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Abstract

Orientation: To secure a competitive business position, mobile business service providers need to explore the factors that, in predicting customer loyalty, will enable them to focus marketing efforts on improving their current customer management strategy, ultimately leading to enhanced satisfaction.

Research purpose: This study intended to determine the influence of selected customer relationship management factors on customer satisfaction and customer loyalty.

Motivation for the study: To ensure the loyalty of their customer base, mobile business service providers need to understand the factors that secure customer satisfaction in a competitive ICT business-to-business (B2B) market.

Research design, approach and method: Data were gathered by means of a self-administered questionnaire, and a total of 253 responses were eligible for analysis. Simple regression analysis was applied to validate the hypotheses formulated.

Main findings: It was established that corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust have a significant and positive influence on ICT business customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Practical/managerial implications: The findings suggest that efforts towards improving corporate image, service quality and customer perception of the value provided, focusing on the level of customisation and establishing trust among business customers will aid B2B mobile service providers in achieving satisfied and loyal customers.

Contribution/value-add: This study adds to the body of knowledge by identifying and demonstrating the influence of five customer relationship management factors that contribute to achieving customer satisfaction and loyalty in the Business-to-business information communication technology (B2B ICT) industry of an emerging African market.
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Introduction

Price wars, shortened product lifecycles and newly emerging markets define the state of competition in the information communication technology (ICT) industry of South Africa. Specifically, the business-to-business (B2B) sector of the ICT industry in the country has reported intense competition and a decline in profits in market share as a result of these trends (Accenture 2012). In the fight to maintain market share and profit margins, customer relationship management becomes a key factor in retaining business customers and keeping them loyal in the ICT industry of South Africa as an emerging African market.

Customer relationship management (CRM) is a contemporary marketing topic that is gaining momentum because of growing competition, customers who are becoming more informed and changes in consumer preferences. Organisations increasingly recognise the growing importance of CRM as a tool that can be used to gain new customers, retain customers, increase customer lifetime value and create a sustainable competitive advantage for service organisations (Ndubisi, Malhotra & Miller 2015; Nyadzayo & Roberts-Lombard 2010). Several research studies have explored the various interrelationships between customer satisfaction, its antecedents (corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust) and its outcome (customer loyalty) from different perspectives. However, limited research has explored how customer satisfaction relates to its antecedents and outcome in the ICT industry of an emerging African market such as South Africa.

This study therefore focused on assessing how selected CRM factors influence customers’ satisfaction and loyalty and explores the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty in a B2B environment. The CRM factors identified for inclusion in this study are corporate brand image, service quality, perceived value, trust and customisation, which are argued to influence customer satisfaction and customer loyalty (Coelho & Henseler 2012; Handriana 2016; Tu, Li & Hsu 2013). Satisfied customers are more likely to share their experiences of brands with others, make recommendations about products and services, and engage in repurchase behaviour (Nuseir & Madanat 2015). To obtain customer loyalty, organisations need to ensure high levels of satisfaction (Jokela & Söderman 2017). Therefore, an assessment of the influence of selected CRM factors on customer satisfaction at an identified ICT service provider in South Africa should assist organisations to improve its service efforts for business customers. This would, in turn, foster stronger relationships with business customers to strengthen customer loyalty in the long term.

The study makes a clear contribution to the theory by indicating that the previously identified relationships between customer satisfaction and its antecedents and outcome are also evident in the context of the ICT industry of an emerging market, specifically in the relationships between the customer satisfaction construct, its antecedents (corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust) and customer loyalty as an outcome. A proposed model is provided and validated that shows the B2B relationships between customer satisfaction, its antecedents and customer loyalty within the South African ICT industry. The research contributes to business practice by assisting a selected ICT service provider to understand how corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust can nurture customer satisfaction, which can eventually lead to the long-term customer loyalty of its business customers.

This article first describes the context of the study, expounds the theories grounding the study and explains its key constructs. The hypotheses for the study are presented and a theoretical model is proposed. The research methodology is described, followed by the results, the findings and the managerial implications of the study.

Theoretical framework

The information communication technology industry in a business-to-business context in South Africa

South Africa’s ICT industry is very diverse and has many components, such as information technology (IT), telecommunications and media broadcasting. Accordingly, ICT is defined as ‘consisting of the hardware, software, networks and media for the collection, storage, processing, transmission and presentation of information (voice, data text, images), as well as related services’ (Department of Telecommunications and Postal Services 2014). The ICT industry is a key contributor to South Africa’s gross domestic product (Statistics South Africa 2015). Swiss Business Hub South Africa (2014) suggests that the industry may be worth R200 billion by 2020, with IT outsourcing services contributing towards 40%. Leading ICT organisations in South Africa, such as the ICT provider selected for this study, provide IT and telecommunications products and services, systems integration, installation and support services to other organisations in the form of outsourcing part or all of their ICT functions. This type of trading forms part of the B2B market. Product lifecycles in the B2B market, and in particular for ICT, are fairly short because of the rapid pace at which technology changes. The short lifecycle of ICT products has resulted in regular innovation, paving the way for more competition (Selvam & Kalyanasundaram 2015; National Treasury 2016).

Relationship marketing theory grounding the study

Adopting long-term relationships with customers through relationship building activities has become a source of competitive advantage, particularly for service organisations (Jemaa & Tournois 2014; Larentis, Antonello & Slongo 2017). According to Negi and Ketema (2010), relationship marketing is a strategic approach to forming relationships with customers, suppliers and other business stakeholders, through targeted means, to increase an organisation’s returns. However, it is important to note that such relationships should be beneficial to all parties involved in a service transaction (Rootman, Tait & Sharp 2011). A relational approach to doing business encompasses more than just recruiting new customers. It also involves tactics that encourage customer loyalty, foster supplier buy-in to provide superior service and garner support from other stakeholders. Customers are likely to remain loyal to an organisation that manages relationships proficiently (Melewar et al. 2017). Managing relationships in a highly organised manner requires organisations to execute a relationship marketing strategy using the right people, processes and tools. Customer relationship management is an enabler for relationship marketing strategies and involves managing customer relationships in an organised manner using systems and technologies (Bhat & Darzi 2016). Customer relationship management is therefore imperative for the successful management of customer relationships in the long term.

Corporate image and its relationship to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

Corporate image refers to the collective perception that customers establish about an organisation in their numerous encounters and experiences with its brand. Malik, Ghafoor and Iqbal (2012) propose that brand image contributes to customer satisfaction. Ali et al. (2016) found that customer satisfaction has the largest influence on customer loyalty. Van Vuuren, Roberts-Lombard and Van Tonder (2012) argue that corporate image is a key factor in creating customer loyalty and fostering repeat purchases. As part of corporate image, brand image is a key topic for service organisations as it influences product or service marketing. In turn, brand image plays a role in customer satisfaction (Malik et al. 2012). These authors further established that service quality, price and brand image are all predictors of customer satisfaction and drivers of customer loyalty (Tu et al. 2013). Daviesh and Chun (cited in Tu et al. 2013:183) suggest that corporate brand image fosters customer loyalty, because it creates customer satisfaction. Considering this, the following hypotheses are formulated:


H1: A significant and positive relationship exists between corporate image and customer satisfaction.

H7: A significant and positive relationship exists between corporate image and customer loyalty.



Service quality and its relationship to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

Haghighikhah, Khadang and Arabi (2016) remark that service quality is a crucial factor in manufacturing and service organisations. Botha and Van Rensburg (2010) concur and argue that satisfaction and service quality link up through a causal relationship whereby service quality perceptions affect satisfaction and satisfaction influences a customer’s loyalty. A customer’s satisfaction level is based on a perception of the value they receive. Service providers therefore need to consider individual customer evaluations of service and not focus only on the sum of all customer evaluations. Equally important to consider is that customers’ evaluation of service quality is twofold. Firstly, the quality of each service encounter is assessed, and second, the level of satisfaction is based on service encounters over time (Petzer and De Meyer 2011). It can be argued that service quality, as a precursor to customer satisfaction and ultimately loyalty, affects both customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. In this regard, the following hypotheses are formulated:


H2: A significant and positive relationship exists between service quality and customer satisfaction.

H8: A significant and positive relationship exists between service quality and customer loyalty.



Perceived value and its relationship to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

Perceived value is the difference between what the customer receives and the monetary sacrifice they make in exchange (Lee 2010). Ariff et al. (2012) suggest that perceived value is a key differentiator in highly competitive business environments and that the creation of value converts consumers into customers. Tu, Li and Chih (2011) concur and state that perceived value directly affects customer loyalty. Lee (2010) also argues that perceived value is a precursor to customer satisfaction and that it plays a mediating role between perceived value and customer loyalty. Customers who believe that they are receiving value are likely to purchase frequently in larger quantities and desist from switching to a different supplier (Ndubisi et al. 2015). Against this background, the following hypotheses are formulated:


H3: A significant and positive relationship exists between perceived value and customer satisfaction.

H9: A significant and positive relationship exists between perceived value and customer loyalty.



Customisation and its relationship to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

Customisation refers to the development of products and services based on the needs and wants of customers (Bojei et al. 2013). Providing customised products and services creates a competitive advantage for companies (Chuah, Marimuthu & Ramayah 2014). Bojei et al. (2013) argue that customisation can be perceived as a precursor of loyalty. A study by Lewis and Soureli (2006) in the banking service industry established that customisation has an impact on service or product quality, which, in turn, has a direct effect on customer loyalty. Coelho and Henseler (2012) concur and argue that customisation can increase service quality, trust and satisfaction before impacting customer loyalty. The following hypotheses are therefore formulated:


H4: A significant and positive relationship exists between customisation and customer satisfaction.

H10: A significant and positive relationship exists between customisation and customer loyalty.



Trust and its relationship to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

In the academic literature, trust is perceived as an important precursor to fostering steady and mutually beneficial relationships and is important when building relationships (Bilgihan 2016; Upamannyu et al. 2015). Trust is present when a partner to a business relationship has confidence in another partner’s integrity and perceives them as reliable (Theron, Terblanche & Boshoff 2012). Accordingly, a customer is willing to engage in a long-term relationship with a supplier who caters for their needs or meet their expectations. If a brand consistently delivers on customer expectations in the long term, a customer is more likely to become loyal. The construct of trust is important in supplier–business relationships, because customers buy products and services based on trust. Over time, trust enables companies to gain a sustainable competitive advantage (Nguyen, Leclerc & LeBlanc 2013). A customer may overlook a supplier’s questionable service if the customer believes in the supplier’s ability to deliver consistently. Considering this, the following hypotheses are formulated:


H5: A significant and positive relationship exists between trust and customer satisfaction.

H11: A significant and positive relationship exists between trust and customer loyalty.



The link between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty

Cheng et al. (2017:398) refer to customer satisfaction as ‘the outcome of comparing service performance with expectation’. It relates to a decision that the feature of a product or service, or even the product or service as such, provided an enjoyable consumption experience that results in a feeling of contentment (Nyadzayo & Roberts-Lombard 2010). Lassoued and Hobbs (2015) suggest that the feeling of satisfaction influences customers’ desire to engage in repurchase behaviour. To ensure that customers are satisfied, organisations need to pre-empt customer needs and determine how best to satisfy those needs (Handriana 2016). These needs may be influenced by variables specific to an organisation or industry. Satisfied customers tend to use a product or service more than those who are not satisfied. However, Van Vuuren et al. (2012) contend that despite the emphasis on customer satisfaction, some satisfied customers may defect. Customer satisfaction is therefore not a guarantee that a customer will become loyal. Service providers should therefore find out what the reason for the defection is to respond effectively and try to retain the customer (Gong & Yi 2018). In this regard, the following hypothesis is formulated:


H6: A positive relationship exists between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty.



Figure 1 illustrates the research model proposed for the study. It reflects the different constructs included in the study and their hypothesised relationships.
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Research method and design

Research approach, target population, sampling and measurement instrument

This study made use of a descriptive research design that was quantitative in nature and grounded on an interpretive paradigm. The population comprised the business customers of a selected ICT service provider who had purchased and made use of the company’s business solutions and services for a period of 6 months or longer. The respondents were junior-level executives, managers and other staff working at selected business customer groups. Screening questions were applied to the study to make sure that the selected samples do meet the set requirements to take part in the study. Non-probability sampling technique was followed and 50 fieldworkers residing across South Africa were used to secure data collection from respondents. Fieldworkers were orientated towards the aim of the study, as well as the different constructs and items contained in the questionnaire. In addition, fieldworkers were required to fill ranking and contract duration quotas purposefully to ensure the target population was adequately presented. As a result, the selection of the sample was grounded on non-probability sampling by filling predetermined quotas purposefully. The respondents had to complete self-administered paper-based questionnaires and return the completed questionnaires to the fieldworkers. Data were collected over a period of 2 weeks.

The questionnaire used for the study was adapted from the studies conducted by Carvajal et al. (2011), Dagger and Sweeney (2007), Du Plessis (2010), Ndubisi, Malhotra and Chan (2009), Quoquab, Basiruddin and Rasid (2013), Theron, Terblanche & Boshoff (2008), and Yang and Peterson (2004). The use of items from previous studies strengthens credibility and validity as various items of the survey have already been designed to determine factors that influence customer loyalty in B2B relationships. All items were measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale. A total of 254 responses were gathered, 253 of which were complete and included for the final analysis.

Data analysis

The statistical software program SPSS 24 (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) was used for the analysis. Statistical procedures used to analyse the collected data included factor analysis and regression analysis (simple regression analysis). A first-order factor analysis was conducted by means of an exploratory factor analysis (EFA), which is necessary to determine whether constructs qualify to be used in their original forms or whether any constructs should be included or excluded (Yong & Pearce 2013). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which forms part of the second-order analysis, was conducted to test the validity of constructs and hypotheses (Pallant 2013). Simple regression analysis was used to explain the relationship between the independent variables (corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust), the intervening variable (customer satisfaction) and the dependent variable (customer loyalty). A preliminary analysis was conducted to ensure that there were no violations of the underlying assumptions for performing a simple regression analysis. This type of regression analysis was selected to avoid multicollinearity because of the independent variables being highly correlated (Pallant 2013). In addition, the Pearson’s correlation test was used to test for multicollinearity in the relationships between the independent, intervening and the dependent variables. The results indicated that none of the variables correlated higher than 0.9. Therefore, there was no risk of multicollinearity.

Reliability and validity testing

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated for each of the scales that measured the five factors, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. The reliability statistics are represented in Table 1 and illustrate that the different constructs in the study are all reliable as the values are all above 0.7. This confirms that the measurement elements used for the study represented internal consistency reliability (De Vos et al. 2011; Malhotra 2012).
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Exploratory factor analysis

The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy of 0.852 exceeds the cut-off point of 0.7, with a significance level of p < 0.0005 for the Bartlett’s test of sphericity signifying the factorability of the correlation matrix (Pallant 2013). The communalities for all items are above the cut-off point of 0.3, ranging between 0.503 and 0.935. Seven factors with an eigenvalue ≥ 1 have been extracted, explaining 66.89% of the variance. This is above the recommended minimum of 60%. The reproduced correlation matrix indicates only 3% non-redundant residuals. This is below the permissible maximum of 5% non-redundant residuals. The pattern matrix indicates that all items load above 0.5 on a single factor, with loadings ranging between 0.804 and 0.921, while the average loadings per factor all exceed 0.7. Convergent validity of the scale measuring the constructs of the study can therefore be confirmed. Discriminant validity of these scales can also be confirmed because none of the items cross load at above 0.2, and the factor correlation matrix shows that pairs of factors share less than 46% of the variance.

Confirmatory factor analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is used as a tool to examine the nature and extent of interrelationships between observed and latent constructs (Jackson, Purc-Stephenson & Gillaspy 2009; Schreiber et al. 2006). This study selected and adapted scale items from the existing scales, and conducting a confirmatory analysis will thus determine whether the items within each construct are applicable (Pallant 2013). Table 2 includes the results from the CFA.
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There is a few goodness-of-fit indices that are taken into consideration when conducting a CFA. The first measure to be heeded is the Mardia’s coefficient. It is used to determine whether the factors are multivariate normally distributed. If Mardia’s coefficient is less than 3, then there is multivariate normality (Ullman 2006). All items for service quality, perceived value and trust have multivariate normal distribution and therefore allow for the use of maximum likelihood estimates. The factors of corporate image, customisation, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty are not normally distributed. Therefore, they cannot make use of maximum likelihood estimates. For the purpose of this study, chi-squared (χ2) test, degrees of freedom (df), comparative fit index (CFI), standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) were reviewed and reported on. To determine χ2, the maximum likelihood and df are used. According to Schreiber et al. (2006), values for χ2/df of between 2 and 5 showing a good fit are used. The value for χ2/df for corporate image (0.790) was lower than 2, indicating that the factor may have an over-fit and this could mean that the items in the questionnaire may be too closely related. All other values for the selected variables are larger than 2 and this indicates good fit. The CFI measure of good fit includes values ≥ 0.90 (Schreiber et al. 2006). All the values for CFI (except corporate image) for all the factors ranged between 0.942 and 1.000. These values indicate a good fit. The value for the corporate image of CFI = 1.000 indicates a possible over-fit. Standardised root mean squared residual values of 0.08 or lower indicate a good fit (Schreiber et al. 2006). The results show that all SRMR values for all the variables were lower than 0.08 and ranged from 0.02 to 0.033. All factors are therefore a good fit. When reporting on RMSEA values, all values smaller than 0.08 indicate acceptable fit, any values below 0.05 indicate good fit and values smaller than 0.01 indicate exceptionally good fit (Schreiber et al. 2006). The RMSEA values for corporate image (0.000) indicate an exceptionally good fit, while the other factor values above 0.05, but below 0.08, indicate an acceptable fit (service quality) (0.006), perceived value (0.006), customisation (0.007) and trust (0.006). To assess the closeness of fit of the hypotheses, the 90% confidence interval (CI) is considered. All values with a RMSEA value of less than 0.08 are considered to have a good fit. When all measures of good fit are considered, it can be concluded that the model provides an adequate representation of the covariance between the observed variables.

Ethical consideration

The author confirms that ethical clearance was not required for the study.

Results

Profile demographics

The results indicated that the respondents were predominantly male (77%) and white people (71%). The second largest ethnic group was black people (14.2%), and the smallest ethnic representation was Asian people (1.2%). Not all respondents indicated their age group (1.2%) or their level of education (0.4%); however, the majority of the respondents fell within the 31–40 age groups (64%) and held an undergraduate degree (54.2%). In terms of the decision-making level, most respondents indicated that they were influencers (36%), with users (27.7%) and decision-makers (27.3%) also having substantive influence in the decision-making process.

Regression analysis and hypothesis testing

The influence of corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust on customer loyalty

The results of the simple regression analysis displaying the relationships between the independent variables (corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation, trust) and the dependent variable (customer loyalty) are shown in Table 3.
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The R2 values for corporate image (0.603), service quality (0.599), perceived value (0.642), customisation (0.658) and trust (0.691) indicate the extent to which each independent variable explains the variance of customer loyalty, as follows: corporate image 60.3%, service quality 59.9%, perceived value 64.2%, customisation 65.8% and trust 69.1%. The p-value (sig.) for all the independent variables is 0.000. This illustrates that correlation exists between the stated independent variables and the dependent variable (customer loyalty) and indicates that all the independent variables are jointly significant in predicting customer loyalty. The unstandardised beta coefficients for each independent variable were analysed, and the relationship between the independent variables and the dependent variable was found to be significant (a p-value of less than 0.05). The standardised coefficients were evaluated, and it was found that trust (0.831) had the most influence on customer loyalty, followed by customisation (0.811), perceived value (0.801), corporate image (0.777) and service quality (0.774). It can be concluded that hypotheses H7, H8, H9, H10 and H11 are accepted.

The influence of corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust on customer satisfaction

Simple regression analysis was used to explain the relationship between the independent variables (corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust) and the intervening variable (customer satisfaction). The results of the simple regression analysis are shown in Table 4.
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Table 4 reflects the R2 values for corporate image (0.541), service quality (0.617), perceived value (0.662), customisation (0.629) and trust (0.744), which indicate the extent to which each independent variable explains the variance of the dependent variable, as follows: corporate image 54.1%, service quality 61.7%, perceived value 66.2%, customisation 62.9% and trust 74.4%. The p-value (sig.) is 0.000. The unstandardised beta coefficients for each independent variable were analysed, and the relationship between the independent variables and the dependent variable was found to be significant (a p-value of less than 0.05). It can be concluded that hypotheses H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5 are accepted. The standardised coefficients were evaluated, and it was found that trust (0.863) had the most influence on customer satisfaction, followed by perceived value (0.815), customisation (0.794), service quality (0.785) and corporate image (0.736).

The influence of customer satisfaction on customer loyalty

In alignment with the second research objective, simple multiple regression analysis was used to explain the relationship between the intervening variable of customer satisfaction and the dependent variable of customer loyalty. The Pearson’s correlation p-value is 0.000, which is acceptable (according to Pallant 2013) and confirms that the intervening variable (customer satisfaction) and the dependent variable (customer loyalty) are strongly correlated. The results of the simple regression analysis (to evaluate the relationship between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty) are shown in Table 5.
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Based on the results in Table 5, the R2 value was 0.838, indicating that 83.8% of variance in the dependent variable (customer loyalty) is explained by the intervening variable (customer satisfaction). The p-value (sig.) is 0.00. This indicates that correlation between the intervening variable and the dependent variable exists, and therefore customer satisfaction is significant in predicting customer loyalty. The standardised coefficient was also evaluated, and it was found that customer satisfaction is very strong in influencing customer loyalty, with a beta value of 0.915. It can therefore be concluded that H6, which postulates a positive relationship between customer satisfaction and intentional customer loyalty, is accepted.

Discussion and implications

Theoretical implications

This study makes several theoretical contributions. Firstly, the results confirm that the scales of measurements used to measure corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation, trust, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty are both reliable and valid. The proposed model has been verified, confirming the relationships between the antecedents of customer satisfaction and customer loyalty within an ICT industry in South Africa. Trust was established as the most significant variable in predicting both customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, followed by perceived value and customisation. Trust is therefore the most important factor for securing customer satisfaction and customer loyalty in B2B relationships in the ICT industry of an emerging African market.

Secondly, the customer satisfaction experiences of business customers in relation to mobile ICT business service providers in an emerging market do lead to the customer loyalty of this customer group. Thus, the study supports the claims made in theory that the constructs driving customer satisfaction do indeed influence their loyalty towards ICT business service providers in an emerging market context. Therefore, the findings of this study support the empirical research work of Lewis and Soureli (2006), Moolla and Bischoff (2012), and Tu et al. (2011), who established that corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust have a direct and strong influence on the customer satisfaction and ultimate loyalty of business customers. Thirdly, the study contributes to customer satisfaction and customer loyalty theory, as the proposed model explains the influence of corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust on customer satisfaction, eventually leading to customer loyalty. Consequently, the positive influence of customer satisfaction on customer loyalty can assist ICT business service providers in South Africa to achieve increased market share, greater profits and a superior competitive advantage.

Managerial implications

From a managerial perspective, the study provides guidance for the ICT industry in emerging markets in identifying and understanding how corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust influence customer satisfaction, eventually fostering customer loyalty. Relationships with customers are critical to secure business survival in highly competitive markets and also to establish a sustainable competitive advantage (Bhat & Darzi 2016). The following broad guidelines will aid ICT business service providers to improve customer satisfaction and ultimately customer loyalty.

Investing in customer relationship management to enhance customer satisfaction and strengthen customer loyalty

Guideline 1. The investment in CRM should be driven throughout the organisation and form the core of the corporate culture. Satisfying the customer in a credible manner (delivering on every promise) should be driven by example from executive level. Building and maintaining relationships with customers must become everyone’s responsibility.

Guideline 2. Each customer contact department should be enabled to provide the best service to customers. This involves delegating to employees the authority that would enable them to take immediate action to resolve customer requirements. Continuous training on issues relating to face-to-face customer care skills, how to deal with difficult customers and how to engage customers through online platforms should be implemented.

Guideline 3. The importance of relationship marketing and the practical methods used to develop and maintain relationships with customers must be a core component of all training. Employees must be made aware of how their function should contribute towards customer satisfaction.

Guideline 4. Encouraging the entire organisation to focus on satisfying customers should ensure that every encounter between a customer and the service provider is pleasant. Tailoring CRM for each function and helping employees to understand their role in keeping the customer satisfied will assist in employees taking ownership for managing relationships with customers.

Guideline 5. Customers should be made to feel that they are an important component for the survival of their service provider and that the service provider will always act in their best interest. With each successful encounter, trust will be strengthened. Each effort that is made to satisfy the customer will contribute towards customer loyalty.

Guideline 6. To retain the loyalty of their customers, service providers should maintain a good reputation, adhere to regulations in the industry, propose solutions that customers really need and offer services that are superior to those of competitors. Customers should also be rewarded for their loyalty through complimentary products and services and discounts because the value of B2B deals is often substantial. This will ensure that customers return with future business, increasing profitability and competitiveness.

Understanding customer needs to enhance customer satisfaction and strengthen customer loyalty

Guideline 1. Understanding customer needs and expectations in depth will require extensive business planning. This should be a formalised component of dealing with customers, allowing all parties involved in service delivery to be aligned internally and with the customer. A formal process to this end should become a critical part of the customer management strategy, and it must be shared with the entire organisation to ensure alignment and consistency in delivering service excellence.

Guideline 2. Service providers should also understand, monitor and manage the factors in the customer’s immediate environment that could influence their decisions. This will allow for proactive suggestions to customers and enable them to view their service provider as a trusted advisor.

Guideline 3. Customers should be made aware of the efforts made by the service provider to impact and change society through corporate social responsibility. This provides another opportunity to engage directly with customers in an informal setting, to build relationships, to strengthen organisational image and to foster loyalty to the organisation.

Limitations of the study

This study is limited by the fact that only five antecedents, namely corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust, are considered in a single-service setting. However, the study does provide insight regarding the selected antecedents and their influence on the satisfaction and loyalty of business customers in an ICT service provider context. Understanding these factors will empower the ICT industry to satisfy the needs of their business customers and secure their loyalty in the long term.

Conclusion

The aim of the study was to investigate the influence of corporate image, service quality, perceived value, customisation and trust on customer loyalty through customer satisfaction as the intervening variable at an ICT business in South Africa. The results established that having a long-term relationship with customers will encourage prolonged investment with the service provider. The ultimate objective of CRM is to influence customer attitudes and behaviour towards a service provider. These attitudes and behaviours influence the customer’s intention to engage in repurchase behaviour and to resist the urge to switch to a competitor (Agyei & Kilika 2014). It is therefore recommended that the investment in CRM should be driven throughout the organisation and should form the core of the corporate culture. Satisfying the customer in a credible manner (delivering on every promise) should be driven by example from executive level. Building and maintaining relationships with customers must become everyone’s responsibility. Each customer contact department should be enabled to provide the best service to customers. This involves giving employees a certain delegation of authority, which enables them to take immediate action to resolve customer requirements. Continuous training on issues relating to face-to-face customer care skills, how to deal with difficult customers and providing knowledge on how to engage customers through online platforms should be implemented.
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