Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 16 May 2021

doi:10.20944/preprints202105.0359.v1

The Virtuous Circle of Omnichannel CRM
Author 1: Dr David Cattrall, Independent Researcher (dave@bss-refresh.co.uk). A UK-based
former academic who has published papers on digital marketing and data management.
dave@bss-refresh.co.uk; www.bss-refresh.co.uk; www.linkedin.com/in/davidcattrall/
Corresponding Author 2: Dr Simone Castello, Independent Researcher (sc780@cam.ac.uk)
An independent researcher working at the University of Cambridge in marketing and
communications; www.linkedin.com/in/simonecastellodigitalstrategy/

We declare no conflict of interest. Although we gave examples of business practices, we do
not endorse any software, company nor program.

Abstract
This paper extends previous research on the influence of social media and digital channels on
customer purchase behaviour by presenting a new omnichannel purchasing model. We
characterise that model as a “virtuous circle” as it centres around customer use of social
media and has potential to benefit both customers and companies. We illustrate that model
with a worked example, discuss approaches to its implementation and evaluate its use in the
context of a business case study. The model creates a framework that combines elements of
digital marketing, social CRM, omnichannel CRM, and customer experience and
engagement. This paper bridges academic and industry practitioner communities across those
fields.
Keywords: digital marketing; social CRM; omnichannel CRM; customer experience
management; customer engagement; marketing automation; B2B / B2C marketing
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Introduction

The influence of social media and digital channels on customer purchase behaviour within
omnichannel retailing has been widely discussed in academic literature. In their framework
for digital marketing research, Kannan and Li (2017) note the importance of “understanding
how buyer behaviour is affected by stages of buying process, purchase funnel and impact of
digital environments and digital devices”. More recently, the Marketing Science Institute’s
research priorities for 2020-22 include the topic, “Strategies to prioritize customer value at all
touchpoints during the omnichannel customer journey”, asking the questions: How does the
increasingly complex technological, promotional and advertising ecosystem affect the
customer journey? What are the most effective strategies to driver deeper, lasting customer
engagement/loyalty with the firm? A second topic, “Managing brand experience and
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promotion across the customer journey” raises the question: How does omnichannel retailing
interact with the purchase funnel? (MSI 2020). In this paper, we aim to provide some further
insight into those topics and potential answers to those questions.
Section 2 reviews the social media, digital marketing, social CRM, omnichannel CRM and
customer experience/engagement academic literature. Combining and extending that research,
section 3 presents a new omnichannel purchasing model, the “virtuous circle”, discussing a
worked example of its use and approaches to implementation. Section 4 presents a real
business case study. Section 5 provides conclusions and implications for academic research
and industry practitioners. Section 6 identifies limitations and areas for future research.

2

2.1

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

Social Media, Customers and Brands

From a practical/technical perspective, social media can be defined as a collection of web 2.0
applications providing the creation and exchange of user-generated content (UGC), while
facilitating interaction and collaboration between participants (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
Applications include blogs and microblogs (e.g. Twitter), social networking sites (e.g.
Facebook), virtual worlds (e.g. Second Life), collaborative projects (e.g. Wikipedia), content
community sites (e.g. YouTube, Flickr), online communities, e-commerce and professional
review sites (e.g. Amazon) (Voramontri and Klieb 2018; Appel et al. 2020; Alves et al. 2016;
Leek et al. 2016). From a wider, sociological perspective, social media can be considered as
digital places where people conduct significant parts of their lives and it concerns what people
do in those environments (Appel et al. 2020).
Social media sites provide means for users to interact with content about anything, including
brands. Indeed, B2C and B2B (business to consumer and business to business) marketing
practitioners take advantage of the interactivity of social media channels to set up
communities in order to foster engagement with products and brands.
Muntinga et al. (2011) categorise user-brand activities on a continuum from low to high, in
three dimensions: consuming (viewing and reading content), contributing (rating products,
commenting in conversations) and creating (writing reviews, uploading videos). Those
activities are driven by underlying user motivations and behaviours that researchers have
attempted to classify. Common classifications include knowledge learning, influencing others
through social interaction, and supporting the firm as a brand advocate or by contributing to
product development (Muntinga et al. 2011; Brodie et al. 2013; Schau et al. 2009). Moreover,
those interactions may contribute to value cocreation benefiting customers and the firm
2
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(Alexander and Jaakkola 2015; Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014). The most successful brand
communities continuously evolve and marketing managers may wish to create and nurture
participatory customer base by accumulating knowledge about consumer behaviour in social
media brand communities (Schau et al. 2009; Kamboj et al. 2018).
Information sharing is referred to as (online or electronic) word of mouth (WOM) (HennigThurau et al. 2004). WOM occurs when consumers provide reviews and ratings to products,
brands and services on social media sites and the material disseminated is rarely available
through company-led marketing communications (Bronner and de Hoog, 2010). WOM is a
primary source of information impacting all phases of consumer decision-making, shaping
perceptions and expectations of brands, from product awareness to selection and postpurchase evaluation (Kimmel and Kitchen, 2014; Voramontri and Klieb 2018). Appel et al.
(2020) note the rise of “micro-influencers”. These individuals are often seen as credible
experts, encouraging others to want to view the content they post and engage with them.
Considering the possible reach and engagement influencers command, companies have begun
embracing them on social media.
Malthouse and colleagues demonstrate that prompting consumers to create UGC that
elaborates on a personal goal that is relevant to a brand affects buying decisions causing
higher levels of purchases (Malthouse et al. 2016a; Malthouse et al. 2016b). Similarly, for
online brand communities, motivating users to participate in user-centric innovation activities
by creating a meaningful experience, increasing the level of playfulness, and helping young
users to enhance their status can all stimulate participation (Kaur et al. 2018).
Burmann (2010) introduces the term User-Generated Branding (UGB) as, “the strategic and
operative management of brand related UGC to achieve brand goals”. UGB includes all
voluntarily created and publicly distributed brand messages undertaken by non-marketers.
UGB can be contrasted with eBranding, which refers to use of the web to present a brand.
They note potential of UGB as a marketing tool with benefits of cost effectiveness, the ability
to track consumers, and immediate feedback regarding a brand and its products or services
(Burmann, 2010). UGB can be effective in developing stronger relationships between brands
and consumers, and eliciting greater engagement with consumers on social media (Geurina
and Burch 2017).
The significance of social media should not be underestimated. Globally, the total number of
social media users is forecasted to grow to 3.29 billion users in 2022, which will be 42.3% of
the world’s population (Appel et al. 2020). Moreover, there evidently exists a direct
correlation between consumer participation on social media sites and their shopping
intentions, which makes its use all the more important for businesses (Kapoor et al. 2018).
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Digital Marketing

Kannan and Li (2017) observe that the term “digital marketing” has evolved over time from
the marketing of products and services using digital channels to a more umbrella concept,
which they define as, “an adaptive, technology-enabled process by which firms collaborate
with customers and partners to jointly create, communicate, deliver, and sustain value for all
stakeholders”.
We review the literature in areas of digital marketing that directly influence the customer
buying process by increasing brand awareness, driving website traffic and generating sales
leads:
•

Social Media Marketing – Delivering messages and content through social media
channels (Kotler et al. 2017, p158).

•

Content Marketing – Creating and distributing content that is relevant to customers
but also strongly associated with a certain brand (Kotler et al. 2017, p84).

•

Marketing Automation – Automating tasks in the marketing and sales process to
provide more relevant communications, typical delivered as personalised emails and
website messages (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick 2016, p300).

2.2.1

Social Media Marketing

Messages posted by firms on their official social media pages are referred to as firmgenerated content (FGC) and can be mutually beneficial – informing customers of products
while helping firms develop one-on-one customer relationships (Kumar et al. 2016).
Marketers can share social media content and create brand post popularity by encouraging
“likes” and comments. Value from fans comes from their level of engagement, popularising
the brand content throughout their network of friends and associates (Kumar et al. 2016;
Swani et al. 2017). Moreover, customers feel more engaged with products and organisations
when they are able to submit feedback (Mangold and Faulds 2009).
Research into the effects of FGC and possible drivers for brand post popularity suggests that
the vividness (degree of sense stimulation), interactivity (e.g. inclusion of a question), content
(information, entertainment), posting in the top position and the valence of comments are
related to the popularity (the number of likes and the number of comments) of a brand post
(de Vries et al. 2012). Additionally, the use of warm and competent images, combined with
appropriate narrative person (Chang et al. 2019) and the use of brand personality content can
enhance consumer engagement with the message (Lee et al. 2018).
Research on Facebook and Twitter suggests that FGC posts are more likely to promote WOM
if the content includes emotional sentiments, corporate brand names and embedded media
4
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such as video, image, text or a URL, e.g. a link to a company website. Moreover, posts should
avoid explicitly commercial statements and “hard sell” strategies (Swani et al. 2013; Swani et
al. 2014; Leek et al. 2016).
The nature of social media creates a reverberating “echoverse” for brand communication,
forming complex feedback loops (“echoes”) between the “universe” of corporate
communications, news media and UGC. This can result in the amplification of positive and
negative information, which can impact brands (Hewett et al. 2016). This has created
challenges for companies, making it more complex to control brand images and relationship
outcomes (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2010; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2013). Brand messages are no
longer exclusively shaped by their owners. Rather, firms co-create their brand’s experiences
and meaning with their stakeholders, including customers and partners (Gensler et al. 2013;
Swaminathan et al. 2020).
Research on the buying process has revealed that customers use social media mostly as an
information source during the initial research stages, due to perceptions of its convenience,
effectiveness and credibility. Significantly, reviews on social media induce or dissuade
purchases. Thus, marketers should encourage customers to share experiences on social media
and participate in conversations, listening and communicating promptly to address any
complaints. The content and co-ordination of messages and interaction with the community
are key for successful implementation (Valos et al. 2015). Moreover, businesses should
harness that feedback positively to improve product offerings, customer relationships and
profitability (Yogesh and Yesha 2014; Voramontri and Klieb 2018; Kannan and Li 2017;
Kaplan and Haenlein 2010).
Social media is becoming an integral part of business strategy, enabling firms to communicate
with their customers, influencing purchase decisions through fan popularisation of brand
content and helping build brand loyalty (Alves et al. 2016; Mangold and Faulds 2009; Kaplan
and Haenlein 2010; Swani et al. 2017).
2.2.2

Content Marketing and Marketing Automation

Pulizzi defines content marketing as, “creating and distributing valuable and compelling
content to attract, acquire, and engage a clearly defined and understood target audience – with
the objective of driving profitable customer action” (Pulizzi 2014, p5). Rather than pitching
products or services, it involves delivering information to entertain customers and build an
emotional connection. Content can be distributed through multiple channels, including social
media, web and email (Pulizzi 2012). If a business can deliver consistent, valuable content,
customers will reward that business with purchases and loyalty (Pulizzi 2014, p5-6).
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Researchers in B2B content marketing consider that it involves, “creating, distributing and
sharing relevant, compelling and timely content to engage customers at the appropriate point
in their buying consideration processes, such that it encourages them to convert to a business
building” (Holliman and Rowley 2014; Järvinen and Taiminen 2016). Creating content that is
useful, relevant and compelling to audiences requires a “publishing” approach, which
involves developing an understanding of the audience and a cultural change from “selling” to
“helping” (Holliman and Rowley 2014). Moreover, companies should distinguish their
marketing communication objectives, such as general brand marketing from customer
communications, to choose the most suitable content and channel (Karjaluoto et al. 2015).
Wang et al. (2019) researched content marketing in B2B professional services organisations
and found that the number of sales leads and won opportunities were positively affected by
digital content. They advocate the notion of content marketing as a service that provides
added value for customers independently of the product being sold, value that will be
reciprocated in sales results.
Marketing automation software provides capabilities to automate delivery of companygenerated content to prospects through a range of media, including e-mail, social networks
and personalised landing pages. Moreover, it has potential to acquire and segment highquality leads (Świeczak 2013; Redding 2015).
Järvinen and Taiminen (2016) present a case study using marketing automation to email
valuable and timely content to customers based on their recent online behaviours. The results
of their research reinforce the idea that content must target customers' needs and solve their
problems rather than promote company’s products. They also integrated marketing
automation with sales (CRM) to pass leads into one sales funnel, which was found to create
business benefits.
Researchers investigating the role of marketing in the buying process have shown that email
and display ads can be effective for converting sales, especially when used to contact
customers at the time they are predicted to purchase (Li and Kannan 2014). Moreover,
personalised emails regarding products based on customer interests can improve consumer
satisfaction and build loyalty (Hasanata et al. 2019). However, overuse of emails may actually
annoy customers, rendering them less effective (Li and Kannan 2014).
Research from Sahni et al. (2018) revealed that personalising customer emails benefits the
advertisers, even when no informative content about the product or the company is included
in the message. Simply adding the customer’s name to the email's subject-line increased the
probability of the recipient opening it, increased number of sales leads and reduced the
number of individuals unsubscribing from the campaign. Moreover, personalisation could be
6
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valuable in garnering a consumer's interest and increasing the likelihood of him/her
processing and responding to the rest of the advertising message.
2.2.3

Summary

The emphasis of digital marketing techniques is on creating content that is of value to attract
customers and stimulate WOM. There are overlaps between those techniques: content can be
distributed to customers over email through content marketing and/or social media through
social media marketing. Moreover, marketing automation can be used to schedule both of
those activities as part of campaign management.
Social media marketing also overlaps with the area of social CRM, but with an emphasis on
marketing communications rather than resolving customer issues, although the boundaries
between the two are blurring (Kotler et al. 2017, p158). This is reflected in the digital
marketing literature, which recognises the importance of listening to customers, without
detailing the approach or techniques for such activity. Similarly, there is little consideration
for addressing issues a customer may raise. We now consider the social CRM literature for
those topics.
2.3

Social CRM

Although several definitions of social CRM have been proposed in the literature, perhaps the
most commonly accepted is Greenberg’s, “a philosophy and a business strategy, supported by
a technology platform, business rules, processes and social characteristics, designed to engage
the customer in a collaborative conversation in order to provide mutually beneficial value in a
trusted and transparent business environment”. Moreover, “it’s aimed at customer
engagement rather than customer management” (Greenberg 2010, p34-35).
The term social CRM denotes a customer-oriented concept that integrates social media with
CRM applications and thereby opens a broad spectrum of potential use cases in marketing,
sales and service (Wittwer et al. 2017). With regard to the customer buying process, the main
social CRM topics are social listening / publishing and customer service.
2.3.1

Social Listening / Publishing

Social listening can be defined as an active process of attending to, observing, interpreting
and responding to a variety of stimuli through mediated, electronic and social channels
(Stewart and Arnold 2016).
Stewart et al. (2017) describe a case study for an American university library using a manual
process for social listening to improve communication and connections with customers. Their
initial approach involved publishing and sharing content on social media. Later they shifted
7
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focus toward social listening to understand and address customer concerns. As a result, their
user engagement increased on both Facebook and Twitter, and more meaningful interactions
took place between staff and customers. They observe that social listening appears to have
clear benefits among organisations and interpersonal relationships.
A “social media listening” application filters the web content based on various characteristics,
based on keywords or comments about a particular topic, using data analysis tools to provide
real-time information, which a company can use to make decisions (Orenga‑Roglá and
Chalmeta 2016). Reinhold and Alt refer to such an application as “social media monitoring”
and identify constituent systems: monitoring (connecting to social media sites, extracting and
interpreting content), management (passing that information to traditional CRM for
processing), interaction (publishing responses back to social media) (Reinhold and Alt 2011;
Reinhold and Alt 2012).
Choudhury and Harrigan (2014) present a model for social CRM, including a new construct
of customer engagement to take cognisance of the impact of social media technologies and
recommend data gathered from customer-social media interactions is fed into traditional
CRM and utilised to drive future marketing decisions.
Wittwer et al. (2017) describe a model for determining “customer context” based on
extracting “state” and “attribute” values for customers and environments from social media.
They suggest such data could form a basis for customer-centred social CRM processes, such
as definition of customer personas.
Researchers agree on the importance of social CRM as a bi-directional channel to
communicate and collaborate with customers, discover consumer opinions relating to the
company and its products, and to integrate social media content with CRM processes and
systems (Reinhold and Alt 2011; Reinhold and Alt 2012; Choudhury and Harrigan 2014;
Kubina et al. 2015; Wittwer et al. 2017; Acker et al. 2011). Moreover, CRM must evolve by
producing contact points on social media that engage the consumer and provide value to both
the company and the consumer (Malthouse et al. 2013).
2.3.2

Social CRM for Customer Service

In the context of social CRM, Greenberg describes customer service as, “the customer care
activities that surround the purchase of a product or services” (Greenberg 2010, p345). This
definition extends beyond handling complaints and includes inquiries and questions, which
customers expect to be answered by the company. Greenberg notes that traditional CRM
service channels frequently frustrate customers as they fail to properly resolve issues. He
advocates a new customer service model based around social media sites, emphasising the
8
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value of customer-to-customer interactions, employees working closely with each other and
proactively with customers, and use of a knowledge base (Greenberg 2010, p346-355).
Stefan Willi and Gamal (2012) describe a customer service approach where an employee is
responsible for direct personal contact with the customer on two levels: an initial
“introduction” level and a deeper “relationship level”, where more information is exchanged
after connecting on the social media platform. This interaction benefits both parties as the
company gains details about the customer and the customer gains assistance from the
company.
Lopez (2013) presents a case study for an organisation providing service on social media
sites, Facebook and YouTube. Results from the study reveal the importance of a number of
factors: tailoring bespoke content for each social media channel, responsive and real-time
customer communication, the need for a shared knowledge base and an interdisciplinary team
to provide effective customer service across social media platforms.
Ajmera et al. (2013) describe the construction of IBM SCION, a Social CRM analytics engine
that mines conversational data from social media sites to enable enterprises to identify and
respond to issues raised by customers. The SCION system’s modules provide capability to
extract data from site posts, analyse that data to identify the intent, prioritise posts based on
topic and importance, and route posts to the business function considered the most
appropriate to respond.
Bone et al. (2015) researched the effects of problem-solving customer participation in a peerto-peer problem-solving community among global B2B customers. Results revealed that
customer participation in the community, in terms of helping oneself (posting questions) and
helping others (responding to peer questions), reduced the participant’s use of traditional
customer support service channels.
Rossman et al. (2017) examined the efficacy of social media systems in customer complaint
handling, as a useful complement and viable alternative to the traditional “hotline” channel.
Their results demonstrated benefits from using the two channels in tandem. They also suggest
that a satisfied customer in a social media channel is a superior asset for a firm than a
customer served through traditional channels, because the former is more inclined to generate
WOM communication.
Appel et al. (2020) note that, currently, many brands use social media platforms to provide
customer care, addressing customers’ specific questions and fixing problems. They predict
that, in the future, social media-based customer care will become even more personalised and
accessible and, perhaps, even pre-emptive using predictive approaches.
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Summary

The social CRM literature complements digital marketing by suggesting approaches to listen
to and support customers on social media. However, many researchers appear to envisage
social listening/publishing and social CRM as manual processes. We observe that, with the
explosion of social media sites and the number of users, a manual solution would not be
scalable and hence automated support is required.
The literature also revealed requirements to provide proactive customer service, for
collaboration between employees and customers, and making a knowledge database
accessible to employees and customers. Significantly, Ajmera et al. (2013) was the only
example we found describing integration of automated social listening / publishing with CRM
customer service capability.
The Social CRM literature does not fully discuss the complexities that may arise in customers
moving between channels or the wider context of the customer purchase process. However,
such topics fall under the domain of omnichannel CRM, which we now consider.
2.4
2.4.1

Omnichannel CRM and Customer Buying Process
Omnichannel CRM

In 2011, Rigby noted that the number of digital channels (e.g. websites, email, social media,
online communities, online shops and mobile devices) available to customers was
dramatically increasing and observed, “Unless conventional merchants adopt an entirely new
perspective – one that allows them to integrate disparate channels into a single seamless
omnichannel experience – they are likely to be swept away” (Rigby 2011).
Omnichannel CRM places emphasis on the interplay between channels and providing a
seamless customer experience. Customers select and use channels interchangeably during the
search and purchase process with “showrooming” (search in store, buy online) and
“webrooming” (search online, buy in store). Moreover, it is difficult for firms to control that
usage (Verhoef et al. 2015).
Successful implementation requires omnichannel management, which can be defined as, “the
synergetic management of the numerous available channels and customer touchpoints, in such
a way that the customer experience across channels and the performance over channels is
optimized.” In turn, that requires different channels to be integrated in a manner that enhances
performance not only of the channel but also of the brand (Verhoef et al. 2015). Cao and Li
(2015) define cross-channel integration as, “the degree to which a firm coordinates the
objectives, design, and deployment of its channels to create synergies for the firm and offer
10
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particular benefits to its consumers.” They identify mechanisms by which cross-channel
integration can affect firm’s sales growth and define full integration as, “retailers optimize
established channels collaboratively, focusing on activities linked to consumers’ seamless
shopping experience.” The required capabilities for this are (Cao and Li 2015):
•

Alignment of fundamentals – Alignment of services / products / promotions / loyalty
programmes across channels.

•

Centralisation of back-end system – Integration of systems and customer database
across channels and centralised call centre services across channels.

•

Organisation transformation – Sharing knowledge across channels, recruiting
competencies in digital and retail commerce, and changing organisational structure to
adapt to integrated channels.

Brynjolfsson et al. (2013) recognise that the omnichannel environment is becoming
increasingly competitive. They therefore suggest strategies such as encouraging customer
interaction (providing content and reviews), information sharing through cross-channel
integration, and using data analytics and customer knowledge to provide differentiation. The
key message is, “in an omnichannel world there is a premium on learning rapidly from
consumers and catering to their needs”.
Lemon and Verhoef (2016) note that the introduction of mobile devices may induce even
more switching across channels, adding complexity to the customer journey. Other
researchers agree the scope of channels should include search, display, email, affiliate
schemes, referral websites and a mobile app (Verhoef et al. 2015; Xu et al. 2014).
Research on the use of mobile technologies has mainly considered the effects of mobile
promotions and the adoption of mobile shopping on purchase behaviour (Lemon and Verhoef
2016). Mobile offers new marketing tactics for firms. For example, it enables retailers to
provide tailored, time-sensitive, and location sensitive advertising and promotions in store, as
well as personalised marketing offers (Bart et al. 2014; Hui et al. 2013).
Wang et al. (2016) observe a firm can use mobile app technology to enable consumers to
engage with its brand even when they are on the move. Such engagement has potential to
enhance consumer experience, brand loyalty and, ultimately, revenue growth. However,
consumers only adopt a mobile app and keep using it when they believe it provides value,
which might well require costly maintenance and frequent updating. Those messages are
reinforced by research on the influence of a brand’s mobile app’s interactive features
(information lookups and check-ins) on spending levels. Results revealed that adoption and
continued use of the branded app increased future spending but, after discontinued use,
customer spending decreased (Su Jung et al. 2015; Wang et al. 2015).
11
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Customer Buying Process

Lemon and Verhoef (2016) conceptualise the customer buying process in three stages: prepurchase (including search), purchase and post-purchase (including after care and repurchase). This process is iterative and has potential to affect customer experience. They
conceptualise customer experience as a customer’s journey over time during iterations of the
buying process across multiple touchpoints (customer channel interactions). They identify
four categories of touchpoint, only some of which are under the firm’s control: brand-owned,
partner-owned, customer-owned and social / external. The customer might interact with each
category in each stage of the process.
Other researchers identify five stages for the buying decision process: problem recognition,
information search, alternative evaluation, purchase decision and post-purchase. The initial
three stages are a refinement of “pre-purchase” and the ones in which social media is mostly
used during the buying process (Voramontri and Klieb, 2018; Yogesh and Yesha, 2014).
From a practitioner’s perspective, Edelman and colleagues suggest that the omnichannel
buying process comprises of four stages: (1) consider, (2) evaluate, (3) buy and (4) enjoy,
advocate, bond. The first two stages are a refinement of “pre-purchase and the last stage
represents sub-stages of “post-purchase”. Moreover, they suggest that a “loyalty loop” may be
formed where, in subsequent iterations of the purchase process, the customer by-passes prepurchase and moves straight to “buy”. They suggest four approaches to practical
implementation of that loyalty loop: automation (digitising journey’s steps), proactive
personalisation (using customer information to tailor content), contextual interaction (using
knowledge about where a customer is in a journey to influence the next interaction) and
journey’s innovation (ongoing experimentation and active analysis of customer needs,
technologies and services) (Edelman 2010; Edelman et al. 2015).
Cetină et al. (2012) researched factors that affect a customer’s decision-buying process and
identified three classes of stimuli: marketing, web experience and external (e.g. personal and
environmental) factors. They conclude companies should continuously develop their online
marketing activity by exploiting the interaction, bidirectional communication and WOM
facilitated by web and social media sites.
Bucko et al. (2018) researched factors that affect consumer decision to purchase from the
online store in the Slovak market. They identified the following key factors: price,
availability, social proof (reviews about the product and seller), scarcity (limited product
quantity and limited time of offer), product details, conditions and social media presence
(number of followers and social media activity). They noted that knowledge of those factors
can be used to optimise online shops and it is crucial those shops provide a good experience
12
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for website visitors. A positive experience might result in higher revenues, while a negative
one might result in the permanent loss of customers.
2.4.3

Summary

The literature considers company management and customer use of channels, within the
context of the stages of the buying process. This complements digital marketing, where the
focus is on promoting brands and products, and social CRM, where the focus is on addressing
customer issues.
The literature indicates that in an omnichannel environment, the customer should be free to
choose channels arbitrarily throughout the purchase process. Such a deployment will require
omnichannel management, which in turn will require cross-channel integration. However, we
note that the definition of full integration (Cao and Li 2015) extends beyond the purchase
process and channels as it encompasses the wider landscape of the organisation, employees
and systems.
In the following section, we adopt a customer-centric perspective to explore the potential
impact of social media, channels and purchase process on the customer.
2.5

A Customer-centric Perspective

In this section, we adopt the customer’s viewpoint and examine the relationship between
social media and the purchase process, which comprises the concepts of customer experience,
experience management, engagement and engagement behaviours.
2.5.1

Customer Experience (CX)

Meyer and Schwager (2007) define CX as, “the internal and subjective response customers
have to any direct or indirect contact with a company.” Verhoef et al. (2009) build on that
research identifying several determinants of CX: social environment (facilitated and
stimulated by on-line environments and brand communities), service interface, retail
atmosphere, assortment, price and promotions. In subsequent research, Lemon and Verhoef
(2016, p.71) define CX as, “a multidimensional construct focusing on a customer’s cognitive,
emotional, behavioural, sensorial, and social responses to a firm’s offerings during the
customer’s entire purchase journey.”
De Keyser et al. (2015) observe that people continuously strive to satisfy specific needs and
wants thereby engaging in goal driven processes aimed at reaching a desired end state.
Moreover, such human goal pursuit is critical for customer experience. They distinguish
between “event-specific” experience, which is linked to a customer-firm interaction and
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“dynamic”, which is the overall experience that evolves over time and is reflective of multiple
customer-firm interactions.
Many researchers agree that experience resides in the entire context of pre-purchase,
purchase, and post-purchase as a function of interactions with all of the touchpoints that
together form the customer journey (Patrício et al 2011; Rawson et al. 2013; Lemon and
Verhoef 2016; Calder et al. 2018).
Customer experience is an important strategic objective for service firms as it is a key
determinant of consumer behaviour and has significant positive influence on customer
satisfaction, word-of-mouth and loyalty (Klaus and Maklan, 2011; Brakus et al. 2009).
Recognition of this has led to the concept of Customer Experience Management (CEM),
which can be defined as, “a retailer’s strategy to engineer the customer’s experience in such a
way as to create value both to the customer and the firm” (Verhoef et al. 2009). We note the
apparent overlap and synergy between this definition of customer experience management
and the earlier definition of omnichannel management (Verhoef et al. 2015). Both definitions
emphasise customer experience and value for both customer and firm.
Fatma (2014) identifies the antecedents of CEM as: brand experience, channel interactions,
service interface, physical environment, social environment, price and promotions. The major
consequences are identified as: customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and customer equity.
Patrício et al. (2011) advocate an approach to CEM that is based on process and method of
service design to improve the experience for all customer interactions through service
interfaces across the customer journey. Homburg et al. (2017) suggest that CEM is also an
issue of corporate culture. They identify strategic directions for touchpoint design and
orientation as part of the wider customer journeys across the stages of the buying process with
the view of optimising CX. Ultimately, the purpose is to enhance customer loyalty and
encourage the customers’ intentions to live again through a touchpoint journey of a firm by
transitioning from post-purchase to pre-purchase (Homburg et a. 2017).
Wereda and Grzybowska (2016) note that the creation of an excellent customer experience
requires a continuous dialogue with customers and innovating in response to it. They
reference a study that found that customers who had a positive experience were more likely to
repurchase and recommend the business to a friend and less likely to switch to a competitor.
Researchers have contrasted CEM with traditional CRM. CEM focuses on experiences that
customers have at touchpoints in course of their interaction with the firm. Business leaders
use that information to manage products and services strategically, create better customer
experiences and build relationships. In contrast, the focus of CRM is on capturing, recording
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and distributing customer details and the history of transactions (Meyer and Schwager 2007;
Fatma 2014).
2.5.2

Customer Engagement (CE)

Traditionally, marketers used the term customer satisfaction as a guiding objective but,
increasingly, they are focusing on engagement as a complement or alternative. Whereas
satisfaction is an integrative, usually post hoc, evaluation of a product or service, engagement
is a highly personal and motivational state arising out of customer experiences with a product
or service (Calder et al 2013).
The importance of Customer Engagement (CE) has been widely recognised throughout the
academic literature. Brodie et al. (2011) provide what is perhaps the most widely accepted
general definition, “Customer engagement (CE) is a psychological state that occurs by virtue
of interactive, cocreative customer experiences with a focal agent/object (e.g., a brand) in
focal service relationships.” Moreover, it is a multidimensional concept involving cognitive,
emotional and/or behavioural dimensions (Brodie at al. 2011). That definition builds on the
work of earlier researchers who had conceptualised engagement as a psychological state
(Patterson et al. 2006), psychological process (Bowden 2009), or as being motivational in
nature (Mollen and Wilson 2010; Vivek et al. 2012; Hollebeek 2011).
Academics consider CE to be a nomological concept associated with antecedents (e.g.
participation, involvement, rapport) and consequences (e.g. commitment, word of mouth,
brand community involvement, loyalty) (Bowden 2009; Patterson et al. 2006; Brodie et al.
2011, Vivek et al. 2012; Pansari and Kumar 2017). Another consequence of CE is customer
engagement behaviour (CEB), which can be defined as, “a customer’s behavioural
manifestation that have a brand or firm focus, beyond purchase, resulting from motivational
drivers” (van Doorn et al. 2010, p. 254).
Kumar and Pansari identify that the value of CE to a firm includes both direct and indirect
contributions. This comprises customer behaviours in the areas of purchasing, referrals,
influencing, knowledge and conversations about the brand on social media. (Kumar et al.
2010; Kumar and Pansari 2015; Pansari and Kumar 2017). De Keyser et al. (2015) agree and
suggest such value is driven by past, present and future CXs and the extent to which the
customer considers them positive or negative. Positive experiences will lead to increased
engagement, while negative experiences will lead to lower engagement. Hence, CX flows into
both customer value and CE.
The Brodie et al. (2011) definition of customer engagement arises out of the different ways in
which a product or service can be experienced by a customer. Customer experiences exist on
a continuum ranging from detached to intense. High engagement comes from rich, qualitative,
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“felt” experiences, especially when that leads to a larger personal goal (Calder et al. 2013;
Calder et al. 2016).
Lemon and Verhoef (2016) note that customer engagement focuses on the extent to which the
customer “reaches out” and initiates contact with the firm. Such “reaching out” constitutes
touchpoints along the customer journey during the purchase process and results in cognitive,
emotional, behavioural, sensorial and social responses by the customer. Hence, customer
engagement becomes a part of the overall customer experience along his/her journey and
continually judging this journey against response thresholds of co-occurring experiences
(Homburg et al. 2017; Calder et al. 2009).
In the section “Social Media, Customers and Brands””, we discussed customer interaction
with brands on social media. Academics consider such interactions to be forms of CEB
(Brodie at al. 2013; Cheung et al. 2011). Vivek et al (2012) emphasise the importance of
customer participation in online communities as even low-involvement foci can be highly
engaging to individuals. There is a great opportunity for organisations to engage customers by
encouraging customer creation or sharing of UGC.
Researchers emphasise the positive outcomes arising from CE on social media, which may
include customer loyalty to and satisfaction with the brand and community (Jayasingh, 2019);
empowerment, trust and commitment towards other members in the community (Brodie et al.
2013; Hollebeek et al. 2014); WOM intention and re-purchase intention (Chan et al. 2014)
and the development of sharing intentions (Carlson et al. 2019). Moreover, CE is a source of
value for the firm and the participants (Schau et al. 2009; Alexander and Jaakkola, 2015;
Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014).
Engagement can be increased in cases where consumers vigorously participate, advocate or
interact with the brand, e.g. through social media (Malthouse et al. 2016a; Maslowska et al.
2016). However, engagement is not produced by simply being “on” a certain kind of media,
digital, social, mobile or otherwise. Marketers must design specific experiences using these
media effectively to connect customers with brands (Malthouse et al. 2016b; Calder et al.
2018). Carlson et al. (2018) identify approaches for tailoring social media brand pages to
proactively stimulate CEB intentions relating to customer feedback and collaboration. These
involve maximising the quality of the page content, page interactivity, page sociability and
customer contact quality.
Hollebeek et al. (2019) observe that customer engagement and CRM are mutually beneficial.
Customers’ interaction through social media constitutes learning, knowledge sharing and cocreation, which can inform CRM. Similarly, CRM can be used to engage customers, with
engaged customers typically providing longer-lasting, stronger and more stable relationships,
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greater customer contributions and responsiveness, increased referrals and customer advocacy
(Malthouse et al. 2013; Kumar and Pansari 2015).
2.5.3

Summary

The literature indicates that touchpoints on the customer journey during the purchase process
affect CX, which in turn flows into CE. This is reinforced by customer interaction with brands
on social media as a form of CEB.
Researchers have observed that, although considerable attention has been devoted to
understanding the customer experience, given the importance of creating effective
omnichannel experiences, there still remains a need to investigate how to manage the
experience across the entire customer journey, including touchpoints and channels (Ostrom et
al. 2015; Lemon & Verhoef 2016).
Dwivedi et al. (2020) state that offering omnichannel consumption experiences, whereby
interactions with a variety of channels complement rather than compete with each other,
enhances the overall customer experience. Consumers expect a seamless, integrated and
holistic customer experience, regardless of the channel., However, despite channel integration
efforts by companies, according to recent market research reports, many customers are
disappointed with their experiences. As such, the design of CX initiatives involving digital
and social media channels and their integration will become paramount in order to unlock the
full extent of CEBs and maximise mutual value fulfilment for the customer and the firm. This
represents a challenge for research. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) agree with that perspective
and raise the question: How can firms effectively use technology in CX management?

3

The CRM Virtuous Circle

Reviewing the aforementioned literature, key themes emerge. Social media influences
customers through brand/product information and WOM by other users. An increasing
number of digital channels are available for customers to use and should provide a seamless
omnichannel experience during the buying process. To positively influence a customer’s
purchase decision, a company should embrace digital channels, including social media, and
provide helpful, personalised content. Moreover, applying customer experience management
to enhance customer experience during the buying process may improve customer
engagement and, ultimately, brand performance.
We observe the overlaps between the different areas of literature with the topics of social
media interaction, buying process and customer focus recurring throughout. However, it

17

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 16 May 2021

doi:10.20944/preprints202105.0359.v1

appears researchers tend to consider those topics from perspectives of specific realms rather
than examine them holistically.
In light of those observations, we construct a new omnichannel purchasing model, referencing
theoretical concepts contributed from the literature, consider an illustrative worked example
and discuss two approaches to its implementation. This model aims to provide a holistic view
across the literature areas, identifying and embracing synergies.
3.1

Theoretical Model

We propose a theoretical model consisting of the following elements:
1. Buying process – This is conceptualised in three stages: pre-purchase (research),
purchase, and post-purchase (after-sales support and re-purchase) (Lemon and
Verhoef 2016).
2. Channels – The buying process is facilitated by a set of channels (the medium
through which the firm and the customer interact – Verhoef et al. 2015), some owned
by the firm, e.g. website and online shop and others owned externally, e.g. social
media sites. This can also include non-digital channels, e.g. contact centre or physical
store. The channels are not explicitly specified to provide flexibility in the ones that a
given organisation may choose to deploy.
3. Content – Each channel may contain any form(s) of content published by customers
(e.g. UGC, UGB) and/or the firm (e.g. FGC) (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Burmann
2010; Kumar et al. 2016).
4. Touchpoints – Each customer interaction with content on a channel forms a
touchpoint, e.g., opening an email, clicking on a link in an email, searching a website,
publishing a product, a service review on social media, telephoning a contact centre
or visiting a store (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
5. Customer journey – The sequence of touchpoints encountered by a customer during
execution of the buying process forms that customer’s journey (Lemon and Verhoef
2016; Homburg et al. 2017).
6. Journey repository – Stores data gathered from touchpoint interactions and
transactions on the customer journey during the buying process. (The concept of
using a journey repository in this context does not appear in any of the literature
reviewed.)
The model facilitates an omnichannel customer experience as the customer is able to use any
channel at any stage during the buying process. As non-digital channels are not excluded, the
model conceptually supports customer behaviour such as “webrooming” or “showrooming”
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(Verhoef et al. 2015). However, this raise challenges for implementation, which we discuss in
the section “Implementation of the Model”.
The journey repository is central to the operation of the model and offers powerful potential:
•

As customer(s) access content at touchpoints, a firm is able to respond by publishing
content, allowing the company and customer(s) to interact. The firm can use data in
the journey repository to personalise responses and support each customer on his/her
journey during the buying process.

•

As the repository contains customer interaction and transaction data gathered during
the customer journey, it can help facilitate construction of a single view of the
customer.

•

The information it contains can be used to facilitate approaches to cross-channel
integration (Cao and Li 2015), omnichannel management (Verhoef et al. 2015) and
customer experience management (Verhoef et al. 2009).

Each iteration of the purchase process provides potential to impact customer experience
(Lemon and Verhoef 2016) and customer engagement (Brodie at al. 2011; 2013). This,
combined with an approach to customer experience management, provides potential to
enhance that customer experience and engagement.
We discuss the above concepts from a practice perspective in the following subsections.
3.2

A Worked Example of the Model

We consider a customer who is an avid skier buying a new ski jacket from a ski–apparel
company. Figure 1 illustrates the customer going through the buying process. Swimlanes
represent the channels: social media (denoting multiple sites), email, website and online shop.
The customer’s journey is the sequence of customer touchpoints across those channels,
represented as numbered boxes in each swimlane.
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Figure 1. Worked Example of the Model

1. Research – The customer visits social media sites and discovers UGC –
brand/product reviews, customer experience blogs – some of which relates to the skiapparel company’s brand and products. The customer also browses FGC provided by
the company in response to customer comments, including videos, images and URL
links to the company’s website and online shop. (Pre-purchase stage)
2. Search and Read – Intrigued to learn more, the customer navigates the link to the
company’s website, which displays a prompt offering assistance. The customer
provides some keywords and is presented with links to helpful articles and videos
containing information about the brand and products. (Pre-purchase stage)
3. Form – The customer completes a form on the website to receive promotional offers
and indicates the types of product that are of interest. (Pre-purchase stage)
4. Info Email – The customer receives a personalised email containing information for
the products and URL links to the company’s website, online shop and social media
pages. (Pre-purchase stage)
5. Review Products – Intrigued by that email, the customer navigates the link to the
online shop, reads customer feedback on the brand and products. (Pre-purchase stage)
6. Product Email – The customer receives a personalised email from the company
containing an offer for the products searched. The email includes URL links to the
website and online shop. (Pre-purchase stage)
7. Confirm Product – Having completed the research, the customer opens the email and
navigates a link to the product in the online shop to complete final evaluation before
purchase. (Pre-purchase stage)
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8. Purchase – The customer attempts to purchase but encounters a problem regarding
payment options. A semi-automated process asks whether the customer would like
assistance and a CSA (Customer Service Agent) provides support allowing the
purchase to complete. (Purchase stage)
9. Confirm Purchase Email – The customer receives an email confirming the purchase
and inviting him/her to submit a review and/or feedback. That email contains links to
the company’s social media pages and links to complementary products in the online
shop. (Purchase stage)
10. Wash? – The customer receives the jacket but has a question relating to washing the
garment, which he/she raises as a post on social media sites. The firm “hears” that
question and responds posting a video describing how to wash the jacket without
damaging the waterproofing. (Post-purchase stage)
11. Material? – The customer has another question relating to the jacket’s material and
visits the company’s website. The customer is helped by a virtual customer assistant
and, after providing keywords, is presented with a knowledge article that contains a
full description of the material. (Post-purchase stage)
12. Feedback – The customer visits the online shop to submit feedback and, while there,
reads a comment from another consumer who has similar questions. The customer
shares a link to the video on the social media site and uploads the knowledge article.
(Post-purchase stage)
13. Publish Review – The customer returns to the social media sites and uploads content
based on the experience (brand and product reviews) and considers purchase of
further items. (Post-purchase stage)
14. New Lead – New visitors to those social media sites read the content posted by that
customer and potentially enter the buying process as sales leads. (Pre-purchase stage)
Our example illustrates use of techniques discussed in the literature survey:
•

Digital marketing – Use of social media marketing (step 1), personalised
communication (steps 2 and 6), campaign management (step 6) and content
marketing (steps 4, 5 and 6). The aim is to provide content that is relevant, helpful
and stimulating, while promoting the brand and products, to influence the customer’s
journey and enhance the overall experience.

•

Social CRM – Use of social listening and publishing (step 1); proactive customer
service during pre-purchase (step 2), purchase (step 8) and post-purchase with social
CRM customer service (step 10); and a knowledge database (step 2 providing a
document and step 10 providing a video).

•

Omnichannel CRM – The management and co-ordination of channels that a customer
is free to choose from, arbitrarily, throughout the buying process.
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During each customer’s journey, the touchpoint interactions are stored in the journey’s
repository. The firm then analyses journey’s repository data to answer questions such as:
Which touchpoints were used on customer journeys? Which customer journeys were
completed/abandoned? Which content stimulated customer responses? The firm uses the
insights gained to refine and re-engineer channels and optimise content to improve the
customer journey (termed “journey innovation” by Edelman et al. 2015), implementing
omnichannel management and customer experience management.
The techniques illustrated in the worked example facilitate interaction and, crucially, provide
a framework for collaboration between a firm and its customers. We refer to this as the
“virtuous circle” of omnichannel CRM. It is conceptualised as a circle as it centres around
customer use of channels, especially social media. A typical customer journey will commence
on social media during research and complete with a return to the social media to post
reviews and feedback. It is virtuous as it benefits both the customer and the business. The
customer benefits from an enhanced experience. As that experience drives engagement and
improves sales, the company benefits directly. Notably, if the customer provides positive
feedback on social media, which then encourages new customers to purchase, the company
also benefits indirectly.
3.3

Implementation of the Model

We consider two approaches to implementing the model and its constituent elements: buying
process, channels, content, touchpoints, customer journey and journey repository. The
component capabilities we identify are all offered in the market place by CRM and/or digital
marketing vendors.
3.3.1

Centralised Approach to Implementation

Figure 2 illustrates a “centralised” approach to implementation. The customer and channels
are depicted at the top of the diagram with the components that support the channels shown
underneath as modules within a CRM platform.
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Figure 2. Centralised Implementation Approach

The firm can use the content marketing component to publish content to channels (Pulizzi
2012; 2014) that is helpful and includes media and URL links to websites and, where
appropriate, is personalised to individual customers (termed “proactive personalisation” by
Edelman et al. 2015).
To support the customer journey across the buying process, the marketing automation
application includes a “journey management” component (termed “contextual interaction” by
Edelman et al. 2015) that enables design and automation of customer journeys. It uses eventdriven triggers to proactively respond to customer interactions at touchpoints and deliver the
right message, at the right time. It can also copy those interactions to the journey repository
for future reference and analysis.
The social media management component (termed “social media listening” by Orenga‑Roglá
and Chalmeta 2016 and “social media monitoring” by Reinhold and Alt 2011; 2012) provides
automated capability to gather content from social media, analyse customer sentiments and
publish content to social media. It supports both social media marketing and social CRM
customer service, aiding CSAs in responding to users’ comments and questions. Notably,
once information has been published on social media for one customer, it can be available for
all potential customers.
The CRM Customer Engagement Centre (CEC) can be defined as, “software applications
used to provide customer service and support by engaging intelligently – both proactively and
reactively – with customers by answering questions, solving problems and giving advice”
(Manusama et al. 2020). It facilitates omnichannel customer service across channels and
includes applications such as social media management (discussed above), live chat, virtual
customer assistant (VCA) and a searchable knowledge base. Such applications provide
capability to respond to a customer on a one-to-one basis in real-time, as illustrated in the
worked example.
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The online shop is implemented on an e-commerce module and is accessible from the firm’s
website. The mobile app is integrated through a mobile support module and provides
functionality for a user to access the online shop through a mobile device.
This implementation is termed “centralised” as the above components are integrated with a
core CRM system that provides traditional CRM capabilities (sales, service, analytics). This
allows customer details, interaction and transaction data from those components to be
combined in one central CRM database (journey repository).
We noted that Cao and Li (2015)’s criteria for achieving full cross-channel integration
encompass the organisation, processes and systems. However, within the context of our
model, the CRM database offers capabilities to facilitate such integration. It is a centralised
customer database, supports customer service operations and shares data and knowledge
across channels as all of the components are able to access it.
The CRM analytics tools can be used to analyse the CRM database to gain insights into
customer touchpoints, channels and content. The insights gained can be used as a feedback
mechanism to update the components, creating value for both the customer and the firm.
Thus, it acts as an enabler to facilitate omnichannel management and customer experience
management.
The theoretical model conceptually includes both digital and non-digital channels, and
supports customer behaviour such as “webrooming” (search online, buy in store) and
“showrooming” (search in store, buy online). We observe there is an implementation
challenge for tracking customer touchpoint interactions in non-digital channels, e.g. a
customer viewing products and information in a store. However, customer store purchase
transactions made through an integrated ePOS or eCommerce module could be captured in
the CRM platform and database. By relating that customer transaction data to customer data
captured through other digital channels, there would be potential to gain insights into
“webrooming” behaviour.
3.3.2

De-centralised Approach to Implementation

Figure 3 illustrates a “de-centralised” approach to implementation. This involves the same
components as the “centralised” approach but they have been implemented as disparate
systems that are not pre-integrated with a core CRM system. This could occur if those
systems were deployed over time and provided by separate vendors.
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Figure 3. De-centralised Implementation Approach

Such a solution can create challenges for coordinating the channels and components, sharing
data across those channels and components, and constructing a view of the customer. A
common industry solution to those challenges is to deploy a data warehouse (journey
repository) into which customer and transaction data from the components is stored. Business
Intelligence (BI) tools can be used to analyse the data in that data warehouse to gain insights
into customer behaviour, and facilitate omnichannel management and customer experience
management, as discussed for the centralised approach.
To implement information sharing across channels and facilitate cross-channel integration,
components are able to retrieve data from the data warehouse and data can be fed proactively
to those components using data warehouse feedback interfaces (Cattrall, 2016). Similarly, in
such an omnichannel environment, the data warehouse can be used to construct a single
customer view from data gathered from components (Cattrall, 2017).
3.4

Summary

Regardless of which implementation approach is taken – centralised or de-centralised – the
model provides a framework in which marketing, sales and service (including social CRM)
can interact with customers.
The journey repository is central to the operation and implementation of the model: it
supports firm-customer interaction and captures customer data that can provide insights to
facilitate omnichannel management and customer experience management. Thus, it provides
an answer to Lemon and Verhoef (2016)’s question of how technology could be used
effectively in CX management. Moreover, in response to the research challenge noted by
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Dwivedi et al. (2020), it represents a potential to design and engineer a seamless, integrated
customer experience to unlock the full extent of customer engagement and maximise mutual
value fulfilment for the customer and the firm.

4

Case Study of a Business Example

We consider here an example of business implementation of our model using the
“decentralised” approach and discuss the implementation challenges encountered across
digital marketing, social CRM and omnichannel CRM (including customer service).
A multi-brand, home-shopping retailer had successfully ported its operations from a paperbased product catalogue to an on-line shop integrated with its website. It recognised the
customer buying process involved pre-purchase (research and evaluation), purchase and postpurchase stages. The online shop channel was implemented on an e-commerce platform that
facilitated customer reviews and feedback. The product catalogue and customer reviews
represented key forms of content.
The retailer now wanted to increase revenue through deployment of additional digital
channels: social media, email, mobile text and mobile app. It recognised that not all
customers would own a computer but most would own a mobile phone and communication
would be crucial for good customer experience management. It was essential to deliver the
right message, at the right time, through the right channel to each customer.
For each brand, the retailer created social media community pages, adding informative
content with links to the associated website and inviting visitors to post messages to the
company. The firm periodically updated the pages with photographs of products and details
of offers. Customers were able to post comments to which the firm responded.
New customers were able to register on the website and opt-in for promotional offers
specifying channel preferences for receiving messages. To facilitate communication, software
components were deployed to format and deliver messages through mobile app, mobile text
and email, based on specified customer preferences. To facilitate cross-channel integration
between those components, the company then deployed a journey management component,
which was able to detect customer interactions across key touchpoints and determine the best
response in the preferred channel.
The online shop was accessible to customers from a web browser or the mobile app. The
resulting sales transactions were passed to back-office systems for fulfilment and to a data
warehouse (journey repository) for analysis.
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To support digital marketing, a campaign management tool was deployed on top of the data
warehouse to send personalised content marketing offers to customers, across their channel of
choice, based on purchase and website (touchpoint) data.
Being a de-centralised implementation, there was no core CRM platform. The interfaces
between components and the data warehouse had to be constructed and only some types of
touchpoint data (purchases, email registrations and website interactions) were stored in that
data warehouse. This presented a barrier to constructing a comprehensive single customer
view. The lack of journey data also presented a barrier to analysis for omnichannel
management and customer experience management.
Customer purchases were also passed to a customer account management component that was
used for financial processing and to support customer service. However, that component was
separate to the messaging, e-commerce and data warehouse components. Significantly, the
team responsible for handling customer issues on social media used a manual process and was
separate to the customer account management team. This resulted in social media responses
inviting customers to contact customer services rather than proactive resolution of the
underlying issues. In turn, this triggered negative customer comments and word-of-mouth on
social media. This illustrates Greenberg’s sentiments concerning common customer
frustrations and the need for a community-based service that provides immediate problem
resolution and for collaboration both with the customer and internally within the firm
(Greenberg 2010, p.349-353). To address those issues, the company undertook an exercise to
identify how digital channels could be enhanced with CEC capabilities, e.g. social media
management, VCA, live chat and a knowledge base.
However, despite the above challenges, the company is now one of the major UK digital
retailers with over 60% of online sales coming from mobile devices.

5

Conclusions and Implications

In our introduction, we noted key topics and questions raised by the Marketing Science
Institute (MSI 2020). The topic, “Strategies to prioritize customer value at all touchpoints
during the omnichannel customer journey” raised the questions: How does the increasingly
complex technological, promotional and advertising ecosystem affect the customer journey?
What are the most effective strategies to driver deeper, long-lasting customer
engagement/loyalty with the firm? The topic, “Managing brand experience and promotion
across the customer journey” raised the question: How does omnichannel retailing interact
with the purchase funnel? We summarise here the insights and potential answers that we have
provided.
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We presented a new model of the customer omnichannel purchasing process, which we
characterise as a “virtuous circle” as it centres around customers’ use of channels and social
media and offers potential to benefit both customers and companies. This model combines
elements discussed in academic literature – purchase process, channels, content, touchpoints,
customer journey – into a single framework.
The model also contains a new element, the journey repository, which, to the best of our
knowledge, has not been previously identified in the academic literature in this context. We
discussed two approaches to implementation of the model, identifying component
technologies currently available in the market. We described how the journey repository
could be used as a feedback mechanism to facilitate approaches to cross-channel integration,
omnichannel management and customer experience management. As the academic literature
clearly links the buying process, customer experience and customer engagement/loyalty, this
forms an approach to driving deeper relationships to create value for both the customer and
the firm.
Our aim was to bridge academic and industry communities and we believe the model has
positive implications for researchers and practitioners.
From a research perspective, our model provides a framework to support analysis of the
customer buying process and its constituent elements and analysis of the relationship between
the buying process and customer experience/engagement. In addition, it sheds new light on
the relationship and synergies between digital marketing, social CRM and omnichannel CRM.
From an industry perspective, our model has potential to support marketing analysis and sales
of products or services in B2B / B2C contexts to achieve marketing and sales targets. Two
approaches to implementation were discussed, along with an illustrative case study of a
business example. The components identified are currently available in the marketplace and
offer genuine potential to improve retail performance.
Our model integrates aspects of digital marketing, social CRM, and omnichannel CRM into a
framework that can be utilised to facilitate the customer journey on the purchase process.
Successful implementation of the model is likely to necessitate co-ordination and
collaboration across those organisational areas. However, this has potential to create
organisational challenges and require cultural change for any firm in which those functions
and employees are deployed as disparate teams or departments. We echo here Greenberg’s
sentiments concerning the need for collaboration, not only with the customer, but also
internally within the firm (Greenberg 2010, p.353).
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Limitations and Future Work

We invite researchers to further explore implications of our model. There would be benefit in
future empirical research to gather qualitative/quantitative data on its application.
The model provides a framework for research into the purchase process and its constituent
elements. There are questions as to the role channels should play, synergies between channels
and optimal combinations of channels. The nature of the content encountered in those
touchpoints and the degree to which that content stimulates customer interaction, appear key
to the overall customer experience. This raises questions regarding the nature of channels and
customisation of content for specific channels.
As noted above, the journey repository is a novel element and offers potential to support
cross-channel integration, omnichannel management and customer experience management.
We encourage research into approaches for realising that potential.
The idea of applying “gamification” to encourage customer interaction also appears to have
strong potential. We have not covered this topic and would welcome more research as it is
widely used as a tool to engage customers to buy products and services.
We believe further insights into the relationship between customer experience, customer
engagement and brand performance could be obtained through an interdisciplinary approach
encompassing psychology, behavioural economics, marketing and computer science among
others.
We hope our framework stimulates future collaborative research and cross-fertilisation across
the fields of digital marketing, social CRM, omnichannel CRM and customer
experience/engagement.
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