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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper was to investigate the impact of customer relationship management (CRM) 
dimensions on business sustainability in small and medium enterprises (SMEs). A quantitative research 
approach was employed for data collection and fulfilling the objective of this study. In particular, 
the data was gathered through a survey instrument from 183 employees of SMEs in Saudi Arabia. 
The obtained responses were analyzed using the partial least square approach (PLS-SEM). The 
outcomes showed that customer orientation and CRM organization have significant positive effects 
on business sustainability. The results also verified that CRM technology and knowledge management 
play important roles in affecting business sustainability. These findings confirm the importance of 
customer relationship management and its dimensions in enabling firms to sustain their businesses 
and thrive in today’s changing business environment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The growing competition among organizations has urged them to create successful relationships with 
their customers in an attempt to reach their desired objectives and sustain themselves on the long 
term. CRM has been viewed as a key strategy for acquiring and maintaining profitable customers. 
It focuses on fostering strong relationships with them by delivering the desired value that meets or 
exceeds their expectations (Hanaysha & Al-Shaikh, 2021). It was conceptualized by Grönroos (2007) 
as a process of managing the entire relationships between a company and its customers through 
numerous communication platforms and channels. The primary aim of CRM involves focusing on 
the right group of customers by offering them the desired products or services via traditional as well 
as digital marketing channels (Swift, 2001); and obtaining loyalty from them in return (AlQershi 
et al., 2020; Ryals & Payne, 2001). CRM is mainly directed towards connecting with customers 
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through various means by updating them about the offerings of a company from time to time and 
communicating the benefits of selecting their brands over those of rivals (Sigala, 2018). It is also 
employed by several firms for improving the share of less profitable customers by offering them 
various marketing incentives (Marino & Presti, 2018). The rationale of CRM is built upon the fact 
that creating good relationships with customers represents the right approach for maintaining and 
growing a business. Zeithaml et al. (1996) indicated that customers who are loyal to a company or a 
brand tend to be more profitable than non-loyal ones.

Earlier studies (Dewnarain et al., 2019; Gholami et al., 2020; Gil-Gomez et al., 2020; Rapp et al., 
2010) considered CRM as one of the most significant tools to obtain a long-term competitive advantage. 
CRM strengthens the capabilities of marketers by providing them with valuable information about 
existing and potential customers, which are necessary for both employees and their managers to attain 
particular marketing objectives in an effective manner (Mohammed et al., 2017). Thus, establishing 
robust relationships with key customers and managing them persistently has become the main focus 
for several organizations. Khosravifar et al. (2012) specified that the effective implementation of 
CRM depends on collecting important customer information before making marketing decisions. 
They added that this process requires continuous engagement with different types of customers and 
motivating them to share their experiences and expectations about a company’s offerings and service 
efficiency to solve any existing issues and increase their satisfaction. Furthermore, efficient CRM 
implementation occurs through understanding customers’ needs and meeting them better than the 
competitors (Lambert, 2010). The key challenge in CRM appears through the ability to detect and 
track customers who are profitable, besides satisfying and retaining them on the long term (Boulding 
et al., 2005; Marino & Presti, 2018). This argument was supported by Chen and Popovich (2003) 
who outlined that sustaining customer relationships represents a key challenge for businesses and 
requires the service providers to continuously deliver superior customer value.

Gil-Gomez et al. (2020) revealed that using CRM can improve the process of sustainability 
implementation within a firm. Moreover, the involvement in sustainable practices improves consumers’ 
perceptions about the brand (Vesal et al., 2020). The concepts of sustainability and sustainable 
development are based on adopting practices and strategies that aim to address environmental, 
economic, and social factors for business development. These factors have been recognized as the 
‘three pillars of sustainability’ or in other words, the ‘triple bottom line’ (Caldicott et al., 2020; Dhahri 
and Omri, 2018; Anvari and Turkay, 2017). In the environmental approach, sustainability is achieved 
by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) when they adopt informal approaches that signify 
waste management and focus on development programmes (Siegel et al., 2019). Additionally, the 
social approach emphasizes on community engagement programs that create a positive impact on 
the organisation’s success in implementing social practices (Theyel and Hofmann, 2012; Welcomer, 
2011). Firms can also achieve sustainability objectives when they keep worthy economic relations 
among other enterprises, and focus on collaborations that matter to businesses survival (Moore and 
Manring, 2009).

However, the current literature portrays that the empirical studies on customer relationship 
management have mainly focused on examining its effect on firm performance and consumer behavior. 
It is rare to find an empirical study that explored the linkages between the dimensions of CRM and 
business sustainability. This was confirmed by Müller (2014) who indicated that there is a scarce 
empirical research on customer relationship management and business sustainability. Moreover, 
Abbas and Sağsan (2019) stated that there is insufficient attention been paid to verifying the role of 
knowledge management (a dimensions of CRM) in determining business sustainability. Besides that, 
little research exists on CRM and business sustainability in the Middle East region. In relation to the 
above gaps in the empirical literature on this topic, this research focuses on testing the impact CRM 
dimensions on business sustainability in SMEs in Saudi Arabia. It is expected that the outcomes of 
this paper would provide a prime help to the SMEs in different industry contexts in Saudi Arabia for 
finding appropriate solutions to withstand and proliferates their businesses. The following sections 
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present the literature review on CRM dimensions and business sustainability, methodology employed 
for data collection, results, discussion and conclusion, and finally the limitations and directions for 
future research are presented.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Business Sustainability
The significance of sustainability for the advancement of a society urges firms to put extra efforts 
that enable them to continue with their boundless struggles to retain or reinforce their competitive 
advantages and, in the meantime to be responsible for the enhancement of environmental as well as 
social wellbeing (Rao, 2000). According to the World Commission on Environment and Development 
(1987), sustainability can be conceptualized as the development that fulfills the needs of current 
generations without compromising the future generations’ abilities to fulfill their specific needs. 
Business sustainability was also defined by Svensson et al. (2016) as the activities of a firm that focus 
on managing the impact of its business on the life and eco-systems of the earth and its entire network 
of business. Overall, business sustainability refers to the ability of a firm to manage and fulfil social, 
economic, and environmental demands and interests of business stakeholders for the purpose of 
ensuring ethical, responsible, and enduring success. Savitz (2013) added that sustainability provides 
various benefits for business stakeholders, enhance a society’s quality of life, and ensures continuous 
environmental protection. Moreover, Hult (2011) considered sustainability as a strategic resource that 
allows firms to obtain competitive advantages and improve their performance.

Sustainability was generally viewed in the prior literature as the ability of a business to survive 
and maintain it growth on the long term (Starik & Rands, 1995). In today’s environment which is 
characterized by globalization and growing rivalry, firms cannot merely focus on economic aspects 
for maximizing profit margins, but they should also consider the impact of their business activities 
on environmental and social facets as well (Fischer et al., 2020). This is because fulfilling the social, 
environmental and economic objectives tends to provide a firm with several benefits and a competitive 
advantage (Kwarteng et al., 2016). Firms which focus on sustainable business practices put higher 
priorities to the application of environmental values and ensure their social responsibility in the entire 
decision making process (Hanaysha, Al-Shaikh, Joghee, & Alzoubi, 2021). Overall, the ability to meet 
economic, social, and environmental goals represents the key foundation of corporate sustainability 
(Kristensen & Mosgaard, 2020; Svensson & Wagner, 2015).

Different dimensions of business sustainability were identified in the prior studies. However, 
there is a general agreement that environmental, social and the economic dimensions can be used to 
comprehensively measure and assess business sustainability (Khan & Quaddus, 2015). This study 
also relies on the aforementioned dimensions to measure business sustainability. Hill (2001) described 
economic sustainability as a firm’s ability to make profits, increase its sales and minimize the costs of 
operations. On the other hand, Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) referred social sustainability to the ability 
of a firm to make some contributions to the society. Guerrero‐Villegas et al. (2018) also indicated that 
social sustainability focuses on enriching the relationship between the firm and the society in which 
it operates, in addition to promoting human welfare through knowing their distinct needs. Moreover, 
environmental sustainability as defined by Melville (2010) exists when a firm takes into consideration 
the preservation of natural resources during its operational activities. The environmental dimension of 
sustainability emphasizes on conserving the natural environment, avoiding air and water pollutions, 
consuming less natural resources (especially the non-renewable ones), producing recyclable and 
environmental-friendly goods, and minimizing liquid emissions and dangerous gases (Lucas, 2010). 
A truly sustainable business concurrently considers all of these three aspects (Sivarajah et al., 2020). 
In effect, several firms undertake sustainability practices in an attempt to satisfy economic, social, 
and environmental needs, and to safeguard their long-term success.
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2.2 Customer Relationship Management
CRM can be seen as a strategic tool that enables a firm to clearly understand the needs and expectations 
of its customers through their historical purchases and brand preferences which can therefore be 
used as a means in facilitating organizational plans for the long term (Ullah & Narain, 2020). CRM 
strategy was described by Parvatiyar and Sheth (2001) as the process of obtaining, maintaining, and 
collaborating with profitable customers to create greater value for them and to the firm. It focuses 
on integrating various marketing activities (e.g. sales and customer service) with the organization’s 
functions of supply chain to attain better efficiencies and effectiveness in the delivery process of 
customer value. CRM was also defined by Reinhold and Alt (2012) as a technology-based process 
that allows the service providers to obtain important customers’ information regarding their needs and 
then fulfill them in an attempt to cultivate successful relationships. Moreover, CRM was emphasized 
in the literature as a philosophy which is grounded on the assumptions that creating a long term 
relationship with key customers represents the foundation for brand loyalty and customer satisfaction 
(Moudud-Ul-Huq et al., 2021; Minami & Dawson, 2008). Hence, the service providers must clearly 
comprehend the diverse needs and expectations of business customers in order to offer them the right 
products, service and information via different communication channels (Soltani & Navimipour, 2016).

Based on the theoretical perspective of resource based view (RBV), focusing on customers in 
CRM strategy permits organizations to sustain their competitive advantages through establishing 
successful customer relationships. Prior researches confirmed that building strong relationships 
with customers can improve their lifetime values (Chae & Ko, 2016); brand satisfaction (Mithas 
et al., 2005; Santouridis & Veraki, 2017), and behavioural loyalty on the long-term (Nyadzayo, & 
Khajehzadeh, 2016). Through effective CRM implementation, firms tend to have better capabilities 
to react to the external business environment, including opportunities and emerging competition 
(Buttle, & Maklan, 2019; Roggeveen & Beitelspacher, 2019). Such improvement in the capabilities 
enables firms to learn about underlying customer needs, which would as a result allow them to reduce 
costs, augment service delivery, and strengthen the success of new products (Lim et al., 2017; Yang 
et al., 2020). According to Müller (2014), effective management of CRM represents the basis for 
sustainable business growth and enables a company to survive and prosper in times characterized by 
uncertainty. Moreover, Tollin et al. (2015) considered CRM as the main prerequisite for achieving 
business sustainability, because it connects the firm with its stakeholders and enable it to communicate 
sustainability efforts. Consequently, protecting and investing in customers has been acknowledged 
as the foundation for business sustainability.

The marketing literature showed that CRM effectiveness can be assessed based on a set of 
dimensions. However, most of the previous studies integrated four comprehensive behavioural 
dimensions for testing CRM. The dimensions include: customer orientation, CRM organization, 
technology-based CRM, and knowledge management. Sin et al. (2006) stated that these dimensions 
should be integrated systematically in order to ensure continuous improvement in business 
performance. For that reason, consistent with the current literature, this study focuses on the above 
stated dimensions to measure CRM in small and medium enterprises. These elements are mainly 
linked to people, process and strategy, and technology which together can be used to measure CRM 
effectiveness (Mohammed et al., 2013). In the next sections, the literature review for each dimensions 
and its association with business sustainability based on previous research findings is presented.

2.2.1 Customer Orientation
Customer orientation has received a noteworthy attention in prior studies. It posits that a firm’s 
success depends on its ability in understanding and anticipating customers’ requirements and needs, 
and then acting upon them accordingly (Hanaysha & Mehmood, 2022). Cai (2009) defined customer 
orientation as a set of organizational activities, attitudes, and behaviours which put higher priority 
on meeting the needs and desires of customers’ and constantly delivering greater value for them 
over rivals. It is mainly directed towards prioritizing customers’ interests and focusing on them in 
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formulating business strategies (Chen & Popovich, 2003; Lambert, 2010; McEachern & Warranty, 
2005). According to Kim (2008), the ineffective implementation of CRM is reflected through the 
inability to exhibit customer orientation. As organizations experience stiff competition in todays’ 
business environment, it has been acknowledged that fostering strong customer relationships is the 
cornerstone for the sustainability of revenue growth and profit maximization. Therefore, customer 
orientation should be maintained throughout the CRM system in order to stay up to market expectations 
and respond to the changing needs in a timely manner (Lin et al., 2006; Ryals & Payne, 2001). Firms 
can connect with customers through social media sites and internet technologies to interact and engage 
with them for learning about their purchase behaviors and resolving existing issues. By displaying 
a customer-oriented culture among employees in the organization and serving customers in the best 
way via a unified system, firms can engender customer value and face emerging challenges (Soltani 
& Navimipour, 2016).

For several organizations, interacting with customers represents an important source of knowledge 
(Rowley & Moldoveanu, 2003). By understanding and fulfilling the needs of customers, firms are 
not merely meeting their profitability goals, but also the social ones (Gelhard & von Delft, 2016). 
Consequently, the orientation towards customers in target markets by considering them as the external 
stakeholders of the firm has a considerable impact on business sustainability and growth (Gelhard 
& von Delft, 2016). Lee at al. (2020) demonstrated that through obtaining important insights about 
external environment and being customer orientated, firms can secure competitive advantages and 
fulfill corporate sustainability objectives. Moreover, Banker et al. (2014) confirmed that the financial 
performance of a firm can be sustained when its process and resources constantly create value for 
customers. These views were supported by Lee and Kim (2019) who verified that market orientation 
was positively associated with business sustainability. Based on the presented literature review, the 
first hypothesis is projected:

H1: Customer orientation has a positive impact on business sustainability.

2.2.2 Knowledge Management
Knowledge management can be defined as the process of identifying, arranging, maintaining and 
disseminating employees’ experiences and knowledge within a firm. The key purpose of knowledge 
management is to increase the firm’s efficiency by storing the knowledge within its system. According 
to Halljin and Marnburg (2008), the competitive advantage can be built by a firm when it explores 
the knowledge about customers through utilizing sophisticated technologies and then disseminating 
this knowledge to the concerned employees. Previous studies revealed that customers’ knowledge and 
information enable the service providers to cultivate cooperative relationships with customers which 
would ultimately enhance business performance outcomes (Liao & Chen, 2004; Sofi et al., 2020; Tseng 
& Wu, 2014). Moreover, through effective knowledge management, firms can match their offerings 
with market needs on the basis of customer data (Sigala, 2005) to develops reciprocal relationships 
on the long term (Fan & Ku, 2010). Nambisan and Baron (2007) stated that customers’ database 
can be obtained through continuous engagement with them using various communication platforms 
within the firm. Accordingly, effective knowledge management can enable a firm to successfully 
create healthier customer relationships which will eventually lead to favourable business performance.

Knowledge is one of most valuable organizational intangible assets and has a significant impact on 
the failure or success of any business (Abbas & Sağsan, 2019). The usage of knowledge management 
can promote sustainability via its main activities and processes. Martins et al. (2019) indicated that 
knowledge management can be used by firms for ensuring sustainable development practices. The 
primary purpose of knowledge management is directed towards constructing and using knowledge 
assets in a sustainable way by considering the social, economic, and environmental facets (Lim et 
al., 2017). Above all, learning organizations emphasize on integrating the strategies of knowledge 
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management with overall business strategies in an attempt to achieve the three aspects of sustainability 
(Abbas & Sağsan, 2019). Shahzad et al., (2020) found that organizational knowledge had a positive 
influence on environmental performance. They added that knowledge management can reinforce 
corporate sustainability with the help of knowledge staffs. These views were verified by Posch, 
Scholz, and Steiner (2006) who indicated that continuous training and learning, and ability to apply 
the knowledge had significant impacts on organizational sustainable development. Moreover, Yusoff 
et al. (2019) regarded human capital as an important factor for achieving sustainability. In particular, 
an enriched knowledge about customers’ needs and expectation carries significant implications 
for improving business process and brand loyalty, which represent fundamental priorities for the 
competitiveness of a firm (Easa, 2019; Lambert, 2010). In accordance with the discussion presented 
herein, the second hypothesis is suggested as follows:

H2: Knowledge management has a positive effect on business sustainability.

2.2.3 CRM Organization
The strategy of CRM organization is directed towards collecting, searching, storing consumer data 
in the firm’s database system, and sharing them with the entire departments for ultimately using 
them to establish a customized customer experience and favourable brand impression (Yim et al., 
2013; Sigala & Connolly, 2004). Through effective CRM implementation in all organizational units, 
firms can increase their performance and eventually safeguard the survival of their businesses on 
the long-term (Wu & Li, 2011). According to Rahimi (2017), a customer centric approach should be 
maintained across different industry contexts and implemented in all organizational department to 
ensure consistency of purpose and meeting expected outcomes. Prior researches showed that creating 
an appropriate work environment, using contemporary equipment and tools, and installing a tracking 
system represent the foundation for business efficiency and continued growth (Sofi et al., 2020; 
Mechinda & Patterson, 2011). Sheth et al. (2011) also stated that maintaining a customer-oriented 
culture among the service providers of an organization requires creating an adequate work environment, 
rewarding employees and motivating them to be empathetic to customers during the service delivery, 
using the modern technology and tools, eliciting inspirational leadership, and establishing systems for 
managing customers’ complaints (Ma, 2004). For that reason, the role of employees has increasingly 
been viewed to be vital for CRM organization and successful implementation of CRM (Payne & 
Frow, 2006; Sofi et al., 2004). Nevertheless, in the prior literature, it is hard to find empirical studies 
which investigated the linkages between the CRM organization and business sustainability. Hence, 
the third hypothesis for this study is suggested as follows:

H3: CRM organization has a positive effect on business sustainability.

2.2.4 Technology-Based CRM
The capability of CRM technology signifies effective utilization of IT infrastructure and different 
information technology solutions for supporting customer relationships through managing and 
automating internal business operations in marketing, sales and service fields (Coltman, 2007; Dubey 
& Sangle, 2019; Swift, 2001). Most of the firms rely on a technology software for enhancing customer 
interactions and obtaining the desired information. A customer-centric approach aided by service 
instruments that has advanced technology can stimulate greater customer satisfaction and superior 
profits (Sheth et al., 2011; Pozza et al., 2018). The ultimate success of CRM technology depends 
prominently on the ability to master technological capabilities properly and making effective use of 
technology through bringing customers into the organizational system (Swift, 2001). Generally, the 
purpose of CRM systems is mainly centered on bringing IT into business processes in an attempt 
to allow the firm to easily attract new customers, maintain existing ones, and improve their loyalty 
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to safeguard business success on the long-term (Santouridis & Veraki, 2017). Buttle and Maklan 
(2019) stated that the effective implementation of CRM strategy is governed by the proper utilization 
of information technology to reach and satisfy customers. Thus, using the technology in marketing 
a company’s products and services and interacting with customers has been deemed important to 
acquire the needed data about brand perceptions and then make appropriate decisions (Cao & Tian, 
2020; Chang et al., 2010; Rapp et al., 2010).

Prior literature showed that the innovative usage of technology for organizational communications 
represents as an important mechanism for improving the efficiency and reducing operational costs. 
For instance, utilizing web technologies such as social media sites enable businesses to easily interact, 
engage, and work closely with their stakeholders in a timely manner (Sivarajah et al., 2020). Gil-Gomez 
et al. (2020) added that CRM technology should help the service providers to save time, lessen work 
effort, and minimize the usage of papers besides all types of resources to ensure their commitment to 
environmentally sustainable business practices. CRM technology seems to be a fundamental solution 
to lessen the environmental effect of business practices assuming that it can reduce the usage of papers 
and protect the planet (McKenzie & Liersch, 2011). Through CRM technology, firms can come up 
with new products or improve the current process that aid in saving the raw material, resources and 
energy, and create a harmony among the process of production, environment, and economic aspects 
(Fernando et al., 2019). Therefore, CRM technology has been viewed as a key driver for digital 
transformation and innovation of sustainable business models. Prior studies added that attaining a 
sustainable competitive advantage requires sufficient investment in technology because it represents 
the foremost important resource in any firm (Kaur & Kaur, 2016; Nam et al., 2019; Sheth et al., 
2011), and it is a prerequisite element for a successful execution of CRM (Dubey & Sangle, 2019). 
Thus, the last hypothesis is suggested as follows:

H4: Technology-based CRM has a positive effect on business sustainability.

3. METHODOLOGY

The key objective of this research focuses on exploring CRM and business sustainability in SMEs’ 
context. In general, this study employed a cross-sectional approach in which the data were collected 
using a structured quantitative survey to measure and verify the effect of CRM dimensions on business 
sustainability in small and medium enterprises. The population of the study included the employees 
of several SMEs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from different industry contexts. Specifically, 
the SMEs which were selected to conducted this study included firms that are involved in different 
business sectors, for instance manufacturing, services, restaurants, wholesale, and retail. For ease of 
interpretation, they were classified into three categories; manufacturing, services, and trade. Before 
collecting required data, the targeted respondents were provided with a brief introduction about 
the objective of the research and assured of the confidentiality of their responses. To determine the 
appropriate sample size for the given population, the suggestions of Krejcie and Morgan (1970) 
were taken into consideration. Additionally, the analysis of data can be conducted using the partial 
least square approach (PLS-SEM) when the sample size of completed surveys reaches at least 100 
(Reinartz et al., 2009). Overall, a total of 183 individuals agreed to participate in this research and 
returned the filled survey within the data collection period. Therefore, the stated assumptions were 
fulfilled because the valid responses as stated above are comprised of 183 samples from the managers 
and owners of several SMEs in Saudi Arabia.

The questionnaire for this research was designed by using simplified words in order to make it 
easy for respondents to comprehend it and motivate them for participation in data collection. The 
measurement items of all constructs were adapted from prior literature with minimal amendment to 
ensure their suitability for the SMEs’ context. In detail, business sustainability which is comprised 
of three dimensions was measured based on a 12 items’ scale that was previously tested by Khan 
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and Quaddus (2015). Specifically, environmental sustainability was measured by four items, and 
also economic sustainability was measured by four items. Additionally, social sustainability was 
measured through four items. The environmental sustainability dimension deals with the waste and 
operational emissions issues concerning the natural habitat. Moreover, the economic sustainability 
dimension focuses on the means of growing the firm’s revenue by minimizing the costs of input. 
Finally, the social sustainability dimension embodies the safety and health of the community along 
with initiatives towards local community.

Furthermore, the four dimensions of CRM were evaluated through a 20 items’ scale. Specifically, 
customer orientation was measured via five items, whereas knowledge management was measured 
through five items. Finally, CRM organization was measured by five items, and technology-based 
CRM was also measured via five items. These items were together taken from prior researches which 
validate and ensured adequate reliability for them (Akroush et al., 2011; Mohammad et al., 2013). A 
five-point Likert scale (ranging from “1-strongly disagree” to “5-strongly agree”) was employed for 
measuring respondents’ perceptions on business sustainability and CRM dimensions. To establish 
content validity and ensure the readability as well as clarity of questions, the designed questionnaire 
was presented to three academic experts and business practitioners. According to their suggestions, 
few amendments were incorporated in the final questionnaire. The obtained data was then analyzed 
using PLS-SEM in order to calculate the reliability and validity of measurement scales and test the 
proposed hypotheses.

4. ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

A total 183 surveys were filled and obtained from the respondents who agreed to take part in this 
research. The descriptive results as presented in Table 1 indicate that males represented 57.4 percent, 
while females accounted for 42.6 percent. It also shows that 43.7 percent of the participants were 
aged from 18 to 30 years, 38.8 percent were aged between 31 and 40 years, 14.2 percent came in 

Table 1. Respondents’ Profile

Category Percent

Gender

Male 57.4

Female 42.6

Age

18 to 30 years 43.7

31 to 40 years 38.8

41 to 50 years 14.2

Greater than 50 years 3.3

Qualification

High School 9.8

Diploma 27.3

Undergraduate 56.8

Postgraduate 6.1

Size of the Firm
Small 61.7

Medium 38.3

Industry Classification

Manufacturing 12

Services 42.6

Trade 45.4
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the age category of 41 to 50 years, and the rest (3.3 percent) were aged from 51 years and above. 
About 9.8 percent of the participants had a high school certificate, 27.3 percent had a diploma 
qualification, 56.8 had an undergraduate qualification, while only 6.1 had postgraduate certificate. 
Besides, the descriptive results indicated that the majority of the respondents are from small firms 
(61.7 percent), while 38.3 percent are from medium enterprises. Finally, manufacturing firms 
represented 12 percent of the total sample, while firms in service sector and trade represented 42.6 
percent and 45.4 percent respectively.

In order to verify whether the common-method bias exists amongst the constructs, Harman’s 
(1960) single factor along with CFA and collinearity test which was proposed by Kock and Lynn’s 
(2012) were estimated. According to these authors, when the measurement items of a variable are 
forced for loading on a single factor, and the overall variance that is explained by that latent variable 
is registered at less than 50%, it provides an indication that the estimated model does not have a 
common method bias. Moreover, the VIFs concerning all items were recorded at lower than 3.4, 
which signifies that there is no evidence of pathological collinearity among the measurement scales 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Reliability as well as validity analyses across all items were verified via the measurement model 
in PLS software. Table 2 displays that the values of Cronbach’s alpha across the measurement items 
exceeded the threshold of 0.6, and this provides an indication that all scales met the reliability 
assumptions (Nunnally, 1978). In addition to that, the composite reliability for each of the dimensions 
of CRM and business sustainability constructs are greater than 0.7 (Hair et al., 2011), which provides 
further evidence of reliability among the items; therefore, the construct reliability is confirmed. 
However, to determine the convergent validity, average variance extracted (AVE) was estimated. 
According to Hair et al. (2011), AVE can be established when the values of each construct exceed 
0.50. As it can be seen in Table 2, the values of AVE for all of the CRM dimensions and business 
sustainability are greater than 0.5, and this indicates that the convergent validity assumptions are 
confirmed. Finally, the redundancy among items was determined by testing the multicollinearity 
assumptions via the calculation of variance inflation factor (VIF). The analysis showed that the values 
of VIF for all constructs did not exceed 5, and this signifies that there is no multicollinearity issues 
among the variables (Hair et al., 2011).

In order to estimate the measurement model which includes the items of all constructs, the factor 
loadings were calculated using PLS algorithm. According to Hair et al. (2010), the acceptable value 
of factor loadings concerning each item in the measurement model is 0.5. Based on the analysis, 
certain items were eliminated from the model because their factor loading values were less than 0.5. 
Specifically, one item that measures the dependent variable (business sustainability) was removed 
owing to lower loading value. Correspondingly, two items that measure the CRM organization 
were also deleted because of lower loadings, while three items were retained. Moreover, one of 
the measurement items of customer orientation and another item of knowledge management were 
eliminated. Consequently, all of the residual items in the model attained satisfactory factor loadings 
values (Hair et al., 2010).

Furthermore, the procedure for evaluating the discriminant validity among constructs was done 
based on the suggestions of Fornell and Larcker (1981). This method necessitates that the AVE values 
for all constructs should be higher than the highest squared correlation with any other construct 
(Hair et al., 2014). As shown in Table 3, all of the CRM dimensions and business sustainability 
fulfilled this criterion. Another estimate of the validity among constructs was performed through 
the heterotrait–monotrait Ration (HTMT), which parallels the disattenuated construct score creation. 
Using the threshold value (0.9), the findings verified that the assumptions of discriminant validity 
are not violated, and all the constructs met the stated criteria.

To test the hypothesis, the measurement model as well as structural model were estimated 
using Smart PLS-SEM. This was possible after achieving a good fit for the items in the estimated 
models. As displayed in Table 4, all of the hypotheses of this study are supported. Specifically, the 
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Table 2. CFA Analysis

Construct Items Loadings Cronbach’s 
Alpha

Composite 
Reliability AVE

Customer Relationship Management

Customer Orientation

CO1 0.815

0.818 0.879 0.646
CO2 0.798

CO3 0.784

CO4 0.817

Knowledge Management

KM1 0.752

0.819 0.877 0.640
KM2 0.765

KM3 0.823

KM4 0.856

CRM Organization

CRMO1 0.673

0.645 0.790 0.559CRMO3 0.729

CRMO4 0.832

Technology Based CRM

TBCRM1 0.788

0.85 0.891 0.620

TBCRM2 0.773

TBCRM3 0.811

TBCRM4 0.784

TBCRM4 0.774

Business Sustainability

ECS1 0.610

0.901 0.919 0.513

ECS2 0.690

ECS3 0.500

ECS4 0.827

SS1 0.580

SS2 0.741

SS3 0.603

SS4 0.784

ENS1 0.858

ENS2 0.729

ENS3 0.854

Table 3. Discriminant Validity

Construct Business 
Sustainability

CRM 
Organization

Customer 
Orientation

Knowledge 
Management

Technology 
Based CRM

Business Sustainability 0.716

CRM Organization 0.725 0.747

Customer Orientation 0.559 0.507 0.803

Knowledge Management 0.639 0.660 0.281 0.800

Technology Based CRM 0.579 0.522 0.491 0.239 0.787
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results showed that customer orientation (β = 0.203, t = 2.339, p < 0.05) has a significant positive 
impact on business sustainability; therefore, H1 is supported. The statistical results also indicated 
that CRM organization (β = 0.250, t = 2.014, p < 0.05) has a significant positive impact on business 
sustainability; hence, H2 is confirmed. Moreover, the findings reveal that knowledge management 
exerts a significant positive impact (β = 0.354, t = 3.030, p < 0.05) on business sustainability, thus, 
H3 is accepted. Finally, the effect of technology-based CRM on business sustainability is positive 
and significant (β = 0.265, t = 2.938, p < 0.05), consequently, H4 is supported. On whole, all of the 
CRM dimensions collectively explain 67.5% of total variance in business sustainability.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study was conducted in an attempt to examine the direct effect of customer relationship 
management dimensions on business sustainability. The findings confirmed that customer orientation 
has a positive impact on business sustainability. The result was supported by Gross-Gołacka et al. 
(2020) who reported that achieving business sustainability necessitates firms to meet the requirements 
and expectations of stakeholders, including customers, suppliers, and the society at large. Gelhard and 
von Delft (2016) also confirmed that the orientation towards customers had a considerable impact 
on corporate sustainability. It is therefore suggested that firms should direct their resources towards 
satisfying the different needs and expectation of targeted group of customers in order to sustain 
their businesses and improve the social well-being. According to Fan and Ku (2010), successful 
organizations train and encourage their employees to deliver superior customer service in an attempt 
to improve their brand images and achieve greater performance results. Firms which put sufficient 
emphases on customers, conduct marketing research regularly in order to clearly comprehend 
their needs prior to producing any product or service. Additionally, customers nowadays are more 
empowered than before and tend to search carefully for products or services before purchasing them, 
compare between different brands, and select from those which provide them with greater values. As 
a result, customer oriented firms tend to achieve better performance outcomes.

Moreover, the finding indicated that knowledge management has a positive influence on 
business sustainability and it was confirmed by prior studies (Akram et al., 2018) which concluded 
that knowledge management is positively associated with corporate sustainability. Davenport et al. 
(2018) also stated that a learning organization places emphasis on integrating knowledge management 
strategies with the overall business strategies in an attempt to achieve all sustainability aspects. Greater 
support was seen in the study of Lopes et al. (2017) who outlined that companies should concentrate 
their efforts on innovation and knowledge management to create business sustainability. Rather than 
focusing mainly on providing customers with distinct benefits, service providers should also emphasize 
on understanding the different needs and expectation of their clients through marketing research and 
using this data for making better decisions (Kim et al., 2004). Therefore, the result of this research 
confirm the importance of knowledge management in determining business sustainability in small 
and medium enterprises. Additionally, business managers may employ knowledge management for 

Table 4. Results of Hypotheses

Hypothesis Path 
Coeff.

Std. 
Dev. t-value P-Value

H1 Customer Orientation → Business Sustainability 0.203 0.087 2.339 0.020

H2 Knowledge Management → Business Sustainability 0.354 0.117 3.030 0.003

H3 CRM Organization → Business Sustainability 0.250 0.124 2.018 0.044

H4 Technology-Based CRM → Business Sustainability 0.265 0.090 2.938 0.003
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managing their operations and ensuring internal quality control as it may allow them to circulate 
valuable data about their target market which would assist them in making effective decisions (Fugate 
et al., 2009).

The findings of this study also verified that CRM organization acts as a critical source of 
business sustainability. Yim et al. (2004) contended that when a greater emphasis on important 
customers is embedded in the CRM system of a firm, the whole firm should be structured in a way 
that can ensure the cultivation of valuable customer relationships. Mohammad et al. (2013) added 
that in order to implement CRM successfully in an organization, organizational structure and process 
should be redesigned and aligned, all staff members should participate in the CRM process and 
the change needs to be planned accordingly. For instance, forming a group of teams for managing 
CRM practices might be fostered via effective coordination amongst organizational departments to 
collectively deliver consistent customer value. Each teams could represent various departments and 
include group of employees who focus on serving customers in the best way (Akroush et al., 2011; 
Cooper et al, 2008). Generally, the findings reveal that the key rationale for successfully organizing 
the entire company around CRM necessitates significant considerations of organizational structure, 
high commitment of organizational resources, and effective management of human resources to 
ensure the firm’s commitment to sustainability.

Finally, the findings verified that technology-based CRM has a positive influence on business 
sustainability. Gil-Gomez et al. (2020); Shukla and Pattnaik (2019) stated that CRM technology plays 
an imperative role in increasing brand loyalty, which is considered as a key priority for ensuring a 
sustainable business model. According to Rapp et al. (2010), firms which successfully adopt CRM 
technology in their business operations are likely to have stronger marketing capabilities and maintain 
higher performance than their rivals. Moreover, using an up-to-date IT software and technological 
infrastructure enable service providers to achieve better economic performance (Bharadwaj, 2000; 
Santhanam & Hartono, 2003). The finding was supported by Sivarajah et al. (2020) who acknowledged 
that using the technology in an innovative way for communicating with business stakeholders 
represents an important means for improving organizational efficiency and reducing operational costs, 
which are important parameters for ensuring business sustainability. Through effective utilization 
of information technology, firms can automate customers’ touch-points in order to get important 
data about them and interpret it for making the right decisions. In accordance with the above results, 
marketing managers in SMEs are recommended to use information technology to manage customer 
relationship and respond to growing rivalry.

6. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Although this paper provided a significant contribution to theory and practice on CRM and business 
sustainability, there are some limitations that should be addressed in the future studies. Firstly, the 
main focus of this paper was only on SMEs sustainability in Saudi Arabia; thus, similar researches 
can be conducted independently into SMEs’ sub-categories (small and medium enterprises) in an 
attempt to comprehend their relationships with each of the CRM dimensions. Secondly, the effect 
of CRM components on each of the business sustainability dimensions could be tested separately to 
obtain better insights about which sustainability element could be largely affected by the dimensions of 
CRM. Thirdly, this paper has investigated the selected variables in SMEs in general; therefore, future 
research can examine the current research model in other contexts. Moreover, this study followed the 
quantitative research design; consequently, future researches on this topic can rely on a qualitative 
approach or mixed method to obtain a greater understanding about the role of CRM dimensions in 
affecting business sustainability. Finally, the present research was conducted in one country (Saudi 
Arabia) and the findings may not be generalized to other regions. Therefore, the research model can 
be replicated in other countries to confirm the results and add to the body of literature on this topic.
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7. IMPLICATIONS

This research contributes to the theoretical literature on CRM implementation in a developing 
market as most of the prior studies were conducted in western cultures. Moreover, it addressed the 
existing gaps in empirical studies on CRM and business sustainability in small and medium firms. 
The paper has specifically discussed the effect of four key elements of CRM, namely: customer 
orientation, technology-based CRM, CRM organization, and knowledge management on overall 
business sustainability. The results showed that these dimensions exert significant positive effects on 
SME sustainability. By exploring existing literature, it is hard to find empirical studies that examined 
the effect of the stated CRM dimensions on business sustainability. The findings also suggest that 
business practitioners in SMEs should employ CRM strategies in their business operations to obtain 
greater insights about their customers and be able to meet their needs and expectations better than 
competition. Through effective CRM implementation, it is believed that the decision makers in 
an organization can learn about emerging trends in target markets and would have better abilities 
to sustain their businesses on the long term. This process can be facilitated by putting customers’ 
emphasis in the top priorities, using efficient system for knowledge management, disseminating and 
sharing organizational information among employees in all organizational units, and capitalizing 
on the technology to provide greater service value. The findings of this research carry significant 
implications for policy makers in small and medium and enterprises and recommend them to focus on 
CRM practices in order to sustain their businesses on the long term and achieve the desired objectives.
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