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ABSTRACT 
 
Mobile customer relationship marketing (mCRM) is a current trend in customer relationship 

marketing internationally, but a new concept within the South African market.  The study 

focused on the South African liquor industry because of the size of the industry, an annual 

turnover of approximately R21bn. The first liquor supplier that harnesses the full benefits of a 

comprehensive mCRM programme may hold a competitive advantage over the other suppliers.  

The purpose of this article is to offer insight into possible mCRM programmes as it relates to 

the willingness and receptiveness of intermediaries to mCRM, the barriers that exist in 

implementing an mCRM programme and possible benefits of such a programme. 

 

The study followed a quantitative strategy with data collected through telephonic interviews.  

The research was confined to the Cape Town metropole and involved 150 respondents from the 

liquor fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) trade.  

 
Key words: mobile customer relationship management, customer relationship management, 

competitive advantage, barriers to mCRM, mobile technology. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

mCRM is a relatively new concept within the Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) field 

of the South African market.  It has only recently received increasing mention in academic 

journals abroad with limited research conducted within the South African market.  There are 

few FMCG businesses where effective CRM programmes have been implemented successfully 

within the proposed field of research. The focus of this research is to increase the 

understanding, knowledge and implementation of successful future mCRM programmes within 

the FMCG liquor industry. 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The research problem is that it is unknown whether an mCRM programme can be used to 

create a competitive advantage within the business to business (B2B) licensed liquor industry 

of South Africa. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of this research are to establish: 
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• whether mCRM can be used as a marketing instrument to create a competitive 

advantage within the  liquor industry of South Africa; 

• the readiness of business and intermediaries to use mobile technology for services, 

marketing programmes and sales objectives; and 

• the benefits to intermediaries of a cost-effective communication programme. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

The main research question is whether an mCRM programme can be used as a marketing 

instrument to create a competitive advantage within the B2B licensed liquor industry of South 

Africa.  

 

SUB-QUESTIONS 

The sub-questions supporting the research question are: 

• Are intermediaries receptive and willing to adopt CRM technology by using mobile 

technology? 

• What are the barriers to implementing an mCRM programme within the liquor 

industry? 

• Will mCRM benefit intermediaries in terms of more effective communication and 

improved intermediary relationships? 

• Will an mCRM programme assist in reducing communication costs between business 

and intermediaries and thereby increase profitability for both parties? 

 

The purpose of this article is to establish whether an mCRM programme could be used to 

create competitive advantage within the B2B liquor industry of South Africa.  To accomplish 

this, a description of the theoretical background of the article and summary of the specific 

findings, based on previous studies on customer relationship management, electronic customer 

relationship management and mobile marketing communication, are discussed in detail.  A 

description of the data collection method is discussed while the results, a combination of a 

positivistic approach with a deductive discourse, motivate the findings.  The article concludes 

by discussing the implications of the results for both theory and practice, outlining the main 

limitations of the work and identifying avenues for further research in this emerging field. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review includes various aspects of customer relationship marketing (CRM), 

electronic customer relationship marketing (eCRM) and mCRM in order to understand the 

value and limitations of creating a successful mCRM programme.  The significance of these 

concepts related to mCRM is explained, as well as the impact of such a programme on 

intermediaries and sales people.  The benefits and limitations of mCRM to an organization will 

be discussed in some detail. 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN LIQUOR INDUSTRY 

The South African liquor industry is part of the general beverages sector, and can be broadly 

segmented into beer production/breweries and spirits.  The wine and spirits component is 

further sub-divided along its sub-categories, for example, still and sparkling wine, white and 

brown spirits, flavoured alcoholic beverages, and so forth (Kriel, 2005:33).  The liquor industry 

has recorded robust growth in sales value terms, which increased from R 14,5bn in 1999 to 

approximately R 21bn in 2003.  During 2002-2003, year-on-year growth was 9% in value 

terms.  In relative terms, the contribution to sales by the beer sector has declined over the 

period, although there has been a stabilisation over the past three years (2008-2010). National 

beer sales have increased by 28% to R 11,5bn between 1999 and 2003, while wine and spirits 

sales grew by 72% to R 9,6bn over the same period.  National beer sales, in South Africa, 

increased by 28% to 11,5bn between 1999 and 2003, while wine and spirits sales grew by 72% 

to R 9,6bn over the same period (Kriel, 2005:34). 

 

STRATEGY OF CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 

According to Buttle (2003:16), customer relationship marketing means different things for 

different people and different situations.  Buttle (2003:17) asserts that “whatever it is called, 

CRM is clearly a business practice focused on intermediaries”.  Other authors, such as Kerr 

and Anderson (2001:57), regard CRM as a strategy that keeps the business on course so that it 

is able to anticipate the changing landscape of the market place.  Conversely, Deans (2004:31)  

states that CRM is a strategy for businesses to build and manage long term relationships with 

their intermediaries, and that by implementing CRM, and better intermediary service, 

improved intermediary expectation management and loyalty can be provided.  Deans 

(2004:23) believes that businesses expect to improve profitability by gaining intermediary 

loyalty, customizing offerings and lowering costs by implementing CRM solutions.   
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Businesses that provide differentiated relationship value and communicate continually and 

consistently with each of their intermediaries (Sinisalo, 2004:81), allow businesses to interact, 

respond and communicate more effectively with their intermediaries.  Sinisalo (2004:16) 

believes that CRM is about how intermediary information is used to create more personal 

interaction with the intermediary by taking advantage of technology, thus allowing 

intermediary differentiation to offer a service that matches different intermediary needs to 

intermediary values.  Recently CRM has become popular in many disciplines and industries, 

particularly in digital marketing channels where the Internet and mobile communications have 

come to the fore.  The key to establishing good intermediary relationships is to identify 

intermediary satisfaction.  Winer’s model identifies loyalty, customization, community 

building and unique services with branding as facets that contribute to high intermediary 

satisfaction and retention.  Delivering a higher level of intermediary satisfaction that exceeds 

intermediary expectation will increase profitability, which is a key objective of the relationship 

management strategy (Deans, 2004:30, 65, 85).  mCRM is founded on the principles of one-to-

one marketing, focusing on services that are built for the individual intermediary in the mobile 

world (O’Connor, 2002:25).  “mCRM can best be described as a grouping of the following 

terms: wireless Internet, wireless strategies and mobile commerce, providing an opportunity 

for business organizations to leverage and extend their business to intermediaries” (Nelson, 

2005:25).  

 

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 

Traditional marketing has always focused on creating new intermediaries with little regard to 

maintaining the existing intermediary database.  Relationship marketing, however, focuses 

resources on intermediary retention that would otherwise have been spent on advertising, 

personal selling and new account acquisitions.  Terblanche (2003:41) argues further that the 

relationship-oriented view of the intermediary takes into account the income and profit to be 

earned over a long term relationship, thus giving rise to the term “ lifetime value” of 

intermediaries.  Swift (2001:136) contends that businesses gain many benefits from 

transforming intermediary data into knowledge.  Some of these benefits are found in the 

following areas: 

• Lower cost of recruiting intermediaries: intermediary recruitment costs through 

marketing, mailing, contact, and so on, are reduced; 
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• Less need to recruit many new intermediaries to preserve volume business: long-term 

intermediaries become more profitable and reduce the need to recruit new 

intermediaries; 

• Reduced cost of sales: more extensive knowledge about the intermediary results in 

efficiencies in the cost of marketing and improved channels and distributor 

relationships; 

• Higher intermediary profitability: increased up-selling, cross-selling and follow-up 

selling, as well as higher intermediary satisfaction; 

• Increased intermediary retention and loyalty: higher intermediary satisfaction results in 

increased intermediary retention and loyalty; and 

• Evaluation of intermediary profitability: businesses now acquire and focus on those 

intermediaries that generate profit. 

 

ELECTRONIC CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 

eCRM technology has an impact on the CRM system through the various similarities they 

have in common.  Friedlein (2001:34) contends that the similarities between CRM and eCRM 

are apparent and that the only real differences between CRM and eCRM exist in the skills that 

are required to implement eCRM.  Maheshwari (2001:45) asserts that for any business, a 

fundamental goal is to increase revenues, while reducing costs.  In order to reach this goal, the 

intermediary should increase its transactional interaction with the business.  Should 

transactions be more convenient, useful and less expensive for the intermediary, the 

probability exists that repeat business will be conducted.  Provided the first experience is good, 

intermediaries who purchase once will probably repeat their purchase again (Maheshwari, 

2001:45).  Adebanjo (2003:87) further describes how eCRM creates value for a business by 

contributing to: 

• Reduction in costs relating to contacting intermediaries; 

• Transfer of some responsibility to the intermediary, which reduces administrative and 

operational costs of the business, thereby adding value to the business; 

• Integration of eCRM applications with back-office systems may improve workflow, 

which leads to efficiency, which in turn might lead to further cost savings, for example, 

sales people using handheld devices to initiate orders or check stock availability; 

• Improving sales through intermediary profiling, automating campaign management, e-

mail marketing, and so on; and 
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• Overall improvement in intermediary interaction, which leads to better service and 

intermediary satisfaction, as well as loyalty and ultimately lifetime value.  

 

The evolution of CRM through the Internet into eCRM has contributed to the way marketers 

consider more innovative ways of communicating with internal and external intermediaries 

alike.  The advent of mobile technology has required businesses and marketers to include some 

form of CRM strategy for mobile devices. 

 

MOBILE CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 

The objective of mCRM is, therefore, to extend functionalities and make information 

accessible on a desktop computer to the personal digital assistant (PDA), phones, notebooks, 

electronic tablets (e-tablets) and laptops (Anon, 2001).  Mobile world applications can 

anticipate what the user requires and provide the right information in real time to the business.  

It also allows businesses to follow the intermediary, while continually monitoring and re-

arranging services that they may need (Anon, 2001).  Another objective of mCRM is the 

promotion of long term intermediary satisfaction which improves the communication and 

service processes of the business, as well as exceeds the expectations, perceived performance 

and satisfaction of the intermediary.  For businesses that currently have successful CRM 

strategies in place, the progression to mCRM will be effortless.  These businesses have 

accepted CRM as a complete business strategy, and not merely as a process of automation and 

data management. Faced with a wide range of tools, products and marketing strategies, which 

should be understood and integrated effectively and efficiently in order to face intermediary 

demands (Nelson, 2005:18), businesses should build strong information systems that will 

allow them to deliver reliable and highly qualified information, products and services.  Many 

businesses are still in the ‘Stone Age’ in terms of use and adoption of new media that are at the 

firm’s disposal (Cutler, 2000:121).  Several factors contribute to the slow adoption of new 

technologies: 

• Lack of aptitude and faculty to take into consideration the development and ability to 

accept change; 

• Return on investment (ROI) and money investment (Mulcahy, 2001:43) – ROI is 

difficult to measure and businesses realise that they have to invest large amounts of 

money for a minimal result in the short term; 

• The tendency towards pragmatism (Nelson, 2005:60) – the belief that practical 

consequences are the criterion of knowledge, meaning and value of a system; and 
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• Distrust of automation. 

 

mCRM is automatically linked to mobile Internet adoption.  Nelson (2005:84) contends that 

mCRM will be strongly developed in future if intermediaries want to use mobile devices.  

Intermediaries are now the drivers of the economy and businesses should sell the way their 

intermediaries want to buy.  Crafton (2002:36) agrees that businesses face different issues and 

undergo pressures to elaborate efficient information system access and services, while 

intermediaries have seen their purchasing power stretched exponentially. 

 

STAGES OF MOBILE CUSTOMERS RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 

According to Reinartz (2004:87), the mCRM process consists of three key stages: initiation, 

maintenance and termination.  Businesses are presently in the initiation stage of the CRM 

process and intermediary relations at this stage are different from what they will be in the 

maintenance stage.  Due to uncertainties in information development, Laudon and Laudon 

(1998:97) suggest that a greater emphasis should be placed on the role of technology in the 

initiation phase.  They further suggest that to bring new technology to intermediaries’ 

attention, businesses should use existing channels of communication to promote and market 

the new channel.  In other words, the business should integrate mobile marketing into its 

existing and firmly established marketing communications to initiate intermediary dialogue 

(Sinisalo, 2005:135). 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

A combination of a positivistic approach with a deductive discourse was employed for this 

quantitative study.  The collected data was obtained through a structured telephone survey 

using a 5-point Likert scale questionnaire. 

 

DESIGN AND SAMPLE 

A pilot study was conducted on a small sample of 18 respondents.  It sought to validate the 

questionnaire for misinterpretations and general reactions of respondents, as well as lack of 

continuity, poor skip patterns and additional alternatives for pre-coded and closed-ended 

questions (McDaniel & Gates, 2011:310).  Changes to the format of the questionnaire were 

made and a second study concluded.  A disproportional systematic stratified sample by channel 

was analysed and presented in the form of tabulation and bar charts.  As the South African 

liquor industry is regulated by the South African government in the form of liquor licences, 
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only licensed businesses are allowed to trade in liquor.  A working database, obtained from a 

liquor merchant, was used as the population was finite (1,693 registered licensed outlets listed 

for the Western Cape region).  A disproportional systematic stratified weighted sample of 150 

respondents was selected from this data base.  This database was an ideal sample, as all the 

industry players service the same businesses, due to the confines of the licensing laws.  Due to 

cost implications, only businesses located within the city of Cape Town and with a telephone 

dialling code starting with 021 were considered for the research. 

 

MEASURING INSTRUMENT 

The questionnaire contained 18 questions of both a nominal and interval nature.  The nominal 

data was used to determine certain classifications by means of closed-ended questions while 

the interval questions were obtained using a five point Likert scale.  McDaniel and Gates 

(2011:276) contend that Likert scales are quick and easy to construct and can be administered 

over the phone at negligible costs.  The Likert scale proved to be advantageous in this regard as 

the flexible scaling technique allowed for qualitative in-depth statements to be reduced to short 

and focused statements, which were then rated by respondents. It allowed for appropriate usage 

of vocabulary whether it was sophisticated, technical or simply straightforward. The 

quantitative data collection technique took less time than a qualitative technique would have. 

The questionnaire was divided into three sections.  The first portion of ‘general business’ 

questions tested the respondents’ understanding of the liquor industry as well as the usual 

demographic type questions.  The first section of seven questions analysed how the 

respondents viewed mobile communication, established whether respondents believed that 

technology was sufficiently advanced to implement a successful CRM programme, and 

whether respondents would be prepared to accept a CRM programme on their mobile devices.  

The second section of eight questions analysed how respondents reacted to receiving mobile 

communications. This was done to identify the barriers that restricted the respondents’ 

receptiveness to correspondence from the retailers. The final section of three questions 

identified the types of information respondents were willing to receive on their mobile devices 

should a CRM programme be implemented by a business.  The results from the questionnaires 

were analysed and tabulated using Survey System software. 
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FINDINGS 

The ‘business portion’ of the questionnaire, summarised in Table 1, established that 96.5% of 

respondents had been in business for 2 years or longer while 76.0% of these respondents 

employed between 1 to 19 employees.  An age related question was introduced to understand 

two basic premises, namely that a younger respondent base would be more comfortable with 

technology and its applications, while an older respondent base would be more likely to be 

averse to technology and its applications.  58.0% of respondents where in the 18 to 40 year old 

group. The final business question ascertained that the vast majority of respondents, across all 

age groups, had no clear idea what was meant by the term CRM. 

 

Table 1: A typical respondent 

Years in operation                   2 or more 

Number of employees                   1 to 19 

Age of respondent                   18 to 40 

 

In the first section of questions, 88.8% of respondents believed that the three major liquor 

suppliers had sufficient technological capabilities to support an mCRM programme while 

80.3% of respondents believed that technology was advanced enough for such a programme.  

69.7% respondents concurred that mobile devices offered an alternative way of building an 

mCRM programme while only 42.5% rejected the idea of receiving a mobile CRM programme 

on their devices.  The second set of questions indicated that 67.0% of respondents immediately 

read an SMS/text or MMS message while 70.8% of respondents indicated that they would like 

to receive prominent calendar event wishes.  The greater majority of respondents would not 

respond to messages where something could be won while 17.5% of respondents indicated that 

their mobile device was personal equipment and they would not like to receive any business 

communications.  The final section of questions indicated that 56.3% of respondents would 

like to receive new brand information, 54.7% indicated a willingness to participate in 

promotional campaigns while 66.2% liked the idea of having access to communicate back to 

the company. Table 2 highlights these findings. 
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Table 2: mCRM 

Liquor supplies have sufficient technological capabilities 

to support mCRM 

Yes 

Liquor supplies are technologically advanced enough to 

support mCRM 

Yes 

Mobile devices are an alternative way to build mCRM 

programme 

Yes 

Respondents read messages immediately Yes 

Respondents respond to competitions No 

Respondents receptive to brand information Yes 

Respondents willing to participate in promotional 

campaigns 

Yes 

 

mCRM AS A COMPETITIVE MARKETING TOOL 

The research found that the greater majority of respondents believed that the 3 major liquor 

suppliers had the technological, the financial and marketing capabilities to support an mCRM 

programme.  None of these suppliers currently has such a programme in place and therefore the 

first to implement such a programme would have a clear competitive advantage over the other 

two.  

 

INTERMEDIARIES’ WILLINGNESS AND RECEPTIVENESS TO mCRM 

The vast majority of respondents, 63.7%, indicated that they would not object to receiving 

communications from a liquor supplier while 17.5% indicated that their mobile device was 

private and that they would not like the intrusion.  Also apparent was that special calendar 

event days, new brand promotions/launches and value added gifting/coupons would be 

welcomed.  82.0% of respondents indicated that they would not respond to competitions for 

free gifts or lucky draws. 

 

BARRIERS TO mCRM 

Two critical barriers were identified during the research.  The first barrier identified was the 

unsolicited communications from supplier to intermediary.  70.7% of respondents indicated 

that suppliers first had to gain permission from intermediaries before any mCRM could be 

communicated to them.  The second barrier was that communications had to occur between 
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working hours – weekdays between 8am and 7pm (normal liquor trading hours as regulated by 

the authorities). 

 

REDUCED COMMUNICATION COST THAT BENEFIT BOTH PARTIES 

All the liquor suppliers currently use advanced technology for business and marketing 

intelligence gathering, complex marketing CRM programmes and automated hand held PDA’s 

for their sales people.  The infrastructure therefore already exists to send and receive 

communications with numerous contact points.  SMS/text and MMS are currently the cheapest 

communications medium available through the advent of smart phone technology.  In many 

instances this communication is free, for example Blackberry’s BBM tool. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Three further research opportunities presented themselves during the course of this study.  The 

first research opportunity would evaluate the informal market, how they perceive mainstream 

advertising in their channel and the cultural implications thereof.  The second research 

opportunity would involve a detailed qualitative analysis of the on-premises consumption 

channel with particular attention to consumers/intermediaries within the two to five year 

business range.  This range was selected because that business group would cater to younger, 

more technologically astute consumers and would have to explore more innovative, 

technological concepts to attract new business.  The final research opportunity would be the 

extension of this study into other market channels, outside the liquor industry, to establish the 

acceptance of mCRM in general.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Two vastly different results emerged from the research.  The first result indicates that 57.3% of 

all respondents across all channels had no idea what CRM is or stands for.  Without a clear 

and/or basic understanding of the term CRM it becomes clear that the current programmes the 

major liquor suppliers have running in various channels are not effective and need to be re-

evaluated in terms of their goals and objectives.  The alternative results indicate that a 

successful B2B mCRM strategy could be implemented that would offer a business a 

competitive, cost-effective benefit with limited entry barriers.  88.8% of respondents believed 

that the major liquor suppliers had the technological capabilities to communicate with them via 

mobile devices.  Furthermore, 75.0% of those respondents also believed that their mobile 

devices could be used more effectively to conduct business.  A total of 57.5% of respondents 
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indicated that they were in favour of receiving CRM communications via their mobile device.  

The balance viewed their mobile devices as personal property and rejected the idea of receiving 

any CRM communication.  Should one ignore the question on CRM understanding and only 

consider the quantitative questions of the research study, then the analysed data indicates that 

the majority of respondents would like to receive an mCRM programme on their mobile 

devices.  Furthermore, a strong competitive advantage could be created for the first company to 

enter the market with such a programme, by offering the intermediary business services,  

marketing programmes and sales objectives directed at the intermediary.   
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