
The slippery customer

We’ve all experienced companies whose left hand seems 
blissfully unaware of what the right hand is doing – like 
the bank that badgers us to open an online account when 
we already have one, or the mail order firm that pitches a 
new product even though our last order never turned up.

New technology has created many more channels for 
businesses to reach their customers, but ironically this has 
added to the management problem. “While offering a 
range of channels may be seen as positive, if they remain 
siloed and not fully coordinated, they can have a negative 
impact on customer experience and ultimately on the 
organisation itself,” says Datamonitor analyst Amit Shah 
in a report on attracting and retaining customers in 
financial services.

It makes a business look amateurish, and today’s savvy 
consumers simply won’t stand for it. A couple of pub 
conversations, five minutes on a comparison website, 
and hey presto: the careless operator has lost a valued 
customer and alienated many others.

As well as the valued customer, what about the alternative: 
the customer who isn’t as valuable as the salesperson 
believes? What if his payments are six months in 
arrears and his credit suspended? Sales calls in these 
circumstances are at best a waste of time, at worst a 
risk of incurring bad debt. Lacking a joined-up picture 
of customers has knock-on effects for the good 
management and fiscal probity of any business.

The problem is, most firms can’t measure the value of 
individual customers; and so offer the same mediocre 
service to all – instead of directing their efforts towards 
their best payers or strongest prospects.

Many also have no way of predicting the revenue from 
their sales pipeline, despite the fact that short-term 
cash flow problems are the biggest cause of business 
bankruptcy. Others waste time and money contacting 
customers twice or performing manually processes that 
could be automated, such as preparing mailing lists.

A joined-up approach

The solution, analysts believe, is to create a single view of 
the customer that spans all the channels through which 
they communicate and all the business functions with 
which they interact – from marketing and sales to accounts, 
after-sales and customer services. Creating such a view is 
the raison d’être of Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) solutions.

“The challenge... lies in the growing need for more effective 
analytical CRM systems,” says Datamonitor’s Amit Shah. 
“CRM solutions coupled with integrated systems, data 
and processes can result in a single view of the customer, 
[allowing] firms to conduct coordinated marketing 
campaigns where the right product is targeted at the 
right customer.”

In these tough times, a joined-up approach to customer service can make all the difference to a 
growing business.

Managing existing customer 
 relationships more
  effectively



“[Every company has] to invest in CRM, whether to retain 
customers, grow its base, understand customers better or 
gain an end-to-end view,” says Sharon Mertz, research
director for CRM at analyst firm Gartner, in CRM Magazine. 
But in today’s climate, organisations are looking for new 
efficiencies, including business applications which are 
streamlined rather than bloated, according to Hayley Bass, 
Microsoft UK’s CRM Product Marketing Manager. “For that 
reason, a product like Microsoft Dynamics CRM is now 
seen as an application platform which can manage much 
more than just customer interactions in sales, marketing 
and service. 

“Nowadays, in fact, the term ‘CRM’ doesn’t really cover 
all the ways we can use Dynamics CRM as it’s really about 
better management as a whole – so we’re increasingly 
using the term ‘XRM’, where the ‘X’ denotes any kind of’ 
Relationship Management. 

“The solution can now be tailored to handle a variety of 
different requirements in a number of different sectors – 
from managing customers to property, students, patients 
and suppliers right through to waste bin collection in a 
local council.”

Kevin Binley, Microsoft practice manager at Microsoft 
partner Tribal Group agrees. “In most of our clients’ 
businesses there are endless databases and spreadsheets 
that have sprung up over the years to meet the demand 
for information, but little in the way of communication 
and collaborative working. By using Dynamics CRM as an 
XRM foundation, we’re able to deliver a single solution that 
provides customers with a consistent, familiar user interface, 
strong security features and a workflow engine, plus a 
reporting and business intelligence platform.”

According to Binley, this enables Tribal’s customers to 
consolidate their disparate systems in a single, harmonious 
solution that gives individual users the results they need. 
“They benefit from efficiency, while the public benefits 
from organisations that are able to work smarter, faster 
and save money – a compelling reason nowadays to make 
the transformation.”

Do more with less
CRM gives access to the full history of a customer’s 
dealings with an organisation, including contact details, 
items purchased, payment history, service schedule and 
any outstanding complaints – either storing the data itself 
or linking to the systems that do. 

If a customer makes a complaint, they don’t have to 
explain the whole problem to every new person they deal 
with, and better-informed complaint-handling staff can be 
empowered to make decisions and offer solutions on the 
spot. Meanwhile, managers can extract in-depth metrics 
for the bigger picture; tailoring their own reports within a 
matter of minutes.

This means two important facts for any business. Firstly, 
everyone becomes an ambassador for the company. 
Everyone from the CEO to the post room clerk can pick up 
the phone and offer excellent customer service (or even 
sell more products).

Secondly, this means you can do more selling and engage 
in more customer interactions, despite having tighter 
resources. Successful CRM users don’t just report increased
sales; they consistently also mention reduced returns or 
service queries, better customer satisfaction, and increased 
breadth of products sold.

Top level view, bottom line benefits

“CRM really helps you understand the potential of your 
customers,” says Neil Benson, Head of CRM at Outsourcery, 
a UK partner and provider of Microsoft CRM solutions. 
Benson recommends segmenting customers into the 
following quadrant: 
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Then you can cosset high value/high potential customers, 
increase your sales effort to those with low value/ high 
potential, and either shed low value/low potential 
customers or reduce the cost of servicing them.

As well as highlighting your most profitable customers, 
CRM will help you deal with them effectively, too. 
“Workflow is an essential element of automated business 
today. It enables the creation of uniform processes that 
save salespeople’s time and ensure that vital stages aren’t 
overlooked, allowing ultimate levels of productivity,” says 
Natalie Ayres, COO at Virtual IT, a one-stop shop managed 
IT solutions provider offering hosted Microsoft Dynamics 
CRM 4.0. 

This could include booking the initial meeting, emailing the 
customer to confirm, closing off the meeting and recording 
what was said, a reminder to send a proposal document 
and arrange a follow-up meeting, and an email thanking 
the customer for their order.

If that sounds like a tall order, Outsourcery’s Benson reports 
that one of his clients has cut the time taken to organise 
business events – preparing mailing lists, sending invitations, 
processing responses, sending reminders etc. – from five 
man-weeks to just a couple of days, thanks to CRM.

Why Microsoft has the fastest-growing 
CRM solution

According to analyst firm Forrester, Microsoft Dynamics 
CRM is one of the world’s four leading CRM solutions 
for mid-sized companies. It is also the fastest growing, 
according to Gartner, having almost doubled its sales in 
2007. “We’ll continue to see strong growth from
[Microsoft],” says Gartner’ Mertz.

“The workflow capability of Microsoft Dynamics CRM is 
extremely powerful, and it can answer 80% of end-user 
reporting needs within five minutes,” says Benson.

“There’s no customer requirement that we can’t meet cost 
effectively with Microsoft Dynamics CRM. Microsoft has 
a great product that works straight out of the box and 
doesn’t cost the earth,” says Ayres. 

“Virtual IT is very keen on making sure a solution works for 
a range of different users.”

Last but not least, Microsoft Dynamics CRM is designed 
to interface smoothly with other Microsoft solutions, 
making data sharing easy and reducing user training. 
“Because this system is embedded within Microsoft Office 
Outlook, inputting data is child’s play,” says Shah. Clare 
Barber, director of marketing at bookmaking solutions 
specialist, Alphameric Leisure, agrees. The company has 
just implemented a Microsoft Dynamics CRM solution with 
Virtual IT. She says “The simple integration with Outlook 
and minimal training requirement are key factors when it 
comes to staff acceptance.”

Case study: CRM in action

Whizz Education, the UK’s leading provider of online 
maths tuition for 5–13 year-olds, is using a Microsoft CRM 
system from Outsourcery to deliver personalised maths 
tutoring to parents and schools.

Whizz realised that having customer data saved across 
multiple systems and locations meant that information 
was disorganised and potentially holding back the 
business. The company decided to centralise customer 
information onto a single customer management solution 
to manage data more efficiently and provide better 
customer service.

Chief Technical Officer, Adrian Hodgkinson, explains: 
“We didn’t want the hassle of installing and running our 
CRM solution. Now we don’t worry about our service – 
it’s Outsourcery’s problem. They keep it secure, updated 
and running on their hosted platform, so my staff can 
concentrate on providing a good customer service 
without worrying about IT issues.”

Whizz uses the system as the central store for all customer 
data and manages customer relationships, new business 
opportunities, queries and payment issues from a single 
database. A knowledge base within the system allows staff 
to respond to customer queries, while many of the 
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company’s day-to-day processes are automated using 
workflows. What’s more, Outsourcery’s hosted Microsoft 
CRM is a familiar interface, so staff adapted to using it easily.

Now, customer accounts are automatically created in CRM 
when they submit an application. Customers’ payment 
details are stored securely and a pre-configured workflow 
sends an automated email with a welcome pack and user 
guide. Staff now have more time to support customers 
and create new contacts, rather than wasting time on 
routine administration.

CRM has enabled Whizz to effectively manage and 
grow its customer relationships, increase its marketing 
activities and improve customer service. It’s resulted in 
increased revenue – without adding layers of unnecessary 
bureaucracy – ideal for a business looking to expand 
despite the ravages of economic uncertainty.
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