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Abstract 
This multiple case study focuses on the customer relationship management (CRM) 
processes and the management of customer data within two international business-to-
business (B2B) companies based in the southern parts of Sweden.  

This study explores and compares these companies’ approaches to CRM in 
today’s era of social media and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). A 
qualitative research method in the form of 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted 
and later analyzed through coding using grounded theory.   

The findings of this study show that the companies studied work in both different 
and similar ways when it comes to CRM, with one having recently implemented a new 
CRM system while the other relies on their enterprise resource (ERP) system for the same 
purposes. Neither company are proactively using social media and although both 
companies have taken action to adapt to the new rules set by the GDPR, neither seem to 
know exactly how it works. 

Through its theoretical-, managerial-, as well as social policy implications, this 
study contributes to the existing research on CRM in a B2B context by providing a 
contemporary perspective which takes into account the influence of social media and the 
GDPR. 
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Background  
In relationship marketing it can be argued that all the interactions that a company have 
with its customers are potential touch points for marketing (Håkansson, 1982, p.278-285). 
This indicates that all employees that have an interaction with a customer ends up being 
an unofficial marketer for their company (1982, p.278-285). Grönroos and Helle (2012) 
state that relationship marketing is an approach in which “two (or several) parties 
establish a business engagement that enables both (or all) parties to gain something” 
(Grönroos & Helle, 2012, p.344). Relationship marketing, according to Grönroos and 
Helle, gives companies the possibility to make marketing relevant for customers and 
involves an investment in these customers (2012). Sarmento, Simões and Farhangmehr 
(2015) state that relationship marketing also mainly entails looking into networks, 
interactions and relationships (Sarmento, Simões & Farhangmehr, 2015). It is the context 
of these interactions that are of importance as they have an impact on the relationship 
between the company and its customers as well as the effectiveness of these relationships 
(2015). Gummesson (2004) also mentions that “most relationship marketing definitions 
stress the need to develop long-term relationships with customers and sometimes other 
stakeholders” (Gummesson, 2004, p.136). 

According to researchers, there exist a connection between the customer 
relationship management (CRM) system as a technological application and the 
philosophy of relationship marketing. One example of this connection is presented in 
Gummesson’s definition: “CRM is the values and strategies of relationship marketing – 
with particular emphasis on customer relationships – turned into practical application” 
(Gummesson, 2004, p.137). In this study, the emphasis of CRM will be on the usage of 
the system. For this reason, the definition of CRM system used by Khodakarami and 
Chan; “Customer relationship management systems are a group of information systems 
that enable organizations to contact customers and collect, store and analyze customer 
data to provide a comprehensive view of their customers” (Khodakarami & Chan, 2014, 
p.29), will also be used for this study. What constitutes as customer data is however quite 
vague in past research as it could include all types of information, ranging from addresses 
to hobbies to physical appearances to behaviors, which a company might store on its 
customers (Morey, Forbath, & Schoop, 2015). 

The purpose of the CRM system is to assist companies in achieving greater 
customer loyalty and growth in profits through increased customer knowledge which is 
obtained by collecting and categorizing different customer interactions (Chen & 
Popovich, 2003 ; Malthouse et al., 2013). Rigby, Reichheld and Schefter (2002) state that 
the cost of implementing a CRM system, which would take roughly about 24 months to 
completely integrate, would land approximately between 60 and 130 million dollars 
(Rigby, Reichheld, & Schefter, 2002).  Due to this heavy investment, companies should 
keep in mind that the implementation of a CRM system alone might not lead to improved 
customer relationships or a growth in profits and might even lead to the opposite effect if 
implemented poorly (2002). This potential relationship fallout could be a result of 
marketing managers expecting the CRM system to manage the relationship between the 
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company and its customers by itself (2002). Perhaps creating a successful customer 
strategy could be a way of avoiding this negative effect of implementing the CRM system. 
Hutt and Speh (2014) propose that companies do this by “(1) acquiring the right 
customers, (2) crafting the right value proposition, (3) instituting the best processes, (4) 
motivating employees, (5) learning to retain customers” (Hutt & Speh, 2014, p.69).  
 Social CRM is a new form of the traditional CRM system that have developed 
from the increase of social media usage by companies in their customer relationship 
management efforts (Greenberg, 2010). This increase, along with social media providing 
an information flow between the company and the customers, has resulted in customers 
becoming more active and empowered in their positions as buyers (Labrecque et al., 2013 
; Malthouse et al., 2013 ; Andzulis, Panagopoulos, & Rapp, 2012 ; Agnihotri et al., 2016). 
Due to that customers are more active online today, they expect the companies they buy 
from to become as active and present online as they are (Trainor et al., 2014). However, 
the benefits surrounding the social CRM system are still unclear to a lot of companies, 
leading to companies implementing trial and error experiments with the system without 
establishing any clear goals or connections to their other systems (2014). IT and the 
Internet is presented as a core element of CRM while also being described as an enabler 
of relationship marketing, further implying a connection between the CRM system and 
relationship marketing in research (Gummesson, 2004). 
 Another complication that has been introduced to the work with the CRM system 
and relationship marketing in recent years is the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) (Goddard, 2017). The GDPR is a fairly new regulation that came into existence 
in order to give back some power to the customers, especially to protect their own 
personal information from getting mistreated by unethical corporations (2017). This new 
regulation implies great new challenges for business-to-business (B2B) companies to 
overcome in their marketing efforts and relationship building and maintenance with their 
customers (2017). 
 
1.2 Problem discussion 
As described earlier, customer relationship management (CRM) has a connection to 
relationship marketing (Gummesson, 2004). What can be seen is that CRM has a very 
strong technical aspect to it as well, which can be seen in the implementation of a CRM 
system, with it first adopting a strategic approach in order to be successfully implemented 
(Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010). Some of the aspects that the CRM system can assist the 
company with includes gathering customer data, and providing up-to-date customer 
information and knowledge (Rollins & Halinen, 2005). Nowadays, an enormous amount 
of customer data is generated, making the analysis of this vast data and turning it into 
customer knowledge presents a tough challenge for many companies, which affects the 
perceived effectiveness of implementing a CRM system at all (2005).  

Chang, Park, and Chaiy (2010) argue that for a company to stay competitive, it is 
important to develop effective customer-focused strategies which could be made possible 
through an implementation of proper CRM processes, thereby justified the heavy 
investment that comes with this implementation (Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010). However, 
according to Richard, Thirkell, and Huff (2007), many attempted CRM implementations 
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develop complications or end up being total failures, often leading to an inability of 
generating profit growth or even hurting the customer relationships that the company 
currently has (Richard, Thirkell & Huff, 2007).  

Companies are more and more expected to incorporating innovative marketing 
activities in order to understand the needs of their customers and to improve retention of 
these (Noori & Hossein 2005). In order to deliver these innovative marketing activities, 
companies can benefit from customer data analysis to “determine their preferences and 
thus improve marketing decision support” (Noori & Hossein 2005, p.226). However, 
Rollins and Halinen (2005) point out that research have shown that most organizations 
are not capable of successfully analysing this vast amount of customer data (Rollins & 
Halinen, 2005). Furthermore, “recent studies demonstrate that only 30% of the 
organizations introducing CRM technology achieved improvements in their 
organizational performance” (Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010, p.849). This could perhaps be 
a result of the assumption mentioned earlier by marketing managers who rely solely on 
the CRM system to do all the work for them once it has been implemented (Rigby, 
Reichheld, & Schefter, 2002).  

According to Richard, Thirkell and Huff (2007), marketers are calling for more 
research to help them understand how CRM can benefit their company and how it should 
function in practice in order to become a successful implementation (Richard, Thirkell & 
Huff, 2007). There is also a call for more empirical research on the connection between 
relationship marketing and CRM that “expand, explore and explain the potential links 
between RM theories and CRM application” (Richard, Thirkell & Huff, 2007, p 928). 

It can be seen from the existing research on CRM and relationship marketing that 
there is a need for more research to be conducted in the field of CRM systems and its 
benefits in connection to relationship marketing due to the risk involved with 
implementing the system and the heavy investment needed to do so. This call therefore 
justifies this study’s chosen topic of interest; if and how marketers are using their CRM 
system in their daily work and whether or not they use it actively in their marketing efforts 
(Rigby, Reichheld & Schefter, 2002 ; Noori & Hossein 2005 ; Rollins & Halinen, 2005 ; 
Richard, Thirkell & Huff, 2007 ; Chang, Park & Chaiy, 2010 ; Zeynep & Toker, 2012). 
As mentioned in the background section, the definition of marketers for this study will 
include all employees who interact with customers and therefore function as informal 
marketers as described by Håkansson (1982, p.278-285). 

Compared to research connected to the business-to-consumer (B2C) context, 
research on social media from the perspective of business-to-business (B2B) companies 
and its usage in these industries has not been extensive (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). 
This is the case despite the claim that many B2C companies have gained substantial 
advantages through incorporating social media into their business strategies, benefits 
which could also be enjoyed on a B2B level (2016). Despite the competitive advantages 
and benefits connected to social media and other digital applications as potential 
marketing tools to be used for CRM, there also exist very limited research and knowledge 
in B2B companies on how these tools can be used in a B2B context (Lipiäinen, 2015). As 
new technological developments imply a great effect on future CRM, more research on 
social CRM in a B2B context is therefore justified (2015). 



  
 

4 

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and privacy issues online does 
not only pose a valid concern for B2C companies, but is also a valid concern for B2B 
companies (Luo, 2002). For B2B companies, research state that issues with trust in online 
B2B marketing has proved a great challenge for B2B companies that are moving further 
towards conducting business online (2002). It could be argued that the introduction of a 
much stricter and limiting protection law, such as the GDPR, does not make this challenge 
any easier for B2B companies to overcome (Goddard, 2017), which further justifies more 
research on GDPR’s impact on B2B companies and their managing of customer data. 
 
1.3 Purpose  
The purpose of this study is to explore the difference between two companies, one who 
has recently implemented a customer relationship management (CRM) system and one 
that does not use a specific CRM system and instead manages their customer relationships 
through their enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. This study will look into what 
other methods they have used other than these systems, what potential issues these 
companies have run into, how the employees use these systems and how it has affected 
their approach to the concept of customer relationship management. This study will also 
explore the introduction of social media and the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) as new challenges for business-to-business (B2B) companies and how the 
companies in this study has handled and incorporated these new challenges. 
 
1.4 Research Question 
RQ1: How do business-to-business (B2B) manufacturing companies in Sweden approach 
customer relationship management (CRM) and the management of customer data in 
today’s digital era? 
 
RQ2: How has the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) affected how these 
companies manage customer data?  
 
1.5 Delimitations  
The delimitations of this study is that it includes the examination of two different 
companies and will therefore focus on multiple in-depth case studies in order to generate 
specific knowledge about the realities of these companies rather than to provide an overall 
generalization through the conclusions of this study  (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.68).  

The study also exclusively focuses on employees with customer contact and their 
approach to the customer relationship management (CRM) system and CRM processes. 
This decision was made because according to Håkansson (1982) relationship marketing 
includes all customer touch points which implies that all employees who interact with 
customers could be seen as informal marketers for their company (Håkansson, 1982, 
p.278-285). 

The study will only focus on two international manufacturing companies with 
Swedish headquarters, making any possible generalizations for companies outside of this 
industry and work culture invalid (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.68).  
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1.6 Outline of Thesis 

This study starts with a background section, providing the reader with an 
understanding of the topic that will be explored, leading into a problem discussion that 
problematizes and ultimately justifies the chosen area for this study; customer 
relationship management (CRM) and CRM systems. The scope of the thesis has gone 
from the more broad concepts of CRM and relationship marketing to become more 
specified through the focus on the implementation of the CRM system, social CRM and 
the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The purpose is then presented along 
with the delimitation, providing the reader with a clear direction that the rest of the report 
will take in this study.  

The literature review will in an in-depth manner explain the chosen topic and 
related concepts of CRM, CRM Systems and their implementation, social CRM, and 
GDPR. The methodology describes the chosen research approach, strategy, design, and 
method, how these were conducted, and what challenges were faced throughout the 
course of this study. The empirical findings present the collected information from the 
semi-structured interviews, followed by the analysis, discussion and conclusion of these 
empirical findings. The thesis is then concluded through the presentation of its theoretical 
and practical contributions, along with societal implications, discussed limitations, and 
finally recommendations for future research. 
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2 Literature Review 
2.1 Relationship Marketing and Maintenance in B2B 
Relationship marketing can be described as “marketing oriented toward strong, lasting 
relationship with individual accounts” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 21). In order to improve 
their relationships with business customers, B2B companies continuously use relationship 
marketing efforts (Zhang et al., 2016). Relationship marketing includes developing and 
maintaining business relationships with customers or suppliers, so that information can 
be delivered and goals can be reached in business activities (Harker, 1999 ; Sarmento, 
Simões & Farhangmehr, 2015). This is also in line with what has been described by 
Gummesson (2004), that relationship marketing “is marketing based on interaction within 
networks of relationships” (Gummesson, 2004, p, 136). 

Bauer, Grether and Leach (2002) have discussed that in relationship marketing, 
‘trust’ and ‘commitment’ are two essential factors (Bauer, Grether & Leach, 2002). Both 
‘trust’ and ‘commitment’ could help to enhance customer relationships and encourage 
customers to collaborate (2002). 
 
2.1.1 The Key Component in Building and Developing Customer Relationships - 
Trust 
Trust is defined as “a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has 
confidence” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). According to Lages, Lancastre and Lages 
(2008), due to that business relationships are relationships between different individuals 
from different companies, trust has been developed into an important cornerstone in the 
relations between organizations (Lages, Lancastre & Lages, 2008). 

For the purpose of a long-term relationship between organizations, trust has been 
considered as one of the key elements for creation, development and maintenance of 
relationship building (Lages, Lancastre & Lages, 2008). It has also been made clear that 
trust has generated great effort from companies to succeed in their relationship 
performance management, as trust could be seen as the basic and most important factor 
for developing strategic relationships (Lages, Lancastre & Lages, 2008). This is in line 
with what has been stated by Morgan and Hunt (1994) that business partners are more 
willing to develop their business within such long-term and stable business relationships 
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). A trustworthy relationship will bring positive results for 
relationship marketing, because partners who are willing to establish, develop and 
maintain stronger business with one another base this commitment on the deep trust 
between the different parties (1994). 

Doney, Barry and Abratt (2007) argue that trust could be considered one of the 
key principles for customer retention (Doney, Barry & Abratt, 2007). Especially in B2B 
industries, trust is one of the major concerns within complex buyer seller relationships 
(2007). Buyers have to consider if their own business needs will match sellers’ targets 
due to the uncertainty of upcoming business results (2007). In the end, it seems to be the 
level of trust between the different parties that determine the business activities they take 
on together (2007). Doney, Barry & Abratt (2007) have defined buyer-supplier relations 
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as “the perceived credibility and benevolence of a target of trust” (Doney, Barry & Abratt, 
2007, p.1097). 
 
2.1.2 Commitment as a Precursor for Stable Customer Relationships 
According to Lages, Lancastre and Lages (2008), relationship commitment could be 
defined as a “desire to develop a stable relationship, a willingness to make short-term 
sacrifices to maintain the relationship, and a confidence in the stability of the relationship” 
(Lages, Lanvastre & Lages, 2008, p.688). For long-term business relationships, 
commitment is also a required quality for relationship development and an indication for 
business objective- and relationship performance (Lages, Lancastre & Lages, 2008). This 
is in line with what has been described by Morgan and Hunt (1994) who state that 
business partners only stay committed to the relationship as long as they deem it important 
and of enough value to be worth putting mutual effort into (1994). 
 Commitment represents the unison of buyers and suppliers, and the trust between 
buyer and seller is tightly connected to commitment (Doney, Barry & Abratt, 2007). 
Within a committed relationship, both companies and customers will get access to market 
information easier and faster which will help both parties to take action more efficiently 
based on more accurate business data being collected along with simplified buying and 
selling processes (Lages, Lanvastre & Lages, 2008). Commitment between business 
partners could therefore lead to stronger and more stable relationships (2008). Morgan 
and Hunt also connected the concept of commitment to trust by stating that “trust is a 
major determinant of relationship commitment” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 24). 
 
2.2 The Concept of Customer Relationship Management in B2B  
According to Malthouse, Haenlein, Skiera, Wege and Zhang (2013), the traditional form 
of customer relationship management (CRM) involves the company storing and 
managing a large amount of customer information, which the company then utilizes to 
manage their relationships with their customers (Malthouse, et al., 2013). The definition 
of CRM used by Reinartz, Krafft, and Hoyer in their study from 2004 is that it is a process 
“that entails the systematic and proactive management of relationships as they move from 
beginning (initiation) to end (termination), with execution across the various customer-
facing contact channels” (Reinartz, Krafft & Hoyer, 2004, p. 294-295).  

CRM is built on the notion that customer relationships are more than just a number 
of monetary transactions (Morgan, Slotegraaf & Vorhies, 2009). The idea is that the 
relationship should prove beneficial for both parties leading to greater profitable 
outcomes and need satisfaction (2009). As can be seen from the idea that customer 
relationships are more than just transactions is the connection between relationship 
marketing and CRM that was described in the introduction (Grönroos & Helle, 2012 ; 
Gummesson, 2004).    

Khodakarami and Chan (2014) argue that there exists a need for companies, in 
B2B, to have a business strategy for CRM that involves not only the sales and marketing 
department but also the customer service-, human resources-, R&D-, and finance 
department (Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). It is also important to align CRM with all 
customer touch points, which they argue would mean that the company’s information 
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technology and Internet activities should be part of the CRM strategy (Khodakarami & 
Chan, 2014). The need for aligning the company’s CRM efforts with the organisation's 
information technology leads us into the development of CRM systems that are managing 
all the company’s touchpoints both online and offline (Khodakarami and Chan, 2014).    

 
2.3 CRM System and its Implementation in B2B 
As mentioned in the introduction, the definition used for customer relationship 
management (CRM) systems in this study is that a CRM system is “a group of information 
systems that enable organizations to contact customers and collect, store and analyze 
customer data to provide a comprehensive view of their customers” (Khodakarami & 
Chan, 2014, p.29). 

CRM system in the past has been viewed by researchers and users as an 
investment in technological software and not so much in the aspect of non-technological 
CRM processes (Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010). The idea of using the CRM system as a 
tool in a more holistic approach towards customer relationship maintenance has evolved 
more recently, with the focus being on how to develop a more productive relationship 
with the company’s customers (2010). Even so, many managers still consider CRM as an 
area that requires heavy technological investment (2010). However, CRM does not have 
to be technologically intensive, according to Rigby, Reichheld and Schefter (2002). They 
argue that it could also involve the idea of managers motivating their employees to be 
more sensitive to their customers’ needs (Rigby, Reichheld, & Schefter, 2002). The idea 
of solely relying on technological solutions to handle your customer relationships could 
be a costly pitfall, according to Rigby, Reichheld, and Schefter (2002). The main 
implementation issues often mentioned by researchers in connection with information 
systems are a lack of a unified system and business model, poor system implementation, 
and problems with infrastructure (Gunasekaran, & Ngai, 2004). 

According to Nevo and Wade (2010), the CRM system could also be integrated 
with the overall systems of the company, such as the enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
system, to improve the customer relationship performance (Nevo & Wade, 2010). B2B 
companies have increasingly gone from having separated information systems for 
different departments towards using a fully integrated system that could include material 
requirement planning (MRP), ERP, and CRM with cross-functional support and 
information sharing (Tatoglu et al., 2016 ; Gupta, & Kohli, 2006 ; Lotfi, et al., 2013). 

Chang, Park and Chaiy (2010) argue that CRM technology can be equated to what 
degree a company uses information technology as a support function when managing 
their customer relationships (Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010). This description could 
potentially be useful when viewing some of the activity areas CRM technology could be 
used for (2010).  Excluding the idea of using it as a support for sales and service, CRM 
can be used for analysis support, data integration and access support for employees in 
their customer relationship management (2010).  

There are three different categories that a CRM system can belong to; 1) 
operational systems which is used to automate the CRM activities leading to an increase 
in efficiency, 2) analytical systems that are used to analyse customer data, 3) collaborative 
systems, used for integration and management of communication and customer touch 
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points (Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). CRM systems should include a way for the firm to 
collect, analyse, and integrate customer data to help in the company’s efforts to create 
stronger relationships with their customers, for instance through building marketing 
strategies and executing these faster through the help of front-line support and integrated 
data (Chang, Park & Chaiy, 2010). The relationship building aspect, which is argued by 
Chang, Park and Chaiy (2010) as being the main core of the marketing concept could be 
made more precise through the continuous process of generating customer data and then 
analysing this data (Chang, Park & Chaiy, 2010 ; Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). 

To avoid the potential risks of failure for the CRM system, many companies have 
opted for a hybrid approach in how to handle their CRM (Rigby, Reichheld, & Schefter, 
2002). This is done by identifying the high-tech, mid-tech and low-tech aspects of the 
company’s CRM (2002). By identifying the low-tech aspects that the company already 
are working with, for example handwritten christmas cards that are sent to customers, 
managers can replicate these to other areas of their company (2002). By doing this, they 
could avoid the risk of employees relying too heavily on the technological solution to 
manage their customers for them (2002). Another important aspect that needs to be taken 
into consideration for the system to function properly is training of the employees, as 
Gunasekaran and Ngai (2004) state that the wrong type or lack of training might indicate 
poor system implementation (Gunasekaran & Ngai, 2004). Motiwalla and Thompson 
(2014) supports this by arguing that the implementation of an information system 
increases the need for training (2014). The importance of training for employees 
acceptance of the system can further be seen in the following quote from Avlonitis and 
Panagopoulos (2005); “organizational training on CRM, user participation in the 
implementation process, and accurate expectations setting, are pivotal factors in the 
acceptance of the CRM system” (Avlonitis & Panagopoulos, 2005, p.357).  

What can be seen as the main objective of a CRM system is the enhancement of 
a firm’s “ability to achieve the ultimate goal of retaining customers and so gain a strategic 
advantage over its competitors” (Newby, Nguyen & Waring, 2014 p.542). Mithas, 
Almirall, and Krishnan’s research (2006) has shown that there is an existing linkage 
between improved  effectiveness of a firm's one-to-one marketing and the implementation 
of an CRM system (Mithas, Almirall & Krishnan, 2006). Furthermore, it has been shown 
that a CRM system can positively change a customer’s behavior which could lead to a 
potential increase in sales and/or savings (2006). 

It has been argued that integrating and aligning marketing and sales actions in 
B2B could help the marketing team develop greater insights into the customer data and 
the sales teams by increasing the understanding of the potential benefits that the marketing 
efforts could generate, for example, potential leads (Järvinen, & Taiminen, 2016). This 
alignment is possible through CRM technologies by turning them into a potential tool for 
managers to use in “fostering cooperation and strengthening the interfaces” between 
marketing and B2B selling (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016, p.4). 

According to Lipiäinen (2015) there has been a power shift from the marketers 
towards the customers in the business-to-business (B2B) market landscape which has lead 
to consequences for the company, its products and brands (Lipiäinen, 2015). The 
contemporary B2B customers are more “consciously connected to the people and 
companies around them and require transparency and authenticity from those companies 
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and people” (Lipiäinen, 2015, p.1). This increased consciousness could potentially affect 
the purchasing process due to that buyers rely increasingly on online information in their 
buying process, completing “nearly 60% of a typical purchasing process before 
contacting a seller“ online (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016, p.2). This power shift and 
awakened consciousness has therefore also generated new challenges for CRM, leading 
to that the business environment with traditional supplier and buyer relationships has 
become potentially outdated and in need of being recreated (Lipiäinen, 2015). One way 
that companies in the B2B sector has handled this issue is with the idea of bringing the 
customer into the value creation process, for instance, through co-creation (2015). This 
has led to an increase in digital channels of communication in B2B companies and a need 
for new strategic approaches (Lipiäinen, 2015 ; Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016). One of these 
approaches are social CRM which focuses on how to capture “the dynamic change from 
company ecosystem to customer ecosystem” (Lipiäinen, 2015, p.1) leading back to the 
idea of viewing CRM as holistic approach that is more than just a technological system 
(Chang, Park & Chaiy, 2010 ; Lipiäinen, 2015).            
 
2.4 Social Media and Social CRM 
2.4.1 Social Media and its Relevance for B2B 
Social media can be defined as “a series of both hardware and software technological 
innovations [...] that facilitate creative online users' inexpensive content creation, 
interaction, and interoperability” (Wang & Kim, 2017, p.15). Thanks to social media, the 
power difference between buyer and supplier has become more balanced if perhaps even 
a bit tipped in the customer’s favor due to customers becoming more knowledgeable 
about the suppliers’ offers and customers expecting more of their suppliers due to an 
increase in buyer-supplier interaction (Agnihotri et al., 2016). The strategic use of social 
media has been promoted with the claim that it could result in increased business 
exposure, attract new interests, and generate greater insights about the marketplace 
(2016). 

However, most research conducted on social media as a business strategy has 
mainly been focused on the business-to-consumer (B2C) context which is perhaps not too 
surprising when considering how individualistic social media is (Siamagka,et al., 2015 ; 
Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). Compared to research connected to the B2C context, 
research on social media from the perspective of business-to-business (B2B) companies 
and its usage in these industries has therefore not been extensive, despite the claim that 
many B2C companies have gained substantial advantages through incorporating social 
media into their business strategies (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). It has also been argued 
that B2B companies who take advantage of social media could enjoy such benefits as 
“enhanced competitiveness, cost effectiveness, customer engagement/relationship 
building potential, business exposure and real-time feedback” (Siamagka, et al., 2015, 
p.94). 

Perhaps this hesitation to adopt and use social media for marketing and customer 
relationship management purposes stems from the perceived lack of relevance the tool 
has in a B2B context compared to a B2C one (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). This could 
be due to that B2B companies might enjoy less word-of-mouth advertising than B2C 
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companies since their follower count on social media is lower, along with the cost 
involved with creating and maintaining their presence on social media (2016). It could 
also be that B2B companies choose to opt out of incorporating social media as a marketing 
tool because of “reputational risks and legal issues, lack of staff knowledge/training, 
senior managers’ lack of support, and reluctance to lose control of the brand” (Siamagka, 
et al., 2015, p.94). 

On the other hand, due to that the evidenced importance of the Internet to the B2B 
industry has gotten more attention recently, promotion has consequently also started to 
increase of social media as a marketing tool in B2B as well (Siamagka,et al., 2015). In 
this context, social media has been argued to attract new customer relationships as well 
as develop and maintain already existing ones, which is in line with research stating that 
the Internet enables B2B companies to build and develop relationships together with the 
customers (2015). If B2B companies do not ensure that they stay on top of new 
developments in connection to innovative marketing tools, they risk falling behind the 
competition that do prepare for these new challenges and by doing so, lose the advantage 
they could possibly otherwise have from using these new marketing tools to connect with 
customers (2015). However, with the percentage of employees from the millennial 
generation increasing, due to that they “have a higher comfort level in using new 
technology to enhance efficiencies at work” (Fanigan & Obermier, 2016, p.18), perhaps 
more and more B2B companies will have an easier time with incorporating social media 
marketing strategies into their overall business strategies. 

One of the biggest hurdles for social media to be adopted as a marketing tool in 
B2B companies, however, seem to be the lack of relevance or importance that top 
management perceives the tool to have (Fanigan & Obermier, 2016). Many B2B 
companies make the mistake of not fully understanding social media marketing and its 
potential so they end up not investing enough resources into implementing it (2016). This 
lack of commitment could then result in a potentially negative response from customers, 
in which case, it might be better to not implement social media marketing at all (2016). 
Some ways to overcome these issues suggested by research are to improve top 
management’s view of social media’s usefulness, use training programs to develop 
employees’ social media knowledge and skills, and finally to “identify the importance 
and relevance of social media within B2B organizations and their industries” (Siamagka, 
et al., 2015, p.96). 
  
2.4.2 Should Social CRM Be Used in B2B? 
Companies are constantly trying to figure out new and innovative ways to connect and 
interact with their customers and make the customer a co-creator of value for the company 
(Lipiäinen, 2015). One way that researchers and companies have tried to do this is through 
social customer relationship management (CRM) (Trainor et al., 2014 ; Lipiäinen, 2015 
; Wang & Kim, 2017). 

Before diving further into social CRM, it should be pointed out that social media 
and social CRM are not one and the same despite having been referred to as such in some 
research (Lipiäinen, 2015). Lipiäinen clarifies this difference by stating that “social CRM 
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is a company’s strategic approach and social media is a platform or tool to serve the goals 
of social CRM” (Lipiäinen, 2015, p.4). 

Social CRM has been defined in marketing research as “the integration of 
customer-facing activities, including processes, systems, and technologies, with emergent 
social media applications to engage customers in collaborative conversations and enhance 
customer relationships” (Wang & Kim, 2017, p.16). Wang and Kim (2017) point out that 
social CRM is not meant to replace traditional CRM as social CRM can instead be 
described as an extension of the traditional concept (2017). Social CRM adds the social 
aspects, capabilities, and processes to traditional CRM that deals with a company’s 
interactions with its customers (2017). 

Through the merge between social media and the traditional CRM system, 
customer relationship management as a concept has now taken on a more “collaborative, 
interactive, and network-focused approach to managing customer relationships” (Wang 
& Kim, 2017, p.16). Lipiäinen supports this by stating that social CRM has developed 
traditional CRM, from being about mainly managing customers, into fully engaging with 
the customers, and the most efficient way of doing that is through the help of social media, 
which gives companies easy access to both new and existing customers (Lipiäinen, 2015). 
Lipiäinen does however point out that in order to achieve this level of engagement from 
customers, it is necessary that the company first build up trust and commitment (2015). 
The goal of this enhanced mutual engagement is to understand the customers on a deeper 
level through collaborative interactions which in turn could lead to improved relationship 
performance outcomes (2015). According to Lipiäinen, “social CRM highlights the 
importance of personal information, which requires more descriptive data on customers, 
whereas traditionally CRM has focused primarily on measuring transactional data” 
(Lipiäinen, 2015, p.6) which implies that customers’ personal data, which could perhaps 
be generated through social media marketing research, will be of great importance to a 
business-to-business (B2B) company’s successful implementation of social CRM (2015). 

However, there exist limited research on how social media is used with CRM for 
marketing purposes and how they can increase the value of the company, which has led 
many companies to either experiment with their implementations or abandoning social 
CRM completely because they lack clear objectives (Trainor, 2012 ; Wang & Kim, 2017). 
This is the case despite that some established benefits with social CRM includes that it 
can lead to improved customer relationships and customer satisfaction, as well as that it 
can help the company develop marketing capabilities within the company (Wang & Kim, 
2017). 

Researchers point out that, same as with traditional CRM systems, it is not enough 
to invest in the hardware and software of social CRM and then expect the system to 
successfully achieve the aforementioned benefits all on its own (Lipiäinen, 2015 ; Wang 
& Kim, 2017). The companies who wish to implement CRM successfully are therefore 
advised by researchers to deploy “CRM technological resources in combination with 
other complementary resources” (Wang & Kim, 2017, p.16) and by doing so, create 
specific marketing capabilities that will ultimately improve the company’s business 
performance (Trainor et al., 2014 ; Wang & Kim, 2017). 

Despite the competitive advantages and benefits connected to social media and 
other digital applications as potential marketing tools to be used for CRM, there exist very 
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limited research and knowledge in B2B companies on how these tools can be used in a 
B2B context (Lipiäinen, 2015). As new technological developments imply a great effect 
on future CRM, more research on social CRM in a B2B context is therefore justified 
(2015). 
  
2.5 The General Data Protection Regulation and its Implications for 
B2B Companies 
As mentioned in the previous section, generating trust and commitment are key 
components of making relationship marketing and customer relationship management 
(CRM) work successfully and especially in social CRM, access to personal customer data 
is an important part of building closer relationships with the customers (Bauer, Grether 
& Leach, 2002 ; Luo, 2002 ; Lipiäinen, 2015). This poses a great ethical dilemma as 
customers’ personal information being collected by companies, even with the purpose of 
servicing those customer in a more satisfactory manner and to co-create value, could 
perhaps risk being seen as a severe breach of customers’ fundamental human rights 
concerning the ethical issue of privacy (Goddard, 2017). The evolution of the Internet and 
“the rise and success of business models based on multi-sided intermediation, utilisation 
of personal data and monetisation of network effects” (Sobolewski, Mazur & Paliński, 
2017, p.207) has led to the transformation of customers’ personal data into a tradable 
asset (Sobolewski, Mazur & Palińsk, 2017). 

It is for this reason, based on the perception that companies have gone too far in 
their attempt at generating more customer knowledge, that the European Union (EU) has 
introduced the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) which was enforced across 
all the member states of the EU in 2018 (Goddard, 2017). According to the GDPR, 
personal data is defined as the “information that, directly or indirectly, can identify an 
individual, and specifically includes online identifiers such as IP addresses, cookies and 
digital fingerprinting, and location data that could identify individuals” (Goddard, 2017, 
p.703). This definition makes the GDPR much stricter than other nations’ privacy laws, 
such as the United States’ for example (2017). 

The purpose of the GDPR is to ensure transparency in the way that individuals 
have easy accessibility to the information that is kept on them by companies, and that 
companies demonstrate accountability for what they do with that information (Goddard, 
2017). These rules demand that companies comply by putting the necessary IT 
architecture and design systems in place along with appropriate organizational and 
technical measures that will enable them to collect personal data in a lawful way and 
sufficiently demonstrate the ethical use of that data (2017). This way, GDPR is holding 
companies to a much higher standard concerning the protection of customers’ personal 
data than the previous laws that came before it did, such as the outdated Data Protection 
Directive of 1995, which was introduced at a time when very few people around the world 
had even started to use the Internet (Goddard, 2017 ; Sobolewski, Mazur & Paliński, 
2017). A more up to date privacy protection in a continuously evolving environment like 
the Internet had therefore been long overdue and justified the introduction of the GDPR 
in the EU (Sobolewski, Mazur & Paliński, 2017). 
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The mission of the GDPR is consequently to balance the customers’ rights to 
privacy and protection of personal data with the needs of the developing digital economy 
and online presence of companies (Kolah & Foss, 2015). The GDPR addresses the 
customer’s right to be forgotten, to data portability, to data minimization and to access to 
their own data, providing some of the power of personal data back into the hands of the 
individual (Safari, 2016). GDPR and privacy issues online does not only pose a valid 
concern for those companies that deal with end-use-customers, so called business-to-
consumer (B2C) companies, but is also a valid concern for business-to-business (B2B) 
companies. For B2B companies, research state that issues with trust in online B2B 
marketing has proved a great challenge for B2B companies that are moving further 
towards conducting business online (Luo, 2002). It could therefore be argued that the 
introduction of a much stricter and limiting protection law, such as the GDPR, does not 
make this challenge any easier for B2B companies to overcome, perhaps especially for 
those companies that are already struggling with joining the ever-developing online 
market landscape in the first place (2002). Fletcher’s (2001) further states that “any 
business that gathers, stores or disseminates personal information must confront privacy 
issues in substantive ways, as individuals begin exerting control over what is gathered 
and how it is used” (Fletcher, 2001, p.141). The customer’s perceived issue of trust and 
fear of a breach of privacy could lead them to forego conducting business with another 
company online and therefore establishing that trust and commitment from the customer 
is crucial for B2B companies to successfully conduct business online (Luo, 2002). 

There have however also been reports of customers underestimating the potential 
risks of disclosing personal data online and overestimating the benefits of taking that risk 
(Sobolewski, Mazur & Paliński, 2017). Therefore, along with the fact that the GDPR is 
still a fairly newly introduced law, the true impact of the GDPR in the B2B context has 
yet to be fully assessed (Hoofnagle et al., 2019). 
 
2.6 Concept Model 
The concepts this study is based on are all funnel based, starting from the bigger general 
topic of relationship marketing, finally ending up with the more focused topic of the 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The overall topic area is relationship 
marketing which is a very broad concept including many aspects. One of these aspects 
are customer relationship management (CRM), which is a concept that can further be 
slimmed down into CRM systems (the technological aspect of CRM). Within CRM 
systems there exist the more modern system called social CRM which was developed 
from the need to integrate the customer data from the company’s social media channels 
into the system. Finally, the last layer of this used for this study is the new regulation on 
personal data protection, GDPR, that regulates what type of information a company can 
store on its customers and employees.    
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Figure 1: Concept Model 
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3 Methodology 
During the period between the 30th of March and the 21st of April, several searches for 
literature on the topics of relationship marketing, customer relationship management 
(CRM), CRM systems, social media, social CRM, and the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) was conducted. The articles and journals found during this extensive 
search were discovered through the use of academic search engines and electronic 
databases (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.112) such as Google Scholar, LNU OneSearch, 
Ulrichsweb, and EBSCO. In order to find further relevant sources and additional 
theoretical material for the study, the reference lists of the articles were investigated for 
this purpose (Mortensen, 2012).  

Due to the subject matter, specifically considering the inclusion of topics such as 
social media and GDPR, this study aims to focus on more contemporary articles. At the 
same time, however, the study will include older articles as well, as long as these are 
shown to be relevant to the purposes of this thesis. This relevance will be determined 
based on the level of contribution these articles offer to the understanding of the research 
question and scope of the thesis for the reader. For example, Håkansson (1982) state that 
all interactions with customers could be potential touch points for marketing, indicating 
that any employee that interact with a customer functions as an informal marketer for 
their company (Håkansson, 1982, p.278-285). This statement is relevant for this study as 
it justifies the chosen sample and provides an explanation to the reader on why the authors 
of this study chose to interview the sample that they did.  
 As Dinh et al. (2014) suggest, the articles utilized in this thesis represent different 
types of methodological approaches in research, and after downloading these, a process 
of elimination was conducted to abandon those articles that could not be deemed original 
research, for instance, editorials, book reviews, and letters (Dinh et al., 2014). The 
abstracts of the remaining articles were then examined with the purpose of reviewing the 
relevance of the content to the goal of the thesis (2014). 
 A systematic review is “more likely than the traditional review to generate 
unbiased and comprehensive accounts of the literature, especially in relation to fields 
where the aim is to understand whether a particular intervention has benefits” (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015, p.106). Despite this benefit of the systematic review, this study has chosen 
a narrative review instead due to limitations of time and resources. The narrative review 
aims to gain “an initial impression of the topic area that they (the authors of the literary 
review) intend to understand through their research” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.110). Due 
to that narrative reviews are also considered to be bigger in scope and more inclusive of 
diverse studies, this further leads the authors of this thesis and literature review to consider 
a narrative review to be the more appropriate choice over the systematic review approach 
(2015, p.110). 
 The keywords that were used when searching for relevant articles for this study 
were extensive due to the way the authors went about focusing the scope of the study and 
therefore included; business-to-business (B2B), relationship marketing, CRM, CRM 
system, social media, social CRM, and GDPR. These keywords were used and combined 
in different ways to ensure that the study would stay relevant to the research question and 
would not stray too far off topic. 
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 For this study, the quality list compiled by Harzing (2017) was used to determine 
the quality of the journals used for this thesis (2017). The journal quality review by 
Harzing provides a extensive list of journals from different topics, for example 
economics, marketing, and management, in order to showcase a holistic quality standard 
(2017).  
 
3.1 Research Purpose  
This study is using an exploratory approach as described by Corbin and Strauss (2014). 
This means that the purpose of this study’s approach will be to; 
 

Move toward a clearer understanding of how one’s problem is to be posed, to 
learn what are the appropriate data, to develop ideas of what are significant lines 
of relation and to evolve one’s conceptual tools in the light of what one is learning 
about the area of life (Corbin & Strauss, 2014, p.85). 
 

The decision to use an exploratory approach to this thesis was made due to the nature of 
the study’s research questions. As can be seen in the literary review, although RQ1 has 
gotten plenty of attention in research when it comes to how business-to-consumer (B2C) 
companies use customer relationship management (CRM) and manages customer data in 
today’s digital era, there has been less research on how the business-to-business (B2B) 
world has been affected by this technological development and what benefits this industry 
can gain from investing in, for instance social CRM. While RQ1 has received little 
attention in the context of B2B companies, RQ2 has received close to zero attention from 
business researchers in this context due to it being such a young subject still and due to 
that the subject matter is understandably implying a focus on the effect on individuals and 
end-user consumers.  

It was due to the lack of extensive research on these subjects in connection to the 
B2B context that this study therefore chose to conduct an explorative approach. This 
approach is further justified when considering that this study will also use qualitative 
methods for generating the empirical data and researchers argue that the exploratory 
nature of qualitative research contributes to the value of this research strategy (Attride-
Stirling, 2001). An exploratory study could also lead to new theories which is in line with 
grounded theory, an approach that will also be used in this study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 
p.584).  
 
3.2 Research Approach 

A research approach of a qualitative nature has been chosen for this study. In order 
to reach an understanding and increased knowledge on a specific topic, qualitative 
research involves in-depth descriptions of a real-life setting (Golafshani, 2003). When the 
perspective of the interviewee is desired in order to explore a particular issue, qualitative 
research could also provide the interviewer with the opportunity to understand not only 
the topic itself but underlying issues as well as these are perceived from the perspective 
of the interviewee (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.392). Qualitative research is also stated to be 
more suitable for topics of a more sensitive nature as interviewees get the chance to 
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explain their perspective on these sensitive issues (Malhotra, 2010, p.140), and in the case 
of this study with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) as a fairly newly 
introduced law, perhaps not all companies have fully been able to incorporate this law yet 
as is expected of them. 

Although this thesis, at first glance and specifically considering the translation of 
concepts into “researchable entities”, could be considered to have adopted a deductive 
research approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.23). However, due to the lack of a stated 
hypothesis, this study is better thought of as an inductive approach that shares some 
deductive elements (2015, p.25). According to Bryman and Bell (2015), inductive case 
research involves “theory being developed in a ‘data-driven manner’ using qualitative 
data, often taking a grounded theory approach” and “as in theory-testing research, theory 
is understood as ‘a set of propositional statements linking the key concepts in the theory 
to one another’” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.26).  

The case study approach as described by Bryman and Bell (2015) will be the 
chosen research design for this study, with this study being a multiple case study (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015, p.67). The case study approach could involve the study of individual people, 
countries, or organizations (2015, p.67). Due to that this study will not aim to be 
representative of the whole business-to-business (B2B) industry in Sweden, the level of 
analysis for this study will be focused on individual organizations’ departments with 
customer touch-points, their approach to customer relationship management (CRM) 
processes and their use of technological systems, such as a CRM system or enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) system, for these purposes (2015, p.68). It could perhaps also be 
claimed that finding a generalized conclusion that represents the whole B2B industry 
would be very difficult due to that companies could use their systems in very varying 
ways, if they use these at all, for customer relationship management purposes, which is 
why it is not this study’s intention to generalize its findings and instead it aims to provide 
more knowledge and insight into the realities of two B2B companies (2015, p.68). 
 
3.3 Collection Method for the Empirical Findings 
 The data collection method chosen for this study will be semi-structured 
interviews in order to allow the interviewees to get a chance to speak openly while at the 
same time making sure the interviews stay on topic (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481). To 
remain ethical, the option was given to each interviewee for their names, organization, 
age, and gender to be excluded from this report. The purpose of this was to generate an 
atmosphere in which the interviewees could feel comfortable enough to speak freely 
about potentially sensitive subjects, especially in the case of the incorporation of the 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) or details concerning customer 
relationships, without fearing repercussions or the disclosure of confidential information 
to competitors (2015, p.134). For this reason, a direct approach was used for these 
interviews, meaning that the interviewees were given information about the purpose of 
the interviews beforehand in order to allow them a possibility to reflect on their 
experiences and eventual responses (Malhotra, 2010, p.141). 

Seven interviews were conducted with employees from one company and five 
interviews were conducted with employees from a second company who are both based 



  
 

19 

in Sweden but also share an international presence. The interviews were conducted 
through Skype and lasted between approximately 30 minutes and one hour each, with 
each interview being held in English, recorded, and transcribed to increase the credibility 
of the empirical findings.   

In addition to these interviews, information from both companies on how they 
have approached GDPR was examined. These policies inform the customers as well as 
the employees on how the companies abide by the GDPR, and was collected from the 
companies’ web pages. These documents were then coded and analyzed in the same way 
as the interviews. 

The main concern and challenge for the authors of this study, has been to ensure 
that the interviews conducted were not conducted in such a way that allowed the authors’ 
own biases to color the responses from the interviewees. Due to this concern, great 
thought has gone into the wording of questions for these interviews as well as the wording 
of additional information whenever this was necessary to provide to the interviewees 
during these sessions.     

 
3.4 Selection of Case and Sample 

A purposive sampling method was chosen for this study, which means that the 
selection of the sample was not random (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.430). Instead, in order 
to find companies to interview that would be relevant for the study, the research questions 
were used as a guide for this purpose (2015, p.430). While there exists a limitation to the 
extent of theoretical saturation that will be possible for this study considering the short 
amount of time which limited the sample size, the study still aims to contribute specific 
in-depth knowledge of value concerning the realities of this sample size (2015, p.585). 
Also, according to Bryman and Bell (2015), in their description of grounded theory, the 
number of interviews needed could range from 1-95 (2015, p.436), meaning that this 
study’s sample size could perhaps still offer some new insights into the research 
surrounding relationship marketing and customer relationship management (CRM). As 
mentioned, since this study also, due to the sample size, does not aim to generalize the 
findings to represent the whole business-to-business (B2B) industry in Sweden, the 
criteria of external validity will be less suitable for this study’s purposes (2015, p. 50-51 
& 437).  

Between the 25th of April and the 9th of May, 12 interviews were conducted with 
a duration ranging from approximately 30 minutes towards one hour each. The sample 
companies chosen were two Swedish based B2B manufacturing companies who both 
share an international presence and Swedish headquarters in the southern parts of Sweden. 
One of these companies had over 54,000 employees worldwide in 2018 while the other 
had approximately 149,000 employees in 2017. These two companies were chosen as 
they are at different stages of using information systems for managing customer data. One 
of the companies have just started using their new CRM system while the other is using 
a different type of system to handle their customer data which could provide some 
interesting insight into how these companies use these different systems for customer 
relationship maintenance purposes. The interviewees have different positions in their 
respective companies, but all have some sort of customer contact, qualifying them to be 
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informal marketers as described by Håkansson (1982, p.278-285) and therefore relevant 
research participants for this specific study. All three interviewers were present at the 
majority of the interviews and all interviews were conducted in English via Skype, 
recorded and then transcribed afterwards to ensure as much credibility of the findings as 
possible.   
 
Table 1: Interview Schedule 
 

Data Source Company  Position in the 
Company 

Type of Interview 
and Date 

Duration 

Interviewee 
1A 

Company A Team Leader 
Admin Support 
Processes 

Skype, 25/4  29 min 

Interviewee 
2A 

Company A District Manager Skype, 26/4  48 min 

Interviewee 
3A 

Company A District Manager Skype, 26/4  39 min 

Interviewee 
4A 

Company A Swedish Sales 
Department 
Within the Sales 
Support Group 

Skype, 26/4  26 min 

Interviewee 
5A 

Company A Head of Sales  Skype, 29/4  50 min 

Interviewee 
6A 

Company A Team Leader 
Inside Sales 

Skype, 6/5  32 min 

Interviewee 
7A 

Company A Inside Sales Skype, 9/5  35 min 

Interviewee 
1B 

Company B Market Manager One group member 
present, two used 
skype, 29/4  

45 min 

Interviewee 
2B 

Company B Market 
Developer 

One group member 
present, two used 
skype, 2/5  

23 min 

Interviewee 
3B 

Company B 
 

Market Planner One group member 
present, two used 
Skype, 3/5  
 

40 min 
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Interviewee 
4B 

Company B Market Planner Skype, 3/5  40 min 

Interviewee 
5B 

Company B Market  
Developer 

Skype, 6/5  31 min 

 
3.5 Operationalization 
 
Table 2: Operationalization 
 

Subject Area Concept Author & 
Year 

Definition Example of Interview 
Questions 

Relationship 
marketing  

Relationship 
marketing in 
B2B 

Gummesson 
(2004) 
 
Grönroos & 
Helle (2012) 

“is marketing 
based on 
interaction within 
networks of 
relationships” 
(Gummesson 
2004, p.136) 
 
“two (or several) 
parties establish a 
business 
engagement that 
enables both (or 
all) parties to gain 
something” 
(Grönroos & 
Helle, 2012, 
p.344). 

How do you manage 
your customer 
relationships? 
 
 

Relationship 
marketing  

Trust in B2B Morgan & 
Hunt (1994) 

“a willingness to 
rely on an 
exchange partner 
in whom one has 
confidence” 
(Morgan & Hunt, 
1994, p. 23) 

How do you ensure that 
your customers feel 
safe doing business 
with you? 

Relationship 
marketing  

Commitment 
in B2B 

Lages, 
Lancastre & 
Lages (2008) 

“desire to develop 
a stable 
relationship, a 
willingness to 

What do you think is 
important when 
managing your 
customer relationships? 
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make short-term 
sacrifices to 
maintain the 
relationship, and a 
confidence in the 
stability of the 
relationship” 
(Lages, Lancastre 
& Lages, 2008, p. 
688) 

Relationship 
marketing  

CRM in B2B Reinartz, 
Krafft & 
Hoyer (2004)  
 
Morgan, 
Slotegraaf & 
Vorhies 
(2009). 

“entails the 
systematic and 
proactive 
management of 
relationships as 
they move from 
beginning 
(initiation) to end 
(termination), with 
execution across 
the various 
customer-facing 
contact channels” 
(Reinartz, Krafft & 
Hoyer, 2004, p. 
294-295).  
 
“firm's ability to 
identify attractive 
customers and 
prospects, initiate 
and maintain 
relationships with 
attractive 
customers, and 
leverage these 
relationships into 
customer level 
profits” (Morgan, 
Slotegraaf & 
Vorhies, 2009 p. 
286). 

What do you think is 
important when 
managing your 
customer relationships? 
 
What method do you 
use to keep track of 
your customer data, 
could you please 
describe this method? 
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Information 
technology  

CRM System 
in B2B 
 

Khodakarami 
& Chan 
(2014) 

CRM systems are 
“a group of 
information 
systems that 
enable 
organizations to 
contact customers 
and collect, store 
and analyze 
customer data to 
provide a 
comprehensive 
view of their 
customers” 
(Khodakarami & 
Chan, 2014, p. 29) 

Why are you using a 
Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) 
system? 
 
How do you use the 
CRM system in your 
daily work? 
 

Information 
technology  

Social CRM 
in B2B 

Wang & Kim 
(2017) 

Social CRM has 
been defined in 
marketing research 
as “the integration 
of customer-facing 
activities, 
including 
processes, 
systems, and 
technologies, with 
emergent social 
media applications 
to engage 
customers in 
collaborative 
conversations and 
enhance customer 
relationships” 
(Wang & Kim, 
2017, p16) 

Do you use social 
media in combination 
with your CRM 
system? How? Why 
not? 

Technological 
application 

Social Media 
in B2B 
 

Wang & Kim 
(2017) 

Social media can 
be defined as “a 
series of both 
hardware and 
software 
technological 

Is your CRM processes 
integrated with your 
social media channels 
in any way? 
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innovations [...] 
that facilitate 
creative online 
users' inexpensive 
content creation, 
interaction, and 
interoperability” 
(Wang & Kim, 
2017, p.15) 

Privacy and 
Integrity law  

GDPR in 
B2B 

Safari (2016) The GDPR 
addresses the 
customer’s right to 
be forgotten, to 
data portability, to 
data minimization 
and to access to 
their own data, 
providing some of 
the power of 
personal data back 
into the hands of 
the individual 
(Safari, 2016) 

What do you know of 
the General Data 
Protection Regulation 
(GDPR)? 
 
 

 
A semi-structured interview guide was created to answer this study’s research questions. 
Question one to four concerns how the company is managing its customer relationships. 
The purpose of these interview questions is to identify what method the company uses 
for these activities and whether or not they might use a different method than a CRM 
system. Question five concerns the relationship marketing aspects of trust and 
commitment, and if the company’s employees take these aspects into account in their 
customer relationship management (CRM) activities. Question six to nine focuses on the 
usage of the technological system itself, why they use it, who uses it how they use it in 
their daily work with CRM. Question ten involves the potential implementation issues 
the company has experienced with their system and question eleven concerns in what way 
the system has affected the way the company manages their customer relationships. 
Question twelve covers whether the technological applications of social media are used 
in the company’s CRM processes and their system, along with what potential challenges 
and benefits the employees perceive that social media brings to these processes. Question 
thirteen covers whether or not the employees have received any training with how to use 
the system and what this training involved. Finally, question fourteen to eighteen 
concerns the knowledge employees have of the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), their opinions on the fairly new regulation, how the company has implemented 
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it into their business activities and its potential effect on the company’s CRM practices 
and system. 
 
3.6 Analysis of the Empirical Findings 

The analysis of the collected data was conducted by identifying themes and 
categories through coding as is described in grounded theory (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 
p.585). Some of the tools used in grounded theory to analyze the empirical findings are 
coding, theoretical saturation, and constant comparison (2015, p.585).  When it comes to 
coding, the empirical findings were broken down into different themes, for example how 
the companies are using their systems for customer relationship management (CRM) 
purposes or the functions that these systems possess (2015, p.585).  

Another tool in grounded theory used for analyzing the empirical findings is 
theoretical saturation, which involves reaching a point where it is no longer useful to 
review the empirical findings to find connections to the researcher’s concepts (2015, 
p.585). It also involves collecting empirical data until new data is no longer shedding new 
light on a studied concept (2015, p.585). This thesis set out to try and reach theoretical 
saturation for as far as it was possible with the amount of data that was collected. 
Although it would perhaps be too much to claim that total theoretical saturation was 
achieved, the authors did eventually run into the same or similar answers by the time the 
majority of the interviews had been conducted, which could imply some level of 
theoretical saturation. A third tool used in grounded theory is constant comparison, in 
which the researcher “maintains a close connection between data and conceptualization, 
so that the correspondence between concepts and categories  with their indicators is not 
lost” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.585).  

The analysis of the empirical findings of this thesis also includes thematic analysis 
which can both be part of grounded theory or a stand-alone analysis approach (2015, 
p.599). It is similar to coding and involves looking for repetitions of topics, how topics 
shifts, and looking for similarities and differences which are all processes that were used 
in the analysis of the empirical data in this study (2015, p.599). 
 
3.7 Quality Criteria 
Since this study will use a qualitative research strategy instead of a quantitative one, 
different quality criteria should therefore be used for this thesis (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 
p.51). The different quality criteria that are used in qualitative studies and will for this 
reason be used in this study are; credibility (paralleling internal validity); transferability 
(paralleling validity/generalizability); dependability (paralleling reliability); and 
confirmability (paralleling objectivity) (Shenton, 2004 ; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.52).  

Credibility, which parallels internal validity, entails making sure that the research 
is conducted according to what is considered good practice and that it uses certain 
methods, such as peer scrutiny and triangulation to increase the credibility of the study’s 
conclusions (Shenton, 2004 ; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.401). Peer scrutiny involves the 
researcher inviting colleagues and peers to give feedback on the research over the duration 
of the study in order to ensure that the project can be scrutinized and improved if 
necessary before it’s finalized (Shenton, 2004). This study will have gone through several 
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oppositions that have given both peers and academics the opportunity to provide feedback 
that will allow the researchers of this thesis to improve and ensure its credibility. When a 
researcher uses triangulation, it means that they use several different methods to collect 
their empirical data in order to provide the findings with a broader perspective than if it 
came from only one type of source (2004 ; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 402). This study uses 
triangulation and therefore fulfills this quality criteria by using both semi-structured 
interviews from more than one company as well as collecting policies concerning these 
companies’ fulfillment of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).  

Transferability parallels external validity, in which the quantitative quality criteria 
entails to what extent a study’s findings can be applicable to other samples and situations 
(Shenton, 2004). However, due to that qualitative research focuses on the contextual 
uniqueness of a certain social phenomenon and specific cases and experiences of perhaps 
only one company or individual, it becomes impossible to generalize the findings to a 
wider population in the same sense as quantitative studies are expected to (Shenton, 2004 
; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.402). In order to reach the quality criteria of transferability, 
qualitative studies therefore focus more on providing rich descriptions on the specific 
sample that is being studied and its experience in order to provide readers enough of a 
possibility to make judgements about how the findings could be transferred to a different 
environment or population (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.402). This is what this study has set 
out to accomplish by providing rich details of the data collected and how it was collected 
while still taking into account the ethical dilemma of not exposing the research 
participants themselves and their companies due to the potential sensitivity of certain 
topics. 
 Dependability, paralleling reliability, concerns how trustworthy the findings of 
the study are (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). This entails making a clear description of 
the research method so that anyone who wants to repeat the study can successfully do so 
by following these descriptions (Shenton, 2004 ; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.403). However, 
since qualitative research involves a deep study into the current situation and experiences 
of a sample or case at that point in time, it would be very difficult for another researcher 
to redo the study and end up with the exact same results (Shenton, 2004). Therefore the 
dependability criteria is fulfilled as long as the researcher has provided readers of the 
study with enough detail to make an auditing approach possible in which it can be 
determined if the researcher’s  theoretical inferences are justified and whether or not 
proper research practices have been followed (Shenton, 2004 ; Bryman & Bell, 2015, 
p.403). This study has aimed to provide the readers of this thesis with enough detail 
concerning the execution of the research in order to make this auditing approach possible 
and in doing so fulfill this quality criteria. 
 Confirmability, which parallels objectivity, is reached when the researcher has 
shown that they have acted in good faith, that they are aware of their own biases and have 
not allowed these to cloud their judgments or affect the result of the study (Bryman & 
Bell, 2015, p. 403). This criteria could be fulfilled as long as the researcher ensures that 
the findings of the study is derived from the experiences and perspectives of the research 
participants, excluding the perspective of the researcher and relies on the researcher being 
able to acknowledge their own biases (Shenton, 2004). This study fulfills this criteria by 
stating the shortcomings of the study concerning it’s resource and time limitations, as 
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well as ensuring that the findings of the collected empirical data provided focuses on the 
research participant’s experiences over the perspectives of the researchers. 
 
Table 3: Quality Criteria 
 

Quality Criteria (Shenton, 2004) What the Authors Did to Fulfill the 
Criteria 

Credibility 
  

  

Well established research method The authors have decided to use a multiple 
case study approach with semi-structured 
interviews 

Early familiarity with the culture of 
participating organizations  
  

The authors have been in contact with these 
companies multiple times before our 
bachelor thesis, making us familiar with the 
organizational culture of these companies 

Random sampling  
  

The companies sampled were decided with 
a convenient sampling approach, the 
interviewees were decided by the 
companies themselves 

Triangulation 
  

The authors have used a combination of 
semi-structured interviews and analysis of 
written material from the companies   
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Honesty in informants  
  

The authors ensured that both the 
interviewees and the company would be 
anonymous to help the interviewees feel 
comfortable enough to speak honestly 

Peer scrutiny of the research project  
  

Opposition sessions from fellow students 
and supervisors were conducted 

 

Frequent debriefing sessions  
  

Meetings with tutor and examiner to 
discuss ideas and potential improvements 
of the study 

Background, qualifications and experience 
of the investigators 
  

The researchers have stated clearly that 
they are undergraduate students 

Examination of previous research findings  
  

The researchers analyze the empirical result 
through existing theories 

Transferability  
  

  

Number of organizations and where they 
are based  
  
  

It has been clearly stated that this is a 
multiple case study using two different 
companies based in the southern part of 
Sweden that conduct business on a global 
scale 

Restrictions in the type of interviewee 
  

As explained earlier our sample is based on 
people who are using an information 
system and have customer contact as part 
of their daily work 

Number of participants 
  

It has been stated that 12 interviews were 
conducted, one with each participant 
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Data collection methods  
  

Semi-structured interviews and public 
documents from the companies  

  

Number and length of the data collection 
sessions  
  

Conducted 12 interviews that lasted 
between approximately 30 min and an hour 
each 

Time period  
  

From the 25th of April to the 9th of May 
  

Dependability  
  

  

The research design and its implementation  
 

Multiple case study approach (see section 
4.2) 

Confirmability  
  

See section 4.3 

 
3.8 Ethical Considerations 
According to Bryman and Bell (2015), researchers should consider four major ethical 
issues when conducting their studies; harm to participants, lack of informed consent, 
invasion of privacy, and whether deception is involved (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.134).  

In this study there has been no harm to participants as the interviewees are all 
anonymous, consent has been clearly given as the interviewers has provided the 
interviewees with information about the study before the start of each interview and a 
chance to decline the interview has also been given. Invasion of privacy has not been an 
issue as interviewees are anonymous and has had a choice in what information they want 
to relay to the interviewers. Deception has also been avoided as the interviewers have 
strived for as much transparency as possible in each interview (Bryman & Bell, 2016, 
p.134).  

These ethical considerations have also been taken into account due to the 
particular sensitivity of researching regulations and laws as is part of RQ2 (Bryman & 
Bell, 2015, p.134). Due to the desire to create an atmosphere where the interviewees could 
speak freely, this was another reason the offer was given that the interviewees be left 
anonymous.  
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 Later on in the interview process, it was also decided by the research group to 
make the companies taking part anonymous as well, due to that the interviewees’ answers 
about the systems, as well as data- and customer relationship management could be 
considered sensitive if handled without care, for instance if competitors of these 
companies became aware of these interview responses (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.134).  

The authors acknowledge the transparency issue by keeping all interviewees 
anonymous, but have handled this issue by providing rich details in the methodology 
section as well as the empirical findings.   

 
3.9 The Different Authors’ Contribution to the Study 
Great consideration of how this report would be perceived by the reader was taken into 
account when dividing the workload of the research. All group members have contributed 
equally in their own ways, for example one member has had more responsibility for 
writing (Johanna Eckerbom), a second member has had more responsibility for 
transcribing (Alice Hong Gu), and a third has had more responsibility for tables and 
figures (Isabel Degerman).  

To achieve a unified language, the authors have all been present during the entire 
work process and written the whole report together, except for the literature review in 
order to make the work more efficient. The literature review was divided into; relationship 
marketing (Alice Hong Gu), customer relationship management (CRM) and CRM 
systems (Isabel Degerman), social media, social CRM and the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) (Johanna Eckerbom). For the majority of the interviews, all authors 
were present, and all authors took on equal responsibility in all aspects of finalizing this 
thesis.   
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4 Empirical Findings 
4.1 How Company A Manages Their Customer Relationships 
Company A has different ways of starting a relationship with their business customers. 
One way that the interviewees described was that the customers simply contact them 
through phone or email and tell them that they require the company’s product. Then the 
salesperson at Company A asks questions to find out exactly what it is that the customer 
needs, for example by asking what the product should be used for, in what setting and 
how often it will be used. The interviewees explained that sometimes the customers are 
not sure what they need and it is up to the salesperson to help the customer figure out 
what the right product is for them based on the questions they ask; “We ask a lot of 
questions, so, you need to do that to ensure that they will get the right product, get the 
product that they really need, it is the trust” (Interviewee 1A). Interviewee 4A mentioned 
that their job was to find the best solution for the customer, using their extensive product 
knowledge and to give them the best experience, and fast response and delivery for the 
products.  

Interviewee 4A stated that communication with the customer is important and that 
showcasing their knowledge to the customers help build trust for the customers to feel 
that the company is the best supplier choice; “it is about building trust, you need to build 
trust with your customer and of course, you need to have knowledge about your business 
and knowledge about your customers” (Interviewee 4A). Interviewee 5A pointed out the 
power of the company brand and that the company’s long history has helped them earn 
the long-term trust from the customers. According to the interviewees, the company has 
a long history of success and knowledge in their business industry which have led to them 
getting loyal customers who trust that they will perform well; “So I think they feel pretty 
confident, because the size of the company, they know us” (Interviewee 6A). To company 
A, it is also important to never make any promises that they cannot keep in order to earn 
the trust from the customers.  

Interviewee 2A who works more in the field mentioned that they visit customers 
around three to four times per week in order to keep up the communication with their 
customers and to maintain the relationship. Interviewee 3A who also works in the field 
stated that it is important to spend time with the customers in person, not only by phone 
or email since;  

 
You need to put your ear to the ground and listen to what’s happening on the 
market [...] you have to be out there, visiting clients and see what do they use 
today [...] you have to talk to you clients, to your retailers, you have to be out a 
lot […] you won’t find any clients in the office (Interviewee 3A).  
 

They also mentioned that they have to be prepared for that the relationship can change 
very quickly if, for example, there is any change in personnel at the customer’s company. 
This could mean that they have to approach the relationship differently to successfully 
maintain it from that point on; “the relationship is on a daily business, you need to talk 
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with the client, that is the relationship, the CRM system does not manage the relationship, 
it only helps me to take control of the information” (Interviewee 3A). 

When asked what method they used other than their current customer relationship 
management (CRM) system, Company A answered that before they implemented their 
new system, part of their customer relationship management processes were done through 
an older CRM system called Fort Nox; “We have done some trying during the years of 
different kinds of more or less effective CRM systems, we had, for two years ago we had 
a system called Fort Nox” (Interviewee 5A). They also created individual ways of 
managing customer data and managing customer relationships after they stopped using 
Fort Nox, for example through taking notes, outlook reminders and creating excel-files; 
“We used a lot of many tools like excel and your own solutions of managing it, so 
everyone has their own solution on how to do it” (Interviewee 3A). One example of this 
was given by Interviewee 6A; ”We also have customer list of frequent customer that I am 
taking care by myself, I made my own list of these customers” (Interviewee 6A). 
 
4.2 Company A’s New CRM System 
4.2.1 Expectations for the New CRM System 
Company A has recently started to use their newly implemented customer relationship 
management (CRM) system called Sales Force. The research participants were asked 
what their hopes and expectations were for the new CRM system once it would be fully 
implemented. Interviewee 1A answered that they hoped that the system would lead to 
more business opportunities and would enable them to get an overview of customer 
activities such as purchasing behavior through creating different statistics with the help 
of the system. They also expected the new system to help them understand their customers 
even better to improve their services; “My hope is that we will understand our customer 
even more, and maybe working more proactive” (Interviewee 1A). Interviewee 2A 
mentioned that they hope that the system will provide them with more information that is 
up to date, for example, if contacts are changing and how old products that customers 
currently have are in case it might be time for a new one. A unit of the company that is 
situated in Switzerland, which has gotten further in the implementation of the system, is 
already using it this way and it is the interviewee’s hope that their unit in Sweden will 
also be able to do this once their system is fully implemented.  

Interviewee 3A mentioned that the new system is needed because when they 
started working at the company, they had no information on the customers that the person 
before them had worked with previously since there was no saved data on these, and they 
therefore had to gather this information on their own;  

 
When I started at (Company A) we didn’t have a CRM system, so I didn’t have 
any history on any client, because the guy before me quit maybe 8 months before 
I started, so when I came, I had no information at all. He had everything locally, 
maybe in his head, so I mean he quit and then took all information with him when 
he quit (Interviewee 3A).  
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With a new CRM system where they can store this information, it will become 
easier and faster for new personnel to start working efficiently and successfully maintain 
customer relationships instead of having to start from scratch. This could allow them to 
see if the relationship is going well or not and what customers might be worth investing 
more resources into. Interviewee 5A also believes that the system might help them focus 
more on the customers’ business processes instead of putting them into segments based 
on traditional classifications, such as geographical area; “regardless of in what segment 
or in what area it is, they (modern companies) more specialize themselves on how the 
customer wants to do business than more on what segment it belongs to, that’s quite an 
interesting thought” (Interviewee 5A). 
 
4.2.2 Implementation and Implementation Issues 
The interviewees were asked whether they had experienced any issues during the 
implementation of the new customer relationship management (CRM) system. Most 
interviewees responded that it always takes some time to get used to a new system and a 
new way of doing things; “it takes some time to report to the sales force, in the beginning, 
it is very much about reporting and writing” (Interviewee 2A). The company has also 
experienced the introduction of many new systems in quite a short period of time which 
could perhaps lead some to regard yet another new system as another thing that will steal 
away a lot of their time;  
 

There are lot of changes in the last two years.[...] with new work and new 
information, so the general opinion is that “not again”. But it is always like that 
in the beginning, that most of the people are not so excited for the new system, 
because they know system means more work, but it will be like more work for this 
12 months, but after you worked it as the daily base, or more, you see the result 
so to speak, then I think you change your mind (Interviewee 1A). 

 
The majority of the interviewees also stated that they had received training in how to use 
the system before it started getting implemented and that there exists manuals on how to 
use the system, as well as “experts” that had received extra training and could support 
other employees if needed on how to use it.  

However, at least two interviewees mentioned that they believed that the training 
session the employees got was too short and given too soon. They would’ve preferred the 
education to be longer and to be given a bit later in the implementation since the system 
they got to try out was not the same they were implementing now; “Yeah, I think we 
should have had it later, otherwise it was good” (Interviewee 7A). 

One of the “experts” that championed for the new CRM system mentioned that 
they had to consider what they would use the system for, what functions they needed it 
to have based on the perspectives from different department teams and by doing so, ended 
up choosing the CRM system Sales Force; “We have a little team that discusses “what is 
the best, how can we create, with the least effort for the sales guys, how can we create the 
most business use for what we do?” (Interviewee 5A).  
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4.2.3 Functions of the New CRM System 
The interviewees were asked to describe the new customer relationship management 
(CRM) system, Sales Force, that they have recently implemented. Interviewee 4A 
described that the system will make the information put in the system visible and available 
to more employees and that it will be possible to see both old and more up to date history 
on the customer as well; “I think that the information will be more available for other 
employees and sellers to see the information and you can see both like old and new history 
from the customer” (Interviewee 4A). Other than by the computer, the new CRM system 
can also be used through the employees’ phones or iPads. 
 The new CRM system, Sales Force, was described as having a lot of different 
functions. When the employees log into the system they have their start page where they 
can see all their dashboards with information on what their sales activities are today and 
next week, if they have sent any request to someone else that they haven’t gotten a 
response on yet, etc. The system helps them keep track of their customers, their sales, 
their calendar and their upcoming tasks. 
 
4.2.4 How Company A Use Their New CRM System 
Next, the interviewees were asked how they use the system in their daily work. The 
majority of their tasks in connection with the system at the current stage of the 
implementation involves putting information into the system. This includes all the types 
of interactions that they have had with a customer that is relevant for the future business 
activities. Interviewee 1A mentioned that they should be able to use their gut feeling based 
on past experience to judge what would be relevant information to put in the system. It is 
however important that the employees only log information that is useful and correct, and 
Interviewee 4A mentioned repeating the information they were getting from a customer 
in a phone call in order to make sure they put down the correct information. Interviewee 
4A also creates “leads” whenever they get in contact with a new customer and there exists 
a new business opportunity. 
 According to Interviewee 3A, the new customer relationship management (CRM) 
system is almost full integrated with the company’s enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
system so that information that goes into the ERP system will also translate into the CRM 
system as well and vice versa. They also mentioned that they use the system through their 
phone so that they can easily put in information after a customer visit while it is still fresh 
instead of having to wait until they get back to the office;  
 

Directly after a meeting its quite easy to add notes from the meetings and also 
reminders, it’s just a few clicks on my phone, so I never really use it on the 
computer, and in my work I’m always traveling so it’s much more easy to just to 
work with the phone (Interviewee 3A). 
 

4.3 The Relevance of Social Media for Company A 
When asked if they knew whether or not social media would be integrated into the new 
customer relationship management (CRM) system in some way, most of the interviewees 
were unsure. Some thought it is connected while others did not think so. Interviewee 2A 
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stated that they did not use social media in their own work but knew that the company 
uses social media, such as LinkedIn in their marketing; “We have marketing department 
who is using Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter, not Facebook yet, we send out new 
message through that or when I have some project somewhere.” (Interviewee 2A). 
Interviewee 4A mentioned that they thought the company can rely a lot on their brand 
alone when it comes to how they need to market their products; “we can see that (the 
company) is really good on marketing the company and the brand and all of our products” 
(Interviewee 4A). 

It was believed by Interviewee 3A that it could prove useful for the marketing 
personnel who use Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter in their marketing activities to have 
social media be integrated with the new CRM system; “Because then sales can put in all 
the information into the system, about the clients and it will be much more easy for 
marketing to just extract the information they need for a specific activity” (Interviewee 
3A). Some of the interviewees also believed that in the future, social media usage for 
business purposes will continue to grow. 

Interviewee 2A mentioned that once the marketing personnel will start to use the 
CRM system, social media might be integrated into the system as well. The company 
does not track their customers activities on their own website, according to Interviewee 
3A and they did not see how the website could lead to new customers but did still point 
out that the possibility exist since they have a contact form that new customers can fill 
out when they want to get in contact with the company. However, Interviewee 5A 
mentioned that once the marketing department starts to use the CRM system as well, they 
could be able to keep track of customers who visits the company’s homepage and perhaps 
connect the system to social media in other ways. They believed that there is a strong 
possibility that the system will be integrated with social media in the future; 

 
From a marketing perspective, they can keep track of people visiting our 
homepage, they can keep track if we attend to like exhibitions and stuff like that, 
they can create happenings that we can connect people that are already in the 
system to this activity or put new people into the system and connect them to the 
activity and that actually starts an interesting platform for connecting it to social 
media thinking (Interviewee 5A). 

 
4.4 The Impact of the General Data Protection Regulation for 
Company A 
First, the interviewees were asked what they knew about the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR). All of them had heard of the fairly new regulation but few had more 
extensive knowledge on what the new regulation included. Most of the interviewees 
stated that they think that the regulation means that they cannot store or share any 
customer data that the customer is not ok with them having and that the data that they do 
store needs to be secured so that it is not shared to others without the customer’s consent.  

When asked how the new regulation might affect their current work with how 
they manage their customer relationship, the majority of the interviewees responded that 
it had made them more careful about what they can store in the system and making sure 
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that the information they put into the system is correct. Interviewee 1A stated that they 
would not store irrelevant data on the customer that does not have anything to do with the 
business when asked how they would define sensitive customer information; “You put in 
relevant information, you never put sensitive information about customers” (Interviewee 
1A). While Interviewee 4A classified consent as a customer confirming the repeated 
information that would be stored on them, Interviewee 1A thought it sufficient enough 
that the customer had contacted them to make a purchase which implies that some 
information on the customer has to be stored. Interviewee 2A mentioned that in the past, 
they could store information related to customer’s personal interests, for example if they 
liked football or some other sport, in order to know what they could talk about with the 
customer during their customer visits, but now with the new regulation, they no longer 
store this information; “I can store what contact information, what telephone numbers and 
emails [...] we used to mark customers’ interests, if they like golf or football or something, 
because we could have some meeting or activities [...] right now, we don’t store those 
information anymore” (Interviewee 2A). 

Most of the interviewees claimed that they had gotten some training in how to 
follow the rules of the GDPR and that there exist guidelines on their website that they can 
also go back to and follow; “When this started up, we got a lot of information about it so 
we should know, we also made this online training, how to handle it” (Interviewee 7A). 
However, what the new regulation actually allows and forbids still seemed a bit unclear. 
Interviewee 5A stated that they might have to wait for an actual legal case in which 
someone sues a company in relation to the GDPR for it to become more clear to the 
company what exactly is allowed and what is not; “we have read everything there is to 
read about it and everyone is still scratching their head and wonders what is allowed and 
what is not, you have to wait until someone sues someone to know where the limit is” 
(Interviewee 5A). For now, they take the safest route to ensure that they are following the 
rules set by GDPR by not storing any data that is not directly relevant to the business they 
have with their customers. All the interviewees also expect their own suppliers and other 
companies who stores their data to keep this data secure and confidential in accordance 
with GDPR. 

All the interviewees showcased a positive attitude towards GDPR, despite 
admitting that it also limits them in some ways when it comes to how much information 
they can store on their customers. It was mentioned that some companies claim that their 
CRM systems are already GDPR safe, but Interviewee 5A pointed out that it is doubtful 
that this could be possible since to them it depends on what kind of data you put into the 
system. If they put in irrelevant personal data, the system cannot be GDPR safe;  
 

It’s interesting with GDPR and CRM systems because all the big CRM system 
suppliers, they say today that their systems are GDPR safe, but as I see it, it’s only 
half of the truth because it depends on what information we put in the system [...] 
if I put in my system that Lasse Karlsson who is buyer at some big company, he’s 
also an alcoholic, he’s very, he is a big idiot and stuff like that, then it’s probably 
not GDPR safe (Interviewee 5A).  
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All the interviewees thought that the regulation has an important and necessary 
purpose and expressed willingness to adapt to it to make sure that their customers will 
continue to feel safe doing business with them.  

Published on company A’s web page is the GDPR policy for the whole company, 
here the reader can be informed on what and how the company is collecting customer 
data. The company informs the customer that they will collect information both online 
and offline to the extent it is allowed to do so by law and combine these to give the best 
customer service.    

The company state on their web page that when given consent, to the extent it is 
needed by law, the company can send information through different channels, such as 
social media, SMS and Email. The company is ensuring that they will protect the 
customer’s data and that they will only store the data for as long as it is timewise required 
by law or for the time that it is needed to fulfill the purpose that the information was 
collected for. (Accessed from Company A’s website 13/5). 

4.5 How Company B Manages Their Customer Relationships 
Inside company B there exist micro teams with different roles that handles the company’s 
customer relationships. These micro teams are not larger than three to four people, and 
are divided into different roles that includes a market planner, market developer, market 
operator and market representative. Interviewee 5B described the roles and teams as being 
“the window to (Company B’s) suppliers from the market side” (Interviewee 5B). These 
micro teams are working closely with Company B’s prioritized customers, and 
Interviewee 1B discussed the strategic decision to even have the company's employees 
working inside the customers’ organizations in order to generate improved business 
relationships; 
 

To that we would like to keep and maintain the good relationship with business 
team in Customer X purchasing, we have chosen to have our people work with big 
(Company B) customers, placed in the business team in Customer X purchasing 
due to the reason that we can see the huge difference when it comes to the building 
relationship (Interviewee 1B).  

 
The usage of email, Skype and phone calls to develop a relationship with the customers 
are mentioned by nearly all interviewees. The importance of visiting the customer along 
with the importance of human relationships within the business context, for instance, by 
communicating in a clear and understandable way, were also discussed, .   
 

I think the most important is communication and the way of communication and 
the way of explanation. That the end part understands the message and that its 
always important how the information and communication is packaged and so on. 
So I would say that the communication is the most important part (Interviewee 
4B). 
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When asked what is considered important when managing customer relationships, 
Interviewee 2B answered that “openness, trust, transparency” (Interviewee 2B) was 
important, and that the customer must have this perception of the business relationship. 
The way of building this relationship of trust, openness and transparency was possible, as 
explained by the interviewee, through always making the customer feel that they do the 
utmost for them and if they, as a supplier, mess up, they would always try to solve it as 
best as possible for the customer; “I would say it is about building strong relationship that 
they really trust that we are doing our utmost when we are not managing according to the 
plans” (Interviewee 2B). The idea of openness was touched by Interviewee 3B as an 
important factor due to that Company B needs the information their customers are giving 
them, but for the customers to give this information there must exist a value for them, in 
other words, a reason for giving. The need for the customers to feel safe giving this 
information away is required and one reason why they might feel safe doing so could be 
due to Company B’s strong brand and the values connected to it, according to Interviewee 
3B; “We are (Company B) in a way, I am not sure if that is an answer [...] they know 
what (Company B) stands for” (Interviewee 3B).  
 
4.6 Company B’s Method for Managing Their Customer 
Relationships 
4.6.1 Company B’s Method 
When asked how Company B manages their customer relationships, Interviewee 1B 
stated that the system they use for customer relationship management (CRM) purposes is 
their enterprise resource planning (ERP) system called M3. Concerning this system that 
they use specifically to manage their customer data, Interviewee 5B mentioned that the 
system includes all the necessary information concerning customer contact details and 
daily tasks and routines that they can check and follow up on; “We’re working on a daily 
basis in this system, in this internal system, where we’re keeping and checking every 
data” (Interviewee 5B).  

When asked why Company B is using the system, Interviewee 5B responded that 
the company needed a centralized system to have everyone work in the same system with 
the same information; “if we didn't have the system it would be chaos, it would be a lot 
of manual work for all of us” (Interviewee 5B). Interviewee 2B described how they work 
with the M3 system in their daily tasks; “Making price offers, for example, setting on 
prices, setting (Company B) customer basic information, address, and delivery terms, so 
everything that is connected to daily business with customer […] it is in the system” 
(Interviewee 2B). Another interviewee added that; 
 

We can see what type of orders that are placed, we can see our customers 
ordering, we can see contact details of our customers’ contact persons, telephone 
numbers, addresses, emails and so on, so first of all this data needs to be updated 
and as we are the window to the customer from market side, it's our job to do this 
(Interviewee 5B) 
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When asked who works with the M3 system, Interviewee 5B stated that; “we use it in our 
production, our developers, even engineers, I think it's almost everyone in the 
organization who are using this system, even our finance controllers are using this system, 
[...] I believe that all functions in B2B are using M3” (Interviewee 5B). The interviewees 
were then asked about the employees’ access to the system and whether or not that the 
level of that access differs between the different users. Interviewee 1B stated that the level 
of access depended on the role of the employee and what they needed to use the system 
for. In some cases, a user can only have a view-only access to some parts of the system 
and would not have authority to change the information in those parts; “So it is really 
tailor made package for each role, for this and this, you have access to do something, to 
change in the system, for some area, only view access, so it is really secured in a good 
level” (Interviewee 1B). 
 
4.6.2 Functions of Company B’s ERP system 
In their enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, Company B store all their basic data 
on their customers. Interviewee 2B mentioned that the speed of the M3 system is very 
advantageous because unlike many other systems, if they make any change in the system 
that would usually have to take until the next day to update, the M3 system will update 
immediately after the system change has been made; “If you do any changes in the 
system, it is immediately go for other part of the organization, because in other system, it 
may have the night jobs, which requires overnight system running, but in M3, it is like 
immediate” (Interviewee 2B).  

Interviewee 3B, when asked to describe the M3 system, stated that; “It is more 
like a business system, it is not like the system which has a lot of text, instead you will 
have numbers and figures and so on” (Interviewee 3B). In the M3 system, the same 
interviewee stated that they can also see the classifications of the customers which are 
divided into A, B, and C.  

Interviewee 4B described the functions of the M3 system by explaining that;  
 
We’re saving a lot of information, our needs and tasks and our work, so all the 
connected information that is needed for our daily basis, article numbers, items, 
prices, I mean people’s orders, and then all the agreements that we’re making is 
connected, like system agreements, order release so it’s more, yeah, system wise 
connected (Interviewee 4B). 

 
4.6.3 Implementation and Implementation Issues 
Company B has used their enterprise resource planning (ERP) system for a very long time 
according to one of the interviewees; “As long as I have been working in (Company B), 
which is many years, there has always been this M3” (Interviewee 3B).  

However, according to Interviewee 1B, the M3 system is not very user-friendly; 
“It is more a production friendly tool. It is not so user-friendly” (Interviewee 1B). It is 
perhaps for this reason that Company B includes training of the system for all it’s 
newcomers, as described below by three out of the five interviewees;  
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There is a role who is responsible for the training, they train the newcomers and 
when we have a updates in the system [...] because everyone is working a little bit 
different, so we need to secure that they get one way training,  so there is system 
instruction, working instructions for every roles, then you get training in the 
system from appointed people (Interviewee 1B). 

 
It’s done by super user who are more aware about the background and they show 
and explain how to use it, it also depends on which role you are [...] so there is 
information, also have working instructions, we should be able to find by written 
document (Interviewee 3B). 

 
I would say for a completely new user it’s quite difficult in the beginning to know 
where to find everything, of course we have super users of the system and manuals 
and if it’s not clear we can find the same information inside the system 
(Interviewee 4B). 

 
Besides reaching out to the super users, the employees at Company B could also ask the 
Company B help desk when they need support on an issue with the system and the 
quickness of the response depends on the type of issue they report. 
 
4.6.4 Interviewees’ Thoughts on Possible Improvements 
The interviewees were asked if they felt there could be any improvements to the M3 
system that they used today. Interviewee 2B mentioned that they would like the M3 
system to be integrated with the customer’s system so that the orders that come in 
automatically goes into the M3 system which would decrease the manual work.  

According to Interviewee 3B, it would be good to have some type of history report 
in the system, but there is also discussion on whether or not more information on the 
customer relationships is needed at this time. The interviewee also stated that they thought 
the M3 system should be more user-friendly as right now it is not considered to be very 
flexible.  

Interviewee 4B pointed out that some parameters are missing in the system today 
that they wish could be added to improve the efficiency of the system; “so in some cases, 
to retrieve information in excel form to make as a copy in the system, it’s not possible, 
you have to punch manually and instead of copy and paste, in some windows you can’t 
copy, that also need to be improved” (Interviewee 4B).  

Interviewee 5B stated had a few ideas of how the system could be improved and 
increase their efficiency when it comes to how they can manage their customer 
relationships; 
 

I’m actually missing some type of connection to the mobile phone, it would be 
very great if we could use it more freely [...] I know it’s not easy to the security of 
the data and I have mentioned to our process developers that it would be great to 
have it in our phones in the future, [...] and this system could be upgraded to be 
more like customer, how do I say, like CRM systems, where you could follow and 
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make even better connections between reports so there are some, it could be 
improved in some good way, how to say, more of this CRM system (Interviewee 
5B).  

 
All the interviewees seem to agree however, that the system also has strong benefits, such 
as being up to date with daily updates and that it provides a lot of useful and relevant 
information that helps the employees work efficiently. 
 
4.7 The Relevance of Social Media for Company B 
Most of the interviewees responded that the M3 system is not integrated with their social 
media channels and that they did not know for sure, but doubted that the company was 
using social media in their customer relationship management (CRM) processes;  

 
Not so much, since the customer that we are working with are stable and not so 
new, we know them, and of course, they will come up with new customer that you 
will be curious to see who they are, nowadays, it doesn’t pops up, and it is not so 
often with new suppliers or customers, that’s why it not too much from social 
media (Interviewee 3B) 
 
Social media, it’s more an internal application we’re using it’s a Facebook for 
coworkers, it’s more for the internal usage of the company and the name is 
Yammer. And we put in all the information and between coworkers there are 
specific groups and yeah. Changing information, it might be personal 
information, it depends (Interviewee 4B). 
 
Actually, I think that all of us are somehow working with social media [...], but 
the  persons are active in different ways but even some colleagues have some 
contact person from customers as their friends, me personally, I think I have a few 
people at LinkedIn, where I have some connections, like business connections but 
e.g. Facebook or some other, I do not use this so much in my job with customers 
(Interviewee 5B). 

 
Some social media channels, both internal and external were however used for other 
purposes, such as recruitment; “I used it when it comes to the recruitment, LinkedIn. 
Yammer, where we had a market group, where we post a lot things in our marketing group 
globally, but it is not connected with CRM system, it is totally separated” (Interviewee 
1B). 

Company B has also been using a newsletter for a while now according to 
the interviewees; “we also have created a newsletter, you can call it, from the marketing 
side which we are sending to customer every second months, we send via email” 
(Interviewee 1B).  
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4.8 The Impact of the General Data Protection Regulation for 
Company B 
When asked what they know of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), most 
interviewees responded with some uncertainty. The majority knew that it involved the 
protection of personal data, but could not provide a much more detailed description of the 
regulation than that; “we need to secure that information that we share about the people 
in the team for example, because we have certain lists where we have name and relatives 
should happen something to someone, like a contact list” (Interviewee 1B).  
 Next the interviewees were asked whether or not they think that the new GDPR 
rules will affect their work. The majority of the interviewees did not believe it had 
affected their work much since most of them stated that they already had the similar type 
of guidelines in place so if anything had changed it had not been much;  
 

In my position, I don’t think I have been influenced so much about GDPR, because 
I am just the receiver of the data, and I make sure that they are registered in the 
system, that’s more or less all I do about those data, we have informed customer 
about how we worked with their data, what are their right, so far, I haven’t got 
any reaction, they got the full rights to claim if we are working correctly with their 
data, I think they agree with the way we are working (Interviewee 2B). 

 
The interviewees were then asked how they expect other companies, such as their 
customers or suppliers, to store Company B’s own data. Interviewee 2B responded; 
“confidentially, not spreading to the third party, because it is not only about the company, 
it is also about personal data, employees in our company, etc.” (Interviewee 2B). 
Interviewee 5B mentioned that they; “had some case where, not in our case but in other 
case where our customers used to show the prices to the competitors, like challenge them 
to give a better price, I wouldn’t like them to use our data in such a way” (Interviewee 
5B). Interviewee 1B also mentioned that Company B’s own data; “should be safeguarded 
throughout the supply chain” (Interviewee 1B). 
 Finally, the interviewees were all asked what their general opinion is of the 
GDPR. All the interviewees have a positive perception of the regulation, some of which 
can be shown in the below statements; 
 

I think it’s very good to have these types of regulations and protections, it's very 
important to have it and because it’s very confidential information and if someone 
stores information is should be safe, and if the information is spread it can be 
trouble, especially if it's a big company, known company [...] so we need to keep 
it safe and be very careful (Interviewee 4B). 
 
And also, we have some right, you can always go back to the company to claim 
that you used my data in a wrong way, or that information or data is wrong. I 
think it is good to have this (Interviewee 2B). 
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Company B uses a similar GDPR and data protection policy as Company A, in which the 
keywords for Company B is respect and protection. The company then moves on to 
explain what the law involves, and how they will process the customers’ data. However, 
one particular sentence in this policy; “We do not process more personal data than 
necessary” stood out as it lacks a clear explanation on what more than necessary would 
imply and what criteria they use to make that judgement (Accessed from Company B’s 
website 13/5). 
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5 Analysis 
5.1 RQ1: 
RQ1: How do business-to-business (B2B) manufacturing companies in Sweden approach 
customer relationship management (CRM) and the managing of customer data in today’s 
digital era? 
 
5.1.1 Company A 
The idea of relationship marketing involves the development and managing of 
relationships with customers and suppliers for the purpose that information can be 
generated, and business activities can help the company reach its goals (Harker, 1999). It 
has been argued that trust and commitment are two factors of importance when it comes 
to managing customer relationships (Bauer et al., 2002). According to the interviewees 
from Company A, it is important to build trust with the customers, and they claim to do 
this by showcasing knowledge and the desire to deliver the product that is right for the 
customer and to give these the best experience possible. It was also mentioned that the 
trust has been built long-term and that today the company can fall back on its powerful 
brand reputation to secure that their customers feel safe doing business with them. This 
perspective on the importance of trust is in line with the theoretical framework presented 
in this thesis, stating that trust is considered to be a key factor in creating, developing and 
maintaining a long-term relationship with  customers (Lages et al., 2008). A long-term 
relationship, which implies increased stability between two parties, will also lead to these 
becoming more willing to continue to develop their business relationship further (Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994).  
 The employees at Company A often stressed the importance of spending time 
with the customers in person through sentences such as “you have to talk to your clients 
[...] you have to be out a lot [...] you won’t find any clients in the office” (Interviewee 
3A). Statements like this one implies a desire to commit to the customers and the 
relationship that the company has with these. This is in line with Lages et al. (2008) 
stating that commitment is a required quality for developing customer relationships 
(Lages et al., 2008). Meeting your customers in person and staying on top of how the 
relationship is going like Company A is claiming to do, could ensure that the customers 
stay involved as well and do not lose sight of the value the relationship provides (Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994).  
 As stated in the theoretical framework, there exist risks in implementing a 
customer relationship management (CRM) system (Rigby et al., 2002). Some of those 
risks include that employees rely too much on the system to manage their customer 
relationships and by doing so, lose track on the human- or low-tech aspects of managing 
these relationships (2002). While one interviewee mentioned that it is important to 
remember that the system alone does not manage the relationship, others wanted the 
system to help them in ways that could possibly lead to them getting too dependent on 
the system to handle their relationships with customers. So far, however, it can be seen 
that Company A seems to still have many low-tech processes reliant on human interaction 
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which indicates that at least so far, they do not risk becoming too dependent on the system 
itself to manage their customer relationships.  
 The way that Company A handles their customer data is through their new CRM 
system, Sales Force. Since the company is still in the implementation phase of using the 
new CRM system, they cannot use it for all its intended purposes yet and are at the 
moment only focusing on putting correct and relevant customer information into the new 
system. When asked about what type of information they would deem relevant, one 
interviewee answered that they could listen to their gut feeling, or perhaps in other words, 
rely on past experience to make that judgement. Such a response implies however that 
each employee might still put in inconsistent information based on what they deem 
relevant if they lack a clear criteria for this. According to Gunasekaran and Ngai (2004), 
one of the main reasons behind issues related to the implementation of a CRM system 
could be the lack of a unified system, which could be the case here with Company A 
seemingly lacking a clear instruction of what information its employees should put into 
the system (2004). At the same time, a different interviewee mentioned that since all the 
information is in the system and can be viewed by most of the employees, it will be 
possible to check that the correct and relevant information is logged and delete what is 
not.  
 Company A’s CRM system is almost fully integrated with the company’s 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, meaning that what goes into one system, will 
translate over to the other. This is in line with the statement made by Nevo and Wade 
(2010) that the CRM system should be integrated with other systems, such as the ERP 
system, in order to improve their customer relationships (Nevo & Wade, 2010). 
Interviewee 3A also mentioned that the integration of the different systems as well as the 
integration between different departments when it comes to the use of the system, could 
lead to some of these department’s work becoming more efficient and flexible; “Because 
then sales can put in all the information into the system, about the clients and it will be 
much more easy for marketing to just extract the information they need for a specific 
activity” (Interviewee 3A). This statement is supported by Järvinen and Taiminen’s 
(2016) claim that integrating different B2B departments, such as marketing and sales, 
could help these develop greater knowledge when it comes to customer data through the 
increased understanding of the competitive advantages this knowledge could provide 
(Järvinen and Taiminen, 2016). Other researchers also mention that the CRM system can 
be used for more purposes than only managing customer data, for example to analyze and 
integrate that data (Chang, Park, & Chaiy, 2010 ; Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). The fact 
it was brought up by the employees at Company A that they hope the system will enable 
them to get a better overview of customer activities and create different statistics, implies 
that Company A wishes to use the system for more than just a place to store customer 
data.  
 There were mixed responses when the interviewees were asked if and in that case 
what type of training they had received when the CRM system was to be implemented. 
Most claimed to have gotten training although they had different perceptions of how 
helpful these training sessions had been in preparing them for the new CRM system. Some 
believed it had been good, while other believed it to be too short and too soon to really 
be of any real value to them. Considering that the implementation of information systems 
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leads to an increased need of training according to Motiwalla and Thompson (2014), this 
could perhaps imply poor system implementation, at least when it comes to the training 
phase, as mentioned by Gunasekaran and Ngai, (2004). Avlonitis and Panagopoulos 
(2005) further state that “organizational training on CRM, user participation in the 
implementation process, and accurate expectations setting, are pivotal factors in the 
acceptance of the CRM system” (Avlonitis & Panagopoulos, 2005, p.357). Employees 
that get proper training in the system that they will use get a better understanding of how 
the system functions and what benefits the system can offer them and therefore become 
more willing to use it (2005). According to the interviewees, some of them had trouble 
accepting the system and the extra work although they did understand why it was getting 
implemented. However, perhaps their perceptions would have been more positive from 
the start if they had received more extensive training in preparation for the system’s 
implementation. 
 Social media, as mentioned in the theoretical framework, has led to a power shift 
between companies and their customers, not only in the business-to-consumer (B2C) 
industry, but in the business-to-business (B2B) industry as well (Agnihotri et al., 2016). 
Customers have become more knowledgeable about supplier’s offers and also expect 
more from their suppliers due to increased interaction between the parties through social 
media (2016). However, companies can take advantage of the increased use of social 
media to improve their performance, for example through increased exposure, attracting 
new customers, and getting more knowledge on the marketplace (2016). Due to this 
increased use of social media, the traditional CRM has evolved into social CRM, which 
involves “the integration of customer-facing activities, including processes, systems, and 
technologies, with emergent social media applications to engage customers in 
collaborative conversations and enhance customer relationships” (Wang & Kim, 2017, 
p.16). Despite this development, the perception by the interviewees towards the benefits 
of integrating social media was not necessarily enthusiastic. Most of the interviewees 
were not sure about whether or not or in what way their business processes were or could 
be integrated with social media. Most even doubted its relevance to their work as sales 
personnel and referred to the marketing personnel as more fitting to respond to that 
specific question. This lack of perceived relevance could perhaps be explained by the fact 
that most B2B companies still underestimate social media’s relevance for business 
purposes (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). In addition, due to that there exist limited research 
on how social CRM can be used in B2B companies, most companies in that industry has 
opted for either experimenting with implementing it or outright abandoning the idea 
altogether (Wang & Kim, 2017 ; Trainor, 2012). However, according to research, if any 
company does not stay on top of new developments in the business environment, they 
risk falling behind their competitors and losing any advantage they might have had before 
if they opt out from using new and innovative business tools (Siamagka,et al., 2015). The 
social CRM does however imply the necessity of gathering more descriptive and personal 
data on customers, meaning that this type of data would be of great importance to the 
success of implementing social CRM (Lipiäinen, 2015). 
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5.1.2 Company B 
When asked how Company B manages their customer relationships, the interviewees 
responded that they have micro teams of three to four people assigned with different roles. 
The teams are described as being “the window to (Company B’s) suppliers from the 
market side” (Interviewee 5B) and Interviewee 1B also mentioned that these teams work 
closely with the company’s prioritized customers and some of their employees even go 
to work inside the customers’ organizations in order for Company B to generate a 
continuously improved business relationship with those customers. This implication of 
commitment is in line with research stating that commitment is  a “desire to develop a 
stable relationship, a willingness to make short-term sacrifices to maintain the 
relationship, and a confidence in the stability of the relationship” (Lages, Lancastre & 
Lages, 2008, p. 688). This commitment could also lead to stronger and more stable 
relationships, according to Lages, Lancastre & Lages (2008). The interviewees from 
Company B also stated that it was important that their customers perceive their 
relationship with the company to be one of “openness, trust, transparency” (Interviewee 
1B). Company B create this perception by making sure that the customer feels that the 
company is doing whatever they can to satisfy their needs and that they are being honest 
when there is any issue that prevents them from doing so.  

According to the interviewees, it is also important that the customers feel that 
what they get from doing business with Company B has value so that they have a reason 
for providing the company with necessary information. This is in line with Fletcher’s 
(2001) statement that companies have to make sure that their customers get something 
out of providing the company with their data (Fletcher, 2001). Fletcher further states that 
this way of working will also build up trust with their customers (2001). This way of 
thinking is also supported by Morgan and Hunt (1994) who stated that as long as business 
partners deem a relationship to be of importance and of enough value, they will stay 
committed and put in a mutual effort into making sure that the relationship stays stable 
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Thanks to this mutual commitment, both companies and 
customers will also get access to market information easier and faster which will help 
both parties to act more efficiently based on more accurate business data being collected 
along with simplified buying and selling processes (Lages, Lancastre & Lages, 2008). 
Company B’s way of working with their customer showcases that they could enjoy these 
type of benefits mentioned by Lages, Lancastre and Lages (2008). The interviewees also 
mentioned that they can rely a lot on their brand name to get the customers to feel safe 
doing business with them and to build trust. Their customers know what Company B 
stands for which implies that it would be easier for customers to trust the company. 
According to research, both trust and commitment are key factors to have in order to 
create long-term relationships as these can enhance customer relationships and encourage 
customers to collaborate with the company (Bauer, Grether & Leach, 2002 ; Lages, 
Lancastre & Lages, 2008). Morgan and Hunt (1994) further highlight that “trust is a major 
determinant of relationship commitment” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 24). Perhaps due to 
the power of Company B’s brand, the trust this creates could have made it easier for the 
company to also make their prioritized customers more committed to working with them 
and ensure a long-term stable relationship. 
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 According to the traditional form of customer relationship management (CRM), 
a company collects and handles a vast amount of customer data, which they later use to 
manage their customer relationships (Malthouse et al., 2013). Company B uses a 
centralized enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, called M3, to keep track of their 
customer data and one interviewee explained that without it they would have chaos as 
they would have a lot more manual work to go through and organize. With their ERP 
system, they can make price offers and put in basic customer information, anything that 
is connected to their daily business with the customer. To Company B, having 
relationships that include face-to-face contact is important, including communicating 
with customers in a clear and understandable way. This priority on human interaction 
with customers is in line with the statement by Morgan, Slotegraaf and Vorhies (2009), 
that customer relationships should be perceived as more than just a number of monetary 
transactions (Morgan, Slotegraaf & Vorhies, 2009).  
 The interviewees stated that Company B use the M3 system throughout the 
organization and that all departments are using it. This use of the M3 system implies a 
fulfilment of Khodakarami and Chan’s (2014) argument that customer relationship 
management should be aligned with all the company’s possible customer touch points 
(Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). However, not everyone in Company B has the same access 
to the ERP system’s different functions as the level of access depends on the employee’s 
role and what they need to use the system for. This way of managing the access to the 
customer data that Company B stores in their system could perhaps be in line with what 
Fletcher (2001) states is necessary for companies to keep in mind to make sure that the 
information companies have on customers is protected in a correct and safe way (Fletcher, 
2001). On the other hand, Interviewee 5B mentioned that back when they had worked for 
a different company, their old customers used to show their prices to the competitors to 
challenge these to offering them a cheaper price. The interviewee used this as an example 
of how they do not want their own customers or suppliers to use their own data and added 
that it should remain secure throughout the whole supply chain. This takes the issue back 
to the trust and commitment being key factors between business partners in order to 
establish a stable long-term relationship (Bauer, Grether & Leach, 2002).   
 Although Company B does not have a specific CRM system to handle their 
customer data and instead uses their ERP system, M3, for these purposes, the interviewees 
claim this system to be advantageous concerning its speed and that changes made in the 
system updates right away instead of taking until the next day to update. The system does 
not include a lot of text and instead includes figures and numbers, and the employees can 
see the different classifications of their customers in the system, ranging from A to C. 
According to the interviewees, the system allows them to save a lot of necessary 
information and enables them to have all this information connected in the system which 
is advantageous for their daily work. However, due to that the system is not user-friendly 
in that it is quite complicated, Company B includes training for their employees on how 
to use the systems and also have an online helpdesk as well as appointed super users who 
can support the other employees when needed. 
 When asked what possible improvements the interviewees could have in mind for 
their ERP system related to CRM, they responded that they would like to have a system 
that can be integrated with the system that their customers are using in order to have 
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orders enter the system automatically. They also mentioned that the system they have 
today could include history reports and some other parameters that they feel are missing 
today that would make the system more efficient and user-friendly. Interviewee 5B stated 
that; “this system could be upgraded to be more like customer, how do I say, like CRM 
systems, where you could follow and make even better connections between reports so 
there are some, it could be improved in some good way, how to say, more of this CRM 
system” (Interviewee 5B). This implies that the employees at Company B, while finding 
their current M3 system very useful, would be interested in having a more CRM specific 
system for their work with customer relationship management. According to Nevo and 
Wade (2010), in order to improve a company’s customer relationship performance, a 
CRM system could be integrated with the other systems that the company uses, for 
example their ERP system (2010). Chang, Park, and Chaiy (2010) further argue that a full 
CRM system might not be necessary to implement in regard to the technological aspect 
and that perhaps only the parts that the company is currently missing from their other 
systems could be complemented with relevant CRM technology, for instance analysis 
support and data integration. This level of CRM implementation might be what Company 
B is looking for when it comes to filling in the perceived gaps from their current ERP 
system. 
 When asked about social media and whether or not it is integrated in Company 
B’s business practices, the majority of the interviewees stated that their system, being an 
ERP system, is not integrated with social media and doubted that the company uses social 
media proactively for CRM purposes. They did however mention that they do use social 
media for both some internal and external purposes, such as for recruitment with LinkedIn 
or Yammer. They also reported that they send out a newsletter to customers in order to 
keep them up to date with what is going on at Company B. This low level of social media 
uses for business purposes is in line with the statement made by Flanigan and Obermier 
(2016) that social media as a business tool has a perceived lack of relevance for B2B than 
B2C. A lot of B2B companies also do not invest enough resources into implementing 
social media as a business tool due to this perceived lack of importance (Flanigan & 
Obermier, 2016). However, as Siamagka et al. (2015) states, if companies underestimate 
developments connected to new and innovative business and marketing tools such as 
social media applications, they could risk falling behind their competitors that have opted 
for these new innovations (2015). Perhaps Company B should therefore be careful not to 
underestimate the relevance of social media in B2B and a way to incorporate it 
successfully might be to give it its own platform through implementing a CRM, or in this 
case, social CRM system. Perhaps if Company B, being a company that values long-term 
and stable relationships, decided to implement social CRM, they could enjoy the 
advantages connected to social CRM, namely the increased engagement from business 
customers through the use of social media (Lipiäinen, 2015). Since reaching this level of 
engagement depends on the trust and commitment the company can achieve with its 
customers, it should be possible for Company B to implement Social CRM successfully 
considering the work they already put in to achieve this trust and commitment. 
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5.2 RQ2: 
RQ2: How has the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) affected how these 
companies manage customer data?  
 
5.2.1 Company A 
As mentioned in the answer to RQ1, there is an increased need for personal information 
for the success of social customer relationship management (CRM) (Lipiäinen, 2015). 
This, however, poses a great ethical conundrum since the collection of customers’ 
personal data, no matter if that data would be used to benefit the customer, could risk 
being considered a breach of their right to privacy (Goddard, 2017). It is due to this fact 
that the new data protection law, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), was 
introduced, which aims to ensure transparency in the way companies collect customers’ 
data and what they do with this data in order to protect the integrity of the customers 
(2017). In short, the GDPR addresses the customer’s right to be forgotten, to data 
portability, data minimization, and to access of their own data in order to give the 
customers back some of the power over the information company’s can keep on them 
(Safari, 2016). 
 When interviewing the employees at Company A about GDPR, most did not 
know exactly what GDPR was, although they had an idea of what it means, namely that 
it involved customers’ personal information and what information they could and could 
not store. They also responded that they could not store any personal information without 
the customers’ consent. It was however quite unclear how Company A determines what 
constitutes as consent as Interviewee 1A mentioned that if a customer contacts them, that 
must mean that they are giving consent to have the company store relevant information 
on them to carry on with the business deal. In the company’s own GDPR policy, it is 
further stated that they will only store the data for as long as it is required by law or for 
the time that it is needed to fulfill the purpose that the information was collected for. This 
statement could perhaps be considered vague as it is not mentioned exactly how long that 
period of time is and what criteria they use to determine that the storing of the data is still 
necessary to fulfill its purpose. According to Goddard (2017), it is very important that 
company’s demonstrate transparency and accountability for what they do with customers’ 
information (Goddard, 2017). Perhaps Company A has not been clear enough in 
explaining their GDPR policy to their employees if there still seem to exist a question of 
how the company determines what data they can store on customers and when they can 
store it. It was also unclear when interviewing the employees what type of training they 
had received as some answered that they had received actual training in GDPR while 
others had only received information about it. Most of the interviewees stated however 
that the introduction of the GDPR has made them more careful in what information they 
store on the customer and making sure that the information they do store is correct and 
relevant.  
 It is argued in research that the ethical issues surrounding customer privacy and 
the introduction of the GDPR does not only affect business-to-consumer (B2C) 
companies, but also business-to-business (B2B) companies (Luo, 2002). For B2B 
companies, the issues of customer privacy if the company does not take the challenge 
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seriously, could lead to customers losing trust in the company, and in worst cases it could 
lead to a lawsuit (2002). Due to that B2B companies are less experienced than B2C 
companies when it comes to innovations concerning the digital arena, it is even more 
important that B2B companies take this matter seriously and put in the effort needed into 
staying on top of what the law requires them to do, not only to stay ethical, but to also 
avoid costly fallouts with important customers (2002). Interviewee 5A stated that due to 
the uncertainty surrounding the GDPR and what it means for B2B companies, they might 
have to wait for a company to get an actual lawsuit to figure out what they can and cannot 
do. They also mentioned that even though some companies claim to have implemented 
GDPR safe systems, due to the great manual influence on these systems, they doubted a 
GDPR safe system was even a possibility. Perhaps this perception showcases the 
proactive attitude and understanding needed for Company A to successfully implement 
their own customer relationship management (CRM) system while staying ethical 
towards their business customers.  
 
5.2.2 Company B 
Collecting customers’ personal information poses an ethical dilemma for all companies 
and with the rise and evolution of the Internet, customer data has turned into a tradable 
and valuable asset (Goddard, 2017 ; Sobolewski, Mazur, & Paliński, 2017). In order to 
bring some power back into the hands of the customers and to make sure that companies 
do not violate customers’ integrity and human right, the European Union (EU) introduced 
the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2017 ; Safari 2016). The purpose of the 
law was to ensure that all companies in the EU handled their customer data in a 
transparent and accountable manner and that they enforce all necessary security measures 
to protect the data that they store on their customers (Goddard, 2017). When asked what 
they knew about the GDPR, the interviewees from Company B responded that it involved 
customer data protection, but none of them could offer up a more extensive explanation 
to how the regulation worked. 
 The GDPR affects not only business-to-consumer (B2C) companies, but 
business-to-business (B2B) companies as well and perhaps poses and even greater 
challenge for B2B companies as these have not entered the online market as quickly as 
the B2C companies did (Luo, 2002). If a company like Company B does not take GDPR 
seriously, if they were ever to fail in upholding the regulation, they could risk losing the 
trust and commitment that they have built up with their customers for such a long time 
(2002). The majority of the interviewees at Company B did however not feel like the 
GDPR had affected their business processes much and stated that the reason behind this 
was that they already have similar guidelines in place even before this new regulation was 
put in place, which meant that they were already following the rules set by the GDPR and 
therefore did not have to do much to adapt to it. The company also has GDPR guidelines 
on their website, informing their customers how and for what their information will be 
used. However, the way some of the guidelines are phrased, for instance; “We do not 
process more personal data than necessary”, leaves the reader wondering what criteria the 
company uses to determine what data is necessary to collect. 



  
 

52 

 When asked what their general opinion were concerning GDPR, all the 
interviewees had positive perceptions with one stating that it is important that confidential 
information remain safe and that it is not spread around or else it could affect the company 
in a very negative way. This showcases an understanding of the seriousness and the 
necessity for the GDPR, not just for customers, but for companies’ sake as well. 
 
5.3 Similarities 
Both Company A and B consider trust and transparency to be important factors in 
customer relationship management (CRM) as can be shown by the empirical findings. 
Both also emphasized that their brands were a powerful tool in generating this trust in 
order to develop long-term relationship and both companies implied the development of 
commitment with their business customers as they both described the necessity of human 
interaction and meeting the customers in person. This is supported by Bauer, Grether and 
Leach (2002) who state that trust and commitment are essential factors in relationship 
marketing and helps to enhance customer relationship and motivates collaboration 
between business partners (Bauer, Grether & Leach, 2002).  

Company A and B also already had customer relationship management processes 
in place without or before implementing a CRM system, which could imply that both 
companies stand a greater chance of not relying too much on their technological systems. 
This is in line with the argument made by Rigby, Reichheld and Schefter (2002) that 
companies should take action to avoid the risk of their employees relying too much on 
their technological systems to manage their customers for them (Rigby, Reichheld & 
Schefter, 2002).  
 Company B’s enterprise resource planning (ERP) system was reportedly fully 
integrated with their other systems, although they did not have a specific CRM system at 
this time, and Company A, who is currently still in the process of implementing their new 
CRM system, intends to have the system be fully integrated with their other systems in 
the future. Nevo and Wade (2010) argued for the integration between different systems, 
such as the CRM and the ERP system, for the purpose of improving the company’s 
customer relationships (Nevo & Wade, 2010). Both Company A and B wanted their 
systems to be similarly improved as both wanted to be able to track and analyze their 
customers in a more efficient way, so even if the companies are using different systems 
in their customer relationship management, they both share the same goals with using 
these systems. This way of thinking could imply that both companies are using their 
systems as more than just places to store data on customers, which is supported by Chang, 
Park and Chaiy (2010) and Khodakarami and Chan (2014). 
 Company A and B had both also received training concerning how to use their 
CRM and ERP systems respectively. According to Avlonitis and Panagopoulos (2005), 
training of a company system, participation by the employees that will use it in the 
implementation process, and setting realistic expectations are important factors in 
reaching an acceptance for the system by the employees (Avlonitis & Panagopoulos, 
2005). Although both companies used training to help their employees understand and 
use their CRM and ERP systems, there are some differences, both inside and between the 
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companies, in how they went about conducting this training which will be discussed 
further in the next section. 

 Concerning their use of social media in their CRM processes, all the interviewees 
from both Company A and B provided similar responses. They were all either unsure on 
whether or not social media was used at all or they believed that it was not. Interviewees 
from both companies seemed to not perceive social media to be of enough relevance for 
their own business processes in relation to CRM which implies that perhaps either social 
media is really not going to be relevant for the type of business or work tasks that these 
employees have, or they are simply not aware of how social media could be of relevance 
to their work. Company A and B are not alone in not perceiving social media as a relevant 
business tool as this perception is shared by many business-to-business (B2B) companies 
(Flanigan and Obermier (2016). However, there have been strong competitive advantages 
connected to the integration of social media in CRM, including for instance, an increased 
level of engagement from customers (Siamagka et al., 2015 ; Lipiäinen, 2015). Perhaps 
both Company A and B should therefore be careful to not underestimate the relevance 
that social media could end up having for the type of business that these companies 
conduct. 

Both companies knew of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), but 
could not provide any extensive explanations of what the relatively new regulation meant 
for their way of conducting business. Most of the interviewees from both companies did 
not believe that the regulation has affected their business processes that much, but stated 
that it had made them more careful of what they do store in their systems. According to 
Luo (2002), B2B companies are faced with a bigger challenge than B2C companies are 
when it comes to dealing with developments related to the digital world as most of them 
did not join the digital marketplace as early as B2C companies did (Luo, 2002). All the 
interviewees also shared a positive attitude towards GDPR and what it has set out to 
accomplish, and they all thought it was important. This might imply that these companies 
are willing to adapt in whatever way is necessary to make sure that they are prepared and 
ready for the future developments that might occur in connection to the regulation. 

 
5.4 Differences 
Looking into what differed between Company A and B’s approaches to customer 
relationship management (CRM), the first clear observation is that they are using different 
systems for these purposes. This implies that they would experience different advantages 
and disadvantages of using those systems. However, it might not be necessarily true that 
their technological processes would be more similar simply because they both use CRM 
systems, or even the same system. Interviewee 5B from Company B did however state 
that they would like to have a more specific CRM system for these types of customer 
management purposes which their current enterprise resource planning (ERP) system 
might not fully provide; 
 

This system could be upgraded to be more like customer, how do I say, like CRM 
systems, where you could follow and make even better connections between 
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reports so there are some, it could be improved in some good way, how to say, 
more of this CRM system (Interviewee 5B).  

 
Perhaps this perception by the employees from Company B should be enough for the 
company to seriously start considering investing in a specific CRM system instead of only 
relying on their ERP system for the same purposes. This consideration towards CRM 
system implementation might further be strengthened by Mithas, Almirall and Krishnan’s 
research (2006) which shows an existing linkage between improved effectiveness of a 
firm's one-to-one marketing and the implementation of an CRM system (Mithas, Almirall 
& Krishnan, 2006). The successful implementation of a CRM system could also change 
customer behavior in the company’s favor, resulting in a potential increase in sales or 
savings for the company (2006). 
 Inside Company A there seemed to be a differing response in terms of how much, 
what kind, and how helpful the training had been that the employees had received when 
the new CRM system was getting implemented; “yeah, I think we should have had it later, 
otherwise it was good” (Interviewee 7A). This inconsistency might indicate poor system 
implementation as a result of the wrong type or lack of training as stated by Gunasekaran 
and Ngai (2004). In Company B, everyone stated that they had received training and that 
they had continuous support resources in the form of super uses and help desks;  
 

I would say for a completely new user it’s quite difficult in the beginning to know 
where to find everything, of course we have super users of the system and manuals 
and if it’s not clear we can find the same information inside the system 
(Interviewee 4B).  

 
Maybe this inconsistency in relation to Company A’s training of their new CRM system 
could mean that they should look over these and, in the future, ensure that everyone has 
received a consistent amount of information and support. This would be supported by 
Motiwalla and Thompson (2014) who argues that the need for training increases with the 
implementation of an information system (Motiwalla & Thompson, 2014). Avlonitis and 
Panagopoulos (2005) further adds to this argument by stating that organizational training, 
user participation in the implementation process, and setting realistic expectations are key 
factors in ensuring employee acceptance of a new system (Avlonitis & Panagopoulos, 
2005).   
 When asked about social media and whether or not they believe that their 
company should integrate social media in their customer data management, several 
differing responses were given from inside both companies. Some employees thought that 
it would be a good thing to integrate social media into their CRM processes while others 
did not see how it could be relevant, at least not in terms of their own approach to CRM. 
This could be explained by the fact that although social media could bring substantial 
benefits to business-to-business (B2B) companies, such as customer engagement, 
business exposure, and cost effectiveness (Siamagka et al., 2015), many B2B companies 
have failed to see the relevance of bringing social media into their current business 
strategy (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). 
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While being a similarity in terms of inconsistency in communication between both 
companies, it is still worth mentioning the differences inside both companies. Concerning 
the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the employees inside both companies 
seem to have received different types of information on the regulation due to that they 
seem to possess differing knowledge on what customer data they can and cannot store. 
Despite Interviewee 7A from Company A stating that “when this started up, we got a lot 
of information about it so we should know, we also made this online training, how to 
handle it” (Interviewee 7A), the majority of the employees interviewed seemed unsure on 
what was ok to store and what was not ok. This further shows some inconsistency when 
it comes to communication inside both companies. Perhaps this issue could however also 
be attributed to the notion that ethical business behavior online still presents a challenge 
for B2B companies due to that they entered the online marketplace at a later stage than 
business-to-consumer (B2C) companies did (Luo, 2002). 
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6 Conclusions and Implications 
6.1 Conclusions 
The research questions for this thesis has been the following: 
 

RQ1: How do business-to-business (B2B) manufacturing companies in Sweden 
approach customer relationship management (CRM) and the management of 
customer data in today’s digital era? 
RQ2: How has the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) affected how 
these companies manage customer data? 
 

The aims of this study have been to explore the differences between two companies, one 
who has recently implemented a CRM system and one that does not use a specific CRM 
system and instead uses their enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. This study also 
looked into what other CRM methods they have used other than these systems, what 
potential issues they have run into, how the employees use these systems and how it has 
affected their approach to CRM. This study also explored the introduction of social media 
and GDPR as new challenges for B2B companies and how the companies in this study 
has handled and incorporated these new challenges. 

Through the reporting of and analysis of the empirical findings, the two research 
questions have been answered and the study’s aims have been fulfilled. It has been shown 
that the two case companies, which both reside in Sweden but also share a global 
presence, work in both different and similar ways when it comes to CRM. Company A 
has implemented a new CRM system while Company B relies on their ERP system for 
the same purposes. This inevitably results in both companies going about reaching the 
same goal, effective CRM, in different ways.  

Both companies are also using other method besides specifically system related 
processes which indicates that neither of them relies too much on their systems to do their 
jobs for them which is in line with the theoretical framework presented in this study 
(Rigby, Reichheld & Schefter, 2002). Neither company seem to have integrated social 
media to such an extent that they are using it proactively and still seem to lack the 
perceived relevance of using it more proactively. This is the case despite the stated 
benefits that exist with doing so along with the presented risks of underestimating these 
benefits (Siamagka et al., 2015). 

It can also be seen from this study that although both companies have taken action 
in adapting to the new rules set by the GDPR, neither seemed to know exactly what was 
allowed and what was not, with Interviewee 5A stating jokingly that they might have to 
wait for a company to be sued to actually find out how GDPR truly works. Despite this, 
or maybe because of this still ongoing uncertainty, few interviewees from both companies 
felt that the new regulation had yet to affect their business processes in a substantial way. 
This could perhaps be explained by Luo’s (2002) statement that B2B companies face a 
greater challenge in responding to these types of new developments in connection to the 
online marketplace (2002). 
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6.2 Theoretical and Managerial Implications 
6.2.1 Theoretical Implications 

As could be seen in the problem discussion of this thesis, Richard, Thirkell and 
Huff (2007), stated that marketers are calling for more research to help them understand 
how customer relationship management (CRM) can benefit their company and how it 
should function in practice in order to become a successful implementation (Richard, 
Thirkell & Huff, 2007). This thesis has to an extent provided some more knowledge in 
connection to this call for paper by reporting the perceived and expected benefits a 
company with a newly implemented system has expressed. For example, Company A 
mentioned how the new system had already been implemented in one of their units abroad 
with all the benefits that had followed, which they were now trying to achieve with their 
own implementation of the same system.  

This study has also explored how the system should function in practice through 
the descriptions from the interviewees in how they will use the systems while not relying 
solely on them and having other CRM processes outside the system, indicating that these 
processes should not lose their perceived value. This can be connected to the call from 
Richard, Thirkell and Huff (2007) that studies should “expand, explore and explain the 
potential links between RM theories and CRM application” (Richard, Thirkell & Huff, 
2007, p 928). 

This study also provides a further contribution to the scarce existing research on 
social media from the perspective of business-to-business (B2B) companies and how it is 
used in these companies (Flanigan & Obermier, 2016). Past research also called for more 
studies that look into how social media and other digital applications can be used in a 
B2B context (Lipiäinen, 2015) and as new technological developments imply a great 
effect on future CRM, more research on social CRM in a B2B context was also in demand 
(2015). This study could not contribute more knowledge concerning how social media 
could be used in a B2B context as neither company, at least to the knowledge of the 
interviewees, proactively uses it or has integrated it into their other systems. However, 
this thesis still contributes to the research on social media in B2B companies by 
demonstrating a contemporary perspective of B2B companies’ current view on social 
media’s relevance to their business activities. The result indicates that despite the benefits 
that have been stated by past research, even today, B2B companies that conduct business 
on a global scale, still seem to fail to understand how they can benefit from integrating 
social media into their business strategies. 

As stated in the problem discussion, the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) and privacy issues online in general do not only pose as valid concerns for 
business-to-consumer (B2C) companies, but are also valid concerns for B2B companies 
(Luo, 2002). It was therefore argued that the introduction of a much stricter and limiting 
protection law, such as the GDPR, does not make this challenge any easier for B2B 
companies to overcome, which further justified more research on GDPR’s impact on B2B 
companies and their management of customer data. This study has contributed with more 
knowledge concerning B2B companies perception of the GDPR, how it has affected 
them, and how they have adapted to it. This provides the current research with more 



  
 

58 

knowledge in this area that could possibly lead to the development of future research 
studies that explore this area even further. 
 
6.2.2 Managerial Implications 
What can be concluded from this study is that companies should perhaps invest more into 
the training of employees when implementing a new system, business process or, in the 
case of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), adapting to a new regulation. 
This study showed that although the company had conducted training for these changes, 
the perception of the training was inconsistently perceived by the employees themselves 
and it does not seem like it resulted in greater acceptance of the new customer relationship 
management (CRM) system in Company A’s case. Concerning Company B, their 
employees also seemed to have gotten an inconsistent amount of information in relation 
to GDPR. Therefore, business-to-business (B2B) companies should ensure that all their 
employees are actively participating in the implementation process and that they receive 
the same mandatory information so that everyone in the company shares the same 
knowledge and knows how to act in line with it.  
 Company B is currently not using a CRM system and instead uses their enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) system, M3, for CRM purposes. The employees from Company 
B did however express a desire to implement a specific CRM system due to that they 
thought that although the M3 system was advantageous in many ways, it still lacked some 
necessary parameters for them to manage their customer data in an efficient way. 
Therefore, this study’s implication is that Company B and other companies lacking a 
CRM system should consider investing in a CRM system as it has been proven effective 
for many other B2B companies according to past research (Chang, Park & Chaiy, 2010). 
However, it needs to be noted that the benefits should first be weighed against the risks 
involved with such a heavy investment before a company decides to implement a new 
CRM system (Richard, Thirkell & Huff, 2007). 
 Despite the reported benefits related to the integration of social media not only 
for business-to-consumer (B2C) companies but also for B2B companies (Siamagka et al., 
2015), both Company A and B showed a lack of understanding of these benefits or the 
relevance of social media to their business processes. Due to that companies who do not 
stay proactive concerning innovative developments risk falling behind their competitors 
who do not underestimate these (2015), the implications for both Company A and B might 
be that they need to be more willing to try these new innovations and implement these in 
a way that ensures added value to their companies so as to not lose their place at the top. 
 The managerial implication that this study can provide companies concerning 
GDPR is that companies should make sure that their employees understand as much as 
possible what new regulations mean and how they will affect their daily work so as to not 
leave room for any misunderstandings or mistakes (Luo, 2002 ; Safari, 2016 ; Hoofnagle 
et al., 2019). This is of great importance due to that misunderstandings and mistakes in 
this case could result in serious legal consequences which was even brought up by one 
interviewee stating that they might have to wait for a company to be sued in order for 
them to truly understand the limitations of the new regulation.  
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6.3 Social Policy Implications 
 Concerning the social policy implications of this study, it can be argued that there 
is a need for a clarification of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and what 
it means for business-to-business (B2B) companies due to that there still seem to exist a 
lot of confusion surrounding how B2B companies should follow it. There also seem to 
exist a perception that GDPR mainly concerns business-to-consumer (B2C) companies 
due to that they manage private individuals’ personal data, even though the rules set by 
the GDPR affects all companies within the EU. Therefore, it might be in the best interest 
of the EU to clarify this in order to avoid costly legal battles between not only companies 
versus individuals but even companies versus the EU and its member states in terms of 
what rules apply under GDPR if these have not been communicated clearly from the 
outset.  

One final implication for society and governments could be that, due to the 
constant and rapid development of the digital world and the use of online data, together 
with the demonstrated inexperience by companies in how to ethically manage these vast 
amounts of data, governments need to continuously try to catch up with the fast pace of 
the Internet in order to ensure the protection of their citizens in an era where everyone’s 
personal information is available to the highest bidder. 

 
6.4 Limitations  
The limitations of this study include the uneven number of interviews and durations of 
these interviews. From Company A, seven interviews were conducted while five 
employees from Company B were interviewed and the duration of these interviews 
ranged from approximately half an hour to one hour which could affect the credibility of 
the study’s result. However, the resulting number of interviews still led to a perceived 
theoretical saturation due to that the same information continuously re-appeared towards 
the end of the interview process. 

Another limitation is that this study does not include a company that has clearly 
integrated social media into their business strategy, limiting the results of the study to 
only presenting the perspectives of companies which have not integrated social media at 
this point, further making it impossible for this study to provide any empirical knowledge 
on how social media can be used in a business-to-business (B2B) context. This perceived 
limitation could however also be seen as further evidence of B2B companies’ lack of 
understanding of the digital world, which would provide further support to past research 
that also reached this conclusion. 

A third limitation of this study could be the number of companies studied. 
Although it was an active choice to limit the study to these two companies due to time 
and resource constraints, it could also be seen as a limitation in the sense that a study 
involving more companies could have led to the possibility of more diverse findings in 
terms of, for example,  the level of social media integration. It is however argued by the 
authors of this study that the value of the empirical findings was not diminished by the 
number of cases studied as it still contributes with both theoretical and managerial 
implications that are noteworthy and could inspire future research.  
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6.5 Future Research 
This thesis suggests that further research look into social customer relationship 
management (CRM), social media, and GDPR in a business-to-business (B2B) context. 
This study has provided some implications that could potentially inspire research 
questions such as to what extent social media is integrated in B2B companies and what 
barriers are perceived by employees that stop them from working proactively with social 
media and social CRM as effective marketing tools. 

Another research question could be whether or not B2B companies understand 
the difference between traditional CRM and social CRM and what benefits and 
disadvantages exist between them. Based on the conclusions of this thesis, future studies 
could also look into how new systems, processes, and regulations are implemented and 
communicated to the employees in a B2B company in terms of training and continuous 
support functions. 

Due to that GDPR is still a fairly new subject, future research could also look into 
how the GDPR affects B2B companies’ customer relationships and how it affects the 
competitiveness on the international market compared to other international companies 
that reside outside of the EU, for instance in China and in the US.  

A final suggestion for future research would be to look deeper into the 
perspectives of business customers in relation to the GDPR, whether they are aware of 
the rights that the regulation provides them concerning their own data and how they 
perceive that their data is being protected or not by the new regulation. This area was 
touched by this study in the question to the interviewees that asked them how they 
expected other companies to handle their data as a business customer, but as it was only 
one question out of at least eighteen others and not the focus of the study itself, perhaps 
future research could look further into this specific question.  
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Appendices 
Interview Questions 
 

1. How do you manage your customer relationships? 
2. What method do you use to keep track of your customer data, could you please 

describe this method? 
3. Why are you using this method? 
4. What do you think is important when managing your customer relationships? 
5. How do you ensure that your customers feel safe doing business with you? 
6. Why are you using a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system? / Why 

are you using an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system to manage your 
customers? 

7. How do you use the CRM/ERP system in your daily work? 
8. Who works with the CRM/ERP system? 
9. What is your expectation for the CRM system? / How could the ERP system be 

improved? 
10. What implementation issues have you experienced so far?  
11. How will the CRM system affect the way you manage your customer 

relationships? / How does the ERP system affect the way you manage your 
customer relationships? 

12. Is your CRM/ERP system integrated in any way with your social media channels? 
If so, what benefits/challenges do you perceive social media presents for your 
work with the CRM/ERP system? 

13. Have you received any training in working with the new CRM system/ERP 
system? 

14. What do you know of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)? 
15. How do you ensure that you are following the rules set by the GDPR? 
16. How has GDPR affected your work with CRM? 
17. How do you expect other companies to store your company’s data? 
18. What  is your general opinion of GDPR? 

 


