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ABSTRACT

This paper suggests a novel success framework for customer relationship management (CRM) based on a 
conceptual implementation model to identify associated critical factors and their contribution to overall 
success/failure. Fuzzy analytic network process (FANP) is applied to identify the relative importance 
of each factor in successful implementation of each stage and the CRM initiative as a unified process. 
The results illustrate that CRM goals, change management, customer knowledge management, and top 
management support are the most critical factors for successful implementation of CRM projects within 
Iranian business contexts. The proposed success framework provides valuable insight into the CRM 
implementation process and its critical success factors (CSFs). It can be applied as a practical assessment 
tool that provides a pre-evaluation of the overall success of the CRM implementation project and identi-
fies areas of weakness that negatively affect successful implementation of each stage of CRM initiative.
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INTRODUCTION

In today’s dynamic and unpredictable business 
environment, organizations face the tremendous 
challenges of expanding markets, increasing com-
petition and rising customer expectations. Building 
and maintaining a good relationship with custom-
ers are essential to long-term business survival in 
such an environment (Chang, 2007). Therefore, 
organizational executives are now turning to for-
mulate appropriate customer-centric strategies 
and focus on managing customer relationships to 
support these initiatives (Wu, 2007).

According to Buttle (2009, p. xi), customer 
relationship management (CRM) can be defined as 
“the core business strategy that integrates internal 
processes and functions, and external networks, to 
create and deliver value to targeted customers at a 
profit. It is grounded on high-quality customer data 
and enabled by information technology”. CRM 
is actually a business philosophy that integrates 
technology, software, processes, organizational 
change, etc. and is focused on the relationships 
between organizations and their customers to 
facilitate the inclusion of the customer as part 
of the organization (Rigby et al., 2002). It also 
enhances ability of the organization to improve 
customer service (Nguyen et al., 2007).

CRM incorporates information acquisition, 
information storage, and decision support func-
tions to provide customized customer service. It 
enables customer representatives to analyze data 
and address customer needs in order to promote 
greater customer satisfaction and retention. It also 
helps organizations to interact with their custom-
ers through various means such as phone, web, 
e-mail, and salesperson. Customer representatives 
can access data on customer profile, product, 
logistics, etc. to analyze problems and provide 
online and rapid response to customer queries 
(Torkzadeh et al., 2006). Organizations use CRM 
to different customer-centric purposes such as 
creating customer profiles, anticipating customer 

needs, conducting market research, and prompting 
customer purchase (Massey et al., 2001).

CRM is currently one of the most popular 
topics in the fields of marketing management and 
information technology (Wu, 2007). In recent 
years, many companies around the world have 
implemented CRM (Bull, 2003) and the number 
of companies that plan for its implementation is 
growing dramatically. However, previous studies 
report high rates of failure in CRM implementa-
tion. According to Verhoef et al. (2002), the success 
rate of CRM implementations varies between 30 
and 70 percent. Zablah et al. (2004) and Rigby 
et al. (2002) have argued that the failure rate of 
CRM projects is ranging from 35 to 75 percent and 
Kale (2004) has estimated that 60 to 80 percent 
of CRM projects fail to achieve their objectives.

CRM implementation demands valuable 
organizational resources such as time, money, 
and human resources. In addition, a failed CRM 
implementation damages the relationships be-
tween organization and its customers (Lindgreen 
et al., 2006). Therefore, the high failure rates 
of the project strongly suggest that researchers 
and practitioners need to pay much attention to 
implementation issues (Shum et al., 2008). In 
current research, a consolidated success model 
is developed for CRM initiatives to investigate 
associated implementation issues. A framework 
is also proposed to identify relative importance 
of the critical factors considering their inter-
relationships. Furthermore, it can be applied as 
an assessment tool that provides a pre-evaluation 
of the overall success of the CRM implementation 
project and helps identifying areas of weakness 
that negatively affect successful implementation 
of each stage of the CRM initiative.

The reminder of paper is organized as follows: 
firstly, the previous works in the field are reviewed. 
Then, success framework for CRM implementa-
tion is constructed and the identified critical factors 
are described. Thirdly, a fuzzy analytic network 
process approach is proposed to investigate the 
relative importance of critical success factors in 
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