
Exploring CRM effectiveness: an institutional
theory perspective

Bas Hillebrand & Jurriaan J. Nijholt & Edwin J. Nijssen

Received: 25 June 2010 /Accepted: 28 January 2011
# The Author(s) 2011. This article is published with open access at Springerlink.com

Abstract This study identifies the potential contribution
that institutional theory can make to understanding the
success of marketing practices. Based on institutional theory,
we argue that the effectiveness of marketing practices
decreases when firms are motivated to adopt such practices
under the influence of institutional pressures originating in
firms’ environments. However, alignment between a practice
and a firm’s marketing strategy may buffer against these
negative effects. We apply these insights to the case of
customer relationship management (CRM). CRM is consid-
ered an important way to enhance customer loyalty and firm
performance, but it has also been criticized for being
expensive and for not living up to expectations. Empirical
data from 107 organizations confirm that, in general,
adopting CRM for mimetic motives is likely to result in
fewer customer insights as a result of using this practice. Our
study suggests that institutional theory has much to offer to
the investigation of the effectiveness of marketing practices.
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Introduction

Institutional theory posits that the social context in which
firms operate influences the behavior in and of organizations
(Meyer and Rowan 1977), leading firms in an industry to
adopt similar structures and practices. As opposed to
theoretical accounts that take a strictly rational perspective
on decision-making concerning practice adoption (Rogers
1995; Terlaak and Gong 2008), institutional theorists stress
the role of social processes, norms and expectations in
explaining firm behavior (Meyer and Rowan 1977).
Varying actors in firms’ environments exert pressures
toward social conformity, leading firms to display similar-
ities in the practices employed (DiMaggio and Powell
1983). Much of the research building on institutional theory
therefore aims to explain homogeneity between organiza-
tions and sees diffusion speed and adoption decisions as
important dependent variables (Burns and Wholey 1993;
Tolbert and Zucker 1996).

Recently, institutional theorists have paid increasing
attention to what happens after initial adoption of manage-
ment practices, as they are implemented and acted upon in
organizations (Ansari et al. 2010; Westphal et al. 1997).
These researchers suggest that adoption under social pressure
results in less attention for the technical efficiency of the
management practice, which may influence its effectiveness.
These ideas have not, however, been extended to marketing
practices. Yet, against the backdrop of the trend toward more
accountable marketing and in order to address the call to
improve our understanding of the effectiveness and actual
contribution of core marketing practices (Verhoef and
Leeflang 2009), embracing institutional theory may be
useful.

In line with these efforts, this study suggests that using
institutional theory can make a contribution to understand-
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ing variation in effectiveness of marketing practices in
firms. While institutional theory is rarely used in the
field of marketing (Grewal and Dharwadkar 2002;
Homburg et al. 1999; Iyer 1997; Rao et al. 2008), with
the exception of studies focusing on explaining adoption
of marketing practices (e.g., Wu et al. 2003), our paper
will apply it to the case of a marketing practice that has
recently been popular: customer relationship management
(CRM).

The literature and popular press have reported significant
variability in positive outcomes for firms using CRM.
Empirical evidence suggests that, on average, CRM efforts
contribute positively to firm performance (Krasnikov et al.
2009), but some studies have also found negative or
insignificant results (Hendricks et al. 2006; Voss and Voss
2008; Yim et al. 2004). Furthermore, in the business press,
examples of highly publicized CRM failures are rife. Dickie
(2004) reports that only 25% of the firms that implemented
CRM significantly improved their performance, while others
suggest 60% of CRM projects end in failure (Payne 2006).

These contradicting empirical results raise the question
of under what circumstances CRM stands a better chance of
succeeding. In order to address this central research
question we use insights from institutional theory and focus
on how the motivations for adopting CRM influence CRM
effectiveness, in terms of actually performing CRM
activities as well as generating customer insights. Our
focus on institutional theory is based on the observation
that CRM has received a considerable amount of attention
from consulting firms, the business press and the academic
press (Krasnikov et al. 2009), leading some practitioners to
posit that CRM has been “over-hyped” and “over-sold”
(Whitmore and Copulsky 2003). We posit that these
phenomena amount to institutional pressures on firms to
adopt CRM, which lead to variation in the extent to which
firms have mimetic motives for CRM adoption. In
subsequent sections we propose and empirically test the
consequences of these motives for CRM effectiveness.
More specifically, the objective of this study is to
empirically test a negative moderating influence of mimetic
motives on a model specifying causal relationships between
the degree to which firms have CRM systems in place, the
degree to which they perform relational information
processes, and the subsequent generation of customer
insights. We thereby show that the sometimes disappointing
results obtained by CRM are partly due to its very
popularity.

The study contributes to the literature in two ways. First,
successful application of insights derived from institutional
theory to the case of CRM opens up new avenues for
research in the marketing field; it may be used to better
understand the effectiveness of other marketing practices.
Second, our interest in the motives for adopting CRM

dovetails with recent interest in the role of firm-related
factors in explaining CRM performance (Krasnikov et al.
2009). However, our attempt to show the influence of
institutional context is conceptually distinct from and
complementary to previously established firm-related fac-
tors moderating or impacting CRM performance, such as
customer relationship orientation (Jayachandran et al. 2005)
and top management support (Campbell 2003).

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows.
First, we briefly review institutional theory and mimetic
motives, our baseline CRM model, and develop hypotheses
regarding our conceptual extensions. Next, we explain our
methodology and present the results. We close with a
discussion of our findings and outline implications for
future research.

Mimetic motives

In the organization literature there are two distinct
perspectives on imitative behavior regarding the adoption
of organizational structures and practices (Ansari et al.
2010; Haunschild and Miner 1997). First, the rational
perspective predicts rational decision makers are able to
weigh costs and benefits of available alternative practices
and structures, and select accordingly. Imitative behavior
is then a result of observing the performance or outcomes
of other adopting firms and judging the appropriateness of
the practice for the focal firm. As such, the rational
perspective explains imitation through inferential learning
and information cascades (Rao et al. 2008; Terlaak and
Gong 2008).

In contrast, the institutional perspective, conceptualizing
firms as operating in a social context, sees social pressures
in the environment of firms as strong predictors for
adoption and isomorphism across firms. Of a variety of
institutional processes causing homogeneity, mimetic iso-
morphism has attracted the most academic attention
(Mizruchi and Fein 1999), and a recent meta-analysis has
found it to be the most important cause for isomorphism
(Heugens and Lander 2009). Mimetic isomorphism occurs
when organizations model themselves after the structures
and practices of other organizations when they perceive the
forms and practices of these others as appropriate or
normatively sanctioned (Mizruchi and Fein 1999). As such,
mimicry can occur regardless of considerations of specific
technical or economic benefits for the adopting firm (Meyer
and Rowan 1977).

The literature on institutional theory and management
practices has paid considerable attention to explaining the
occurrence of mimetic isomorphism. In the context of
popular management practices, such as CRM, seeing that
important competitors are adopting it, combined with a
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perception of it as “best practice,” may cause powerful
bandwagon effects that pressure other firms to adopt as well
(Abrahamson 1991, 1996). Accompanied by intensive
reporting by the business media as well as dissemination
efforts by “management fashion setters” such as consulting
firms and management gurus (Abrahamson 1996), popular
practices become “normatively sanctioned” (DiMaggio and
Powell 1983, p. 153). This may motivate organizations to
mimic the examples set forward by these fashion setters. In
this process of social pressure, the question of whether
practices are potentially beneficial for adopters becomes less
susceptible to explicit and thorough evaluation (Oliver 1991;
Tolbert and Zucker 1996), and the efficacy of the practice is
“taken for granted” (Meyer and Rowan 1977, p. 344).
Furthermore, displaying isomorphism with other firms in the
field allows a firm to generate positive social evaluations
(Abrahamson 1991) which, in turn, entail legitimacy benefits
and lower the costs of acquiring vital resources.

This does not imply that all firms are equally influenced
by such social pressures; firms are not deterministically
governed by their social environment. In other words,
managerial agency remains (Heugens and Lander 2009).
Different decision makers and different decision-making
processes are therefore heterogeneously influenced by
institutional pressures, even if the latter are relatively
uniform within and across industries (Kennedy and Fiss
2009; Oliver 1991). Consistent with this we suggest that
firms vary in the extent to which their adoption decisions
concerning CRM have been motivated by institutional
pressures to mimic successful peers and powerful others.
In this paper, we refer to this idea by introducing the
concept of mimetic motives, defined as the extent to which
a firm was motivated to adopt a practice (in this case CRM)
by the mimetic pressures exerted on it by other adopters in
the field, the popular business press, and management
consulting firms.

Institutional theorists have suggested that social pres-
sures are likely to have negative performance consequences
for the use of a practice (Ansari et al. 2010; Westphal et al.
1997). Managers adopting a practice free from mimetic
pressures are more likely to understand how the goals and
mechanisms of the practice specifically fit within the
context of their firm and be able to maximize the potential
benefits (Ansari et al. 2010). Those adopters that respond to
mimetic pressures, instead, are more concerned with
appearing legitimate at the expense of a concern for, and
understanding of, the technical value that a practice may
have for the firm (Boiral 2007; Staw and Epstein 2000).
Consequently, mimetic pressure may result in ceremonial
adoption (Kostova and Roth 2002). Ceremonial adoption
involves gaining legitimacy benefits of being an ostensible
adopter of a new and innovative practice, while performing
little or none of the activities typically associated with that

practice (Lounsbury 2001; Westphal and Zajac 2001).
Ceremonial adopters lack “internalization” of the practice
because they are not convinced of its value or because they
fail to understand the demands and requirements of the
practice. As a result they may gravitate toward standard
solutions that are less likely to be customized and fit their
specific business context, thus compromising the economic
effectiveness of the practice. For instance, Westphal et al.
(1997) found that hospitals driven by mimetic motives
implemented total quality management (TQM) without
careful adaptation and as a result were less likely to realize
the technical and economic benefits of TQM. In contrast,
hospitals that adopted free from mimetic pressures were
more likely to customize TQM and did experience
important efficiency gains.

Independent of the extent to which mimetic motives are
key drivers of adoption decisions, some organizations may
display a better fit with particular practices than others
(Guillén 1994; Kostova and Roth 2002). Particularly in the
case of strategic fit, the philosophy and technology
supporting a practice will be more easily aligned with
existing configurations of resources, practices, and even
knowledge, values and norms. When such alignment is
present, practice implementation is labeled as being higher
“fidelity” (Ansari et al. 2010) given a practice’s set of
intended goals. Under these conditions firms are more
likely to experiment with the practice and customize it to
their context and needs, increasing its final effectiveness
(Wouters and Wilderom 2008). Moreover, a firm with a
high fit between its strategy and the practice is likely to
implement the practice more thoroughly even when
institutional pressures played a large role in the adoption
decision. Consequently, it is not just mimetic motives that
influence CRM effectiveness. Rather it is the combination
of mimetic motives and a firm’s strategy that should be
taken into account.

We will now develop a conceptual model to explain in
more detail how mimetic motives may impact CRM
effectiveness.

Conceptual model

For our study of the effects of mimetic motives on CRM
effectiveness we use a model based on the extant CRM
literature (see Fig. 1). It consists of (1) a CRM model,
indicating how the availability of a more elaborate and
automated CRM system leads to increased customer rela-
tional information processing and better customer insights,
and subsequently increased customer relationship perfor-
mance or loyalty, and (2) the moderating impact of mimetic
motives on this CRM model, including the impact of its joint
effect with a firm’s strategic orientation toward customers.

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci.



As the relationships of the CRM model are well-
researched and do not represent the main contribution of
our study, we only retest these relationships and do not
formulate formal hypotheses for them. After a brief
discussion of the CRM model, we focus on the relation-
ships that represent the effects of mimetic motives. Since
we are especially interested in the various interaction effects
of our main variables on the left-hand and right-hand sides
of the model, respectively, we have chosen to discuss our
hypotheses in that order as well.

CRM model

The logic of CRM encourages firms to move away from a
product-focused toward a more customer-focused approach
of doing business (Reinartz et al. 2004). Managing
customer relationships for value is considered to reflect
the essence of the marketing concept and the market
orientation literature (Kohli and Jaworski 1990; Morgan
and Hunt 1994; Narver and Slater 1990). It is seen as one of
the core business processes as well as a strategic imperative
(Bohling et al. 2006; Srivastava et al. 1999).

In line with previous studies (e.g., Jayachandran et al.
2005; Reinartz et al. 2004) we distinguish between CRM
systems and relational information processes. CRM systems
are the degree to which a firm has hardware and software in
place intended for the input and storage of customer data,
integration across organizational functions, as well as
customer data analysis. Relational information processing
refers to the degree to which a firm is actually engaged in
the systematic registration, integration and analysis of this
customer information (Jayachandran et al. 2005).

Research in the field of information systems shows that
information technology may enhance the flow of informa-
tion within an organization, making it easier to store
customer data and increasing information accessibility
(Alavi and Leidner 2001; Robey et al. 2000). It allows for
the storage, retrieval, dissemination, and use of customer
information for decisions regarding the initiation, building

and termination of customer relationships. As CRM
systems make it easier to process and access customer
information, managers and frontline employees are
expected to actually use it. In line with most CRM literature
(e.g., Jayachandran et al. 2005; Reinartz et al. 2004) we
thus suggest that having CRM systems in place results in
more relational information processes.

The well-established positive relationship of relational
information processes on customer relationship perfor-
mance or firm performance (Jayachandran et al. 2005;
Reinartz et al. 2004; Srinivasan and Moorman 2005) is
mediated by the customer insights generated by the
information processing activities (Mithas et al. 2005).
Customer insights are defined as the degree to which a
firm has an understanding of current customer needs, the
reasons behind these needs, and how these change over
time. Giving such a central place to customer knowledge
fits well with the extant literature on market orientation and
organizational learning (Sinkula 1994; Slater and Narver
1995), which has indicated that firms learn about their
customers by registering, integrating, and analyzing cus-
tomer information. So, the extent to which firms process
relational information affects the amount of customer
insights they acquire (Boulding et al. 2005; Mithas et al.
2005). These insights, in turn, should lead to enhanced
customer relationship performance, i.e., customer retention.
Having customer insights helps firms to tailor offerings to
customer requirements and establish enduring customer
relationships by creating and delivering additional customer
value (Homburg et al. 2008; Mithas et al. 2005) and thus
increases a firm’s customer relationship performance.

Mimetic motives, customer intimacy strategy and relational
information processes

With reference to Fig. 1, this section discusses the hypotheses
we formulate for the left-hand side of the model. While
mimetic adopters may hope to achieve performance
benefits with the application of CRM, the potential focus

H1a - 

(+) 

CRM model 

CRM 
system 

Customer intimacy 
strategy 

Customer 
insights 

Customer 
relationship 
performance 

Relational 
information 
processes  

Mimetic motives 

(+) (+) 

H2a - 

H2b - 

Controls: 
- Industry 
- Firm size 
- Customer-centric management system 
- Top management involvement 

H1b - 

Fig. 1 Conceptual model of the
moderating influence of mimetic
motives of CRM adoption on
CRM effectiveness
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on simply appearing legitimate (Boiral 2007; Kostova
and Roth 2002 Staw and Epstein 2000) is likely to reduce
CRM effectiveness in terms of relational information
processes.

Mimetic motives will especially be relevant in situations
where “organizational technologies are poorly understood
[or] when goals are ambiguous” (DiMaggio and Powell
1983, p. 151). Against this background, it is salient to note
that CRM is a practice with a large technological
component, and that many commentators have criticized
adopters for overemphasizing technology at the expense of
the true goal of CRM (Reinartz et al. 2004). As a result,
such firms tend to lack a deep understanding of the
meaning and working of CRM, which in turn is likely to
reduce the effectiveness of the technology and practice. It
may lead to more superficial use and reduced efforts to
improve the functioning of the CRM system (cf. Kostova
and Roth 2002; Lounsbury 2001). Whereas many authors
refer to a need to adjust organizational processes and
customize CRM systems (Bohling et al. 2006; Campbell
2003; Homburg et al. 2008), such efforts may be under-
estimated or even overlooked when mimetic motives
dominate. So, although having a CRM system in place is
likely to lead to at least some increase in the registration,
integration and analysis of customer information under all
circumstances, in situations of high mimetic motives a firm
will experience a positive but less strong benefit from
having a CRM system in place than when such mimetic
motives are absent; high mimetic motives will result in less
effective system use and thus more limited increase in
relational information processing. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1a: Mimetic motives have a negative moderating influence
on the relationship between CRM system and relational
information processes.

As argued above, the effects of mimetic motives for CRM
adoption may be contingent on the degree to which firms
follow a strategy that is aimed at putting the customer first
(e.g., Bohling et al. 2006). Studies on management practices
(such as ERP and e-commerce) have frequently taken a
contingency approach and shown that the adoption and
effectiveness of these management practices depend on firm
strategy (e.g., Huang et al. 2010; Stratman 2007). In the case
of CRM, especially the firm’s focus on the customer seems a
relevant strategic dimension (Krasnikov et al. 2009).
Therefore, we introduce the concept of customer intimacy
strategy (Treacy and Wiersema 1993), defined as the degree
to which the firm’s strategy is aimed at building strong
customer relationships to be better able to exactly deliver
offerings that customers need. Even if institutional pressures
play a large role in the adoption decision, the extent to which
a firm’s strategy fits with the practice allows them to
understand, internalize and customize the mechanisms of

the practice easier than adopters for which such strategic fit
is absent. Specifically, we posit that firms with a stronger
customer intimacy strategy have a better fit with CRM.
Firms that pursue such a strategy consider building long
lasting customer relationships as part of creating customer
value paramount (Treacy and Wiersema 1993) which fits the
ideas behind the CRM practice (Srivastava et al. 1999).

When customer intimacy strategy is high, a firm is likely
to be in a position to more easily grasp the technical
possibilities of CRM systems and understand how a proper
use of them may benefit the firm once the adoption decision
has been made (cf. Wouters and Wilderom 2008). In other
words, a firm’s orientation on and involvement with
developing and maintaining customer relationships helps
the firm to understand and implement the CRM system in a
correct way. This ability may buffer firms from the negative
consequences of mimetic motives for the positive relation-
ship between CRM system and relational information
processes. In short, when customer intimacy strategy is
high (low) the negative moderating effect of mimetic
motives will be less (more) strong. This leads us to
hypothesize the following negative three-way interaction:

H1b: Customer intimacy strategy has a negative moderating
influence on the mimetic motives x CRM system
interaction affecting relational information processes.

Mimetic motives, customer intimacy strategy and customer
insights

With reference to Fig. 1, here we discuss the hypothesized
interactions on the right-hand side of the model. While the
systematic registration, integration and analysis of customer
information should yield at least some increase in customer
insights, such knowledge gains are likely to be lower when
firms have initiated and implemented CRM for mimetic
motives. This is because firms responding to institutional
pressures will tend to a perfunctory and “mechanical”
performance (Kostova and Roth 2002) of the associated
relational information processes. These firms lack the full
understanding of the goals and principles behind these
information processes, since they are more likely to regard
it as a set of standard procedures rather than a practice that
requires careful adaptation and customization to a firm’s
context (Payne and Frow 2005). This reduces the effec-
tiveness of relational information processes. Therefore, we
propose a negative moderating impact of mimetic motives
on the (positive) relationship between relational information
processes and customer insights. More formally:

H2a: Mimetic motives have a negativemoderating influence
on the relationship between relational information
processes and customer insights.

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci.



As with the left-hand side of the model, we take a
contingency approach here and suggest that the effects of
mimetic motives are themselves moderated by the extent to
which firms follow a customer intimacy strategy. Specifi-
cally, we expect that a customer intimacy strategy can
buffer against the expected negative moderation of mimetic
motives on the relationship between relational information
processes and customer insight. Firms that are more
focused on, and intimate with, their customers are in a
better position to learn from their information processes.
When customer intimacy strategy is high, firms can easily
grasp the philosophy of customer relationship management
and understand how customer information processes can
contribute to the generation of customer insights. As a
result, they will be able to extract more, and more valuable,
customer insights from their information processes, even
when they adopted CRM for mimetic reasons. In other
words, the negative effects of mimetic motives brought
about by a lack of internalization of CRM’s philosophy and
goals, are mitigated by a firm’s customer-focused strategy.
Hence,

H2b: Customer intimacy strategy has a negative moderating
influence on the mimetic motives x relational informa-
tion processes interaction affecting customer insights.

Covariates

We add four covariates to ensure correct estimation of the
model. First, the extant CRM literature suggests that the
degree to which firms have tailored business processes toward
serving customers may be important in explaining CRM
adoption and success (Jayachandran et al. 2005; Raman et al.
2006; Reinartz et al. 2004). We refer to this here as
customer-centric management systems (Jayachandran et al.
2005). Including this covariate ensures that the effects of
mimetic motives are not confounded with the effects from a
lack of general customer orientation in the design of business
processes. Second, CRM literature also suggests that top
management may be an important driver behind the adoption
and success of CRM (Bohling et al. 2006; Homburg et al.
2008). To control for this we include top management
involvement, which we define as the degree to which top
management was actively participating in the decision
making regarding the adoption and implementation of
CRM. Third, we control for firm size because large firms
are more likely to have internal expertise to more carefully
evaluate new marketing/sales practices and related tech-
nology. Large firms may also have less resource
constraints in general. Fourth, with relationships gener-
ally believed to be more important in service contexts
(Palmatier et al. 2006), CRM may be more important for
service firms compared to their manufacturing counter-

parts. We therefore also control for the physical products/
services sector distinction, from now on referred to as
industry.

Method

Sample and data collection

We test our framework using a sample of Dutch marketing
and account managers of business-to-business firms. Key
informants were randomly selected from membership lists of
the Dutch Society of Sales and Account Managers. Members
of this society are senior marketing and sales managers, which
represent an appropriate target audience for our study
considering the focus on motivations for CRM adoption and
required reporting on context of use of CRM (see, e.g.,
Reinartz et al. (2004) for a similar approach). In 2006, 459
senior managers were approached using a personalized e-mail
message to ask for their cooperation. The e-mail included a
password and web-link to an electronic questionnaire. A small
financial incentive (5 vouchers of €40) and a summary of the
results were used to increase response rate. Several reminders
were sent and people who had started filling in the
questionnaire but did not finish it after 3 weeks were called.
This resulted in a usable response of 117 managers and a
response rate of 25.5%.1 Next, we checked for nonresponse
bias by comparing early (first 3 weeks) with late respondents
(Armstrong and Overton 1977). No difference in the main
study variables between early and late respondents was
detected. Finally, in the analysis stage seven cases were lost
due to missing values in the control variables, while three
outliers were also removed, leaving us with a net sample of
107 cases.

Respondents are mainly men (91%) and between 30 and
40 years old (50%). All managers confirmed working at the
corporate or SBU levels. A majority of the respondents
(77%) work at small- or medium-sized firms, i.e., firms
with less than 250 employees. Manufacturing firms were
somewhat over-represented in the sample compared to
service firms (53% and 47% respectively). Dominant
product-based sectors included electrical products (14.5%)
and construction and interior products (6.9%). Dominant
service sectors included HRM-training services (13.7%)
and management consulting (12.8%).

Measures

We provide an overview of the measures for all study
constructs used in Appendix A. All constructs were

1 This excludes 24 respondents who indicated to have no or minimal
CRM-like systems, which represents 5.2% of the people approached.
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measured using seven-point scales using “strongly dis-
agree” and “strongly agree” as the anchors.

CRM system was measured using a scale specifically
developed for this study but was inspired by the work of
especially Reinartz et al. (2004) and Jayachandran et al.
(2005) on CRM technology. Our five items capture whether
the organization has such technology embedded within
other technical and communication systems within the
organization.

In line with its definition relational information processes
is modeled as a second order reflective construct with three
dimensions. The items for these three dimensions were
adopted from Jayachandran et al. (2005). To emphasize the
systematic nature of integration and data analyses we slightly
modified some items and deleted two items (referring to
‘selecting the best customer’ and assessing lifetime value)
that were felt to be a bit difficult to answer for most
managers. This resulted in a 14-item scale.

Customer insights was measured by eight items, devel-
oped especially for this study and based on Woodruff’s
(1997) discussion of the customer value determination
process. Woodruff (1997) argues that learning about
customer value requires firms to answer critical questions
about their customers, including questions about what it is
in a product that customers value, what underlies these
customer values, how they change, and how customers feel
about their relationship and communication with the
supplier. Our items reflect these critical questions.

Customer relationship performance was operationalized
by three items capturing the degree to which a firm
manages to create customer retention as perceived by the
respondent in terms of positive word of mouth, repeat
purchases and being loyal to the firm. As a performance
indicator, it is particularly meaningful to ask respondents to
assess it relative to performance by competitors (Conant
et al. 1990).

Mimetic motives is a measure of the extent to which a
firm was motivated to adopt CRM by the mimetic pressures
exerted by other adopters in the field, the popular business
press, and management consulting firms. Our three items
capture the extent to which respondents believed these
sources of mimetic pressure to be influential in their firm’s
decision making regarding CRM adoption and were
inspired by the work of Abrahamson (1996) and Westphal
et al. (1997). Note that the items are formulated in a passive
way (“in response to,” “influenced by”) so that respondents
were asked to acknowledge social influences on adoption.

Customer intimacy strategy was also developed for this
research and was inspired by Treacy and Wiersema’s
(1993) seminal text introducing this concept. The three
items used address the level of relational focus in the
customer relationship, customizing products and the best
products for the customer’s needs.

Customer-centric management system, our first covariate,
was measured by three items adopted from the scale by
Jayachandran et al. (2005). Top management involvement
was measured by three items based on Campbell (2003) and
Bohling et al. (2006). Firm size was measured by the
number of fulltime equivalent employees. For industry (i.e.,
physical products versus services sector) we used a dummy
variable.

Analyses

We used SPSS 15 and Smart PLS 2.0 to analyze the data in
two principal stages. First, we examined the descriptive
statistics, used exploratory factor analyses and computed
internal consistencies according to their composite reliability
(Fornell and Larcker 1981). All reliabilities exceed
Nunnally’s (1978) guideline of greater than .70 (see
Table 1), with the lowest score being .74. Convergent
validity is satisfactory as the average variance extracted is
higher than .5 for all study constructs (Fornell and Larcker
1981). To explore the external validity of our main
construct, mimetic motives, we refer to the correlation
matrix (see Table 1). Note that it has a significant positive
correlation with top management involvement, no correla-
tion with customer insights, and a significant negative
correlation with customer intimacy strategy. This provides
some evidence for the external validity of our measure as
one would anticipate positive relations with management’s
decision making and negative or no relationships with
customer intimacy strategy and insights. To research the
discriminant validity of the study constructs, we use Fornell
and Larcker’s (1981) test, which requires that a construct
shares more variance with its measures than it shares with
other constructs in a given model. As we show in Table 1,
for all constructs the average variance extracted is higher
than the squared correlations between the construct and all
other study constructs.2 Together, these results suggest that
the measures are acceptable and meet the criteria of
convergent and discriminant validity.

Second, we used SmartPLS (2.0) to obtain partial least
squares (PLS) estimates for both the structural and
measurement parameters in our structural equation model
(Chin 1998; Ringle et al. 2005). The use of PLS analysis is
appropriate here since our sample size is relatively small
(Barclay et al. 1995; Reinartz et al. 2009). To test the
effects and statistical significance of the hypothesized
pathways in the structural model, we use Smart PLS’s
bootstrapping option with 500 samples, as recommended to
obtain stable results (Chin 1998). For estimating the second
order constructs, we averaged the items of the first order

2 The correlations and means were calculated based on the latent
variable scores from PLS using SPSS software.
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dimensions and used these aggregate measures as indicators
for the second order construct in the PLS estimation.
Further, for a correct estimation of the hypothesized
moderation effects we added the direct effects of our two
moderators (mimetic motives and customer intimacy
strategy) on relational information processes and customer
insights as well as all two-way effects between the
moderators and CRM system and relational information
processes (Aiken and West 1991). To estimate the three-
way effects we first estimated and saved the latent variable
scores of the two-way effects, and then entered them as
indicators of the associated two-way constructs in the
model estimated using the PLS software. Simple slope
analysis (Aiken and West 1991) was used to facilitate the
interpretation of these moderation effects, specifically the
three-way interactions. This analysis makes insightful how
mimetic motives affect the proposed CRM model by
showing how the moderated relationships behave under
different scores of the moderator variable(s) (one standard
deviation above or below the mean).

Because common method bias is a concern when
utilizing a survey instrument to measure both indepen-
dent and dependent variables, Harman’s one factor test
was used to assess this potential problem. If common
method bias is present, conducting an unrotated factor
analysis on a survey’s items should result in one factor
emerging that accounts for the majority of the variance in
the items (Podsakoff and Organ 1986). An unrotated
factor analysis including all of survey items results in
eleven factors explaining 73.0% of variance, with the
largest single factor accounting for only 28.4% of the
variance. Furthermore, it has been suggested that the
smallest observed correlation between variables included
in the model may function as a proxy for common method
bias (Lindell and Brandt 2000). Table 1 shows that the
smallest correlation between our model variables is −.01.

These results suggest that common method bias is not a
problem.

Finally, the appropriateness of using a linear model3 was
tested by comparing its explained variances with the
explained variances of a model including non-linear
relationships. These tests indicated that the inclusion of
non-linear relationships did not significantly increase the
adjusted R2 of any of the three dependent variables (p>.10).
As such we consider our decision to model linear relation-
ships justified.

Results

Table 2 presents the results of the data analysis. The
explained variance (adjusted R2) of the dependent varia-
bles in our model is .63 for relational information
processes, .48 for customer insights, and .11 for customer
relationship performance.4 Compared to other CRM
studies (e.g., Jayachandran et al. 2005) these figures may
be considered satisfactory, particularly as explaining
variation in performance is not the main purpose of our
study and customer relationship performance is added
merely to demonstrate an overall positive effect of
customer insights.

As Table 2 indicates, our results support the baseline
CRM model. The degree to which firms have a CRM
system in place positively influences the degree to which
these firms engage in relational information processes
(b=.84, p<.01). Relational information processes, in turn,

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, scale reliabilities, AVEa and correlations

Mean S.D. Composite Reliabilityb 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. CRM system 3.91 1.22 .83 .53a .01c .44 .01 .02 .04 .15 .23

2. Mimetic motives 1.91 1.09 .84 .12d .75 .04 .00 .05 .00 .01 .04

3. Relational information processes 3.62 1.18 .86 .66 .21 .79 .23 .05 .04 .32 .17

4. Customer insights 4.15 0.95 .90 .12 −.01 .48 .83 .24 .09 .10 .00

5. Customer intimacy strategy 4.80 0.90 .74 .13 −.23 .23 .49 .65 .26 .09 .04

6. Customer relationship performance 4.83 0.84 .79 .20 −.07 .21 .30 .51 .69 .04 .01

7. Customer-centric management system 4.14 1.13 .75 .39 .12 .57 .31 .30 .19 .66 .12

8. Top management involvement 3.72 1.52 .82 .48 .20 .41 .05 .20 .12 .35 .84

a AVE = average variance extracted (for each construct reported on the diagonal of the matrix)
b Composite reliabilities are Cronbach’s alpha scores
c Shared variances are reported in the upper half of the matrix
d Correlations are reported in the lower half of the matrix. Correlations of .20 and above are significant at the 95% level

4 Considering adjusted R2 (instead of R2) is important in our case as
we have a limited dataset and a relatively large set of indicators (p).
PLS does not allow for a calculation of adjusted R2, but we computed
it using the formula 1�ð1�R2Þ»ðn� 1Þ=ðn� pÞ=ðn� p� 1Þ. We
thank the reviewers for advice.

3 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this additional test.
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show a significant positive path to customer insights (b=.61,
p<.01). Furthermore, customer insights positively affect
customer relationship performance (b=.32, p<.01). Together,
these results are consistent with previous findings in the
CRM literature.

In order to give some additional support for the
usefulness of our focus on the moderating effects of
mimetic motives in explaining CRM effectiveness,5 we
analyzed the model as described above without the
interaction effects of mimetic motives to observe differ-
ences in adjusted R2. Adding the interaction effects of
mimetic motives results in a significant increase in
adjusted R2 for relational information processes and
customer insights of Δ .04 and .07 (both p<.05),
respectively. Thus, in support of the institutional approach,
the addition of the moderations of mimetic motives
enhances the level of variance in CRM effectiveness
explained by the model. We now turn to a discussion of
the interaction effects on the left and right-hand sides of
the model.

Interaction effects on relational information processes

Turning to the hypotheses testing, we first focus on the
moderation effects of mimetic motives and customer
intimacy strategy concerning the relationship between
CRM system and relational information processes, i.e., the
left-hand side of the model.

Hypothesis 1a proposed a negative moderation effect
from mimetic motives on the relationship between CRM
system and relational information processes. As Table 2
shows this relationship is not significant (b=.20, p> .10),
and thus empirical findings fail to support Hypothesis 1a.

Hypothesis 1b proposed a three-way interaction of CRM
system, mimetic motives and customer intimacy strategy on
relational information processes. The empirical data show that
this three-way interaction is negative and significant (b=−.40,
p<.05), thus supporting this hypothesis. Plotting the inter-
actions (see Fig. 2) reveals that in situations of high customer
intimacy strategy (i.e., one standard deviation above the
mean), mimetic motives negatively affect the relationship
between CRM system and relational information processes.
However, when customer intimacy strategy is low (i.e., one
standard deviation below the mean) the relationship between

Table 2 PLS results of estimated coefficients

Relational information
processes

Customer insights Customer relationship
performance

Path coeff (s.d.) T-value Path coeff (s.d.) T-value Path coeff (s.d.) T-value

Direct Effects

CRM system 0.84 (.16) 5.1***

Relational information processes 0.61 (.21) 2.8***

Customer insights 0.32 (.10) 3.2**

Mimetic motives −0.09 (.10) 1.0 −0.09 (.10) 0.9

Customer intimacy strategy 0.28 (.10) 2.7** 0.27 (.11) 2.4**

2-way Interaction Effects

Mimetic motives x CRM system 0.20 (.12) 1.6

Customer intimacy strategy x CRM system −0.28 (.15) 1.9*

Mimetic motives x Customer intimacy strategy 0.21 (.12) 1.8* 0.21 (.12) 1.7*

Mimetic motives x Relational information processes −0.20 (.12) 1.7*

Customer intimacy strategy x Relational information processes −0.17 (.14) 1.2

3-way Interaction Effects

Customer intimacy strategy x Mimetic motives x CRM system −0.40 (.17) 2.4**

Customer intimacy strategy x Mimetic motives x Relational
information processes

0.13 (.11) 1.1

Control Variables

Industry (product vs. service) 0.11 (.06) 1.8* 0.06 (.06) 1.1 −0.17 (.09) 1.9*

Firm size −0.10 (.05) 1.9* −0.01 (.06) 0.2 0.05 (.06) 0.7

Customer-centric management system 0.24 (.07) 1.2 −0.04 (.08) 0.5 0.08 (.07) 1.1

Top management involvement −0.09 (.05) 1.6 −0.24 (.09) 2.5** 0.14 (.09) 1.7*

Adjusted R2 0.63 0.48 0.11

***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.1 (2-tailed)

5 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this additional
analysis.
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CRM system and relational information processes becomes
stronger as judged by the increase in slope between “low”
mimetic motives and “high” mimetic motives. It implies that
firms which are (a) not pursuing a strategy of customer
intimacy, but are (b) strongly influenced by mimetic
pressures in their environment, end up processing more
rather than less customer information when they increase
their level of CRM systems.

Please note that Fig. 2 shows that only when firms
score low on customer intimacy strategy and have invested
limitedly in CRM (i.e., a low degree of CRM system),
there is a notable difference in slope between a high and a
low degree of mimetic motives. A combination of high
mimetic motives, a low degree of customer intimacy
strategy and limited investment in CRM system turns out
to be detrimental in terms of processing customer
information. This situation seems to represent cases of
clear ceremonial adoption, with firms merely paying “lip
service” to CRM. Under the condition of high customer
intimacy strategy, the moderating effect of mimetic
motives is, however, far less detrimental, which confirms

that customer intimacy strategy has a buffering or
compensating role.

Interaction effects on customer insights

The interaction effects of mimetic motives and customer
intimacy strategy concerning the relationship between
relational information processes and customer insights,
i.e., the right-hand side of the model, paint a very different
picture. Hypothesis 2a predicted a negative impact of
mimetic motives on the relationship between relational
information processes and customer insights. The PLS
results in Table 2 confirm this negative, if marginally
significant, moderating effect of mimetic motives (b=−.20,
p<.10). Simple slope analysis (see Fig. 3) confirms that
when mimetic motives are high, the impact of relational
information processes on customer insights is weaker than
when mimetic motives are low.

The hypothesized three-way interaction between mimetic
motives, customer intimacy strategy and relational informa-
tion processes on customer insights, i.e., Hypothesis 2b,
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turns out not to be significant (b=.13, p>.10). It suggests
that the two-way interaction (Hypothesis 1b) represents a
fairly robust finding in the sense that irrespective of the
degree to which the firm follows a customer intimacy
strategy, mimetic motives negatively moderate the relation-
ship between relational information processes and customer
insights.

To summarize, Table 3 provides an overview of the
hypotheses and shows whether the empirical data support
them.

Control variables

Finally, the results regarding our control variables show that
industry has a positive effect on relational information
processes and a negative effect on customer relationship
performance.6 In other words, service firms, compared to
their product-based counterparts, seem to process more
relational information, but to enjoy lower performance
spillovers where loyal customer relationships are
concerned. The former may be explained by relationship
management being more important for service firms
(Palmatier et al. 2006), encouraging service firms to pay
more attention to information processing. The negative
effect on customer relationship performance may be due to
switching being easier in many service sectors. Firm size
only has a (negative) effect on relational information
processes. Maybe large firms find it more difficult to
organize for structured information processing. Customer-
centric management system does not have an effect on any
of the dependent variables. Top management involvement
has a negative effect on customer insights but a marginally
significant positive effect on customer relationship perfor-
mance. While top management seems to be able to focus its
organization on generating customer loyalty outcomes, it

seems to be less able to manage, and affect, the generation
of customer insights.

Discussion

Our study focuses on the effects of mimetic motives on
CRM effectiveness and the results show that these effects
are more complex than anticipated given the different
results for the left and right-hand sides of our model. On the
left-hand side of the model, we found no support for a
negative moderating effect of mimetic motives (as expected
in Hypothesis 1a). A closer inspection (see Fig. 2) reveals
that under the condition of high customer intimacy strategy
mimetic motives negatively affect the relationship between
CRM system and relational information processes, as
expected. However, under conditions of low customer
intimacy this moderating effect turns out to be positive. A
possible explanation for this result is that the firms
responding to mimetic pressures are less selective in the
collection, integration and analysis of customer information
than their counterparts. That is, these firms may employ a
rather mechanistic behavior of collecting, storing and
analyzing data; having invested in a serious CRM system,
management and marketing staff make sure it is also filled
and used. This might imply that an unquestioning approach
to the possibilities of the CRM technology in use results in
a poor distinction between useful and irrelevant informa-
tion, resulting in a CRM system pushing the firm to process
more rather than less information.

Our results show that there is a strong difference in the
extent of CRM-related activity for firms operating under
different conditions. Firms characterized by high mimetic
motives, low levels of customer intimacy strategy, as well
as limited investments in their CRM system are associated
with few relational information processes activities (see
Fig. 2). This seems to reflect instances of ceremonial
adoption. Such ceremonial adoption of CRM results in
collecting, storing and analyzing less customer data than in
situations where mimetic motives are low. In contrast, we
find that firms operating under a customer intimacy strategy

Table 3 Results of hypothesis tests

Hypothesis # Interaction Dependent variable Expected result Empirical result Conclusion

1a Mimetic motives x CRM system Relational information processes Negative N.S. Not supported

1b Customer intimacy strategy x
Mimetic motives x CRM system

Relational information processes Negative Negative Supported

2a Mimetic motives x Relational
information processes

Customer insights Negative Negative Supported

2b Customer intimacy strategy x
Mimetic motives x Relational
information processes

Customer insights Negative N.S. Not Supported

6 To be sure that other industry effects beyond the product/service
distinction did not confound our results, we also explored models with
separate dummies per industry categories (modeling industry dummies
on one dependent variable at a time). No evidence for such influences
was detected.
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face no detrimental effect of strong mimetic motives. On
the contrary, these firms register, store and analyze more
customer data than their counterparts that score low on
customer intimacy strategy, suggesting that a strategic fit
between the focal practice and firms buffers the latter from
the potentially negative consequences of adopting under
mimetic pressures. This is consistent with our argumentation
that strategic alignment helps ensure correct implementation
by making adequate adjustments and customization deci-
sions. It points to more careful implementation even when
socially pressured to adopt. On the right-hand side of the
model the effects of mimetic motives are less complex. Here
we see that firms that adopted CRM because of mimetic
motives are less likely to generate such insights from their
information processing activities than their less mimetic
motives driven competitors. Remarkably, this effect is not
moderated further by customer strategy of the firm. So, the
anticipated compensating or buffering influence of customer
intimacy strategy on mimetic motives (as suggested in
Hypothesis 2b) is not encountered. Maybe extracting
customer insights from information processing activities is
such a subtle process that it always requires the right
motivation and cannot be compensated by having a customer
intimacy strategy. The lack of support for Hypothesis 2b thus
confirms that mimetic motives have a negative influence on
the effectiveness of this marketing practice. These effects are
arguably more important than the effects on the left-hand
side of the model, since relational information processing is
merely a means to the end of CRM—generating customer
insights that help building and maintaining customer
relationships (Mithas et al. 2005).

Although customer intimacy strategy does not buffer the
negative influence of mimetic motives on the relational
information processes–customer insights relationship, we
do find a positive interaction effect between customer
intimacy strategy and mimetic motives on customer
insights. Hence, firms with a customer intimacy strategy
that adopt CRM for mimetic reasons develop more
customer insights than firms that feel less pressured by
their social environment. Note that these insights are not
related to the firm’s CRM information processing activities
and their contribution to enhanced insights. In other words,
firms that adopt for mimetic reasons appear to realize
additional customer insights simply because they draw
attention to and promote the CRM philosophy amongst
their employees, independent of the extent to which
relational information processes are performed.

Taken together, our results suggest that mimetic motives
and customer intimacy strategy jointly influence CRM
effectiveness, but in different ways. Our use of mimetic
motives represents an institutional perspective which argues
that adoption induced by social pressures is likely to result
in superficial implementation and thus lower effectiveness.

On the other hand, our results suggest that customer
intimacy strategy entails a better understanding of CRM, a
more thorough implementation, and hence a higher effec-
tiveness. While conceptually not a motive for CRM
adoption, customer intimacy strategy acts as a proxy for a
more rational perspective on CRM adoption in the sense
that for firms following a customer intimacy strategy, the
decision to adopt CRM makes more sense. Both CRM and
a strategic focus on customer intimacy draw from the same
philosophical underpinnings and allow for a coherent
strategic fit. Mimetic motives and customer intimacy
strategy thus have differential effects on the quality of
implementation of CRM, where the latter may counterbal-
ance the former.

Institutional theory and CRM effectiveness

While institutional theory is usually used as a theoretical
framework for explaining the adoption of practices (Heugens
and Lander 2009; Westphal et al. 1997), our study suggests
that it is also helpful for understanding the effectiveness
of practices. In the case of CRM, the motivations for
adoption carry over in the effective use of this marketing
practice. While previous studies have tried to explain the
lack of CRM success by focusing on technical, people or
organizational factors (e.g., Ahearne et al. 2008; Becker
et al. 2009; Plakoyiannaki et al. 2008; Raman et al. 2006;
Reinartz et al. 2004), our study suggests that institutional
processes are also an important factor. Competitors, the
media, and other trendsetters may pressure a firm to adopt
CRM, which may have negative consequences in terms of
its effectiveness if firms are motivated merely to conform
to such pressures. Such social context factors have been all
but ignored in the study of the effectiveness of marketing
practices, but our study suggests that they can at least
partly explain the mixed results for CRM effectiveness
reported in the literature. Particularly with the current
trend to increase the focus on accountability of marketers
and marketing’s contribution to the bottom line of the firm
(Verhoef and Leeflang 2009), sensitivity for motives for
adoption and their influence on marketing practice
effectiveness would seem appropriate. Our study thus
adds to and can give an extra impulse to marketing
accountability research.

Managerial implications

Our study is also relevant to managers. It provides them a
deeper insight into why and when their CRM investments
are likely to be more successful. It warns them not to adopt
CRM only because competitors are using it or because it is
suggested by trade journals or management gurus. Rather
they should adopt it based on an in-depth understanding of
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the value and goals of CRM. Such an understanding makes
it more likely that they will use CRM in such a way that
they will gain insights into the demands of the customers.
Since the reasons for adopting CRM systems (at the
beginning of the CRM project) are an important factor for
the effectiveness of the CRM investments, these insights
provide managers with an early opportunity to decide
whether or not to pursue CRM. It can help prevent the need
for taking corrective actions at a later date, which tends to
be very costly because these often involve the need for a
different CRM architecture and software supplier.

Based on our results we would like to stress that, while the
motivation for imitative behavior matters, the act of imitation
is not necessarily hurtful to firms. Earlier work has already
suggested that the inferential learning from competitors
which sometimes leads to imitation can be a highly efficient
way to judge practice efficacy and appropriateness for the
firm (Greve 1998). In addition, our study shows that giving
in to institutional pressures reduces a firm’s ability to gain
performance benefits from adoption, but that this can be
mitigated when firms choose to adopt a practice which fits
with their strategy. Together, these insights would suggest
that imitation in and of itself does not always have negative
performance consequences. Furthermore, even having
shown that mimetic motives may have negative consequen-
ces for practice effectiveness, this is not to say that managers
should never entertain such mimetic motives. In cases where
firms stand to gain significant legitimacy benefits through
adoption, managers may choose to adopt practices merely
ceremoniously. In such cases practice effectiveness is
relatively unimportant and may not even be expected.
However, a careful consideration of the trade-off between
required (minimal) investments and legitimacy benefits is
key for such ceremonial adopters (Brunsson 1991; Deephouse
and Carter 2005). Future research may investigate the extent
to which antecedents like practice adoption impact firm
legitimacy.

Limitations and further research

Our study has several limitations, which also offer areas for
further research. First, while our research shows how
mimetic motives for adoption influence CRM effectiveness,
it should be noted that DiMaggio and Powell (1983)
identified three types of institutional isomorphism; in
addition to mimetic pressures, they discussed coercive and
normative pressures. It has been noted that mimetic
isomorphism has received disproportionate attention in
studies that empirically address these institutional pressures
(Mizruchi and Fein 1999), and our study also focused on
only this one type of pressure. Nonetheless, we do suggest
that researching all three types of pressures will be useful.

Second, given our intention to show the applicability of the
institutional perspective to practice effectiveness, we have
chosen to disregard the traditional, rational view on practice
adoption and diffusion. However, while our measure for
mimetic motives is indeed intended to capture social pressures
that encourage firms to adopt CRM (e.g., by formulating the
items in a passive way), we cannot completely rule out the
possibility that it also taps into more rational considerations for
imitating CRM. As the data show that, overall, mimetic
motives have a negative effect, we suggest that if our scale of
mimetic motives indeed reflects both perspectives, we do
believe the institutional perspective dominates the rational
perspective. If imitators of CRM did so because of rational
considerations, this would entail (inferential) learning from
the performance of competitors and a careful analysis of
costs and benefits of adoption given the context of the own
organization. Under such circumstances the moderating
effect of mimetic motives on the CRM model is unlikely to
be negative. Nonetheless, we did find support for a negative
effect.

As a result of our decision to focus on an institutional
perspective on practice effectiveness rather than a rational
perspective, it remains a question which perspective has
more explanatory power in understanding diffusion and
effectiveness of marketing effectiveness. By including a
measure of strategic fit, we have attempted to take into
account the extent to which it would be arguably more
rational to adopt CRM. However, a more direct appraisal of
the extent to which decision making on practice adoption
occurs in a rational manner, versus being socially driven, is
likely to result in a better test of these perspectives. More
specifically, we encourage future researchers to account for
both the institutional and rational perspective on imitation
and develop a new measure for mimetic motives with
separate items for both perspectives.

In a similar vein, future research should take account of
the specific institutional mechanisms through which react-
ing to social pressures results in negative performance
consequences. We have proposed that the mechanisms
behind the negative effects of mimetic motives are a lack of
deep understanding of the CRM practice, a failure to adapt
to firm-specific contingencies because the effectiveness of
CRM is simply taken for granted, and a desire to gain
legitimacy benefits with less interest in the practice itself,
the latter leading to instances of strictly ceremonial
adoption. We believe that there are subtle yet profound
attitudinal and cognitive differences between these mecha-
nisms (Kostova and Roth 2002), and that these differences
may vary in the size of their impact on practice effectiveness
(with ceremonial adoption likely to be the most detrimental).
Further research is needed to identify and gauge which of
these mechanisms is the most important mediator explaining
the negative impact of mimetic motives.
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It should be noted that while we studied a dynamic
phenomenon, our data is cross-sectional in nature. As a
result inferences regarding causality should be interpreted
with caution. Future research with longitudinal data could
test whether the assumed causality holds.

Our choice of sample frame has both constrained the
sample size and scope (i.e., companies from one country).
Replications in other countries would extend the general-
izability of our results. While we controlled for product
versus service industries, future research may focus on
specific industries and CRM outcomes, exploring differences
between various industries. For example, Becker et al. (2009)
argue that CRM yields far better results in the financial
services than in other industries. Such efforts should
preferably use larger samples.

As the amount of time between when a practice first
gains popularity and its adoption by the focal unit may be
an antecedent of mimetic motives, with later adopters being
generally more driven by mimetic considerations, further
inquiry into the effects of moment of adoption would also
be useful. This might be combined with differentiating
between economic and ceremonial performance of a
marketing practice. Last but not least, we suggest that our
institutional theory-based insights are likely to be applicable
in other areas of marketing research and practice. For
instance, mimetic motives may have played a role in firms’
decisions to use loyalty cards (Mägi 2003) or marketing
dashboards (Pauwels et al. 2009) amongst others.

Conclusion

The results of the study suggest that institutional theory
contributes to our understanding of the effectiveness of
marketing practices. More specifically, our study has shown
that mimetic motives can reduce a firm’s ability to obtain
valuable customer insights from their CRM efforts. Managers,
therefore, need to pay attention to the motivation for adoption.
High levels of mimetic motives may jeopardize reaping
benefits from CRM investments because even firms with
careful alignment of their CRM activities with customer
strategy tend to gain less in their understanding of customer
needs and behaviors.

As marketing practices have been scrutinized only to a
limited extent and studies on fads and fashions in marketing
practices have not developed extensively, we call for further
research drawing on institutional theory. This should result
in a more socialized view of the adoption and effectiveness
of marketing practices.
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Appendix A

Measurement items of study constructs

Construct Measurement PLS factor
loading

CRM system 1. We have a customer information system that is fully automated. .69

2. In our organization several software applications regarding customer information are linked to a
network.

.64

3. In our organization software applications for analyzing customer information are present. .68

4. We have an automated system that supports individual and group decisions regarding customers. .83

5. In our organization our automated customer information system is integrated with other
communication systems (switchboard operators, complaints services, etc).

.83

Mimetic motives 1. Our organization has implemented CRM in response to what competitors were and are doing. .93

2. Our choice for CRM is clearly influenced by large attention for CRM from the management press
and management consultants.

.79

3. Our choice to implement CRM was strongly influenced by what others in the industry are doing. .87

Customer intimacy strategy Compared to our competitors, in the strategy of our firm the emphasis is on...

1. Building long lasting relationships with customers. .83

2. Offering customized products to our customers. .82

3. Offering our customers the best products for their needs all the time. .75
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(continued)

Construct Measurement PLS factor
loading

Relational information
processes

Registration

1. We collect customer information on an ongoing basis. .89

2. We capture customer information from internal sources within the organization.

3. We collect customer information using external sources (such as market research agencies,
syndicated data sources, and consultants).

4. The information collected from customers is updated in a timely fashion.

5. We use customer interactions to collect information.

Integration

6. We systematically integrate customer information from the various functions that interact with
customers (such as marketing, sales, and customer service).

.94

7. We systematically integrate internal customer information with external customer information.

8. We integrate, as much as we can, customer information from different communication channels
(such as telephone, mail, e-mail, internet, fax, and personal contact) and different functions.

9. We systematically merge information collected from various sources for each customer.

Analysis

10. We use customer information to develop customer profiles. .84

11. We systematically use customer information to segment markets.

12. We analyze customer information to assess customer retention behavior.

13. We use customer information to identify appropriate channels to reach customers.

14. We use customer information to customize our offers.

Customer insights We know…

1. Very well who our customers are. .71

2. Which of ours means of communication are most valued by our customers. .79

3. What the underlying needs of our customers are. .84

4. How needs of our customers change through time. .80

5. Which customers want an intensive relationship with us and why. .83

6. What it is that customers value specifically in our offers. .81

7. Why customers buy from us and not from competitors .75

8. Why some customers do not buy from us anymore. .75

Customer relationship
performance

Relative to our most important competitors…

1. Based on good experiences, our customers regularly express themselves positively about us. .80

2. Our customers are repeat buyers of products. .87

3. We have relatively many loyal customers. .83

Top management
involvement

1. CRM has been implemented in our organization in a top-down manner. .91

2. Our choice for CRM has been strongly influenced by top management. .78

3. Top management played a large role in shaping and fleshing out CRM in our organization. .93

Customer-centric
management systems

1. We focus on customer needs when designing business processes. .87

2. Business processes are designed to enhance firm-customer interactions. .82

3. We organize ourselves around customer groups rather than functional groups. .75

(continued)
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