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[bookmark: _Toc81375494]Executive Summary
The advent of the COVID 19 pandemic ha had very disastrous effects on most businesses. The unexpected situations that are attributed to the pandemic have forced most businesses to rethink how they do their businesses. Since most do not operate in isolation the need to provide and guarantee customer safety has meant that most businesses change their internal and external processes and elevate their safety quality and controls as part of mitigating the effects of the pandemic (Fogel 2016). This is much more important where the business is dealing with people on large scale for instance where their services is purely people-based.  Public transport is one area that realised significant effect because of the COVID 19 pandemic.  Specifically, the taxi industry with major players like Uber has been adversely affected because of the pandemic. This report looks at Uber a world-renowned American technology company offering services like ride-hailing, food delivery, package delivery, couriers and cargo transportation (Walker Smith 2016). The company headquartered in San Francisco operates in approximately 900 cities globally. The report discusses how internal and external factors including the COVID-19 pandemic have impacted the business’ customer experience highlighting ways that Uber can adopt in its customer relationship management (CRM) setting to achieve a sustainable customer relationship. 

1. [bookmark: _Toc81375495]Introduction
Uber Technologies formerly known as Uber has its mainstay on technology. In fact, the product is more of a two-sided platform than the transportation, courier, and eatery services it provides. As such Uber’s configuration is such as to facilitate the customer and the service provider to interact and initiate, maintain, and terminate business transactions to cater for the customers’ needs. Consequently, the company very much relies on there being a mutual relationship between the customer and the service provider because in this way Uber is able to charge a fee that goes towards its revenue base (Walker Smith 2016). As such Uber is more concerned with assuring quality experience for those using the platform as a way of generating and sustaining its revenue stream.  In this entire configuration it is apparent that quality processes play a critical part to ensure that the customer gets the experience that will draw Uber apart from the competition (Walker Smith 2016). As such it is important to specifically case study how Uber undertakes its customer relationship management process as part of enhancing the customer experience. This will be highlighted in the context of the changing business environment (for example because of COVID -19 pandemic) and other internal and external factors that contribute to and affect the quality processes and controls and have an impact on customer experience. 

Customer experience can be defined as the cognitive and affective result from a customer’s exposure to, or interface with, a business’s staff, procedures, tools, products, services, and outputs. Whenever customers undertake business with companies, they do not just buy products, but they likewise experience other types of company products (Peelen and Beltman 2013). Whenever the customers’ expectations as far as their experiences are undesirable, they can switch to competitors who provide a more superior experience. Notably customer experience is a critical element as far as Uber is concerned the reason why the platform has been religiously used across many cities to provide reliable and affordable transportation that is suited to the customer needs (Ferrell and Hartline 2014). In fact, Uber’s sharing-economy business model has aggressively dislodged the traditional taxi industry. As such Uber has transformed the way people travel by using a smartphone application to provide on-demand transportation system that connects passengers and drivers through its platform that is available as a smartphone application. 

Customer relationship management (CRM) is an essential business strategy integrating internal procedures and functions with external networks, to generate value to customers at a profit (Buttle and Maklan 2015). This process is founded on high-quality customer-related data that is primarily enabled through information technology. Such internal processes should be designed and focused on the core competency of the business.

This report will give an overview of Uber and review two important CRM models including their relevance, strengths, and weaknesses. Afterwards the report will apply one of the models to the Uber case study with a view to illustrating how the model addresses Uber’s CRM issues. Finally, recommendations and a conclusion will be drawn based on the application of the chosen model within Uber’s context. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc81375496]Company Context
Uber boasts a successful global value proposition, which is well known and entrenched within its two-sided platform. Unlike most other companies that typically develop a platform encompassing their product to gain control of the market, in Uber’s case the product is considered to be the platform (Choudary 2015).

As such, a platform represents a business model which creates value by supporting interactions that involve two or more interdependent groups. This also leverages the network effects produced by the current customer base. Specifically, Uber is a two-sided platform connecting drivers and customers who need a ride. This provides both parties with network/connectivity externalities (Choudary 2015). Such a platform also features certain transfers involving the parties, which may include exchange of information, money and the transportation services (Choudary 2015)

The value of Uber as a platform can be determined based on its capability to connect parties involved and attract new producers as well as customers. Such value will depend on the effects of direct network. As such the utility of the users on the platform increases proportionately. Consequently, as priority such a type of platform is quickly able to grow a substantial customer base that can nurture uninterrupted network effects thereby gaining a competitive advantage over new entrants (Choudary 2015). Uber seems to be using service quality and price to attain customer satisfaction. This can be seen from Uber’s increased customer retention, positive word of mouth communication, and increased revenue. 

Among Uber’s peculiar characteristics is the technology used that is easily replicable, and yet the entire network around it remains unique. In this way, the company’s customer base is nurtured through a continuous conquest in new territories. Several factors explain Uber’s effective expansion. Uber’s geographical growth is typically founded on a city-by-city strategy (Blystone 2015). The company recognises that every niche has different actors who have unique characteristics. 

Further, Uber launches its service in a new city and follows this by the offering free rides as a way of wining over potential customers who want to experience the service. After an appropriate customer’s base has been created, the company decreases its discount and free rides (Blystone 2015). Other interrelated but important factors that characterise Uber’s growth include the quality of the experience and the word of mouth. This portrays how Uber has ingeniously used the customer experience aspect to expand its market and penetrate and dominate new markets. Initially, among the main issues that Uber faced was the risk related to negative network effects. However, this has been resolved through high safety and quality rides that include an ad hoc feedback system. This further portrays how the company has been at the fore as far as valuing customer experience is concerned (Blystone 2015). Moreover, those who initially used Uber shared their experience with friends about it and word spread further through blogs and social media. Consequently, spreading awareness about Uber’s quality of the service became pivotal and determined how the service was delivered. The positive word of mouth ultimately inspired more people to try Uber, and this is how Uber has traditionally increased its customer base using positive network effects (Ruiz-Alba et al 2018.)

Uber’s original strategy which can be tied to its CRM problem is founded on an exploitation of the first mover advantage. Part of the advantage is tied to the transactional rating system that is typical to Uber. As much as this has been effective in drawing customers to Uber in their numbers, the rating system is inadequate to maintain a customer relationship (Jin and Chen 2021). Customer relationships are more important than the transaction involving the customer and the company. As such a customer may have a bad transaction and yet maintain a cordial relationship with a company. While Uber still has a lot of customers, however their future prospects may not be as bright, because relationally, partners like drivers remain unhappy. Customers are never asked to rate Uber on a scale, except the drivers.

From a transactional perspective five stars rating for the driver and vice versa is fairly accurate. However, it is only a part of the customer’s story.  Uber knows nothing as far as the customer intentions to ride again with them again and whether the customer has fears over the COVID -19 pandemic and some of Uber’s products like Uberpool, or even whether the customer would defend the company when it is publicly accused (Jin and Chen 2021). However, Uber can only gather such data when they start to be more concerned more about the relationship with their customers and less about the transaction.

Regrettably Uber’s superficial five-point rating game involving the driver and passenger is transactional and therefore convenient for both the driver and customer. Towards this end the company has used the leverage at its disposal to make its service viral. After gaining a stable two sided customer base with a strong brand image, Uber eventually undertook an open strategy whereby the company has been exploring new opportunities and possible markets that do not directly relate to the core business, but involving different partnerships (Siagian 2019). Ultimately Uber has been looking at how to reach more customers and generate the best business operation environment. However without a creative way of rating the company means the customer and company do not have a relationship. Consequently Uber’s relationship management is lacking in serious and truthful engagement with the customers in a personal manner. 


Uber embarked on expanding its platform’s boundaries to achieve a larger ecosystem. This meant that the company partnered with the tech giant Google and integrated Uber in Google Maps, suggesting Uber as a preferable means of transportation according to the Google Maps service (Etherington 2014). In 2014 Uber started its Request Application Programming Interface (API) that offered third parties the option to incorporate their application into Uber.
Uber’s API release was accomplished in various ways depending on the level of integration involving the Uber app and a third-party. Developers were able to add a “Request a Ride” widget within their applications that redirected users to the Uber app. Alternatively, they could include a possibility of envisioning, booking and cancelling Uber rides independently without the Uber’s app. However to maintain control of the quality of the user experience, Uber chose to launch this latter option using a selected group of partners before opening the option to all. Furthermore, Uber has also been providing incentives for developers to incorporate Uber within their applications (Baltzan and Philips 2012).
	
Generally, it is worth noting that the economy is shifting to a state where all consumer goods can be availed as a service so that the corresponding consumer services will be on demand. Such a change requires an alteration of consumers’ needs from ownership to access. This mindset underpins the Uber on-demand business model, whereby the brand sells, and consumer needs are proportionate (Motiwalla and Thompson 2012). However, the big sell off in this arrangement as will be discussed in Uber’s case is a superficial customer relationship that can have consequences for the company in future. As such, a successful platform will ensure that the company gains a strong positioning within the market, and yet it is barely replicable. However, renewing the value proposition in such a setting as a way of staying ahead of competition, these platforms must evolve.


3. [bookmark: _Toc81375497]Models Review
Several customer relationship management models are available. However, for this report, it suffices to look at two namely the Quality Competitive Index (QCI) and the CRM value chain models. The relevance of any CRM model is based on its ability to help organizations to maximize their customer interaction value and enable higher business performance. Consequently, whether it is the QCI or the CRM value chain or the other models chosen, the objective is to augment the customer interaction value. 
[bookmark: _Toc81375498]The Quality Competitive Index (QCI) CRM model 
The Quality Competitive Index (QCI) CRM model is a stepwise model that specifically looks at how to manage customers as opposed to improve relationships with them. This model has eight main components that include analysis and planning, proposition, information technology, people and organisation, process management, customer management activity, effect measurement and customer experience. This model focuses on three key activities namely acquisition, retention, and penetration (Payne and Frow 2013). The model commences from the customer’s exterior environment their discomfort points, business aims, among other factors affect whether these customers are willing to buy or network with the sales team. This has a significant impact on the customer experience. Ultimately the customer experience affects customer proposition and other customer management activities.
Consequently, at the analysis and planning component, there is filling in data and the identification of behavioural gaps related to the business prospects. Afterward, it is also important to find out what value the company offers to the customer. This is critical in identifying and defining the customer experience (Schiffman and Wisenblit 2015). Following the planning and analysis is the proposition. Here the business uses the customer's needs and determines how they can be served before proposing an approach the customer can use. In all this information and technology plays a critical role. As such the business must be aware that their technology can be used to determine its effectiveness in adding customer information to the CRM and analysing such data. 
Overall people within the organization are critical because they are responsible for managing customer feedback, which may include service inquiries or online reviews. This of course couples up with process management. In this context the sales and customer service teams are critical in offering consistent support to customers (Kotler and Armstrong 2012). With such information available it is needful to have a customer management activity. This consist of three elements namely acquisition that entails acquiring and learning about new customers, penetration that entails gathering information related to customers to develop positive engagements with them. Finally, there is retention that entails keeping customers engaged with the business. 
With all the above in place it is necessary to also measure the effect. This is accomplished by analysing the sales teams' performance to gauge how their work contributes towards the sales. All these components are working towards the ultimate customer experience (Kalbach 2018). The Quality Competitive Index (QCI) CRM model enables the business to undertake the same process in the previous step, although this time round the focus is on customer satisfaction as opposed to sales volume. Gaining these two important aspects in business namely customer experience and customer satisfaction can help the business to achieve the desired competitive advantage. 
[bookmark: _Toc81375499]The CRM value chain model 
The CRM value chain model was proposed by Professor Michael Porter from the Harvard Business School (Buttle and Maklan 2015). The model was intended to assist companies to identify and develop exceptional customer solutions. Based on this CRM model, it was important to determine those activities that have the most value and refine the processes related to those activities to effectively assist customers. This model has two stages whereby the primary stage consists of five parts. The five parts include: 
a) [bookmark: _Toc81375500]Customer portfolio analysis. 
This is undertaken to find out those customers who offer the company the most value. After gaining this insight it is imperative for the business to divide the resources among the customers based on their value.
b) [bookmark: _Toc81375501]Customer intimacy
The subsequent part that involves interacting with the customers to gather new data. Based on the data and information gathered, the business can adjust its products and services to suit the customer preferences (Solomon et al 2016). 
c) [bookmark: _Toc81375502]Network development. 
This part is unique among all CRM models, since it considers the external environment beyond the company and customers and focuses on third parties including suppliers, investors and partners. The data and information gathered through customer intimacy can advise the third parties who play a role in optimizing the customer experience (Boone and Kurtz 2014). 
d) [bookmark: _Toc81375503]Value proposition development. 
The first three parts of this model suffice to help the business to develop a unique value for their customer. Focusing on personalized service and reducing costs can lead to lower charge to the customers or more earnings retention. 
e) [bookmark: _Toc81375504]Relationship management. 
At this point a review of the preceding parts with a view to fine tune some areas will lead to relationship development and management. Since it is a continuous improvement process, the business can make changes where necessary to sustain the relationship with the customers (Boone and Kurtz 2014).  Relationship management is important in ensuring effective customer retention. 
The subsequent stage within the CRM value chain model is meant to ensure that the business has important factors like procurement, HR and IT management processes, leadership and culture and organizational design (Boone and Kurtz 2014).   There must be a supportive leadership culture that can nurture the CRM model. This leadership will be responsible for setting company standards and guiding the operations. 
Procurement processes should portray a reliable workflow that can move customers from being those highly interested prospects to real customers. The HR management processes must be such as to recruit an HR team capable of resolving internal issues in the CRM value chain model. This being heavily data intensive requires reliable and efficient IT management processes (Baltzan and Philips 2012). This will ensure that the CRM model is successful. All these activities will proceed well where there is a clearly designated organizational design that shows the flow of information and the lines of communication. 
Regardless of the CRM model that a business adopts, there are typical strengths and weaknesses that can be attributed to these kinds of systems. Hence it suffices to mention some generic strengths and weaknesses here below. 




[bookmark: _Toc81375505]Strengths of the CRM model in the business 
a) Centralises the data and information of the organisation and hence enables standardised formats that demonstrate consistency and effective communication (Peelen and Beltman 2013). 
b) CRM are scalable and capable of growing proportionally to the customer base 
c) CRM readily provide critical data and information that can assist the business. This is achieved through data mining. 
d) CRM are capable of speeding up the conversion process since relevant information for purchase decisions is available to the customer beforehand (Peelen and Beltman 2013).
e) Since the process of accessing data and information is conveniently managed from a centralised location, the business can incur fewer costs in its advertisement and marketing processes 

[bookmark: _Toc81375506]Weaknesses of the CRM model in the business 
a) CRM systems reduce the human element in the process and this may affect the quality of personalised service 
b) The CRM systems need to be secure and guarantee the customers that their data and information will remain secure albeit the increased cyber security breaches (Baltzan and Philips 2012) 
c) CRM systems demand a learning curve that can be expensive on the part of the business because of the increases in staff induction costs (Baltzan and Philips 2012) . 
d) With possible cyber security threats and breaches, data and information may be lost to third parties
4. [bookmark: _Toc81375507]Model Selection
Considering that the Quality Competitive Index (QCI) CRM model looks at how to manage customers as opposed to improve relationships with them, it is unsuitable to manage the CRM problem facing Uber. Consequently, the CRM value chain model is more suitable for addressing Uber’s customer relationship problem. Notably, Uber has an ever-growing customer base that is attributed to word of mouth and positive ratings from both customers and drivers (Cheewathanakornkul and Jiratchot 2018). As much as company may be relying on rider ratings which from transactional perspective may be accurate; however as noted above these ratings are superficial and only transactional based. In other words, Uber has no way of ascertaining that its relationship with the customer is valuable to the company, since there is no rating system that involves the company as an entity but the drivers who in this case are considered to be independent providers.
The CRM value chain model would be most suitable to address this problem because the different stages/parts as highlighted in the first part of the model progress towards an ultimate goal, which is to develop an enriched and sustainable relationship management function (Jin and Chen 2021). This is what will guarantee Uber suitable customer retention. It will ensure that Uber does not just focus on superficial ratings that may indicate a customer is satisfied with the transaction but capture how the customer perceives the company (not the driver). 
When Uber begins to use CRM to capture data and information about relationship with customers, it is likely that the ratings will not be as positive. For example, drivers have remained in a long-standing feud with the company since they are not considered to be bona fide employees of Uber (Walker Smith 2016). This is a relational problem that can adversely and may have indeed adversely affected Uber in the past. However, to implement such a relationship with the drivers means that Uber must incur more costs towards providing other employment related benefits for the drivers. This will in essence make the business model unsustainable over the long run since the cost of rides will most likely be adjusted upwards to cater for the cost of permanently employing the drivers in its network. This would cut back on the customer base as well as the company’s revenue stream among other challenges. Despite these challenges it is apparent that sooner or later Uber will be forced to address the issue of relationship management in its CRM. 

5. [bookmark: _Toc81375508]Application
The initial stage of the CRM value chain model proposes a customer portfolio analysis. Notably customers generally expect better quality, better price, and a faster service. In fact competition in the marketplace is based on quality, price, and time. These aspects typically apply to Uber’s case. Currently Uber is trying to juggle between quality and time. By applying the CRM value chain model, Uber will be able to determine from the portfolio analysis, network development and value proposition development how it can improve the quality aspect as part of remaining competitive in the industry (Payne and Frow 2013). This is important in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic.
In this context quality may cover how well Uber manages customer relationships to guarantee customer and contractor safety. In this context it may be necessary to change the system so that Uber does not remain anonymous or hidden and only rely on the customer and provider to rating of each other. Such data will not be able to accurately give Uber the true picture on how it (as a company) relates with its customers for the purpose of ensuring customer retention (Kotler et al 2013). 
At the customer portfolio analysis it may be necessary for Uber to listen to their esteemed customers and contractors in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic, especially on what they would prefer to be changed to address any concerns arising from the situation. 
At the customer intimacy Uber can be more aggressive in gathering the necessary information and data on how the COVID-19 changes have affected their customer expectations and experience 
At the network development Uber can be able to look at the current Department of Health regulations on COVID-19 and how everyone needs to protect themselves. Uber must establish a stronger and clearer relationship with third parties as a way of gaining insight on how to adhere to these requirements for the sake of ensuring safety and quality of its services.
In value proposition development Uber must consider how COVID-19 has impacted the way customers and other contractors interact on the platform (Payne and Frow 2013). This is also important in addressing the wants of the customer base as part of its improved value addition process. In terms of relationship management it is apparently weak or absent in Uber’s setting and yet important to ensuring that the customer and other contractors are assured of quality and safety when using the service, especially when considering the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects. 

  
6. [bookmark: _Toc81375509]Recommendations
Considering that Uber involves independent contractors and riders who can wilfully manipulate the feedback system to give each other favourable ratings, the data is inaccurate at best in determining for example how satisfied the customer is with Uber’s way of handling the COVID-19 pandemic challenge (Schiffman and Wisenblit 2015). It is recommended that Uber as a company subject itself to a more customer sensitive rating system to enhance relationship management (Payne and Frow 2013; Peelen and Beltman 2013). The company can initiate a customer satisfaction survey that rates the company and not the drivers as is currently the case. This requires Uber to engage more personally with each customer and in ways that are meaningful for both the customer and the company.



7. [bookmark: _Toc81375510]Conclusion
Customer relationship management (CRM) is a very critical aspect for any company and the process ensures that such a company can grow and sustain or expand its customer base if the process is effective or the company can close-down because of competition. Uber seems to value the importance of having a CRM noting the way it focuses its efforts on the feedback and customer incentive system. However as noted, the CRM system currently in place at Uber is lacking in helping the company appreciate its customer retention efforts. Therefore, by using the CRM value chain model, Uber will most likely be able to address the missing link in its current CRM model, which will result in more focus on relationship as opposed to the current focus on transaction. 
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