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Abstract

:

Sustainability of (small and medium-sized enterprises) SMEs in a globalized economy depends on several factors. According to available studies, effective Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is one of the factors affecting the competitiveness of SMEs in a positive way. This paper is focused on creating customer databases and on using the CRM strategy in SMEs in Slovakia. The aim of the paper is to cluster SMEs in Slovakia based on using customer databases and CRM and to identify differences in clusters according to the selected attributes. The outputs of the research focused on marketing communication and on creating the CRM strategy in Slovak enterprises are presented in the paper. Quantitative nonexperimental research using the questionnaires was conducted at the end of 2017 and throughout the year 2018. The research results are based on the responses of 1009 Slovak SMEs. Basic descriptive statistics, K-means cluster analysis, Analysis of variance (ANOVA), and Tukey HSD test were used to process the data. The resulting clusters show three typical attitudes of Slovak SMEs to creating the database, using the CRM and its effectiveness. Moreover, attitude to the application of ethical principles and holistic, integrated, and socially responsible marketing are presented in the clusters. Following the results, the fact that SMEs can be divided into the three following clusters with equal size can be stated: 1st cluster (in 92.2% and consisting of micro- and small-sized enterprises), customer databases are created for the purpose of marketing communication; 2nd cluster, consisting of the highest percentage of medium-sized enterprises and enterprises with foreign equity participation using the customer databases and CRM; and 3rd cluster characterized with smaller-sized enterprises with domestic property not focused on marketing communication and using the customer databases. The research results provide the basis for further research and support for small and medium-sized enterprises.
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1. Introduction


The business activities of companies, multinationals, as well as (small and medium-sized enterprises) SMEs are affected by issues related to sustainability [1,2]. Innovation and information technology are preferred due to globalization of markets [3,4,5,6]. Ability to adapt to new trends on the market including digitizing services in the emerging technologies leading the way known as Industry 4.0 will be an essential feature affecting the sustainability of SMEs [7,8,9,10]. The businesses focus on customers and their needs in increasingly sophisticated ways. However, implementing these trends in many SMEs seems to be very difficult [11,12]. The lack of resources and the ability to use them effectively are regarded as the key difficulties [13]. A fully functional Customer Relationship Management (CRM) can be considered a competitive advantage even for small- and medium-sized enterprises [1]. Arsic et al. [14] and Siu [15] presented a positive relationship between the company performance and CRM implementation. Their studies show the importance of CRM in the case of SMEs in order to embed sustainability into a business in the long-term period. According to the research of Lecerf and Omrani [16] conducted in German SMEs in the Baden-Württemberg region, innovation of SMEs could be increased by introducing a comprehensive enterprise resource planning (ERP) and e-CRM. Subsequently, it can result in a higher export intensity [17]. The finding that internationalization is not affected directly by IT is mentioned in their research. On the other hand, they found out that implementation of ERP and CRM support the relationship between innovation and internationalization.



CRM is at the center of attention at the theoretical as well as research level. CRM is usually discussed by many authors in strategic and analytical perspectives [18]. In the strategic concept, CRM is understood as an enterprise-wide strategy. The emphasis is placed on the customer and the results of systematic analyses of their preferences and characteristics as a basis for management and marketing. On the contrary, the analytical concept of CRM is understood as a systematically created database of customer knowledge that can be used to make marketing more effective. In the digital era, the demand for appropriate use of information technology is growing. Most of the research is focused on the correlation between the use of CRM and the business performance, on familiarizing with e-CRM [19,20,21,22], on its interconnection with the ERP system and IT and information system (IS) solutions [16,23], especially in the early stages of the CRM life cycle [24]. Studies show that there are regional differences in the level of using IT in the creation of databases and the use of CRM in SMEs. Wahlberg et al. [18], in the presented research into the issue of CRM, states that there are only a few studies dealing with CRM in small- and medium-sized enterprises. Thus, CRM is investigated especially in terms of experience and special conditions in the large businesses. SMEs also play an important role in the most advanced economies, as they make up a high proportion of the business population. This paper focused on SMEs in CRM which are underrepresented and hard to deal with. However, the outcomes presented in mentioned papers show the importance of introducing a number of elements for their sustainable business, including CRM. The gap in CRM research and hence in the literature encourages researchers to investigate SMEs in the selected EU regions in terms of creating databases, using the CRM strategy and their attitude toward them in more detail. This paper tries to fill the gap of the research into SMEs in Slovakia with a focus on creating databases, using the CRM and investigating the attitude toward them in relation to business categories (business size, territorial scope of marketing programs, inclusion of sponsorship in marketing programs, and in the case of majority SME owners, the decision-making predominance in marketing activities), and on attitudes toward selected marketing strategies (e.g., incorporating the principles of the code of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication, and holistic marketing in marketing communication programs). Comparing countries can provide potentially practically useful information for enterprises or authorities, for example, for the creation of strategies and investment decisions (in addition, it can widen the knowledge areas). The aim of the paper is to clusters SMEs in Slovakia based on using customer databases and CRM and to identify differences in clusters according to the selected attributes. The research outputs that focused on marketing communication and introducing the CRM in enterprises in Slovakia are presented in the paper.




2. Background


2.1. Creating Databases, CRM, and Its Goals


Customer relationship management refers to collecting, storing, and analyzing customer data to develop and maintain two-way relations between the company and customers [25]. The ultimate goal of CRM is to ensure consistent customer satisfaction by providing superior customer service. Enterprises use the database marketing in order to create an individual relationship with a customer. The CRM is basically built on an information database or data warehouse connected with internet applications [19,25]. Database marketing is the process of building, maintaining, and using databases for the purpose of contacting, transacting, and building customer relationships [26,27]. There are two main types of marketing databases: customer databases and business databases (e.g., suppliers, resellers, etc.). Customer databases provide relevant pieces of information about a customer’s background with the company—this is a valuable source for preparing relevant marketing campaigns.



The communication with the customer is tracked and stored in a database, and if necessary, it is effectively provided to users or employees [28]. As Bohnné [29] remarks, by using the database, the system is able to create client groups on the basis of given parameters, to make data analyses, and to calculate client value. According to Pohludka [1], the database must be both actual and potential. Moreover, the upcoming era of Industry 4.0 brings further demands in this area in the form of using advanced information technology and its interconnection with individual areas of processes in the company [30,31,32,33]. For SMEs, the use of CRM and digitization is a challenge having a high potential for their competitiveness in the market [34,35]. However, these companies do not have enough sources to introduce and use these systems effectively. In the situation, when the competitive environment is changing as a result of globalization, information and communication technology (ICT) development, and changing consumer behavior, marketing practices (limited marketing activities and creating insufficient customer databases and strategically nonconceptual CRM) effective in the past may not be applied in the future [18]. Adopting a CRM approach emphasizing ICT-based marketing practices keeps a firm eye on the competition and on developing new competitive advantages in this new, globally competitive environment. Company growth rate is limited and affected by human resources and enhanced knowledge related to them [36]. Following the mentioned facts, it is clear that knowledge and ability to use human resources effectively are key factors necessary for company growth.




2.2. Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises in Slovakia


Small- and medium-sized enterprises are considered key economic drivers in the world, and they account for the vast majority of world economic output (over 60%) in country economies worldwide, generating overall social growth [36,37,38,39,40,41]. According to the Jeck study [42], emerging SMEs in addition to job creation are often bearers of the commercialization of new technology or innovative ideas as well as positive structural changes in the economy and its productivity. The importance of SMEs can be seen in increasing intensity of competitions, reducing social and regional polarization. Moreover, they can be perceived as an element counteracting current strong monopolizing tendencies.



In the European Union, SMEs are defined as enterprises with zero to two hundred and fifty employees and turnover and/or balance sheet amount to less than 50 million euros. Enterprises with fewer than 10 workers and turnover less than 20 million euros are defined as micro-enterprises. A small enterprise is understood as a business with fewer than 50 employees and a turnover of less than 10 million euros. A medium-sized enterprise is defined as a business with fewer than 250 employees and a turnover of up to 50 million euros. Data in the document “The number of active small and medium-sized enterprises” showed a fall to 559,841 in Slovakia in 2018, which represents a decrease of 7290 business entities [43]. From all active business entities, the largest percentage (96.8%) was represented by micro-enterprises. In absolute terms, it represents 542,525 entities. Furthermore, in 2018, the structure of SMEs was completed with small enterprises at 2.6% (14,328 in absolute terms) and medium-sized enterprises with the lowest percentage of 0.5% (2988 in absolute terms). The percentage of large businesses in the total number of active business entities remained unchanged at the level of 0.1% in comparison to the previous years, i.e., in absolute terms, 680 entities [44]. Available statistical data show that, after the previous increase in SMEs, the number of SMEs decreased by 1.3% compared to the previous year mainly due to a decrease in the number of sole traders. Promoting the competitiveness of SMEs is one of the priorities of the EU cohesion policy. The Strategic Framework for SME Support within the EU is the Small Business Act (adopted in 2008) aimed at creating business-friendly environments and SMEs. Compared to other areas, the lack of financial resources is the biggest barrier to set up a new business [45]. In terms of subjective factors, Slovakia is relatively competitive in setting up new businesses. However, when comparing objective factors (government regulations relating to business creation and taxation), it is behind advanced economies. In addition to the availability of financial resources for SMEs, the deficit in tax and regulatory support, the scope and quality of direct government support for SMEs [46], and especially science and research transfer as well as social and cultural standards [42,45] can be considered other weaknesses in the quality of SMEs’ business environment.




2.3. Current Marketing Approaches


This paper is focused on the approach of SMEs to selected marketing strategies: holistic marketing, integrated marketing communication, socially responsible marketing, and accepting the Code of Ethics in management. Therefore, the mentioned strategies are described in more detail. Innovation and creativity are the keywords characterizing current marketing communication modernized by a holistic marketing approach.



Kotler and Keller [47,48] define holistic marketing as the development, design, and implementation of marketing programs, operations, and activities to determine its overall and overlapping impact. According to Pop and Vladoi [49], holistic marketing is defined as the expansion and application of the various processes and behaviors interrelated in the field of marketing. Lucassen and Jansen [50] emphasize the importance of holistic marketing in building mutual and satisfying long-term relationships with the core elements of the organization in order to grow and maintain their business. Purcarea and Ratiu [51] understand it as a well-developed marketing strategy that seeks holistic thinking about business in order to reflect every aspect of a business accurately. Tejedor [52] sees this as a fundamental action plan to achieve integration in terms of quality management and balanced performance. The elements of the holistic marketing approach are internal marketing, integrated marketing, performance marketing, and relationship marketing [27]. According to Rao [53], social responsibility marketing is included instead of preforming marketing. The implementation of the holistic marketing is challenging because customers are sophisticated. Holistic marketing incorporates socially responsible marketing and understanding broader concerns and the ethical, environmental, legal, and social contexts of marketing activities and programs [27,47].



Communication, both internal and external, must be planned carefully, and the emphasis is put on communication with customers—often with the help of integrated marketing communication combining various communication tools to reach maximum impact. When characterizing the integrated marketing, Soliman [54] considers it a planned process designed to make sure that all marketing activities are utilized in an integrated and balanced manner in order to create, communicate, and deliver value to the customer and that these activities are appropriate all the time. This variable is measured through the following dimensions: a mix of products, prices, distribution channels, and marketing communication mix. The importance of integrated marketing communication (IMC) is to achieve the promotional objectives in reaching target markets and to raise awareness of the company products and services. Therefore, IMC may involve a combination of different promotional tools including advertising, personal selling, sales promotion, direct marketing, interactive marketing, publicity, and public relations [55].



Social responsibility means that marketers find and manage the role they and their organizations play in terms of social welfare [56]. This marketing concept results in implementing social and ethical considerations in the marketing practices of the organizations. It means that organizations have to balance the most common conflicting factors of company profits, consumer satisfaction, and public interest [57]. Socially responsible marketing means the commitment of marketing organizations (departments) not to harm the social environment and to use its skills and resources in the development of the environment whenever it is possible [48,53]. Identifying the consumers’ intentions in the relevant market as the consumers’ choice of socially responsible and socially active enterprises is an important attribute [58]. The following dimensions are taken into account: Ethics, ecological context, legal considerations, and social factors [48].



As Belz and Schmidt-Riediger [59] point out, consumers are one of the main drivers of sustainability marketing strategies. Shamma and Hassan [60] highlight the importance of customer-driven benchmarking as a strategic approach for sustainable market performance, emphasizing the standards set by “experienced customers as best practices”. Sadler [61] points out the relative importance of intellectual capital, and now, the concept of customer capital is starting to gain currency. Sustainability will be demand-driven by consumers who are increasingly demanding to know about the ethics of the companies and brands they buy into [62]. The solution might be creating the codes of ethics developed by organizations themselves (own codes of ethics) or a trade union transparent code of ethics (by various associations, e.g., sector-wise). Moreover, such a principle also contains a commitment to a fair and ethical treatment of other stakeholders, different from the shareholders—like employees, customers, suppliers, or creditors who usually show their appreciation by their greater relationship with the company bringing a greater value to the company on both the financial and reputational sides [63]. Codes of professional management together with specific ethical values are defined by most business activities (accounting, IT, and HR). However, the structure, management, and methods used in the assessment of company behavior vary across cultures and countries, but some key elements such as the transparency of the firm operations and its financial results are generally accepted [25].





3. Materials and Methods


The aim of the paper is to determine the clusters of SMEs in Slovakia based on the attitude to the use and evaluation of the effectiveness of creating customer databases and CRM. Research outputs focused on marketing communication and CRM building in Slovak companies are presented in the paper. Quantitative nonexperimental research was conducted at the end of 2017 and throughout the year 2018 using the questionnaire.



3.1. Data Collection and Processing


The sampling unit consisted of SMEs in Slovakia registered in the Register of the Slovak Organization of Infostat in 2018 (559,841 SMEs were registered in the Slovak Republic at the end of 2018). The standardized questionnaire was distributed to the representatives of the selected companies (1600 SMEs) responsible for decision-making processes in the field of marketing management including marketing communication. The questionnaire was sent via e-mail or directly to the address of the company headquarters. Competent managers were addressed in person. The respondents were selected by proportionate stratified sampling (according to the attributes company size, legal entity, region, and industry): 1009 SMEs in total completed the questionnaires correctly. The description of the research sample set with regard to the size of enterprises can be seen in Table 1. The sample set consisted of corporate entity (41.3%) and personal entity (58.7%). Trade-focused enterprises were businesses with the highest percentage (28.1%) as well as enterprises aimed at business services (24.2%); 14.2% of the sample set was enterprises operating in civil engineering, 3% was enterprises in other services, 7.4% was in transport, 3.3% was in agriculture, and less than 2% was the percentage of enterprises operating in accommodation and food services.



The questionnaire consisted of 32 questions investigating the state-of-the-art of using individual strategies of marketing communication mix in the surveyed companies. Their attitudes towards the application of new strategies of marketing communication and new media and trends in marketing communication and communication in general as well as their attitudes toward identifying possible changes in the use of individual elements of the marketing communication mix were investigated too. To a large extent, the questionnaire was focused on creating and using the databases, implementing the customer relationship and management systems, awareness of the concept of integrated marketing communication, and its application in analyzed organizations. Data were evaluated using basic descriptive statistics (absolute and relative abundance and arithmetic mean). The K-means cluster analysis in SPSS statistics was used to create subsets of cases with similar vector variable profiles. The cases were divided into groups of the following variables:




	-

	
Creating customer databases




	-

	
Using the created databases




	-

	
Introducing the CRM system and evaluating its effectiveness




	-

	
Involving agency in the implementation of marketing communication programs.









A Likert scale was used to evaluate the responses and to gather data about the variables. The respondents could react to the question on agency involvement in implementing the marketing communication programs as follows: 1—no, we implement them by ourselves; 2—yes, we involve an agency; and 3—a combination of both. When asked about the creation of databases and their use and creation of CRM, the scale of responses was as follows: 1—yes; 2—I cannot assess; and 3—no. The scale offered for evaluating the effectiveness of CRM was 1—effective; 2—partially effective; 3—I cannot assess; 4—we do not use CRM; and 5—ineffective. Applying the selected marketing approaches in the marketing communication was investigated by the question: “Does your marketing communication follow your own code of ethics/code of ethics of the industry/principals of socially responsible marketing/integrated marketing/holistic marketing?” Respondents should choose one of two options: 1—yes or 2—no. The same way was used to determine the use of sponsorship. The option of analyzing the objectives, inter-rating and classifying, was selected in order to determine the typical groups of SMEs in Slovakia. A solution for three randomly generated cases in a matrix was prepared in order to obtain the most acceptable solution. The solutions in the case of two, three, four or five resulting clusters were also compared. The solution with three resulting clusters randomly arranged RU3 (the third random order of the questionnaires) seemed to be the most suitable. The results are presented in Table 1 [64].



Distances between final cluster centers present the differences in profiles of created clusters. The biggest difference is between cluster 2 and cluster 3 (Table 2). On the contrary, the smallest difference is between clusters 1 and 3 (1.42 times less than between 2 and 3).



The formed clusters were subjected to a more detailed analysis using descriptive statistics. The dependencies of the formed clusters are tested by Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Tukey HSD test (at the significance level 0.05) to accept or reject the H0 Hypothesis stating that the tested correlation between the clusters is the same and, therefore, there is no statistically significant difference between the clusters. ANOVA test was preferred because two or more population means can be compared and results can be generalized without repeating the test and is in fact more statistically powerful in this situation (the significance level α remain the same). In the case, the null hypothesis is rejected at the significance level α and significant difference is determined. Using the post hoc analysis (multiply testing) provides deeper information about pairs affecting the rejection of the null hypothesis [65]. Fisher’s LSD, Bonferroni, Scheffé’s and Tukey’s test are used in the case of multiple testing. Scheffé’s method can be applied globally, but Tukey’s test (applied in the case of the same number of observations in all groups) is more sensitive and cannot be used generally. Modified version of Tukey’s test—Tukey’s HSD test—allows the researchers to compare groups with different number of populations and was selected as the most suitable for our research [66]. Dependencies were tested in terms of the enterprise size, the territorial scope of marketing programs, the inclusion of sponsorship in marketing programs, majority SME owners and decision-making predominance in marketing activities, incorporation of own or sector code of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication, and holistic marketing in marketing communication programs. Following the obtained results, the conclusions were drawn.




3.2. Development of the Hypotheses


In the research, the clusters were defined depending upon the attitude to the customer databases and CRM. Following the gathered data, mutual differences are described using basic statistics. Further research was focused on the finding whether the defined difference was statistically significant. Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed in the paper.



	
According to various studies dealing with SMEs [1,13,17,67], the practices of creating the databases and CRM are implemented proportionally to the enterprise size, i.e., in the case of small enterprises, it almost does not occur. It is especially due to the lack of resources, personal data protection, control, and the quality of evaluation and subsequent use. Moreover, according to the data describing the structure of SMEs in Slovakia, the medium-sized enterprises are in most cases the enterprises with foreign investment [68]. Therefore, the company size, multinational character, or territorial scope of marketing activities provide chances to implement marketing trends, and thus, different attitudes to customer databases and CRM can be assumed. That was why the correlation between formed clusters in terms of the attitude to the customer databases and CRM had to be investigated and the significance had to be determined. The following hypotheses were proposed:

Hypothesis H1.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of the company size;





Hypothesis H2.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of the territorial scope of marketing activities;





Hypothesis H3.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of their majority owners and their predominance in decision making.







	
Several studies provide positive information [7,56,57] or present good experience [54,56] in using codes of ethics, socially responsible marketing, or holistic or integrated marketing. These approaches are also used in Slovakia [69,70,71,72], and it is assumed that the groups of SMEs with a more progressive approach to databases and CRM have a different attitude to the mentioned marketing approaches. Further hypotheses were proposed following the research question: Are created clusters dealing with marketing activities such as creating customer databases and their use and attitude to the effectiveness of CRM more open to sponsorship and these progressive marketing strategies: the principles of the own or sector code of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication, and holistic marketing into marketing communication programs?

Hypothesis H4.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of implementing the sponsorship;





Hypothesis H5.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of incorporating the principles of the own or sector code of ethics into marketing communication programs;





Hypothesis H6.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of in terms of incorporating the principles of socially responsible marketing into marketing communication programs;





Hypothesis H7.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of incorporating the principles of integrated marketing communication into marketing communication programs;





Hypothesis H8.

When SME clusters are formed in terms of the attitude to creating and using customer databases for marketing communication, using and evaluating the CRM, or involving the agencies in creating marketing programs, there will be significant differences in terms of incorporating the principles of holistic marketing into marketing communication programs.












4. Results and Discussion


4.1. Creating Clusters of SMEs


The K-means cluster analysis was used to determine three clusters of SMEs operating in Slovakia according to the method of processing and using customer data, using the CRM and attitudes towards its effectiveness. Table 3 presents the results of testing using the Analysis of variance (ANOVA), which is a part of the cluster analysis options in SPSS to check results. However, the significance of the differences is, theoretically seen, not meaningful, and therefore, it is not possible to test the hypotheses. It is especially due to the fact that cases are grouped so that the vectors differ as much as possible. The significance of differences is supported artificially this way. The value F also indicates the attribute most significant when selecting cases into clusters. The higher the value was, the more significant the attribute was. Table 3 shows that using databases for marketing communication and the established CRM as well as looking at its effectiveness are the attributes considered the most important in selection.



Consequently, using the descriptive statistics, it was possible to characterize three clusters:



1. Domestic Masters (33.1%)



The majority of cluster was formed (92.2%) by micro- (73.1%) and small (19.2%) enterprises, 82% of them made up by domestic property. In cluster 1, 36% of all studied micro enterprises, 34.2% of all small-sized enterprises, and 18.6 of all medium-sized enterprises were represented. The role of 74.6% of Slovak management was decisive in the marketing programs. These SMEs created customer databases (97% create and 3% cannot assess), and subsequently, they used them in marketing communication (100% of all respondents). On the other hand, they did not use this database for other marketing purposes (only 12.6% use it for other marketing purposes). Marketing programs were of a regional character (43.4%), and at the same time, compared to the other two clusters, their programs were mostly national (up to 41.0%). Their marketing programs also included sponsorship (up to 60.5%). The CRM system was not used by these companies (their use is stated by 0%, and 27.8% cannot assess it), and therefore, they did not have a clear opinion on their efficiency (they consider it neither effective nor ineffective); the respondents stated that they could not judge it. Marketing communication of these SMEs were in compliance with their own code of ethics (52.4%) and on the other hand, 84.1% of them did not follow the code of ethics applied in the industry or area of activity. Cluster members (75.1%) did not apply the principles of socially responsible marketing in marketing communication; however, compared to cluster 3, there was a statistically significant difference (Tables 9 and 10) because it was a group that generally applied this principle (24.9%). The principles of integrated marketing communication (82.9%) and holistic marketing (98.8%) were not used by these SMEs.



2. Larger Experienced Players (31.6%)



This cluster was formed by micro- (52.4%), small (22.6%) and medium-sized enterprises (25.1%) with the largest foreign investment of majority owners of all cluster (28.5%). The share of the Slovak management was the lowest in these companies in terms of decisive role in marketing activities (63.3%) compared to other clusters. In cluster 2, 24.7% of all studied micro-enterprises, 36.7% of all small-sized enterprises, and 57.1% of all medium-sized enterprises were represented. Members of this cluster created customer databases (95.9% create, 1.3% cannot assess, and 2.8% do not create them), and by more than a half of them, it was used in marketing communication (88.1% use it and 11.9% do not). Only 22.6% of the SMEs in this cluster used their databases for other marketing purposes. This was the cluster focused most on marketing activities with an international scope (28.5% for this cluster; cluster 1 = 15.6%, cluster 3 = 11%). Sponsorship (up to 60.2%) was included in the marketing programs of these cluster members. The members of this cluster used CRM (96.6% say they are using it, and 2.8% cannot assess it) actively, and 54.5% considered it effective, 42.9% partially effective. Marketing communication of these companies were governed by their own code of ethics (up to 73.4%), and 73.7% did not even take into account the code of ethics applied by industry or area of activity. Only a minority of SMEs (36.4%) followed the principles of integrated marketing communications, but they were the largest group of clusters ever (in cluster 1, it is 17.1%, and in cluster 3, it is 14.9%). Cluster members followed neither the principles of socially responsible marketing (81.5%) nor the holistic approach in marketing communication (90.3%).



3. Marketing Passivists (35.3%)



The members of this cluster were mainly small enterprises (90.4–74.7% of micro- and 15.7% of small enterprises) with 92.7% of the domestic majority owner, and thus, the overwhelming majority of the decisions regarding marketing activities were local. In cluster 3, 39.3% of all studied micro- enterprises, 28.3% of all small-sized enterprises, and 24.3% of all medium-sized enterprises were represented (that is 5.6% more than in cluster 1). This cluster was not strongly focused on creating customer databases (only 37.1% of SMEs create them, 17.4% cannot assess them, and 45.5% do not create them), and they, by no means, used them in marketing communication (100% do not use them). A small part of this cluster used the customer database for other marketing purposes (6.5%). Marketing activities of this cluster had the most regional character compared to other clusters (58.7%), and compared to clusters 1 and 2, they did not focus on sponsorship (64.3%). From the point of view of using CRM systems, they were not active users (only 12.4% use these systems, 57.3% do not explicitly use them, and 30.3% cannot assess it). The CRM system was considered effective by 0%, partially effective by 6.2%, and ineffective by 2.2%. The marketing communication of the vast majority of these SMEs did not follow their own code of ethics (72.5%), and 59.8% did not apply codes of ethics followed in their industry or area of activity. However, unlike other clusters, it is the cluster with the largest representation of SMEs, following the code of ethics applied within the industry or area of activity (40.2%). Marketing communications did not follow the principles of socially responsible marketing (84.8% of SMEs), integrated marketing communication (85.1%), and holistic marketing (98.9%).



The clusters present the three typical groups of SMEs were defined depending upon creating the databases, their way of using and applying the CRM, as well as attitude and its effectiveness. The first cluster of domestic masters was formed by 92.2% of micro- and small businesses, and domestic participation was in the cluster with the greatest percentage, 82%. Their marketing activities were nationwide compared to others. A typical feature of these cluster members was that they create customer databases and they use them in their marketing communication activities. On the contrary, these databases were not used for further marketing purposes, and in addition, the use of CRM was not mentioned. Compared to the other two clusters, these businesses followed their own code of ethics. Compared to marketing passivists (cluster 3), the principles of socially responsible marketing were applied in this cluster in a wider range. The Lager experienced players (cluster 2) have the largest percentage of medium-sized enterprises compared to clusters 1 and 3 (by 17.3% and 15.5%) as well as the largest percentage of enterprises with foreign equity. The character of marketing activities in this cluster was transnational to a greater extent in comparison to other clusters. Compared to clusters 1 and 3, the role of the Slovak management was the least decisive in terms of marketing activities in this cluster. A typical feature of the companies in this cluster was not only the focus on creating databases and their use in marketing communication but also the use of CRM; 97.4% of these enterprises evaluated CRM as partially to fully effective. Compared to clusters 1 and 3, the members of this cluster were most engaged in integrated and holistic marketing (although it is a minority). The cluster of marketing passivists (cluster 3) is formed mainly by micro-, small, and medium-sized enterprises with domestic property. When deciding the marketing activities, the role of the majority of Slovak management was decisive and their marketing activities were mainly regional. These companies did not focus on creating databases, and therefore, the marketing communication was not used for other marketing purposes. CRM was not used, and therefore, its effectiveness was not evaluated as well. Unlike clusters 1 and 2, sponsorship was not included in their marketing programs. An interesting feature of this group of enterprises was that 40.2% kept within the code of ethics in the industry in which they operate.




4.2. Identification of Significant Differences between Clusters


Using the Tukey’s HSD test (at a significance level of 0.05), significant statistical differences between SMEs in particular clusters were analyzed in terms of enterprise size, territorial scope of marketing programs, inclusion of sponsorship in marketing programs, majority SME owners and decision-making predominance in marketing activities, incorporation of own or sector code of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication, and holistic marketing in marketing communication programs. A significant difference in the representation of medium-sized enterprises in cluster 2 compared to clusters 1 and 3 when the share of medium-sized enterprises in Cluster 2 was higher than in other two clusters was determined using the test (Table 4). In clusters 1 and 3, no significant difference was determined between enterprises in terms of their size. There was also a significant difference in terms of the territorial scope of marketing programs (Table 5) between all clusters. Specific facts about the territorial scope of marketing programs are presented in detail in particular clusters. In terms of the inclusion of sponsorship in marketing programs (Table 6), there is a significant difference between cluster 3 and clusters 1 and 2. The marketing programs of enterprises grouped in cluster 3 were of a much more regional character.



In terms of majority ownership of SMEs, a significant difference was identified between all clusters (Table 7). Cluster 2 had a stronger foreign representation (28.5%) compared to cluster 1 (18%) and cluster 3 (3%). However, when marketing programs is discussed (Table 8), cluster 2 was significantly different from the others. While in clusters 1 and 3 it is mainly the Slovak management that made decisions, in this cluster, the role of foreign decision making was decisive with the higher percentage (30%). Following the mentioned findings, the fact that in terms of the majority owner and decisive role in marketing programs the null hypothesis was rejected in favor of an alternative hypothesis can be seen.



The results of the ANOVA and Tukey’s HSD tests used to investigate the significant difference between SMEs in clusters in terms of applying selected principles in marketing communication—applying their own and industry codes of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication and holistic marketing—are presented in Table 9 and Table 10.



Following the ANOVA test (Table 9), the Hypothesis H0 that these principles are equally applied in the SMEs of particular clusters was rejected in favor of an alternative hypothesis. The ANOVA results were confirmed by the Tukey HSD test (presented in Table 10), and differences between clusters were specified. The results show that cluster 1 was significantly different in terms of applying its own code of ethics compared to clusters 2 and 3. SMEs in cluster 1 followed their own code of ethics in marketing communication: 24.9% (this is 6.4% more than in cluster 2 and 9.5% more than in cluster 3). The significant difference between all clusters was identified in the application of the code of ethics in the industry or area of activity in marketing communication. In cluster 3, it was up to 40.2% of SMEs applying the code of ethics. In cluster 1, the code of ethics was not applied by 84.1% of enterprises and, in cluster 2, by 73.7%. At a significance level of 0.05%, the Tukey’s HSD test showed a significant difference in applying the principles of socially responsible marketing in marketing communication programs between clusters 1 and 3. These principles were applied only to a very small extent in all clusters, but it was taken into account by the enterprises grouped in cluster 1 by more than 9.7% (24.9% of enterprises in cluster 1 apply them). In terms of applying the principles of integrated marketing communication and holistic marketing, cluster 2 was evaluated as significantly different from clusters 1 and 3. In both cases, enterprises grouped in this cluster apply them to a higher extent than clusters 1 and 3 (integrated marketing communication is applied by 36.4% and holistic marketing by 9.7% in cluster 2).




4.3. Verification of Working Hypotheses and Discussion


Using the K-means cluster analysis, three clusters were formed depending upon creating customer databases, upon using the formed databases and the introduced CRM, and upon evaluating its effectiveness and involving agency in the implementation of marketing communication programs. Subsequently, these clusters were analyzed in more detail, and their differences were examined in several aspects. Based on the results of this investigation, the proposed hypotheses can be verified:




	
The validity of hypotheses H1–H3 was accepted by the results of the ANOVA test, where the test showed statistically significant differences between the formed clusters in terms of the enterprise size, their majority owners, and their predominance in decision making and sponsorship. Subsequently, specific significant differences between clusters were determined using the Tukey’s HSD test (Table 4, Table 5, Table 6, Table 7 and Table 8). In terms of the enterprise size and distribution of decision-making competencies, there were significant differences between cluster 2 and the other two clusters (at a significance level of 5%). However, despite the assumption that customer database and CRM are used less often by smaller enterprises, there was no significant difference between clusters 1 and 3 in terms of the enterprise size. However, their approach to creating and using the databases and CRM is different. The significant difference between all clusters was in the case of territorial scope of marketing activities and the majority owner. It means that hypotheses were verified and formed clusters are significantly different in terms of the enterprise size, territorial scope of marketing activities, majority owner of an enterprise, and decision-making competencies in marketing.



	
Following the results of the ANOVA test, the proposed hypotheses H4–H8 (Table 9) were verified. Statistically significant differences between the formed clusters in terms of incorporating the principles of the own or sector code of ethics, socially responsible marketing, integrated marketing communication, and holistic marketing into marketing communication programs were rejected. The results of the ANOVA test were confirmed by the Tukey’s HSD test (Table 10), and specific correlation in terms of significant differences between the clusters were determined. There was significant difference between cluster 3 and clusters 1 and 2 in terms of sponsorship. Sponsorship was implemented by cluster 3 less often in comparison to other clusters. Hypothesis H4 was verified in favor of the alternative one. Applying the code of ethics in the industry that the enterprise operates or in the area of activity was significantly different between all clusters. Cluster 1 was significantly different from clusters 2 and 3 in applying its own code of ethics (Hypothesis H5 was rejected). Clusters 1 and 3 were significantly different in applying socially responsible marketing (Hypothesis H6 was verified), and cluster 2 was significantly different from clusters 1 and 3 in applying holistic and integrated marketing principles (Hypotheses H7 and H8 were verified).








Following the research results, enterprises grouped in cluster 1 fail to realize the potential of customer databases not only useful in marketing communication but also able to be applied in a wide range of marketing activities in the context of the marketing mix. In addition, the enterprises in this cluster should be encouraged to apply integrated marketing communication representing a combination of traditional marketing activities (e.g., point-of-sale advertising) and new aspects such as involvement of social media. One-third of enterprises grouped in cluster 2 applied integrated marketing communication supporting its rising importance and effectiveness. Marketing passivists grouped in cluster 3 can find themselves in a difficult situation in the near future as many of them have neither customer databases nor CRM systems so they can be easily put under pressure by international companies entering the Slovak market with more sophisticated marketing programs. Enterprises in all clusters more or less were applied neither socially responsible nor holistic marketing. However, modern cultures need interactive communication through modern media and enterprises can raise their customers’ awareness in the social sphere including environmental issues. A holistic marketing approach using integrated marketing communication is a powerful tool that, when applied responsibly, can even lead to creating a better world. It is clear that SMEs do not have the potential of large companies. However, gradual investments can also improve their competitiveness on the local market.



The importance of CRM implementation is supported by several presented research results showing positive relationship between the use of CRM and customer loyalty (or profit). Positive correlation between e-CRM, perceived quality of relationships, and subsequent customer loyalty was confirmed in the Hong Kong banking industry [73]. In the area of cosmetic services in Beirut, there was also confirmed the positive impact of the examined elements of CRM (customer experience, employee behavior, and value proposition) on customer loyalty [74]. The research carried out in Bali presented similar results, where the implementation of CRM played a positive role in the relationship between the perceived quality of service and customer’s loyalty [75]. Samaniotis et al. [76] published outputs confirming the positive relationship of successful CRM implementation in luxury Greek hotels, resulting in profit making. These studies suggested that successful CRM implementation can be a prerequisite for a positive impact on business performance and customer’s loyalty also in the SME environment. Several authors agree with this assumption based on their partial findings [70,71,72,73,74,75,76,77,78,79]. Minh Ngo et al. [75] confirmed the assumption that value delivered to customers will be a decisive factor in the long-term survival and prosperity of SMEs. Genuine confirmation of this relationship with SMEs provides a potential subject for further research. Also, there is a lack of research presenting the real use of CRM by SMEs in various regions in Europe or in the world (which would allow comparison). In the Czech Republic, there are research results showing the use of CRM in small and medium-sized enterprises. According to Pohludka [1], 81% of SMEs (a sample of 319 enterprises) create customer databases. However, it does not mean they are also used for CRM. Conversely, 45% of SMEs use CRM, 3% of SMEs are in the implementation phase, 21% of SMEs consider the implementation, and 31% of SMEs do not consider implementing CRM (especially micro-enterprises). The research from the Moravian-Silesian region also presents interesting results [67]. Knowledge of the concept of CRM in SMEs was enhanced by 39% in the last 5 years. At the level of customer contacts (between 2005 and 2015), there is a slight increase in SMEs recording each customer contact (7.2%), customer responses through a specialized department (2.6%), and evaluating contacts (6%). The findings that the number of SMEs (with no desired effect of using the CRM) was very low is consistent with the results presented in the paper. Only a small number of SMEs considered CRM ineffective. Also, both surveys from the Czech Republic and our findings partially confirmed that the use of CRM grows in terms of the size of the business was almost the same [1,17,67,79]. Following the results mentioned in our paper, in the case of clusters 1 and 2 (mainly consisting of micro- and small enterprises with no significant difference in terms of the enterprise size), there are various approaches to creating and using customer database between studied groups. It is in compliance with the reasons mentioned by Guha et al. [13], who presented that the key issues are the lack of resources, the management, personal data protection and control, and their quality evaluation and use.





5. Conclusions


The aim of the paper was to determine the clusters of SMEs in Slovakia based on using customer databases and CRM and to identify differences clusters according to the selected attributes. The research outputs that were focused on marketing communications and CRM in companies in Slovakia were presented in the paper. Following the results of the presented research, three typical groups of SMEs were defined depending upon creating the databases, their way of using and applying the CRM, as well as attitude and its effectiveness. The results are generalizable for SMEs in Slovakia in terms of access to the creation of customer databases, their use, use of CRM, and the evaluation of its effectiveness. Interpretation of percentage based on the size of enterprises is limited due to deviations of the research sample from the sample generated by the stratified sample. The results present the current state of creation and use of customer databases as well as CRM for marketing communications in Slovak SMEs. In general, two identical groups were identified by size of enterprises (majority was represented by micro- and small enterprises). These clusters (cluster 1 and cluster 3) have significantly different attitudes not only to customer databases and CRM, but also to their own or industry code of ethics and socially responsible marketing. It can be stated that cluster 2, characterized by transnational activities, greater foreign presence, and the share of medium-sized enterprises, has a more progressive thinking within the principles of integrated marketing communication and holistic marketing.



Studying literary sources made it clear that sustainability of SMEs requires their adaptation to the increasing trend of CRM implementation in SMEs. From this perspective, a significant element of our outputs is that the enterprises using CRM evaluate its effectiveness positively. This means that SMEs appreciate the benefits of introducing CRM, and thus, it can be assumed that they consider investments in this area beneficial. Looking at the limited resources of SMEs and their way of using customer databases, it can be stated that CRM and selected marketing approaches are useful for these enterprises. They gain knowledge not only about their competition but also about the evaluation of the CRM effectiveness relating to small and medium-sized enterprises. Besides SMEs, the outputs of this article are beneficial for the authorities involved in supporting small and medium-sized enterprises because programs based on knowledge of the current state of SMEs in various areas are more likely to produce the desired effect.



The presented results of the article not only complement the knowledge base with a view on the creation and use of customer databases and on the application of CRM in SMEs within the local context of the Slovak Republic but also provide a broader context in terms of their characteristics, their attitude to the selected marketing approaches, as well as their assessment of CRM effectiveness. It can be assumed that similar findings would be gained in the Czech Republic as well as in economically comparable areas of the EU. Comparison with other countries is possible with a subsequent evaluation of the causes of the identified differences (e.g., different approach to SME support, regional development, and others). This can create a rich knowledge base for further research, e.g., in the area of marketing and sustainability of SMEs in the context of an effective support of SMEs. Additionally, potential can also be seen within the development of the digital era.
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