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Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is the 
backbone of your organization’s ability to provide the 
best customer experience possible. While Social Media 
is stealing the spotlight, it is easy to lose sight of the 
fact that data, information, 
sound processes and con-
sistent customer experience 
still rule the roost. Social 
channels are here to stay and 
should absolutely be part of 
your customer engagement 
strategy, as you will be re-
quired to integrate these new 
channels sooner, rather than 
later. Our goal is to help you 
build the best road map to 
customer success, integrating 
both old and new channels into your customer experi-
ence strategy. And, we will show you how SugarCRM 
is the platform best suited to take you there.

Keep an Eye on the Fundamentals
The implementation of any technology platform needs 
to embrace the new tools and techniques, but at 
the same time needs to remain grounded. Neglect-

ing the core tenets of CRM, 
e.g., basic demographic 
information capture and 
management; data accuracy 
without duplication; repro-
ducible processes; customer 
strategy; and user adoption, 
will cause both short term 
and long-term issues. For 
example, a single version 
of the truth, the system of 
record for specific informa-
tion types, is critical to your 

success. Redundant data (either within the same sys-
tem or across disparate systems) is an early warning 
sign of potential problems. If the data model (how the 

Successful customer engagement requires energy from the first touch. Your customers are 
well educated, hyper-connected, collaborative, and they are needy. The challenge to you and 
your organization is that it is essential to interact with customers based on their needs, not your 
rules. Nevertheless, you should not lose sight of the fundamental requirements that surround 
supporting all customer relationships. To best support these requirements, you need a flexible 
platform that enables you to adapt and evolve to both market changes and your customers needs. 
Additionally, any platform you are considering needs a solid core, invigorating user experience 
and a strong ecosystem to support it.

70 percent of consumers want to 
be able to leverage social media 
sites to see real-time availability 
of company experts in technical 
support, billing, etc.

Yankee Group
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elements of your customer record are related to each 
other) is ill conceived or too rigid, then anything added 
beyond the intended design of the system will either 
introduce a new silo of information disconnected from 
other systems, or data elements within the system that 
are difficult to reconcile. Adding social data is a good 
example of the types of challenges you may have seen, 
or will soon see. Readily available public customer data 
will add complexity in that customers will use multiple 
accounts and profiles in a variety of social networks to 
communicate with you, about you and to each other. 
It is therefore very important to have data governance 
and best practices in place before implementing any 
system charged with shepherding your valued customer 
information. Fortunately, many modern systems, such 
as SugarCRM are built with a flexible, extensible data 
model, able to support your changing needs, and the 
needs of your customers.

For many years, the discussion with CRM practitioners 
has focused on the ability to receive and push informa-
tion in real-time. Consuming too much social or public 
information for the sake of capture can be a huge and 
unrewarding undertaking if there is no strategy in place 
to gain insights into said data or a process in place to 
get the information to the right person at the right time. 
Gartner agrees with this assessment, and the core con-
cept is not new. “Having the right information at the 
right time is fundamental to successful CRM strate-
gies, providing customer insight and allowing effective 
interaction across any channel.”  
(8 Building Blocks of CRM: 
A Framework for Success, The 
Gartner Group, 2001). CRM In-
formation overload is not isolated 
to any one part of your organiza-
tion. Sales people, marketers and 
support staff all suffer from infor-
mation overload. It is therefore 
not surprising that we all struggle 
to get exactly what we need, when 
we need it. CRM applications 
have been refining their ability to 
consume customer communica-
tions, such as email and customer 
self-service data and route this 
information to the right person 
at the right time, or queue it for 
later viewing. As more data and 
information are introduced into 
the mix, system will need to adapt 
to the needs of your teams.

Within every business, there exists a system of record for 
data types unique to your business. For example, a bank-
ing system provides transaction history, account balances 
and other financial data. This type of data is not typically 
housed (i.e., not the system of record) by CRM, yet it is 
very often available, even required, for display through 
your CRM application on the agents’ desktop. Modern 
transactional systems and applications have straight-
forward methods and protocols that make their data 
available to other applications. This is driven by advances 
in technology standards and the wide use of cloud-based 
service offerings. The common element across all busi-
nesses is that the CRM application is the system of record 
for customer data. As you begin to integrate social data, 
the technology will not be difficult. The challenge will 
be how to use and manipulate the data—deciding which 
data to display, which to copy and which to own.

From Fundamentals to Understanding Social
‘Social’ is an over used word. There are Social Networks, 
Social Media, Social Marketing, and Social Monitoring. 
For the purposes of this discussion, we will focus on 
social channels, which are comprised of social networks 
(where people congregate online) and social media 
(how they share and interact). While social channels do 
represent the future of customer communications, be 
careful not to jump in until you are clear which chan-
nels are important to you and your customers. Phone 
conversations, email feedback forms, letters, and face-
to-face interactions will remain important! 

Without the burden of migrating and managing information inside you CRM system, a conduit 
used access external data is extremely valuable to many parts of the organization.
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During the past few years, there has been a communi-
cations revolution. The challenge to your organization 
is how to best adapt to these customer driven changes. 
People now have many more choices when it comes to 
expressing themselves to you and your organization. 
They can voice opinions on Blogs, Forums/Commu-
nities, Amazon Reviews, YouTube, SMS and/or via an 
update on a number of Social Networks, e.g. Twitter, 
LinkedIn and Facebook. Your customers expect that you 
are listening to them on whichever platform they have 
chosen to engage with you. The culture, philosophy 
and etiquette associated with communications through 
very public social channels are different than traditional 
methods and important to learn and understand. In-
tegrating customer comments from social platforms 
is not going to be your only challenge. The July 2010 
American Express Global Customer Service Barometer 
reported that a majority of Americans believe that qual-
ity customer service is not only important to them, but 

that they will spend an average of 9% more when they 
believe a company provides excellent service. The report 
went on to state the following: “Nearly half (48%) of 
consumers report always or often using an online post-
ing or blog to get others’ opinions about a company’s 
customer service reputation. But when consumers go 
online they’re looking for “watch outs,” saying they put 
greater credence in negative reviews on blogs and social 
networking sites than on positive ones (57% and 48%, 
respectively).”

While receiving messages from social channels does add 
a new twist to the traditional sales and support models, 
routing these messages to the right person, at the right 
time, is a natural extension of a well-designed CRM plat-
form that already handles email and web portal requests. 
In some instances this can be a native capability, as many 
systems can gain direct access to specific networks. Some-
times, a 3rd party application, i.e., Sugar CRM partner 
InsideView facilitates the search for the right informa-
tion, and actively pulls relevant information into your 
application. Adding social channels to a carefully con-
sidered CRM deployment is fairly straightforward. Our 
assessment is that because much of the social web has 
been constructed using open protocols, having a baseline 
grounded in open source is a great place to start when 
working to integrate social channels into your core CRM 
system. SugarCRM stresses this message within its own 
four walls as well; Clint Oram, Co-Founder and Vice 
President of Products, often says to his team, “We need 

67 percent of employees need more 
tools to track and manage their 
social communications for business 
purposes.

Yankee Group

Number of Social Network users as of December 2009. Generated 
using IBM’s Visualization Communications Lab.

manyeyes.alphaworks.ibm.com/manyeyes
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to stay laser focused on helping out 
customers to solve their business 
problems. Sometimes that is about 
features and functions. Sometimes it 
is not.”

Getting Social
The methods and best approach to 
customer engagement has changed 
for just about every vertical indus-
try due to the broad adoption of 
social technologies by your cus-
tomers. This means that customers 
of both business-to-business and 
business-to-consumer companies 
are people, not objects, and thus 
need to be treated as such. Custom-
ers often talk to each other about 
what they want and how they want 
it. And, they are talking on the 
channel and venue of their choosing, not yours. Like 
it or not, they could be speaking very publicly about 
your products or services. This means that whether or 
not your company chooses to be involved, these expe-
riences will still be shared. Both your customers and 
employees are sharing and exchanging information 
from their mobile phones, iPads, laptops and even 
their home computers. Among the more interesting 
phenomena is the subtle change in the gray area be-
tween work and personal time—where one stops and 
the other begins is no longer clear.

In order to grow in this ‘new normal,’ you will need to 
focus your strategy and extend your current technol-
ogy framework with new capabilities. As the social web 
evolves during the next three-five years, you will need 
a flexible platform to incorporate concepts such as so-
cial marketing campaigns, customer communities and 
geo-location services. This is where your customers 
and advocates will be located. And, in order to engage 
current and potential customers and empower advo-

cates, you need to be there as well. We do understand 
that it is very easy to become enamored with the lat-
est and greatest technology and seduced into believing 
this will solve all of your current issues. However, we 
would like to reinforce that it is important for you first 
evaluate and solidify your current business processes 
before taking the leap into the Social realm. For exam-
ple, through feedback from customers, you should be 
confident in your ability to distinguish between what 
your customers want, and what they need. 

Modern CRM solutions are held in high regard as they 
excel at automating processes, managing customer data 
and providing management reports to track sales. As a 
flexible and modern platform, SugarCRM can also as-
sume the management of these newly emerging data 
sets and channels, so you can be confident that your 
IT investment can and will continue to adapt to the 
changing tastes of the modern customer. The obvious 
next step is to extend your traditional CRM strategy 
and capabilities to focus on the relevant conversations 
taking place BOTH online and offline. 
 
The fundamental transition or extension from tradi-
tional CRM is that your strategy for engagement is 
focused on your customer’s success, not only on man-
aging your customer’s data. You can be very successful 
if you leverage the social web to focus on providing 
value to your customers by listening to their needs 
online, producing products that meet these needs and 
augmenting that with an end-to-end experience that 
your competitors cannot touch.

Fig. 1. Internal collaboration, through a straightforward user interface and simple processes is 
critical to success.

“We need to stay laser focused on 
helping our customers to solve their 
business problems. Sometimes that 
is about features and functions.  
Sometimes it is not.”

Clint Oram, Co-Founder and Vice 
President of Products, SugarCRM
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Getting Social Requires Being Social
While employees love looking towards and thinking 
about the future, they also resist change. This paradox 
can be overcome. Oftentimes, the benefits of a new 
application are very clear to senior team members, but 
something gets lost in translation to the end user com-
munity. Any new application will not be adopted by 
the users if not properly introduced, with their ben-
efits in mind. Today’s knowledge workers are part of 
the social web, more so at home, than at work. They 
understand YouTube, Facebook, and probably read 
and/or write a blog. They have a smart phone and 
they are not afraid to use it. Their computer at home 
is probably faster than the one you provide them at 
work. Any application you put in front of them will be 
looked upon with the eyes of a skeptic. This was, and 
continues to be one of the major challenges for any tra-
ditional CRM implementation: the system was built 
by the company, for the company. The value to the 
end user is hard to describe, and users do not easily see 
how it helps them to get their work done. Any system 
you deploy needs to support some level of personaliza-
tion, easily configurable fields, labels, colors and more; 
something people want to spend time using. This is 
where SugarCRM fits, quite well.

If your employees’ job is not made easier, then the ap-
plication will not be used. It is that simple. Give the 
opportunity to your team to be passionate about your 
customers instead of making them worry about the 
application in front of them. Give them the opportu-
nity to collaborate with each other 
right inside the CRM interface, as 
illustrated by how easily SugarCRM 
is able to integrate Box.net directly 
within the application. (See figure 1 
for example workflow). Make sure 
you have a detailed understanding of 
the work that your employees must 
do each and every day. The objective 
for any business is to create a sus-
tainable organization—One where 
your employees enjoy working. One 
where your customers value and ap-
preciate the products and services 
offered as well as their interactions 
with your employees.

Chess Media Group has a great ap-
proach when it comes to thinking 
about the role of technology: “Tech-
nology has always been, currently is, 

and will always be just an enabler. Organizations are still 
run by people who make decisions, build processes, and 
interact with customers. Your customer strategy is not 
going to succeed because of a piece of technology. It’s go-
ing to succeed because of the people your organization 
employs and the culture it instills.” Traditional CRM 
can and should be extended by technologies like social 
media monitoring, online collaboration and commu-
nity management tools, because the primary objective 
should be customer experience and empowerment. You 
need objectives and solid metrics to measure success. If 
your goals and the goals for your teams are vague, and 
do not include quantitative measures, how will you be 
able to define success?  If your team can see the value 
they are getting back from the system, they will have no 
problems using the system.

The Social Process
To reiterate an important point, your customers are 
more demanding, and have higher expectations in this 
new social age. This should not surprise you, because 
while you are reading this with your business hat on, 
you are a customer everyday. As a customer you expect 
to be partnered with and listened to, regarding what-
ever issue is on your mind (maybe not partnered with 
but definitely listened to). What this means is that 
the value exchange between you and your customers 
is under constant scrutiny from both sides. Custom-
ers want to be involved in product direction as well as 
other decisions you make as an organization. This is 
a moderately large transition from traditional CRM. 

Activity streams will facilitate the process of ‘right information to the right persona at 
the right time’.
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Your sales and service organizations are used to having 
processes. This is not necessarily so for your marketing 
team. Selling is part art, part science and part seren-
dipity; Marketing is building awareness, and creating 
buyers. 

Building customer relationships in the age of the so-
cial web is different from simpler times in one critical 
way—the early stages may very well take place in a very 
public setting. Now your customers will most likely 
begin the courtship knowing more about you than you 
might realize. They are researching you through search 
engines, online review sites and blogs, or recommen-
dations and shared experiences from friends through 
social networks. 

Current and prospective customers may ask you ‘per-
sonal’ questions on Twitter, Facebook or LinkedIn 
groups. It has become a core requirement to either 
provide or demonstrate value to prospective customers 
very early on, and continue throughout the relation-
ship. This is often accomplished via Blogs, educational 
videos or Podcasts. Yes, Email, whether used for mar-
keting or private messages, continues to be an effective 
channel of communication though its use is waning. 
In a recent survey, McKinsey and Co. found that 70 
percent of the executives said their companies regular-
ly created value through Web communities. Similarly, 
more than 68 million bloggers 
post reviews and recommen-
dations about products and 
services. As an executive, you 
need to have the capability to 
capture that information, make 
meaningful decisions, and mea-
sure the results based on your 
execution. To be effective and re-
main ahead of the competition, 
your teams need to be aware of 
more than just the general data. 
They need to know not only 
which customer is talking about 
you, your products and services, 
but also how quickly they expect 
a response and on which com-
munication channel.

Including customers and poten-
tial prospects in the decision of 
how often and where to engage 
with them is an important first 
step in showing your customer 

commitment and demonstrating your listening skills. 
You worked hard, invested time and spent money to 
find the customers, but have you asked them which 
communication channels they prefer? Some custom-
ers would like to chat right now with you or someone 
on your team using a tool like Velaro chat, which can 
be integrated directly into a system like SugarCRM. 
Blogs are another popular channel of communication. 
Someone commenting on your blogs is expressing 
interest in your company, products or services. You 
should be able to take this information and store it 
safely, so you can learn from it and further engage with 
that customer. The system in place needs to give value 
to everyone who uses it, especially your customers and 
prospective customers.

Keeping It In Perspective
CRM in the age of social is about people and two-way 
conversations. Marketing campaigns and customer 
service can no longer be successful with traditional one-
to-many broadcast messaging. Your ability to build trust 
and cultivate advocates for your products and services 
is about information accuracy and quick response time 
coupled with your ability to connect, interact and en-
gage with your customers. A high level of respect for the 
data you have access to is also an important part of so-
cial etiquette and should not be taken lightly. Through 
training and education, you need to make sure your 
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teams are careful with and respectful of the amount of 
personal and sensitive data they will be working with. 
The extensibility of the SugarCRM framework allows 
for this and more. 

Marketing pundits will share the 10 best reasons that 
your business should be on Facebook, or the 7 steps to 
success on Twitter. If these are places where your cus-
tomers like to congregate, by all means, invest there. In 
the business-to-business world, much value has been 
placed around connecting on LinkedIn, which contin-
ues to gain popularity. The goal of this document is 
to make sure that you have the flexibility within your 
platform to make that choice now, or in a year from 
now, without having to revisit the technology decision 
due to the lack of adaptability from your CRM ven-
dor. If you are concerned about technology, hardware, 
back-ups, then consider a cloud-based infrastructure. 
The choice is yours. 

Engaging in business or simply gathering information 
on potential customers via the social web can be tricky, 
because users may often choose to remain anonymous. 
A study performed by SheSpeaks.com to over 1200 
members of their (>95% women) network shed some 
light on the topic. Forty seven percent of the women 
surveyed believe that online communities offer them 
the ability to participate and join conversations anony-
mously, if they choose to do so. They also joined an 
online community 50% of the time to find specific 
information on a topic, versus only 13% looking to 
engage with an offline community or group to gather 
that same information.

The anonymous information is interesting, important 
and problematic with respect to gathering meaningful 
data. Imagine, if you will, a woman that loves cook-
ing. Instead of taking a cooking class, she turns to the 
Web and social networks under the pseudonym Sally 
Jane to improve her cooking skills and find others 
with the same passion. She will leave a trail of infor-
mation about cooking preferences, what she cooks, 
the types of recipes she is interested in, and who she 
talks to about food and cooking. Sally will share this 
because it is in her best interest to do so as she social-
izes, explores and wants to share and learn about the 
topics that interest her. The information is shared and 
the opportunity to build friendships with like-minded 
people is the top benefit Sally Jane gets for joining an 
online community. However, when she signed on she 
had no intention of having a company find and use 

her real name, physical address, marital status or other 
demographic data.

The goal of modern systems may not be to try and 
figure out who this person is (given that her chosen 
anonymity must be respected). Rather, the business 
question becomes, can you, or should you try to form 
a relationship, or engage with Sally? If the answer is no, 
how you still use her information to improve products, 
better target marking efforts and advertising dollars, 
etc. A tremendous amount of intimate information of 
the persona’s actions, e.g., personality, lifestyle habits 
and attitudes can be collected and utilized for busi-
ness goals. These data elements are not typically found 
within core CRM applications, but rather from a sys-
tem that contains logic hooks—a method used by 
SugarCRM to allow external data and processes to be-
come part of the application. 

Conclusion
The combined effects of emerging technologies; 
increased computing power; and fast, pervasive com-
munication channels are enabling new ways to manage 
people, process and corporate assets as well as new think-
ing about organizational structures. Your customers are 
actively engaging online. The question is not ‘if ’ you 
should take advantage of the opportunity, but ‘when’ 
and ‘how’. An open, standards-based technology—like 
that provided by SugarCRM—is a solid foundation on 
which to build your emergent, next generation custom-
er-centric strategy. Well-designed applications will allow 
you to cut across traditional organizational boundaries, 
converging on both the customer and employee jobs to 
be done. A technology infrastructure, built with flex-
ible deployment options, either behind your firewall, or 
in the Cloud, will enable and facilitate, not limit and 
intimidate your employees. The expectations of today’s 
knowledge workers are high, and you should provide to 
them the opportunity to focus on your customers, not 
on the screen in front of them.

85% believe companies should not 
just present information via social 
media, but use it to interact and 
become more engaged with them

Source: Cone Inc—Social Media in 
Business
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