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The Abstract

This paper aims to explore the relationship and effectiveness of deploying Customer Relationship Management (CRM) policies with special regard to “Service Quality”, “Innovative Services” and “”Advance Digital Technologies” to customers (i.e. property owners) in the Property & Facility Management (PFM) industry.  

Originally, CRM is to implement customer-oriented technology solutions to improve the profit margin of a company.  However, it has been developed into a broader and strategic perspective and becoming a holistic approach of a company to manage and produce values to shareholders.  CRM helps outlining a comprehensive picture of the performance of a firm via advance technological solutions and effective management of customers’ needs, exceed their expectations and therefore predicts customers’ behavior.  This paper attempts to review the full functions of CRM (i.e. from IT solution to strategic policies) to enhance the competitive advantage of a company in gaining and/or retaining market shares of customers in the market.

Academic research in validating the positive relationship between the CRM Strategies and Customers’ Behaviour are relatively rare, this paper attempts to explore the virtue of CRM as a mediator to drive a firm’s Customer-driven strategies, so as to understand customer behaviour and hence to predict customers’ behaviour and their intention to subscribe the unique services.  

According to the findings from a sample size of 10 senior management staff and professionals in the PFM companies, an analytical framework is formed which reveals that the CRM with due regard to “Service Quality”, “Innovative Services” and “”Advance Digital Technologies” weigh over other attributes to lead customer behavior in that particular field.  Such PFM implemented digital technologies exceeds customer expectations and leads them to use the innovative services by changing their behavior toward a digitalized service in Hong Kong.



1. Introduction

Effective CRM is originally termed as a technology solution manipulated by the IT professionals to enhance the usage of customers’ information within respective departments for strategic planning of the company.  Customer-oriented company is equipped with high standard of service quality, R&D, service / product innovation, and advance technology in handling customers’ data.  These prerequisites help achieving the customer-driven strategies and finally leading customers’ buying behaviour and affecting their preference for particular services.  

Research on CRM in respect of strategic planning with the ultimate goal to lead customer behavior is rare.  This leaves a research gap, which is not of single reality nature, for this paper to examine the relationship(s) among the company’s customer-driven strategies, the customer behaviors and the CRM as a mediator to drive the customer-driven strategies to dictate customer behaviors.  In this paper, Property & Facility Management (PFM) industry is selected.  

Research Philosophy
Examining human behavior on consumption of a particular service / product is not of scientific realism but instead, radical subjectivism.  Qualitative research method with in-depth interviews and direct observation will be adopted for data collection.  While studying humans, one must understand the social phenomenon from the perception of a social actor and the consequent actions.  “Interpretivism” is classified under the scope of qualitative research.  

An inductive approach is used to understand and reveal the context of the findings with grounded theory from the field of undisclosed universal truths.  As reality is co-constructive, I’ll adopt the EMIC approach to perform insider’s role by interacting with those being interviewed in order to fully understand the real situation after the in-depth discussions and observations in-situ and explaining the reality and gaining knowledge of the research field with firsthand experience.  In that case, a PFM Company with regard to customer behavior under the effective CRM.  


2. Literature Review
   
   Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
The term CRM was initially appeared in the Information Technology (IT) industry in mid-1990.  It refers to using IT as business solutions to enhance its customer-base sales activities.  In the academic world, relationship marketing is very often interchangeably used with the term CRM (Parvatiya and Sheth 2001).  In fact, CRM is originally a technology-base solutions which is described as “information-enabled relationship marketing” (Ryals and Payne 2001, p.3).  CRM can be defined with at least three perspectives, the first is narrowly seen as merely a technology solution, secondly a wide-ranging technology and thirdly, can be viewed as a customer centric strategy (Payne and Frow 2005).  According to Payne and Frow (2005), CRM is a strategic approach that is concerned with creating improved key stakeholders value via development of good and long term customer relationship.  CRM utilizes the data from existing customers and co-create value with them.  

The main objective of CRM is to collect, as much as possible, the customers’ data via IT and business objectives of an organization so as to retain existing customers and also acquire new customers by extending the lifetime value of its customers (Peppard, 2000).  Organizations with strong emphasis on customer relationship initiatives are forward-looking organizations that can establish and maintain customer satisfactions, and hence customer loyalty and intention to buy.  

   According to Mike Hoots (2004), “Where there are gaps, there is dissatisfaction”, the secret and core competence to the success of the service providers is to close the gaps between customer expectations and service delivery realities.  Firstly, attempt to close the gap in customer expectations, then in resources and finally in the remaining gap.  CRM can also be classified as a business strategy used to identify, cultivate, and maintain long-term profitable customer relationship.  

3. Methodology 

Methodology refers to philosophies that guide data collection.  Customer behaviour falls within the scope of customer services with human interactions which is social science and qualitative research will be used.  Data collection methods include observations, structured interviews, face-to-face focus groups, survey, telephone, reviewing documents, audio-visual materials…etc. For this research, individual in-depth interviews have been conducted with 10 professional managers who are in the field of PFM industry and also owners of respective residential property. 

The main objective of interviews is to understand the strategic role of interviewees toward company CRM function in order to measure the effectiveness on managing customer behaviors.  Some open-end questions have been designed to collect primary data for analysis.  Before the interviews, all interviewees are briefed on the purpose of the study and requested to sign a consent form in fulfilling the ethical requirement of a qualitative research.  A digital recorder is used to record the sound bites of the whole discussion for later transcribing the contents for data analysis.  During the interview, a rapport effect is maintained throughout the interview and an opening question is set to achieve initial reactions in a relatively informal manner.  After the interviews, an Analytical Framework has been established to highlight the findings in order to establish a grounded theory to explain the research gap, i.e. to explain CRM is an effective mediator to lead customer behavior.  Grounded theory has been established from the findings after data analysis process via coping, which explains how people are experiencing a phenomenon derived from the analytical framework.

4. Data Collection

In-depth interview has been used to glean from participants (i.e. 10 interviewees) with ideas about CRM theory.  The selected participants are senior management and existing professional managers of the renowned PFM firms in Hong Kong. The interviewing questions are: (1) What is your expectation, being a property owner/occupier, toward the services provided by the PFM Company? (2) Would you recommend your PFM service provider to friends? (3) Being a professional in the field, how would you interpret “Service Quality” in the industry? (4) Do you think Innovations and technological advancement is important to improve the CRM of your company? (5) Are there any complaint about the services provided by your company, what are they and why?
After interviewing all participants, an “Analytical Framework is built to understand and explain that CRM drives customer behaviors in PFM Industry” as shown in Figure 1.  The framework is divided into three levels namely the Theme at the top position, Category in the middle and Sub-Category at the bottom.  Having transcribed the data obtained from the interviews, the analytical framework has been divided into 5 themes including Competitive Advantage, Market Differentiation, CRM Strategies, Customers Behaviors and Customer Services.  Having conducted the Axial Coding and Open Coding, the data has been divided into category and sub-category for easy understanding.  Some of the major concerns for the research, e.g. the CRM, Service Quality, Service Innovation, Advance Technologies and so on are repeatedly discussed to ensure saturation.  The number of counts that interviewees have mentioned during the interviews is shown in the category and sub-category boxes in red number bracketed in the bottom of respective boxes.  
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Figure 1:  “CRM to drive Customer Behavior in Property & Facility Management industry”
5. Analysis on Findings 

The most frequent discussed topics/ideas from participants are tabulated below:
	Theme 
	Category 
	Counts* 

	Competitive Advantage 
	Application of 
Advanced Technologies 
	10 

	CRM Strategies 
	Service Quality 
	9 

	Customer Services 
	Customer 
Satisfaction & Loyalty 
	9 

	Market Differentiation 
	Innovative Service 
	8 

	CRM Strategies 
	Performance Pledge 
	8 

	Customer Service 
	Customer Needs & Expectation 
	8 



* Counts: 10 represents that all 10 participants have expressed their ideas and shared their current applications on this issue.  Score 9 indicates that 9 participants reflected their views on the issue.  

The low ranking factors below 2 are seldom mentioned by participants and imply that these are not critical/important issues in the eyes of customers in the field of PFM industry.  

The initial insight to these high ranking factors reflects the needs for technologies advancement to be injected into the industry and that the old traditional approaches to serve customers shall be improved with innovative services so as to meet the needs and exceed the expectations of customer to ensure their satisfaction and loyalty to the service provider.  We shall discuss these findings in details in the following discussion.


6. Discussion on Findings

R&D places a very important role in an organization in which advance technology and product review and improvement enhance profit margin and gaining market shares.  Understanding the needs, expectation, satisfaction and behavior of customers is of vital importance in achieving the ultimate objective of a business unit in terms of achieving profit margin.  Thus, understanding customer behavior is one of the key successes for any business. 

According to the highest ranking items in the Analytical Framework, it indicates that customers in the field of PFM (i.e. the property owners / residents) are attracted by the “Application of Advanced Technologies” with the most convenient PFM services via their mobile phone.  This relies on applications of advance digital technologies.  As a result, property owners / residents are keen to have the PFM service providers to provide digital solutions for household convenience.  For example, to pay management fee instantly via online APPS, to book the venue for entertainment in the clubhouse, to grant access right from the main entrance via different access points, paying shuttle bus fares, reading estate notice, and so on.  All these “Online Digital Solutions” manipulate the owners’/ residents’ behaviors within the estate.  

Innovative services via digital applications could also exceed the expectation of property owners.  For example, provision of logistic delivery services that installation of storage cabinet in an estate with different size drawers operated by a QR code to open and lock with 24-hour access.  Respective residents (i.e. customer of different online stores) can order different products/services and get them within a walking distance in the estate without hassle to wait for the delivery at home.  The ways of running such service is that service provider of storage cabinet will be aligned with the online service providers such as Amazon, ASOS, Tao Bao, Postal Office, other retails shops, e.g. laundry, soup delivery…etc. that by using the online APPS, once the property owners / residents has ordered and paid, then the deal is done and the goods/services will be delivered to the designated cabinet via a QR code, i.e. owner/resident concerned can use the QR code to open the storage cabinet to collect the products.  Such innovative service is very welcomed by owners / residents nowadays.  In fact, this has been proved that the trend of using “Big Data” in selling commodities in the Mainland China works well in terms of profitable income generated from the digital APPS.  

Secondly, “Service Quality” also ranks high in the survey that most of the participants are expressing their ideas on this issue under the interviewing question no. 3 as mentioned above. Surely, service quality in PFM covers a wider range from built quality to staff customer service skills.  Customers tend to follow the directives from PFM companies due to its professionalism, statutory requirements and mutual trust on service providers. PFM companies can provide value added services e.g. minor repair service to ease owners problem in their household facilities e.g. suspension on electricity/water supply.  In addition, the Performance Pledge of the PFM companies is also important as this reflects the service quality of PFM staff to response and handle owners’ requests effectively.  This customer service skill set is pre-requisites in the industry as owners / residents are paying the management fee to subscribe it.   

It is concluded that CRM policies with emphasis on Service Quality, Innovative Services and Technological Advancement could perform the mediator’s role in driving customer behaviors in the field of PFM. 

7. Conclusion

During the interviews, all participants agree that CRM is of vital important in managing property owners / residents not only to meet their needs but also to exceed their expectations on the service provisions.  Furthermore, all interviewees agree that advance technologies can bring convenience to property owners / residents but there are still limitations.  Since not all owners / residents are keen to use mobile APPS or on-line applications, these digital APPS only facilitate some of the computer-oriented customers and not all.  However, time flies, when on-line applications become popular across the universe in which transactions of any kinds are digitalized with personal chips, then the use of APPS or on-line applications would be a common practice. Secondly, the capital investment on hardware provisions in facilitating the digital technologies is also another hurdle for consideration.

The managerial implication is that digitalized applications can replace manpower especially in the accounting and security department it is good news to those property owners in lowering the management fee levels due to reduction of manpower but oppositely, causing a threat to respective staff in the market.  CRM, if manipulated effectively as a mediator and place emphasis on Service Quality, Innovative Services and Advanced Technologies shall benefit the company in terms of customer-driven strategies by all means.


· End –
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Appendix 1

Personal Reflection

My wrong impression about the 2,500 to 3,000 words assignment would be an easy task, but having seriously read the task description guidelines, this threatens me.  It is because I’ve to spend a lot of time in understanding and explaining the research philosophy, some technical terms via lecture notes and you-tube lecturing series. Besides, design the interview questions and spend almost 10 hours to obtain data through the 10 interviews, plus another 6 hours to transcribe them to build the analytical framework in exercising the coding technique, and bear in mind to achieve saturated data. All these processes are deep down into my heart.

Having conducted the research, I’m quite confident that I acquire most of the qualitative research knowledge.  Transcribing data is a hard work, but to make sure the message is correct is even harder.  When the Analytical Framework is built, I figure out the sunshine from the dark clouds that the hard works (over a hundred hours so spent) on the research topic are proved to be meaningful, as the transcribe data indicates that my ideas toward the research topic are on the right track.  It is a bonus to see that happens. 

Besides, there are many hip-cups during the interviews, to name a few: some participants are unwilling and disagree to have the sound recording during the interviews; the interview has to stop suddenly due to emergency case (water flooding incident) happened in the workplace; and also waste half an hour time in a wrong venue for the interview…etc. 

Finally, I admit that Qualitative Research is a very difficult task, but it is a fruitful process.  Being a qualitative researcher, I can do whatever topic I like and build my own grounded theory to explain the research gap with dependability and creditability.

Yours truly,
LUI Yau Hang, Edward
31 October 2018
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