usability or functionality of existing products, 
or to develop entirely new products. Some suppliers even set up joint development 
projects with their customers. The last set of benefits is in the area of market access. 
Since customers often have a broad business network, they can contribute actively to 
broaden the market access of the supplier company by providing leads to new customers 
within the network. They can also give a good reference for the supplier company to their 
business partners and bring members of the two companies together. According to 
Helfert and Vith, the challenge for a supplier is to achieve the maximum use of a 
customer on the sales, the product/service and the market access dimensions of a 
relationship. 
 
Selnes and Sallis (2003) emphasize relationship learning as a way to create differential 
advantages and supernormal profits in relationships. The authors define relationship 
learning as “an ongoing joint activity between the customer and the supplier 
organizations directed at sharing information, making sense of information, and 
integrating information into a shared relationship-domain-specific memory to improve 
the range or likelihood of potential relationship-domain-specific behavior.” Through 
relationship learning, both parties can benefit from reduced or removed redundant costs, 
improved quality and reliability and increased speed and flexibility. From the supplier’s 
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standpoint, better knowledge of the customers enable them to develop and provide more 
valuable products. 
 
 
2.3 Evaluation/ Measurement of Customer Relationships 
 
Jain, Jain and Dhar (2003) claim that popular measures of CRM often used by 
practitioners are: sales, profits, market share, new customers, customer turnover or 
defection rate, cost reduction, service time and customer complaints. Data on these 
factors can be collected from sales reports, balance sheets or field visits. Jain, Jain and 
Dhar’s study examines how the behavioral dimensions of the customer-supplier 
relationships can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the supplier’s CRM-effort. The 
authors identify ten factors or behavioral dimensions: 
Attitude to serve: Refers to the great importance of the employees of the selling company. 
The employees must have an attitude that signals that they exist for their customers. 
Understanding expectations: Delivering the products and services that meet or exceed 
customer expectations is the key to winning customers. It places greater emphasis on 
understanding needs or expectations and tracking the changing preferences and evolving 
needs. 
Quality perceptions: Customer’s perceptions about the selling organization’s efforts to 
deliver quality. 
Reliability: Winning the customers confidence is vital for the selling organization. The 
ability of the seller’s representatives to establish a relationship of trust and faith greatly 
influences perceived quality. 
Communication: The desire to be understood better and informed well is commonly 
observed among customers. The seller’s representatives are expected to communicate 
effectively with customers. The content, style and timing of communication need to be 
managed carefully to avoid over-promising or under-promising to the customers. 
Customization: Organizations are expected to deliver a product or service in response to a 
particular customer’s need. 
Recognition: Showing respect to the customers to make them feel important is an 
important element in relationship building. 
Keeping promises: Organizational commitment has been reported as a major influencer 
on the continuity of relationships with customers. 
Satisfaction audit: Obtaining feedback from customers and regularly measure customer 
satisfaction is an essential step for successful CRM-implementation. 
Retention: Customer retention is the cornerstone of relationship management and offers 
immeasurable benefits to both the seller and the buyer. 
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Table 2.3: Common and behavioral measures of CRM. 
Common measures of CRM  Behavioral dimensions/ measures of CRM 
Sales      Attitude 
Profits      Understanding expectations 
Market share     Quality perceptions 
New customers    Reliability 
Customer turnover or    Communication 
defection rate     Customization 
Cost reduction     Recognition 
Service time     Keeping promises 
Customer complaints    Satisfaction Audit 
      Retention 
 Adapted from Jain, Jain & Dhar (2003). 
 
According to a study by Almquist, Heaton and Hall (2002) many companies find it hard 
to measure the specific financial impact of CRM because there are many variables that 
affect financial performance that cannot be isolated. As a result, few firms measure the 
success of their CRM-initiatives. Among the companies that do measure the result of 
their CRM-implementation, customer loyalty is a common variable to measure. The 
authors claim that since profitability varies from customer to customer, the goal should 
not be to increase customer loyalty across the board, but rather to acquire, retain and 
develop the most valuable customers. The first step is to understand the costs to acquire 
and maintain customers and the value created by improvements in customer interactions. 
The selling enterprise can then create metrics such as customer lifetime value and 
customer-level return on investment that will help to identify the most valuable customers. 
 
 
2.4 Conceptual Framework 
 
“A conceptual framework explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main 
things to be studied” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 18). This section will conceptualize 
the research questions stated in chapter one and present a frame of reference which will 
constitute a base when analyzing the collected data. 
 
2.4.1 Conceptualization of RQ 1: Managing CRM 
Because of the broad nature of research question number one (how are the actual 
relationships managed?), I will rely on four theories/ studies in my conceptualization. 
Taylor’s (2002) seven overall key skills for CRM-success are interesting when examining 
if a company has the basic foundation for a successful CRM-implementation. The seven 
overall key skills are: 

1. The aim of CRM must harmonize with the overall business plan. 
2. The CRM-initiative should be seen as a strategic business matter. 
3. The purpose and objectives of CRM must be clearly defined and communicated to 

all parties involved. 
4. Metrics have to be put in place so that CRM-success can be measured
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5. Realistic milestones have to be implemented. 
6. The CRM-solution should be adapted to the company-specific requirements. 
7. If necessary, the company culture needs to be changed so that it aligns with the 

CRM-initiative. 
The organizational structure can either enhance or impede the CRM-efforts and therefore 
I find it important to examine whether the company has a customer-focused 
organizational structure or not. To be able to do this I will use Homburg, Workman and 
Jensen’s (2000) definition of a customer-focused organization. According to them, a 
customer-focused organizational structure is “an organizational structure that uses groups 
of customers related by industry, application, usage situation, or some other non-
geographic similarity as the primary basis for structuring the organization.” 
 
When analyzing how customer relationships are managed, the Internet and/ or extranets 
play a significant role. I will use Baumgartner, Kajuter and Van’s (2001) study and 
examine if their findings that extranets are preferred over the Internet in business-to-
business marketplaces, holds true in my study. The reason behind my choice of this study 
is that it is one of a few studies that emphasize extranets over the Internet in business-to-
business marketplaces, and hence, it is interesting to examine if their findings hold true. 
Another interesting aspect of CRM is how the selling team is organized. Moon and 
Armstrong (1994) argue that as products and services become more technologically 
complex, and as buyers demand higher levels of service, team selling is becoming more 
prevalent. When investigating if and how team selling is used I will rely on Moon and 
Armstrong’s theory of core selling teams and selling centers. I will also investigate if 
Bellizi and Cline’s (1985) finding that when products are technologically complex it 
benefits the selling company to form cross-functional core selling teams, holds true. 
 
Table 2.4 Organizing framework of selling teams. 
Core selling team     Selling center 
Relatively permanent, customer-   Relatively temporary, transaction- 
focused group      focused group 
 
Membership determined by job   Membership determined by  
assignment to a specific    involvement in sales transaction 
buying organization     for a particular good or service 
 
One team per buying unit One selling center per sales 

opportunity 
 
Membership relatively stable Membership very fluid 
 
Characteristics of team depend on Characteristics of team depends on  
characteristics of buying organization characteristics of sales opportunity 
 
Mission is strategic with respect to Mission is tactical with respect to 
the buying organization sales opportunity 
Source: Moon & Armstrong (1994) p. 23.
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2.4.2 Conceptualization of RQ 2: Benefits of CRM 
To examine the benefits of CRM, I will use Helfert’s and Vith’s (1999) model since this 
model is extensive and looks at benefits from three perspectives. It also combines 
elements from several other models and theories. 
 
Table 2.5: Benefits/ outcomes of customer relationships 

Benefits/ outcomes of customer relationships 
Sales   Product/ service development  Market access
* Higher absolute  * Ideas for new products   * Broadened market access  
   sales volume  * Ideas for improvements of  * Leads to new customers 
* Sales continuity      existing products   * Good references from  
* Sales growth           existing customers 
* Higher levels of       * Existing customers bring 
   profit margins          the supplier and new customers  
           together. 
Adapted from Helfert & Vith (1999).     
 
2.4.3 Conceptualization of RQ 3: Evaluation of CRM 
When analyzing data related to research question number three; how are the relationships 
evaluated? I will use Jain, Jain and Dhar’s (2003) common and behavioral measures of 
CRM. 
Table 2.6: Common and behavioral measures of CRM. 
Common measures of CRM   Behavioral dimensions/ measures of CRM 
Sales      Attitude 
Profits      Understanding expectations 
Market share     Quality perceptions 
New customers    Reliability 
Customer turnover or    Communication 
defection rate     Customization 
Cost reduction     Recognition 
Service time     Keeping promises 
Customer complaints    Satisfaction Audit 
      Retention 
Adapted from Jain, Jain & Dhar (2003). 
 
2.4.4 Frame of Reference 
My conceptualization is summarized in the frame of reference below. 
 
 Evaluating customer 

relationships 
Managing customer relationships 

 
 
 
 
 

Benefits of CRM  
 
Figure 1: Frame of reference
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3 Methodology 
 
In this chapter the methodology used to conduct this study will be described. The issues 
to be discussed are the purpose of the research, research approach, research strategy, 
data collection method, sample selection, data analysis and finally quality standards. 
 
3.1 Research Purpose 
 
Eriksson and Widersheim-Paul (1997) claim that the most common purposes of carrying 
out research are exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. Exploratory research is suitable 
when relevant theory is unclear. This kind of research is also appropriate when important 
characteristics and relations are hard to determine (Eriksson & Widersheim-Paul, 1997). 
 
Eriksson and Widersheim-Paul (1997) describes descriptive research to be useful in cases 
where the problem is clearly structured but where the intention is not to conduct research 
about connections between causes and symptoms. They further state that, in descriptive 
research, the researcher knows what he/ she wants to study but not the answers. 
 
Explanatory research is, according to Eriksson and Widersheim-Paul (1997), appropriate 
for studying relations between causes and symptoms. In explanatory research the 
researcher tries to identify the factors, which together cause a certain phenomena. 
 
Since the purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding on the use of customer 
relationship management within the U.S. automotive industry, and since the research 
questions demand descriptive answers, the research purpose of this thesis is mainly 
descriptive. Since I have not found research that explores CRM within the US automotive 
industry, this research will also have exploratory influences. In chapter six of this thesis, 
where the findings and conclusions will be presented, effort will be made to begin to 
explain the issues that this thesis has been describing. Consequently, the research purpose 
of this thesis will be mainly descriptive, however also to some extent exploratory and 
explanatory. 
 
3.2 Research Approach 
 
When conducting social science research, Holme and Solvang (1991) present two general 
research approaches; quantitative and qualitative. The problem definition and the kind of 
information needed will determine which research approach is most suitable. 
 
Quantitative research is formalized and structured. It treats the research problem in a 
broad perspective and aims to make generalizations. The results from quantitative 
research are assumed to be measurable and presented in figures. Quantitative research is 
very much controlled by the researcher and statistical methods have a central role in the 
analysis of quantitative information. In a quantitative approach, few variables are studied 
but on a large number of entities (Holme & Solvang, 1991).
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Holme and Solvang (1991) further describe qualitative research as less formalized than 
quantitative research. Qualitative research means gathering, analyzing and interpreting 
data that cannot be quantified. According to Holme and Solvang (1991), a qualitative 
research approach is used when trying to reach a deeper and more complete 
understanding of the data collected and the problem studied. Here, several variables are 
investigated from a few numbers of entities. 
 
In this thesis I have chosen a qualitative research approach. This choice is based on the 
fact that I wanted to get a deeper understanding on the use of customer relationship 
management within the U.S. automotive industry. Also, my data is presented with words 
as opposed to numbers and statistics, and I am only collecting data from one company. 
 
3.3 Research Strategy 
 
According to Yin (2003), five primary research strategies can be used irrespective of the 
nature of the research (exploratory, descriptive or explanatory). The primary research 
strategies are; experiments, surveys, archival analysis, histories and case studies. Yin 
(2003, p. 5) states that the choice of research strategy should be based on the following 
conditions:  

1) The type of research question posed. 
2) The extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioral events. 
3) The degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events. 

The table below shows when different research strategies are relevant based on the 
conditions stated above. 
 
Table 3.1 Relevant situations for different research strategies. 

Strategy 
Form of Research 

Question 

Requires 
Control of 
Behavioral 

Events? 
Focuses on 

Contemporary Events? 

 Experiment  how, why?  Yes  Yes 

 Survey 

 who, what, where, 
how many, how 
much?  No  Yes 

 Archival 
analysis 

 who, what, where, 
how many, how 
much?  No  Yes/No 

 History  how, why?  No  No 

 Case study  how, why?  No  Yes 
Source: Yin 2003, p. 5 
 
 
When examining the conditions for this study, a case study would be the most 
appropriate research strategy since the research questions are constructed as how-
questions, the investigator has no control over actual behavioral events and the study 
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focuses on contemporary events. The appropriateness of this choice is confirmed by 
Yin’s (2003) statement that a case study has a distinct advantage as research method 
when “a how or why question is being asked about a contemporary set of events, over 
which the investigator has little or no control” (Yin, 2003 p. 9). 
 
In designing a case study one has to decide whether to make a single case study or 
multiple cases. Yin (2003) claims that the single case study design is justifiable when 
“the case represents (a) a critical test of existing theory, (b) a rare or unique circumstance, 
or (c) a representative or typical case or when the case serves a (d) revelatory or (e) 
longitudinal purpose” (p. 45). He further explains multiple-case studies to have more 
compelling evidence and hence, be regarded as a more robust study. However, to conduct 
a multiple-case study requires, according to Yin, extensive resources and time. Since this 
study aims to test existing theory and since the time available for conducting the study is 
limited, a single case study is the most appropriate case study design. 
 
3.4 Data Collection 
 
For case studies, data can be collected from six sources: documents, archival records, 
interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and physical artifacts (Yin, 2003). 
According to Yin, each of these sources has its strengths and weaknesses and no source 
has a complete advantage over all the others. Therefore, Yin suggests that a good case 
study uses as many sources as possible. 
 
For this case study, interviews and to some degree documentation will be used as sources 
for data collection. Interviews are chosen since an interview offers the opportunity to 
gather information that focuses directly on the case study topic, in this case, customer 
relationship management. Yin (2003) presents three types of interviews; open-ended, 
focused and survey. In the open-ended interview, the interviewed person is more 
considered an informant rather than respondent and the interviewer is not tied to a 
structured interview guide. The open-ended interview is of a conversational nature. The 
focused interview lasts a shorter period of time. The interviews may still remain open-
ended and assume a conversational manner, but are more likely to follow a certain set of 
questions derived from the case study protocol (Yin, 2003 p. 90). The third type of 
interview; survey, entails even more structured questions than the focused interview. In 
this case study, focused interviews will be used since I will follow a developed interview 
guide that covers the topics emerging from the research questions. In addition to 
interviews, documentation will be used as a complementary source. Documentation, such 
as the company’s annual report, will be used to confirm and provide details on, the 
respondents’ answers. According to Yin (2003), any of the presented six sources of 
evidence can and have been the sole basis for entire studies. However, when conducting 
case studies, Yin recommends the use of many different sources of evidence. 
 
In this case study I will conduct five personal interviews. Personal interviews are selected 
as the way to collect the data as they provide the opportunity to focus directly on the case 
study topic. The decision to conduct five interviews is based on a discourse with the 
president and CEO of the company, where five persons; the three sales represents, the 
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technical expert and the sales assistant, were identified to have the most relevant 
knowledge to answer my questions. 
 
3.5 Sample Selection 
 
When conducting research, it is often impossible, impractical or too expensive to collect 
data from all the potential units of analysis included in the research problem. Therefore a 
smaller number of units, a sample, is often chosen to represent the relevant attributes of 
the whole set of units, the population (Nachmias and Nachmias, 1987).  
 
In this case study I will examine different aspects of Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) within the automotive industry. I have selected the automotive industry above 
other industries, based on Wells and Rawlinson’s (1994) statement about the industry’s 
significance to modern industrialized economies in terms of employment, contribution to 
national gross domestic product and trade. Further, the automotive industry has, 
according to Wells and Rawlinson (1994), recently been going through fundamental 
organizational changes both internally and externally, towards a greater customer focus. 
 
I have further chosen to conduct my case study in the United States, which has one of the 
world’s largest markets for automobiles and also is one of the main automobile producers 
in the world. To be more exact, I will focus on Michigan since it is the top car producing 
state in the United States (Michigan Economic Development Corporation, 
www.michigan.org). 
 
The company that I have chosen as my sample of the US automotive industry is a 
medium-sized, Swedish-owned company based in Michigan. The reason behind my 
choice is that this company supplies all the largest US car producing enterprises, with 
high-tech components that require a close cooperation between supplier and customer. 
Upon request from the President of the company, no names (either of the company or of 
the people interviewed) will be used in this thesis for reasons of confidentiality. Within 
the company, I have decided to interview the company’s three sales representatives, the 
technical expert and the sales assistant, since they, after a discourse with the president 
and CEO of the company, have been identified as the persons that have the closest 
relationship with the customers, and hence should have the most relevant knowledge to 
answer my questions. 
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
 
Data analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing or otherwise 
recombining both quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial propositions 
of a study (Yin, 2003 p. 109). Yin adds that there are three general analytical strategies 
for analyzing data in a case study. The first strategy, relying on theoretical propositions, 
aims at analyzing, comparing and explaining the collected data with previous 
studies/theory. The second strategy, thinking about rival explanations, tries to define and 
test rival explanations. The last strategy for analyzing case study data is developing a 
case description, in which the researcher develops a descriptive framework for 
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organizing the case study. Yin explains the last strategy to be less preferable, but serves 
as an alternative when little previous research has been done. 
 
Any of these strategies can be used in practicing the following five specific techniques 
for analyzing case studies (Yin, 2003 p. 109):  

- Pattern-matching: Comparing an empirically based pattern with a predicted one. 
- Explanation building: A special type of pattern-matching where the goal is to 

analyze the case study data by building an explanation about the case. 
- Time-series analysis: Identifies the specific indicator(s) to be traced over time, as 

well as the specific time intervals to be covered and the presumed temporal 
relationships among multiple events. 

- Logic models: Deliberately stipulates a complex chain of events over time. The 
events are staged in repeated cause-effect-cause-effect patterns, whereby a 
dependent variable (event) at an earlier stage becomes the independent variable 
(causal event) for the next stage (Yin, 2003 p. 127). 

- Cross-case synthesis: Comparing two or more case studies within a multiple case 
study or across single case studies. 

 
When analyzing the data in this study, I will use the pattern-matching technique to 
compare my data with the previous studies/ theories presented in chapter two. 
Furthermore, the analysis is a within-case analysis since I am comparing my data to 
selected theories instead of as in a cross-case analysis, comparing the data to data from 
other cases. Miles and Huberman (1994) explain data analysis as consisting of three 
concurrent flows of activity. The first step is data reduction, in which data can be reduced 
and transformed through selection, summary, paraphrasing or through being subsumed in 
a larger pattern. The second step is data display, where the researcher displays the 
reduced data in an organized and compressed way so that it is easier to draw conclusions 
from the data. The final step is conclusion drawing and verification, where the researcher 
interprets the data by noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations, 
casual flows and propositions. 
 
3.7 Quality Standards- Validity and Reliability 
 
Nachmias and Nachmias (1987) explain validity as measuring what one intends to 
measure. They further explain reliability as the extent to which a measuring instrument 
contains variable errors. A study with high reliability should show the same results if 
repeated using the same measuring instrument. 
 
Yin (2003) presents four tests that have been commonly used to establish the quality of 
any empirical social research, such as case studies. These four tests are: 

- Construct validity: establishing correct operational measures for the concepts 
being studied. 

- Internal validity: establishing a causal relationship, whereby certain conditions are 
shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships. 

- External validity: establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can be 
generalized.
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- Reliability: demonstrating that the operations of a study- such as the data 
collection procedures- can be repeated, with the same results. 
 
Yin further identifies several tactics for dealing with these four tests when conducting a 
case study. The tactics are presented in the table below. 
 
Table 3.2 Case Study Tactics for Four Design Tests 

Tests Case Study Tactics 
Phase of Research in 
which tactic occurs 

 Construct 
validity 

 - Use multiple sources of evidence 
 - Establish chain of evidence 
 - Have key informants review draft case study report 

Data collection  
Data collection 
Composition 

 Internal 
validity 

 - Do pattern-matching 
 - Do explanation-building 
 - Address rival explanations 
 - Use logic models 

Data analysis 
Data analysis 
Data analysis 
Data analysis 

 External 
validity 

 - Use theory in single case studies 
 - Use replication logic in multiple-case studies 

Research design 
Research design 

 Reliability 
 - Use case study protocol 
 - Develop case study database 

Data collection  
Data collection 

Source: Yin, 2003 p. 34 
 
The construct validity of this study has been increased by using both interviews and 
documentation as sources of evidence. My interview guide has also been read by other 
people and changes have been made in order to clarify the questions. During the personal 
interviews, a tape recorder was used to ensure that every piece of information was 
collected and that double-checking of the answers was possible after the interview. I also 
had the opportunity to call the respondents back after the interview to make sure that their 
answers were rightly interpreted. To increase the internal validity of this study, I have 
used pattern-matching as suggested by Yin (2003). The external validity deals with the 
problem of knowing whether a study’s findings are generalizable beyond the immediate 
case study (Yin, 2003 p. 37). Yin claims that a case study should rely on analytical 
generalization, as opposed to statistical generalization (which is used in survey research). 
Therefore, to increase the external validity, my generalization of this study’s results will 
be analytical meaning that I will analyze against the conceptual framework. Regarding 
reliability, my interview guide was sent to the respondents two weeks before the 
interviews, so that they could have time to prepare themselves and give well-founded 
answers during the interviews. This increases the reliability. To further increase the 
reliability, I have conducted interviews with five persons. This should give a broader and 
more unbiased set of data than if only one person had been interviewed. Finally, the 
results from the interviews have been compared to documented facts, such as the 
company’s annual report. The fact that I, as an investigator, have a personal relation to 
one of the interviewees might lower the reliability of this study. However, all interviews 
have been conducted in exactly the same way which should lower the risk of biased 
answers due to the personal relation. What further might lower the reliability is that a 
case study protocol has not been developed. 
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4. Empirical Data 
 
This chapter will present the empirical data collected from the interviews and, to some 
degree, from documentation such as the company’s annual report. I intended to conduct 
five interviews for this case study. However, one of my intended respondents was not able 
to give an interview. Consequently, the data presented in this chapter is based on four 
interviews: with two of the sales representatives, one sales assistant and one technical 
specialist. The first section of this chapter gives a company overview and the following 
sections presents data related to each research question. 
 
The company that I have chosen as my sample of the US automotive industry was 
founded in 1996 as a subsidiary of a European incorporated enterprise that designs and 
produces components for the automotive industry. My sample-company has 150 
employees of which 117 are employed in production. The sales volume and revenue was 
37 million dollars and 4 million dollars respectively, which give a 10 % return on capital 
employed. However, the parent-company has a requirement of 20 % return on capital 
employed. The mission of the parent-company and my sample-company is to supply the 
automotive industry (OEM’s) with light and strong components made of steel.  
 
The parent-company mainly supplies the European market while the US subsidiary 
supplies the North-American market. My sample-company currently has four customers 
which each represents the following percentage of their business: 
Customer A  49% 
Customer B  24% 
Customer C  22% 
Customer D   5% 
 
The US subsidiary has grown from 40 to 150 employees in the six years it has been 
operating and the CEO of the company expects the growth to continue. He estimates that 
the company will have 200-250 employees within the next five years and that the 
company will be able to fulfill the parent-company’s requirement of 20 % return on 
capital employed. 
 
4.1 Empirical Data RQ 1: Managing CRM 
 
All of the four respondents described their company’s relationships with customers as 
very strong, close and personal. They also found the relationships to be open, honest and 
positive. The reason behind these good relationships were, according to one of the sales 
representatives, that the company had a conservative approach to new jobs, meaning that 
before they took on a new job they made sure that they could produce the product with 
customer satisfaction. This conservative approach has led to trust from the customers. “If 
I tell our customers something, we know that we can do it. The customers trust us 
because we have proved that we deliver on time and with a high quality.” Or as another 
salesperson put it: “We can not assume anything. We have to be there to surpass our 
customers’ expectations, because otherwise they will turn to someone else. That’s the 
way it works in the automotive industry. It’s a cutthroat business.”
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The company had not implemented any programs for customer relationship management. 
One of the respondents explained that the company did not see the need to have software 
for storing customer information, partly because the company only had four customers 
and most of the customer information was stored in the minds of the salespersons. 
Further, the customers had implemented their own programs/ systems for information 
storage and interaction with suppliers, which they demanded their suppliers to use. 
However, a policy that was well-communicated throughout the company was that the 
focus always must be on high quality. This policy also meant that every single employee 
in the company was expected to act as a salesperson, meaning that, when outside people 
(customers, suppliers etc.) visited the company everyone should have a positive, friendly 
and selling attitude and should be able to answer questions, explain and show the visitors 
around. 
 
The goals of the company as stated in the overall business plan were to produce 
components of low weight and high quality. There were no specific written down goals 
for customer relationship management. One salesperson explained that it was more of a 
common sense in the company that you have to have a good customer relationship in 
order to succeed. “Everybody knows it but it is not written down.” The salesperson 
further claimed that, when hiring employees, the company always made sure that the new 
employees had the understanding that customer satisfaction is key. He said that over the 
past ten years throughout the entire America, it had been pounded into the employees’ 
heads that the customer comes first and the customer you have to satisfy. The same 
salesperson thought that goals for customer relationship management, to some extent 
were written down in the company’s quality policy: “Our policy is to deliver defect-free, 
competitive products and services on time, fulfilling customer demands and expectations, 
and continually improve in all areas…” 
 
The sales assistant added that the customers had standards for how much of the delivered 
products that were allowed to be defective, which the supplier-companies had to meet. 
The supplier-companies were then rated in a three-step rating on basis of how well they 
could meet the standards. Green rating meant that the standards were met. Yellow rating 
was a warning and meant that the standards were not met. Red rating meant that the 
standards had been severely violated and the supplier was no longer allowed to deliver 
the products. My sample-company was rated green. The sales assistant remembered one 
case were the company had been rated yellow because of some quality and delivery 
issues, but she explained this to be very rare. 
 
Since the company did not have any written down goals for customer relationship 
management it was not possible to compare such goals with the overall company goal. 
However, the employees felt that the customer-focus was deeply embedded in the spirit 
of the organization, and they had never experienced that the company’s goals were 
conflicting. Management’s customer relationship efforts were, according to the 
respondents, an on-going and careful process that focused mainly on quality and delivery. 
On the other hand, one respondent did not consider himself to have enough knowledge 
and information to determine the management’s customer relationship efforts. One 
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salesperson described four areas which management focused on in order to deliver 
customer satisfaction. These four areas were: 

1) Can we produce the part that the customer is looking for, and can we produce it 
the way they want it produced? 

2) Can we do it on time? 
3) Can we do it at a competitive price? 
4) Can we meet the customer’s quality standards? 

The salesperson thought that the company could have control over the last three areas, 
and that the right way to produce the parts was determined through a discussion and 
compromise between the sample-company and the customer. 
 
Further, the company had systems for improvements of quality and on-time delivery. 
These systems were run by the quality department and used to track any quality and 
delivery issues with the parts. Through this system, the company learned from passed 
problems. The company also had weekly meetings with at least one person from each 
department. At these meetings problems, solutions and good examples were discussed. 
 
Regarding how well the importance of customer relationship management were 
communicated throughout the company, two of the respondents gave neutral and more 
informative answers while one respondent was slightly negative and the other one was 
positive. The answers of more neutral nature touched upon daily production meetings 
where the activities and priorities for each day were communicated, with customer 
satisfaction as the top goal. One interviewee felt that the importance of good customer 
relationships (for example the importance of high quality and on-time delivery) was 
satisfyingly communicated throughout the sample-company, but not throughout all 
departments of the parent company, with which my sample-company had a close 
cooperation. The fourth interviewee found the importance of good customer relationships 
to be clearly communicated to all employees through the company’s quality policy, 
which every employee had a copy of. 
 
The respondents felt that the company’s customer relationship efforts were very realistic 
simply because the automotive industry is very competitive and therefore a total 
customer-focus is necessary in order to obtain new business. To use the words of one of 
the respondents: “I think it is the automotive industry that pushes for the quality standard 
(where customer satisfaction is one part). For example, our customers have pushed us to 
QS-certify us and then to ISO-certification and TS-certification.” Realistic milestones 
that allowed people to achieve specific goals in short periods of time were, according to 
the people that I have interviewed, implemented on the shop-floor for example regarding 
how many parts that were to be produced in an hour, a day etc. When these goals were 
achieved, they continually strived to do better. For the sales teams, long-term sales goals 
were implemented rather than short-term goals. This was explained to be preferable since 
the sales teams often had to work for a long time before the result of their work showed 
up as sales. 
 
The four interviewees all agreed that the company culture aligned with the company’s 
customer relationship solution. The company culture was described as a combination of 
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the Swedish and the American culture. One interviewee found both cultures to be very 
hard-working with the Swedish culture a little bit more quality-driven and the American 
culture slightly more focused on fast delivery. “This is a good combination when dealing 
with our customers.” Further, the company culture was described as a close and personal 
atmosphere within the company and between the company and its customers. 
 
The organizational structure was commonly described as flat, partly because of the size 
of the company (150 employees) and partly because a flat organization was part of the 
company culture. According to the respondents, the CEO had an open-door policy where 
everyone could walk in to his office and discuss ideas or opinions, and everyone that had 
an opinion was heard. The respondents found the flat organizational structure favorable 
towards building customer relationships because it helped building trust from the 
customers. However, one respondent said that this type of flat organization might lead to 
management feeling over-stepped if people go directly to the CEO instead of to them. 
The respondent meant that this could lead to conflict, but claimed that she never had 
experienced this within the company, since it had few layers of management. Another 
respondent thought that it sometimes did not seem to be enough support-people, if the 
company faced a problem. He further claimed that so far this had not been a major 
problem. 
 
The four interviewees all defined their company as a customer-focused organization 
according to the following definition: “A customer-focused organizational structure is an 
organizational structure that uses groups of customers related by industry, application, 
usage situation, or some other non-geographic similarity as the primary basis for 
structuring the organization.” They argued it to be a customer-focused organization since 
the customer group was strictly automotive and since the sales force was organized by 
customers and not by geography or any other variable. 
 
In my sample-company, the sales representatives were selling the whole product line to 
one single customer. Each of the sales representatives was account managers for one 
specific customer and they met with different people within their customer-company on 
average three days a week. When asked if the company used selling teams, the two 
salespersons first claimed that they handled the selling job alone. They explained that as a 
sales engineer you had to “wear every hat” and know a little bit of everything. Later, both 
of them admitted that they had access to a cross-functional team to assist them in the 
selling, but that this team was only gathered if the salesperson requested it. The 
membership in the teams was therefore consequently determined by the salesperson and 
his/ her judgment of which competencies was necessary at different stages of the sales 
process. The two salespersons both declared that the closest cooperation within the cross-
functional teams was between themselves and the technical specialist. The technical 
specialist (one within the company) participated to a varying degree in the different teams, 
depending on the salesperson’s technical knowledge and the customer’s requirements. In 
addition the salespersons had one person at each department (for example quality, tooling, 
production) who they could contact if they felt the need for it, but these people were not, 
from the salespersons point of view, considered as part of the selling teams. In 
contradiction to this, both the sales assistant and the technical specialist 
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considered their company to have selling teams. That the company used selling teams 
was also later confirmed by the CEO, who said that the reason behind the company’s 
choice to use selling teams was that the different departments/ functions was integrated to 
such an extent that all departments had to cooperate in order to complete a sale. 
 
 The sample-company had one selling team per customer, with an exception for the 
smallest customer, and all four respondents defined the teams as customer-focused as 
opposed to transaction-focused. However, only one of them described the selling teams 
as permanent. The other three respondents reasoned that since people/ members moved in 
and out of the teams as they were needed, the teams were more temporary. One comment 
was that the salesperson and the technical specialist formed a rather permanent team 
while the other team members participated more occasionally. Accordingly, one 
interviewee determined the membership in the selling teams as stable, while two of the 
interviewees said that the membership was stable for the salesperson and the technical 
specialist and fluid for the other members. The last interviewee saw membership in the 
selling teams as fluid with an exception of the salesperson. 
 
The selling teams worked continually with their customer and hence new selling teams 
were never formed. My sample-company did not have a separately defined mission for 
the selling teams. Instead, they were operating under the same mission as the whole 
company. The teams had the authority to make decisions regarding delivery times, after 
discussing it with the involved departments. Decisions about price and price negotiations 
were solely made by the CEO, even though the salespersons were collecting valuable 
information about the customers’ willingness to pay and the correct price range. The 
technical specialist added that the team had authority to make decisions about technical 
issues, but that such issues often first were discussed with the designers in Sweden. 
 
The company handled a lot of their customer interactions through the Internet. Each 
customer had their own Internet-based system which they demanded their suppliers to use. 
Through these systems purchasing orders, quotations, engineering specifications, 
shipment tracking etc. was presented. Also, some customers kept track of each supplier’s 
quality, delivery and quality ratings through a balanced scorecard which was available for 
the supplier on the Internet. In addition, some of the customers had extranets which the 
supplier-companies were encouraged to use. The extranets had the same function as the 
Internet-based systems. One of the salespersons estimated that the contact between the 
selling teams and the customers were approximately equally managed through e-mails, 
telephone and personal meetings. He emphasized the importance of personal meetings, 
and claimed that the other two ways of communicating would not work satisfyingly 
without the personal contact. 
 
The technical specialist and the two salespersons were unsatisfied with the Internet- and 
extranet-systems, which according to them did not work well. One salesperson explained 
that these systems were a complicated way for the supplier to get the information needed 
and he often felt “left with insufficient information and almost no one at the customer-
company to contact.” He further thought that this was an easy way for the customer to
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 present a lot of information, but he would rather get less, but more specified information 
(information relevant for his company’s product). The other salesperson gave an example 
of Covisint, which is a portal created by one of the customers but also used by the other 
two large customers. Through Covisint on-line auctions are arranged. “This portal should 
always be updated, but it never is.” The technical specialist found it a bit risky to use the 
Internet-systems for interacting with the customers, because then the company had to 
reveal a lot about their products, technical solutions etc. through a not very safe channel. 
These three respondents concluded that the customers did not use their systems in the 
best way. “Often they are just satisfying an electronic system.” One salesperson claimed 
that there was no value added by using the Internet- and extranets-systems, since he often 
got phone calls where customers asked questions that he had already answered on-line in 
their system. The sales assistant had not experienced any malfunctions with these systems. 
From her point of view the systems eased the interaction with the customers. 
 
4.2 Empirical Data RQ 2: Benefits of CRM 
 
The sales assistant explained that the main benefit of having good customer relationships 
is that you are able to stay in business. “If we did not have a good relationship with our 
customers, we would not be here”, she said. She also argued that the company’s good 
customer relationships facilitated the customer interaction when the salespersons were 
not available, and she was responsible for the customer contact. 
 
4.2.1 Sales Benefits 
All four interviewees agreed that good customer relationships would result in higher sales 
volume because a good relationship builds trust and trust leads to repeat business which 
in turn leads to higher sales volume. One of the salespersons commented, however, that 
regardless of how good customer relationships you had, you could never receive every 
project from one customer because they would not rely solely on one supplier. This was 
closely connected to sales continuity according to the interviewees. “Once you get your 
foot in the door and show the customer that you are trustworthy, you are more likely to 
get another project which leads to sales continuity.” As you continue to prove your 
trustworthiness by managing two or more projects you will most probably receive larger 
projects from the customer and this will lead to sales growth. The interviewees found the 
sales benefit-variables very interconnected with an exception of the variable “higher 
levels of profit margin.” Regarding this variable, all four respondents stated that the 
automotive companies were under a tremendous cost cutting. Therefore, they tried to 
squeeze the supplier’s prices down as low as possible resulting in lower profit margins 
for the supplier-company but also opportunities to sell more. “The more competitive we 
are, the more business we will get from the customer”, as one salesperson explained. 
Instead of getting higher levels of profit margins as a benefit of CRM, the respondents 
claimed that in the case of their company the benefit of CRM was rather more profit 
resulting from a growing business. 
 
4.2.2 Product/ Service Benefits 
All four respondents agreed that a benefit of CRM definitely was ideas for new products 
from the customers. The sales assistant declared that the company started 
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out with only one product, but because of the company’s reputation, the customers came 
to them with suggestions about new products. The two salespersons said that they were 
continually being asked if the company could produce new products, and they explained 
that in order to stay in business you had to show the customers that you could produce 
these new products. They also stated that a relationship in which the customers brought 
up ideas for new products were exactly the type of relationship they wanted as a company. 
 
Regarding the variable “ideas for improvements of existing products” the interviewees 
had slightly different opinions. The sales assistant was not aware of any ideas for 
improvements of existing products from the customers. One of the salespersons claimed 
that the company did not get many ideas of this kind because of their unique production 
process and because of the fact that the customers did not have any in-house expert on 
these particular products. The other salesperson and the technical specialist said that the 
company did get ideas for improvements of existing products but that it also were their 
own responsibility to try to improve the products for the customers to reduce the 
customers costs. 
 
4.2.3. Market Access Benefits 
The respondents all agreed that good customer relationships would lead to broadened 
market access. One of the salespersons explained that a key question from their 
customers has been: “Who else are you doing business with?” The other salesperson 
added that the customers often looked at, and tried to evaluate their competitors’ 
suppliers. The sales assistant said that since the automotive industry is a small group of 
big companies, they will talk to each other. All respondents claimed that broadened 
market access was closely connected to leads to new customers. The technical specialist 
explained that the sample-company often got leads to new customers within one 
customers’ network.  
 
Another benefit of CRM, according to the respondents, was that the company could get 
good references from existing customers. One of the salespersons explained the 
importance of always asking the customer for permission before using them as a 
reference. The technical specialist added that with the customers’ permission he could 
show crash-test results for car models that had the company’s parts, to new or potential 
customers. The sales assistant once again claimed that the customers talked a lot to each 
other, and that this could give the company good references. “Even though our customers 
are competitors they sometimes cooperate to survive.” The other salesperson claimed, in 
contradiction to what the sales assistant said, that the customers never talked to, but 
instead observed each other. Three of the respondents said that existing customers could 
bring their company together with new customers, while the technical specialist claimed 
that it was more so that their existing customers brought them together with 
recommended suppliers than with new customers.  
 
When asked about the importance of each variable the respondents all claimed that all 
variables were very important, but they all gave different answers to which variable(s) 
they considered to be the most important. One of the salespersons found all of the sales 
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benefits to be the most important variables, while the sales assistant saw leads to new 
customers as most important. The other salesperson argued that ideas for new products 
and sales continuity were interconnected and the most important variables since they 
ensured survival of the company. The technical specialist agreed with the second 
salesperson but added that sales growth also was important. Regarding other benefits of 
CRM, only the technical specialist added that a good customer relationship helped the 
company to learn more about a certain customer and how this customer wanted the 
products to function and what requirements this customer might have in the future. 
 
4.3 Empirical Data RQ 3: Evaluation of CRM 
 
My sample-company measured several variables (sales, profit, market share, new 
customers, customer turnover, cost reduction and customer complaints) but it did not 
measure any of the presented variables in relation to CRM. Quality perceptions were 
measured both through the customers quality ratings of the company and through the 
quality department’s measurement of quality and on-time delivery, but again, it was not 
measured solely as a result of CRM. The quality department also measured the number of 
defect products. One other variable that was measured by the company was on-time 
delivery, but neither this variable was measured as a result of CRM. One of the 
salespersons explained that the measurement of the CRM-effort in terms of behavioral 
variables was more of a feeling instead of a statistical measurement. Regarding 
customization, all respondents explained that the products were customized to 100 % and 
that this customization demanded a close cooperation with the customers. The other 
salesperson said that his company obviously tracked sales, profit, market share, new 
customers etc. but that they did not weigh these variables as part of their customer 
relationships. He claimed that sales, profit, market share and new customers came as a 
by-product of good customer relationships. This was also later confirmed by the CEO of 
the company, who found it very difficult to measure the behavioral variables in any 
statistical way. In addition he found it difficult to determine how much of for example 
sales and market share that could be explained by the company’s CRM-effort and how 
much that was due to other factors. Regarding the variables reliability and satisfaction 
audit, the CEO described situations where customer-companies had experienced some 
kind of problems with the delivered parts in their production-process (for example 
assembly issues). The sample-company then sent the salesperson and personnel from 
their own production-department to the customer’s plant and helped the customers solve 
the problem. The meeting between production-personnel from the two companies created, 
according to the CEO, a positive and understanding atmosphere, where most problems 
could be solved. “It is much more effective if the production-people talk to each other 
because they speak the same language and have the same experiences, so they can more 
easily solve the problem together, than if we only sent the salesperson.” Situations like 
this helped build reliability and trust and make the customers satisfied according to the 
CEO.  The CEO emphasized that the company’s way of estimating the connection 
between their CRM-efforts and the presented variables by trusting their feelings should 
not be underestimated since it so far had led to a continuously growing business. 
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5. Data Analysis 
 
This chapter will provide comparisons of the theories presented in the conceptual 
framework and the collected data presented in chapter four. Based on these comparisons 
an analysis of the empirical data will be made. The analysis attempts to answer the 
research questions stated in chapter one. 
 
As described in the methodology chapter, the analytical strategy of this thesis is to rely on 
theoretical propositions. I will use the pattern-matching technique proposed by Yin 
(2003) to analyze the data. With this technique empirically based patterns are compared 
to predicted ones. The analysis will also follow Miles and Huberman’s (1994) three 
stages of analysis; data reduction, data display and drawing conclusions. The conclusions 
will be presented in chapter six. Since this study is a single-case study a within-case 
analysis will be conducted. Each research question will be analyzed in separate sections. 
 
5.1 Analysis RQ1: Managing CRM 
 
Taylor (2002) describes seven overall key skills that build the basic foundation for a 
successful CRM-implementation. These key skills are compared to the empirical data in 
table5.1.

28 



Data Analysis 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Table 5.1 Overall key skills for CRM-success. 
Taylor's key skills Empirical data Data supports theory 

 1. The aim of CRM must 
harmonize with the overall 
business plan. 
 

 The company does not have 
a specific aim of CRM. It is 
explained to be the same as 
the aim in the overall 
business plan. 

 + 
 
 

 2. The CRM-initiative 
should be seen as a strategic 
business matter. 
 
 
 
 

 The customer-focus is 
deeply embedded in the 
spirit of the organization and 
management focuses to a 
large extent on customer 
relationship management. 
Hence, I conclude that CRM 
is seen as a strategic business 
matter. 

 + 
 
 
 
 

 3. The purpose and 
objectives of CRM must be 
clearly defined and 
communicated to all parties 
involved. 

 Clearly defined and 
communicated throughout 
my sample-company. 
 
 

 + 
 
 

 4. Metrics have to be put in 
place so that CRM-success 
can be measured. 

 No metrics that measures 
CRM alone. 
 

- 
 
 

 5. Realistic milestones have 
to be implemented. 
 

 Milestones implemented on 
the shop-floor. Long-term 
sales goals implemented in 
the selling teams. 

 + 
 
 

 6. The CRM-solution should 
be adapted to company-
specific requirements. 
 
 
 

 “We have to be there to 
surpass our customers’ 
expectations, because 
otherwise they will turn to 
someone else. That’s the way 
it works in the automotive 
industry. It’s a cutthroat 
business.” 

 + 
 
 
 
 

 7. If necessary, the company 
culture needs to be changed 
so that it aligns with the 
CRM-initiative. 
 

 The four interviewees all 
agreed that the company 
culture aligned with the 
company’s customer 
relationship solution. 

 + 
 
 

 
Codes: +  Data fits/ agrees with/ supports theory 

?  Data somewhat fits with/ agrees with/ supports theory 
-   Data does not fit/ agree with/ support theory 

 
Even though the sample-company does not have statistical metrics to measure the CRM-
success, I overall find the data to support Taylor’s (2002) theory to a large extent. Despite 
the fact that the sample-company does not measure the results of their CRM-efforts in 
any statistical way, they have succeeded to have a continuously growing business with an 
increasing number of new projects/ customers. Their way of evaluating their CRM-effort 
is explained to be more of a feeling, which is an evaluation method not discussed in 
theory. The theories that I have reviewed emphasize the importance of statistical 
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measurements, but they fail to take into consideration that other kinds of evaluation 
methods might work and might even work better than statistical ones under certain 
conditions and for certain companies. Regarding realistic milestones that allows people to 
achieve specific goals in short periods of time, I think that such goals are relatively easy 
to implement on the shop-floor where production quantity can serve as a clear and 
straightforward basis for setting goals, while it is more difficult to set realistic milestones 
for the employees in the selling teams who often sees the result of their work only in a 
long-term perspective. I would argue that it is unrealistic and inefficient to set the same 
kind of short-term goals for the selling teams as for the production department. Such 
hourly or daily goals would constrain rather than facilitate the work for the selling teams, 
since it is not each day’s accomplishments that count but the total accomplishments of 
several months and several team members that finally bring a project to the company. 
That the aim of CRM must harmonize with the overall business plan, be seen as a 
strategic business matter and that the CRM-solution has to be adapted to the company-
specific requirements is obvious if the company is to survive. The empirical data of this 
study also shows that this is the case in my sample-company. 
 
The fact that the company does not have its own program for CRM implemented is 
understandable since they are required to use the customer’s programs. Also, because the 
company has few but large customers and because each salesperson handles only one 
customer, there are few obstacles for using different systems (the customer’s own 
systems) for different customers. If, however, the company would have had a greater 
number of customers which each accounted for a less percentage of sales than their 
existing customers, and accordingly each salesperson were responsible for several 
customers, a consistent CRM-program would probably have been necessary for the 
company. Homburg, Workman and Jensen (2000) define a customer-focused 
organizational structure as “an organizational structure that uses groups of customers 
related by industry, application, usage situation, or some other non-geographic similarity 
as the primary basis for structuring the organization.” All of the four interviewees agreed 
that this definition was in line with their company’s organizational structure, and hence I 
find that the data verifies Homburg, Workman and Jensen’s definition of a customer-
focused organizational structure.  
 
In the sample-company three of four respondents were unsatisfied with both the Internet- 
and extranets-systems that the company used upon request from the customers. None of 
these systems (Internet or extranets) were preferred over the other. Therefore, the 
empirical data falsifies Baumgartner, Kajuter and Van’s findings that extranets are 
preferred over the Internet in business-to-business marketplaces. Perhaps the empirical 
data would have showed other results if the sample-company had implemented their own 
Internet– or extranet-systems. Currently they use the customer’s systems because the 
customers require them to do so. Hence, the systems might not be fully adapted to the 
company’s need for certain information and, as described by one of the salespersons, 
often presents an overload of information irrelevant to the sample-company. 
 
Moon and Armstrong (1994) argues that as products and services are becoming more 
technologically complex, and as buyers demand higher levels of service, team selling is 
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becoming more prevalent. This is confirmed by my empirical data collected from a 
company that produces technologically complex products, have customers who expect 
extensive service, and uses selling teams. Moon and Armstrong (1994) further identifies 
two types of selling teams; core selling teams and selling centers. The empirical data is 
compared to the characteristics of the two teams (as described by Moon and Armstrong), 
in table 5.2. 
 
Table 5.2 Organizing framework of selling teams. 
Characteristics of core 
selling teams (Moon & 
Armstrong’s theory). 
 

Characteristics of selling 
centers (Moon & 
Armstrong’s theory). 
 

Empirical data. 
Characteristics of my 
sample-company’s selling 
teams. 

 Relatively permanent, 
customer-focused group. 
 

Relatively temporary, 
transaction-focused group. 
 

 Relatively permanent, 
customer-focused group. 
 

 Membership determined by 
job assignment to a specific 
buying organization. 
 

 Membership determined by 
involvement in sales 
transaction for a particular 
good or service. 

 Membership in the teams is 
based on the needs of the 
buying organization. 
 

 One team per buying unit. 
 

 One selling center per sales 
opportunity. 

 One team per customer. 
 

 Membership relatively 
stable. 
 
 
 
 

 Membership very fluid. 
 
 
 
 
 

 Even though the members 
walk in and out of the teams 
as they are needed, I 
conclude the membership to 
be relatively stable since the 
same persons at each 
department always are 
participating in the team 
when needed. 

 Characteristics of team 
depend on characteristics of 
buying organization. 
 
 

 Characteristics of team 
depend on characteristics of 
sales opportunity. 
 
 

 The team’s composition 
depends on what the 
customers requests, for 
example some customers 
demand more involvement of 
the technical specialist, 
others less. 

 Mission is strategic with 
respect to the buying 
organization. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Mission is tactical with 
respect to sales opportunity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 No stated mission for the 
selling teams. They are 
operating under the 
company-wide mission. 
However, the company has a 
long-term customer-focus 
and they are clearly aware of 
the importance of building 
trust from the customers in 
order to obtain repeat 
business. I find this focus to 
be more strategic with 
respect to the buying 
organization rather than 
tactical with respect to the 
sales opportunity. 
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When comparing Moon and Armstrong’s (1994) framework of selling teams with the 
empirical data, I definitely find the sample-company’s selling teams to be core selling 
teams because they show each characteristic of a core selling team as described by Moon 
and Armstrong (1994). The data further aligns with Moon and Armstrong’s argument that 
core teams have the strategic mission of maintaining constructive relationships with the 
customers to which they are assigned. The empirical data shows some inconsistency in 
the answers to whether selling teams are used or not; two of the respondents (the two 
salespersons) first claimed that selling teams were not used but later revealed by their 
answers to my questions that teams were used. The two other respondents and the CEO 
explained that selling teams were used. I think this inconsistency in answers is due to the 
fact that theoretical definitions of phenomena (for example of selling teams) seldom are 
used in an every-day context.  
 
Since the products of the sample-company are technologically complex and since the 
technical specialist is a member of all three selling teams, my data supports Bellizi and 
Cline’s (1985) findings that when products are technologically complex, it benefits the 
selling company to form core selling teams with non-technical sales representatives and 
technical specialists who service customer accounts together. 
 
 
5.2 Analysis RQ2: Benefits of CRM 
 
Helfert and Vith’s (1999) three sets of benefits or outputs that ideally emerges for a 
supplier from a relationship with a customer are presented and compared to the empirical 
data in table 5.3. 
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Table 5.3 Benefits/ outcomes of customer relationships. 
Codes: +  Data fits/ agrees with/ supports theory 

?  Data somewhat fits with/ agrees with/ supports theory    
 -  Data does not fit/ agree with/ support theory 
Helfert & Vith's (1999) theory. 
 

The empirical data verifies/ falsifies the 
theory. 

 Sales benefits: 
• Higher absolute sales volume. 
• Sales continuity. 
• Sales growth. 
• Higher levels of profit margins. 

+ 
+ 
+ 
- 

 Product/ service benefits: 
• Ideas for new products. 
• Ideas for improvements of existing 

products. 

+ 
? 
 

Market access benefits: 
• Broadened market access. 
• Leads to new customers. 
• Good references from existing 

customers. 
• Existing customers bring the 

supplier together with new 
customers. 

 
 

 
+ 
+ 
+ 
 
+ But adds that existing customers also bring 
the company together with recommended 
suppliers. 
 
 

  

 My empirical data identifies a benefit from 
customer relationships that was not included 
in the theory. This benefit is the increased 
knowledge about a certain customer and the 
customer’s general requirements and way to 
do business, which comes from building 
customer relationships. 

 
In general the empirical data verifies Helfert and Vith’s (1999) research on benefits 
emerging from customer relationships. However, the data is critical of the suggestion that 
a benefit of customer relationships is higher levels of profit margin. The data that I have 
collected shows that, at least in the automotive industry, the power of large customers’ 
results in lower profit margins but at the same time opportunities for new business. A 
question of priority then emerges. Is it more important to have fewer projects with higher 
profit margins or more projects with lower profit margins? The sample-company argues 
that a balance must be achieved between the number of projects and the profit margins. 
 
 
Regarding ideas for improvements of existing products, the data verifies the theory to 
some extent. However, the sample-company does not receive many ideas for 
improvements of existing products because of their unique production process. Further, 
in addition to bring the supplier together with new customers, the analysis of the 
empirical data shows that a benefit not included in the theory, is that customer 
relationships can bring the supplier together with its own new suppliers (recommended 
by the customers). I think this is a rather unique situation, which applies to companies in 

33 



Data Analysis 
________________________________________________________________________ 

industries where one supplier has a small number of customers and accordingly each 
customer is very powerful and can influence the supplier’s internal processes and demand 
them to use certain suppliers.  Finally, the empirical data identifies “the knowledge of a 
customer and its way to do business” as yet another benefit of customer relationships, 
that was not included in Helfert and Vith’s (1999) theory. This knowledge helps the 
supplier to create customer satisfaction by leveraging products and services that are 
adapted to the customer’s expectations. 
 
5.3 Analysis RQ 3: Evaluation of CRM 
Jain, Jain and Dhar’s (2003) theory identifies several common and popular measures of 
CRM which according to the researchers can be measured by looking at data from sales 
reports, balance sheets etc. In addition to the common measures of CRM, Jain, Jain and 
Dhar’s (2003) research categorizes behavioral dimensions/ measures of CRM. The 
empirical data is compared to the theory in table 5.4. 
Table 5.4 Common and behavioral measures of CRM. 

Common measures of CRM 
 

Empirical data 
Measures used/ not used by my sample-
company 

 Sales 
 

 Used, but not measured solely as a result of 
CRM. 

 Profits 
 

  Used, but not measured solely as a result 
of CRM. 

 Market share 
 

 Used, but not measured solely as a result of 
CRM. 

 New customers 
 

  Used, but not measured solely as a result 
of CRM. 

 Customer turnover or defection rate 
 

   Used, but not measured solely as a result 
of CRM. 

 Cost reduction 
 

    Used, but not measured solely as a result 
of CRM. 

 Service time  Not used. 
 Customer complaints 
 

    Used, but not measured solely as a result 
of CRM. 

 Behavioral dimensions/ measures of 
CRM 
 

 Empirical data 
Measures measured/ not measured by 
my sample-company 

 Attitude  Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Understanding expectations  Not measured in any statistical way. 

 Quality perceptions 
 
 
 

 Measured both through the customers’ 
quality ratings of the company and through 
the quality department’s measurement of 
quality and on-time delivery, but not 
measured solely as a result of CRM. 

 Reliability   Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Communication  Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Customization 
 

The products are fully customized, but this 
is not measured in any way. 

 Recognition  Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Keeping promises  Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Satisfaction Audit  Not measured in any statistical way. 
 Retention  Not measured in any statistical way. 
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In my analysis of the data connected to research question number three the empirical data 
contradicts Jain, Jain and Dhar’s (2003) theory. The theory identifies common measures 
of CRM, however it does not suggest any way to find out how much of the results in 
these variables that can be explained by CRM and how much that is due to other factors. 
This dilemma was brought up in my empirical data since the sample-company do 
measure several of the variables (sales, profits, market share, new customers, customer 
turnover, cost reduction and customer complaints) presented in theory as common 
measures of CRM. However, they do not measure these variables solely as a result of 
CRM. 
 
Regarding the behavioral dimensions/ measures of CRM, the theory fails to explain 1) 
how to measure the variables (for example, how can the effectiveness of the selling 
company’s communication with the customers be measured?) and 2) how the result of the 
behavioral measures can be tracked to result from the selling company’s CRM-effort and 
not from other circumstances. When comparing the empirical data with these behavioral 
dimensions, I once again find a contradiction between data and theory, since none of the 
behavioral dimensions are measured solely as a result of CRM by the sample-company. 
The evaluation of the CRM-effort in terms of these variables is more of a feeling 
according to the interviewees. The sample-company points to the difficulty of measuring 
behavioral dimensions with statistical measurements. 
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6. Findings and Conclusions 
 
The purpose of this thesis has been to gain a deeper understanding on the use of CRM 
within the US automotive industry. In this final chapter of my thesis, I will answer the 
research questions stated in chapter one and draw conclusions from the analysis in 
chapter five. The research questions will be answered in separate sections. In the end of 
this chapter implications for management and implications for theory will be given as 
well as implications for future research. 
 
6.1 RQ 1 How are the actual relationships managed? 
 
After collecting and analyzing the empirical data, this study found that the sample-
company had built strong, personal and long-term relationships with their customers. It 
was also found that maintaining these relationships was crucial for the survival of the 
company since the suppliers of technologically complex products often have only a small 
number of customers (which each consequently accounts for a large part of the business), 
and since the competition in the automotive industry is severe. The combination of a 
small number of customers and severe competition forced the sample-company to be 
highly customer-focused and to build strong and lasting customer relationships. To be 
able to do this the company put a lot of emphasis on quality and on-time delivery and 
they had adopted a conservative approach of always keeping promises and never promise 
something without knowing that it was possible.  
 
To further manage the customer relationships, the sample-company used one core selling 
team per customer. The fact that the teams were composed of members from different 
departments and with different knowledge and skills maximized the ability to serve and 
satisfy the customer, especially since the products were technologically complex. One 
team consistently served the same customer, which built credibility and created a 
personal and lasting relationship between the persons in the team and the persons from 
the customer-company. This eventually led to repeat business and the survival of the 
company. 
 
The sample-company had not implemented any programs for customer relationship 
management. They were handling their customer relationships through personal contact 
and through the customers’ own Internet- and extranet-systems. The respondents were 
not fully satisfied with these systems, but used them because the customers required them 
to do so. Once again, the results show that since the customers are few and large and the 
competition in the automotive industry is rigorous, it is the customers that to a large 
extent states the terms under which to conduct business. 
 
Thus, it can be concluded that: 

* Core selling teams are important in order to gather knowledge, create customer 
satisfaction and build credibility in industries where the products are 
technologically complex.  
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* Implementing CRM-programs for handling customer relationships is not the one 
solution for all industries. Handling the customer relationships through personal 
contact and through the customers’ own systems for supplier interaction makes 
more sense when a company has few but large and demanding customers. 

 
* When a company has few but large customers and when the competition in the 

industry is severe, each customer can to a large extent state the terms under which 
to conduct business. 

 
 
6.2 RQ 2 How can the benefits of CRM be described? 
 
This study found that the sample-company experienced the following benefits of their 
CRM-effort: higher absolute sales volume, sales continuity, sales growth, ideas for new 
products, broadened market access, leads to new customers, good references from 
existing customers, existing customers brought them together with new customers and 
new suppliers, and finally knowledge about a customer and its way to conduct business. 
However, because of each customer’s size and strong bargaining position and because of 
the severe competition in the automotive industry, the sample-company did not 
experience higher levels of profit margins as a benefit from CRM. Rather the profit 
margins were lower but instead opportunities to new projects could lead to higher profits 
because of increased sales volume (but still lower margins). This is consistent with the 
previous findings that the customers in the automotive industry are powerful and can 
state the terms under which to conduct business.  
 
The empirical data pointed out two benefits of CRM that was not included in the theory; 
knowledge about a customer and its way to conduct business, and that customer can bring 
the supplier-company together with new suppliers (suppliers to the supplier). These were 
both seen as important benefits of customer relationship management in my sample-
company. 
 
Thus, it can be concluded that: 

* A company that exercises Customer Relationship Management in their everyday 
business will experience larger sales benefits, product/ service benefits and 
market access benefits than a company not exercising CRM. 

 
* A company that exercises Customer Relationship Management must find a 

balance between the number of projects to undertake and the profit margins on 
each project. 

 
 

6.3 RQ3 How are the relationships evaluated? 
 
The empirical data shows that the sample-company’s customer relationships were not 
measured in any statistical way that revealed solely the customer relationship’s effect 
on the company’s performance. Different measures were used to measure the success 

37 



Findings and Conclusions 
________________________________________________________________________ 

of the company but none of them isolated the effect of customer relationships. The 
measurement of CRM was more of a feeling in the sample-company, a feeling that so 
far seemed to provide a sufficient evaluation since it had led to a continuously 
growing business despite rigorous competition. In contradiction to theory I would like 
to emphasize the importance of this kind of evaluation which I believe captures many 
aspects of customer relationships (chemistry between people, feelings of honesty and 
trust etc.) that statistical measurements fails to incorporate. 
 
This should not be understood so that statistical evaluation of CRM is unimportant, 
rather it is very important. The obstacle is however that appropriate measurements are 
not yet developed. Neither should it be understood so that no evaluation of the 
customer relationships is needed. Evaluation is crucial in order to find the most 
appropriate way to handle customer relationships and succeed in business. However, 
what the evaluation will look like and what variables that are the best to use depend 
on the industry and the surrounding conditions. Therefore, companies have to 
carefully select the variables and methods for evaluation that best reflects their 
specific industry and situation, whether this will be evaluation by trusting feelings or 
evaluation through statistical measurements. 
 
Thus, it can be concluded that: 
* Companies constantly face the demands to measure if their customer relationship 

efforts are paying off, but the measurements provided by theory is either too 
general to isolate the customer relationship effect from other circumstances, or the 
theory is too vague to describe exactly how the variables are going to be measured. 

 
* Different industries and companies need different methods and variables for 

evaluating CRM, methods and variables that are appropriate for their specific 
industry and surrounding conditions. 

 
6.4 Implications 
 
In this section the implications of this study will be discussed. The section presents 
implications for practitioners, theory and future research in separate sections. 
 
6.4.1 Implications for Management 
Since this study only investigated one company in the automotive industry, the 
implications for practitioners provided below are specifically related to the situation of 
this company. 
 
The empirical data reveals that the purpose and objectives of CRM are clearly 
communicated throughout the sample-company and that the communication between the 
sample company and the parent company can always be improved. 
 
After collecting and analyzing the empirical data I find that the majority of the 
respondents are not satisfied with the Internet- and extranet-systems that the customers 
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require them to use. To constructively suggest changes in these systems (for example 
more frequent updates and less information overload) to the customers would make them 
aware of the problem and expectantly improve the functioning of the systems for both the 
supplier and the customer. 
 
According to the respondents, the company did not receive many ideas for improvements 
of existing products from the customers. This was explained as a cause of the company’s 
unique production process and also because of the fact that the customers did not have 
any in-house experts for these particular products. My thought however is that the 
customers might have ideas about improvements since they are the ones who uses the 
products and should be the best ones to know the products strengths and weaknesses. I 
think that these improvements of existing products can be brought up simply by asking 
the customers. 
 
Since there seems to be some confusion about the terminology of selling teams, I would 
recommend my sample-company to make the people involved in a sale aware of the fact 
that core selling teams are used and that it is cooperation and common effort that leads to 
new projects, not solely the individual work of one person. This would strengthen the 
feeling of being a team which in turn can lead to improved performance of the teams. 
 
The empirical data largely contradicted the theory regarding evaluation of CRM. I 
suggest my sample-company to continue evaluate their customer relationship efforts by 
trusting their feelings. Even if appropriate and clear theoretical evaluation methods are 
lacking, I also suggest the company to complement its existing evaluation-method with a 
statistical measurement that can confirm their feeling-evaluation. This could perhaps be 
done through a questionnaire where the customers gives their opinion about the 
company’s ability to create customer satisfaction (maybe by describing in their own 
words the supplier-company’s performance on the behavioral dimensions presented in 
Jain, Jain and Dhar’s (2003) theory). 
 
6.4.2 Implications for Theory 
The purpose of this thesis has been to gain a deeper understanding on the use of CRM 
within the United States automotive industry. My intention has been to increase the 
understanding of CRM by answering the research questions connected to the purpose of 
this thesis. I have hereby made a contribution to previous research and existing theories 
by discussing verifications and contradictions between the empirical data and the existing 
theories, and by shedding light over aspects and phenomena not included in existing 
theories.  
 
In addition to emphasizing the importance of CRM, theory needs to clarify how CRM 
can be measured and how the impact of CRM on a company’s result can be isolated from 
other variables such as overall growth in the market. Theory also needs to clarify what is 
meant by realistic milestones that allow people to achieve specific goals in short periods 
of time. It is necessary to realize that such milestones will have to look different for 
different departments of the organization (for example the production vs. the sales 
department), and that short-term milestones might be more difficult to implement among 
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the selling teams. My research further identifies “lower levels of profit margins but more 
opportunities for new business” as a benefit of CRM rather than theory’s “higher levels 
of profit margins.” This finding would need to be incorporated in theory. 
 
In drawing conclusions at the end of this thesis I have begun to explain certain 
phenomena, all of which need further research. 

 
 

6.4.3 Implications for Future Research  
Customer Relationship Management is a broad research area, within which much is yet to 
be discovered.  During my writing of this thesis I have come across several interesting 
aspects of CRM that need to be investigated, since it has been beyond the scope of this 
study to incorporate all of them in my research. 

 
Since this study has been a single-case study it would be interesting to see if other 
automotive suppliers of technologically complex products handle their customer 
relationships in the same way as this sample-company, or if differences exist. 

 
After investigating the use of Customer Relationship Management from the automotive 
supplier’s point of view, it would also be interesting to explore how the customer views 
the supplier’s CRM-efforts. A study of this kind could reveal interesting opinions that 
further could be incorporated in the supplier’s future customer relationship work and 
benefit both parties. 

 
Finally, the use of CRM will most probably differ significantly between industries, and 
therefore it would be interesting to compare my findings from the automotive industry 
with how CRM is handled in other industries. 
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Appendix 1 
Interview guide 

 
Part 1 Information about company and interviewees 
 

1) Describe your company’s business. 
 

2) What is the mission of the company? 
 

3) When was the company founded? 
 

4) Describe the ownership of the company. 
 

5) How many employees does the company have (number of employees in 
production and number of employees in non-production)? 

 
6) What is the company’s average turnover per year? 

 
7) What is the company’s average sales revenue per year? 

 
8) Describe the company’s customers (size, business, number of customers). 
 
9) What is your title? 

 
10) What does your job description look like? 

 
11) Gender? 

 
12) Age:     -20 

21-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
61- 
 

13)        For how long have you been working in this company? 
 
14)        What kind of education do you have? 
 
15)        What is your previous work experience? 

 
Part 2 RQ 2: How are the actual relationships managed? 
 

 
16)  How would you describe your company’s relationships with customers? 

 



 
 

 
17) Have your company implemented any policies or programs for customer 

relationship management? If yes, what does these policies or programs look like? 
 

 
18)  What are the aims of this company, as stated in the overall business plan? 
 
19)  What are the aims (goals and objectives) of customer relationship management 

(CRM) in your company? 
 

20)  To what extent do you think that the aim of CRM (as stated by your company) 
harmonizes with the overall business plan? Explain your opinion. 

 
21)  How would you describe the management’s customer relationship efforts? 

 
22) How well do you think that the purpose and objectives of CRM is defined and 

communicated throughout your company? Explain your opinion. 
 
23) How realistic do you think your company’s purpose and objectives of CRM are? 

Explain your opinion. 
 

24) Does the company have realistic milestones that allow people to achieve specific      
goals in short periods of time? 

 
25) How well do you think your company’s CRM-solution is adapted to the specific 

nature/ requirements of your company and industry? 
 
26) To what extent do you think that the company culture in your company aligns 

with your CRM-solution? Explain your opinion. 
 
27) How would you describe your company’s organizational structure? 
 
28)  In your opinion, is the organizational structure of your company favorable 

towards building customer relationships? If yes, what makes it favorable? 
 
29)  Would you define your company as a customer-focused organization according 

to the following definition? 
“A customer-focused organizational structure is an organizational structure that 
uses groups of customers related by industry, application, usage situation, or some 
other non-geographic similarity as the primary basis for structuring the 
organization” 

 
30)  In your company, is the sales representative selling the whole product line to a   

single customer or selling one product to many customers (product-specialist)? 
 

 



 
 

31)  Does your company use the Internet to handle customer relationships? If you use 
it, how do you use it?   

 
32)  What is your opinion on using the Internet to handle customer relationships in 

this industry? 
 

 
33)  Does your company use extranets to handle customer relationships? If you use it, 

how do you use it? 
 
34)  What is your opinion on using extranets to handle customer relationships in this 

industry? 
 

 
35)  How is the sales force organized in your company? Is selling teams used? 
 
36)  If selling teams are used, what are the reasons behind your company’s choice of 

using selling teams? 
 

37)  If selling teams are used, would you describe the selling team as a “relatively 
permanent, customer-focused group” or as a “relatively temporary, transaction-
focused group”? 

 
38) How is the membership in the selling team determined? 

 
39)  Is there a selling team per customer (buying unit) or a selling team per sales 

opportunity? 
 

40) Do the characteristics of the selling team depend on the characteristics of the 
buying organization or on the characteristics of the sales opportunity? 

 
 
41)  If selling teams are used, is the membership in the team stable or fluid? 

 
 
42)  In general, how long does a selling team exist before new teams are formed? 
 
43)  If selling teams are used, to what extent do the teams have authority to make 

decisions? 
 

44)  If selling teams are used, what is the mission of the teams? 
 
Part 3 RQ 1: How can the benefits of CRM be described? 
 

45) Can you see any benefits of your company’s CRM-effort in terms of the 
following variables? 

 



 
 

SALES BENEFITS: 
* Higher turnover volume 
* Sales continuity 
* Sales growth 
* Higher levels of profit margin 

 
PRODUCT/ SERVICE BENEFITS: 
*   Ideas for new products 
* Ideas for improvements of existing products 

 
MARKET ACCESS BENEFITS: 
* Broadened market access 
* Leads to new customers 
* Good references from existing customers 
* Existing customer bring your company together with new customers 
 
46) How important do you think each variable is in determining the benefits of CRM? 
 
47)  Can you see any other benefits of your company’s CRM-effort? 

 
Part 4 RQ 3: How are the relationships evaluated? 
 

48) Are the CRM-efforts of your company measured in some way? 
 
49) Which of the following variables are used to measure if the CRM-efforts are 

paying off? 
 

Sales      Attitude 
Profit      Understanding expectations 
Market share     Quality perceptions 
New customers     Reliability 
Customer turnover or defection rate  Communication 
Cost reduction     Customization 
Service time     Recognition 
Customer complaints    Keeping promises 
       Satisfaction Audit 
       Retention 
50) Why are these variables used? 

 
51) Do you think that the current variables used are the best ones to reflect if the 

CRM-effort is paying off? 
 
52) Are any other variables used to measure if the CRM-effort is paying off? 

 
 
 

 



 
 

Appendix 2 
Intervjuguide 

 
Del 1 Information om företag och den intervjuade 
 

1) Beskriv ditt företags verksamhet. 
 

2) Vad är företagets affärside? 
 

3) När grundades företaget? 
 

4) Beskriv företagets ägarförhållanden. 
 

5) Hur många anställda har företaget (i produktion och icke-produktion)? 
 

6) Hur stor genomsnittlig årlig omsättning har företaget? 
 

7) Hur stor genomsnittlig årlig avkastning/ vinst har företaget? 
 

8) Beskriv företagets kunder (storlek, verksamhet, antal kunder). 
 

9) Hur lyder din titel? 
 

10)  Vad ingår i din arbetsbeskrivning? 
 

11)  Kön? 
 

12)  Ålder:      -20 
21-30 

   31-40 
   41-50 
   51-60 
   61- 
 
13)  Hur länge har du jobbat inom företaget? 
 
14) Vad har du för utbildning? 
 
15) Har du tidigare arbetslivserfarenhet? 

 
Del 2 Forskningsfråga 2: Hur hanteras kundrelationer? 
 

16) Beskriv ditt företags kundrelationer. 
 

 



 
 

17) Har ditt företag infört några program/ hjälpmedel för Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM)? Om ja, hur ser dessa program ut? 

 
18) Vad är företagets övergripande mål enligt affärsplanen? 
 
19) Vad är företagets mål för CRM? 

 
20)  Till vilken grad anser du att företagets övergripande mål överensstämmer med 

målen för CRM? 
 

21)  Hur skulle du beskriva företagsledningens CRM-engagemang? 
 

22)  Hur väl tycker du att syftet med och målen för CRM är definierade och 
kommunicerade i företaget? 

 
23) Hur realistiskt tycker du att företagets syfte med och mål för CRM är? 

 
24) Har företaget realistiska kortsiktiga mål som hjälper anställda att uppnå 

specifika mål inom korta tidsperioder? 
 

25) Hur väl tycker du att företagets CRM-lösning är anpassad till er 
specifika bransch? 

 
26) Till vilken grad anser du att företagskulturen i ditt företag 

stämmer överens med företagets CRM-lösning? Förklara. 
 

27) Hur skulle du beskriva företagets organisationsstruktur? 
 

28) Anser du att denna organisationsstruktur är gynnsam för 
uppbyggande av kundrelationer? Förklara. 

 
29) Skulle du definiera ditt företag som ett kundfokuserat företag 

enligt följande definition? 
“ En kundfokuserad organisationsstruktur är en 
organisationsstruktur som använder grupper av kunder, grupperade 
med industri, användningsområde, användningssituation eller 
någon annan icke-geografisk likhet, som bas för sin 
organisationsstruktur.” 

 
30) I ditt företag, säljer säljrepresentanterna hela produktlinjen till en  

och samma kund eller endast en product till många kunder 
(produktspecialist)? 

 
31) Använder ditt företag Internet för att hantera kundrelationer? Om  

ja, hur används det? 

 



 
 

32) Vad tycker du om att använda Internet för att hantera 
kundrelationer i ditt företags bransch? 

 
33) Använder ditt företag “extranets” för att hantera kundrelationer? 

Om ja, hur används det? 
 

34) Vad tycker du om att använda “extranets” för att hantera 
kundrelationer i ditt företags bransch? 

 
35) Hur är säljkåren organiserad i ditt företag? Används säljteam? 
 
36) Om säljteam används, vad är anledningen till att företaget 

använder säljteam? 
 

37) Om säljteam används, skulle du beskriva teamen som en “relativt 
permanent, kundfokuserad grupp” eller som en “relativt temporär, 
transaktionsfokuserad grupp”? 

 
38) Hur avgörs medlemsskap i säljteamen? 

 
39) Finns det ett säljteam per kund eller ett säljteam per säljtillfälle? 

 
40) Beror säljteamets karakteristika på kundens eller på säljtillfällets 

karakteristika? 
 

41) Om säljteam används, är medlemsskapet i teamen tillfälligt eller 
permanent? 

 
42) Generellt, hur länge existerar ett säljteam innan nya team formas? 

 
43) Om säljteam används, i vilken utsträckning har teamen 

befogenhet att fatta beslut? 
 

44)  Om säljteam används, vad är teamens huvudmål? 
 

Del 3 Forskningsfråga 1: Hur kan fördelarna med CRM 
beskrivas? 
 
45) Kan du se några fördelar av ditt företags CRM-satsning i de 

följande variablerna? 
 

SÄLJFÖRDELAR: 
* Högre omsättning 
* Försäljningskontuinitet 
* Försäljningstillväxt 
* Högre vinstmarginaler 

 



 
 

 
PRODUKT/ SERVICE FÖRDELAR: 
* Ideer för nya produkter 
* Ideer för förbättring av existerande produkter 
 
MARKNADSFÖRDELAR: 
* Bredare marknadstillgänglighet 
* Tillgång till nya kunder 
* Bra referenser från existerande kunder 
* Existerande kunder introducerar företaget för nya kunder 

 
46) Hur viktig anser du att varje variabel är för att avgöra fördelarna     

med CRM? 
  

47) Ser du andra fördelar av ditt företags CRM-arbete? 
 
Del 4 Forskningsfråga 3: Hur utvärderas/ mäts 
kundrelationerna? 
 
48) Mäts resultatet av CRM på något sätt i företaget? 
 
49) Vilka av följande variabler används för att mäta resultatet av 

CRM-arbetet? 
 

Försäljning     Attityd 
Vinst     Förstå förväntningar 
Marknadsandelar   Kunders kvalitetsuppfattning 
Nya kunder    Pålitlighet 
Avhoppade kunder   Kommunikation 
Sänkta kostnader   Kundanpassning 
Servicetid    Erkännande 
Klagomål från kunder   Hålla löften 

      Kundnöjdhet 
      Bibehållande av kunder 
 
50) Varför används dessa variabler? 
 
51) Anser du att de variabler som företaget använder är de bästa 

variablerna för att mäta CRM-resultatet? Förklara. 
 

52) Använder företaget några andra variabler för att mäta resultatet av 
CRM-arbetet? 

 
 

 
 

 




