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A world gone remote 

2021 saw countries around the world entering their second year of the COVID-19 
pandemic, with nationwide lockdowns remaining in force for most of the year in 
many countries. 

As people moved from the office to the home, as well from in-store to online, 
the resulting step change in buying behaviours forced businesses to rethink their 
way of working. 

The shift to remote working also brought with it a move towards asynchronous 
communication, changing not only the way people collaborated, but also the 
way they consumed. 

In the UK, the rollout of a nationwide programme of coronavirus vaccinations in 
the first half of the year enabled the gradual lifting of travel restrictions in the 
second half.  

For many businesses, this meant a return to the office, with the benefits con-
ferred by remote working resulting in the rise of hybrid working as people split 
their time between home and office. 

All of this has resulted in an inexorable acceleration of digital transformation 
strategies, in which CRM software is a key plank, in a world gone remote.  

In November 2021, we carried out our third annual survey of SMEs on the state 
of the CRM software market. 200 respondents across the UK and US gave us 
their views on their challenges.  

The findings in this report are drawn from their responses and should be of inter-
est to anyone who has invested or is considering an investment in CRM.

Welcome to Workbooks’ third annual report on the state of the CRM 
software market. This year’s findings have highlighted CRM’s im-
portance in helping organisations adapt to the changes in the busi-
ness landscape over the last two years, but they also emphasise 
the real need for organisations to take a different approach to CRM 
– one that starts with the business outcomes they want to achieve
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Challenges 

In terms of our respondents’ current biggest challenges, for most this fell into two areas – 
41 (21%) reported automation/digital transformation and 40 (20%) reported staff short-
age. This highlights the fundamental shift in ways of working over the last couple of years 
as businesses have moved online, together with furloughs, layoffs, and resignations. 

After the WHO declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic in March 2020, Microsoft 
CEO Satya Nadella reported “two years of digital transformation in two months”, as busi-
nesses around the world were forced to adapt to “a world of remote everything”. 

18 months later, having accelerated the digitisation of their processes over the last 18 
months, businesses are now leveraging the data from them to improve the way they 
work.  

An alternative conclusion that we can draw from these results is that businesses are 
automating their processes in response to staff shortages, using technology to improve 
productivity, collaboration, and consistency to work better, together and in the right way. 

Where we asked about respondents’ future challenges, it was a slightly different sto-
ry – while automation/digital transformation was still top of mind for most people, with 
45 (23%) identifying it as their biggest challenge in future, 35 (18%) pointed to chang-
ing customer demand as the biggest challenge facing them in the months and years to 
come. 

Together with a changing commercial landscape for most businesses, customers have 
also seen a change in the way they buy, with the pandemic driving a similar shift in buying 
behaviour itself already informed and influenced by the experience provided by Amazon 
and other online retailers. This change in behaviour is forcing many businesses to re-eval-
uate how they serve customers in a world that has moved online. 

It’s worth noting that staff shortage is still on the minds of many businesses, with 29 
(15%) citing it as a future business challenge. This suggests that businesses will need to 
do more with less by standardising and automating their processes using software in 
response to a shortage of staff.
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Of the 200 respondents to this year’s survey, 
135 (68%) already had a CRM in place. Of those, 
the highest percentage (31%) had 
Implemented CRM before the pandemic, with a 
further 13% having implemented in 2020.  

One conclusion we can draw from this is that, 
following the lockdown in March 2020, busi-
nesses quickly recognised the need for greater 
digitisation of their way of working, with CRM 
as a key component of the broader ‘system of 
systems’ in helping to run their day-to-day op-
erations in an increasingly online world. 

65 (32%) didn’t already have a CRM in place, al-
though of those, the highest percentage (38%) 
planned to implement a CRM in future. Of 
respondents who didn’t already have a CRM in 
place, most use spreadsheets to manage their 
data.

Does your organisation use a Customer
 Relationship Management (CRM) System?

YES

NO

When Did Your Organisation First Deploy 
CRM 

31% 18%

16% 16%

13% 6%

68%

32%



In terms of top priorities for implementing a CRM, 18% reported the need to retain
 existing customers, with 17% citing the need to acquire new customers. Improving the 
productivity of customer facing staff, together with improving the customer experience 
were next in line, with selling more to existing customers coming in close behind. 

These results speak to CRM’s core use case in supporting marketing and sales in 
increasing revenue, but also its ability to help improve the customer experience.

 

13%

8%

What were / are the top 3 priorities of your CRM Im-
plementation?

18%

Keep/ Retain 
Existing Customers

17%

Attract/ Acquire New 
Customers

Improve Customer 
Experience 

13%

Improve Productivity 
of Customer Facing 

Staff

Sell More to Existing 
Customers

Reduce Operational 
Costs

12% 10% 9%

Offer more products / 
Services 

Better Business 
Insights

13%

8%



With CRM rapidly approaching commodity status, in 
that many CRMs on the market are becoming 
indistinguishable in terms of features and functionality.

Of the criteria for choosing a CRM, features and functionality remains firmly near the 
top of the list for the professionals we surveyed this year. With CRM rapidly approaching 
commodity status, in that many CRMs on the market are becoming indistinguishable 
in terms of features and functionality, businesses’ focus on these forms a remarkable 
throughline in the last three years of our survey.

Lower on the list of criteria this year, but still among the most important for respondents 
were the costs of user licences and implementation. These results point up the way in 
which the CRM market works, where software vendors sell licences and third-party
implementation partners sell professional services.

This can often be made worse where businesses only have budget for the CRM project in 
the first year and either can’t or don’t want to ask for more money in the second or third 
year. As a result, many businesses front-load their CRM project with everything they think 
they might need in future and then try to implement it all in the first year, which
increases the risk of their CRM project failing.

“
”

Interrogations 
with other 

business apps 

15%

Features and 
Functions  

14%

Cost of user 
licences  

13%

Cost of
Implementation  

13%

Cost of
support

9%

Expertise of 
solutions provider

 in my sector 

9% 8%

Consulting
and

Training 

Deployment 
Option  

8%

Implementation  

6% 4%

Reputation 
Of vendor



Integration with other business applications was the most important criterion for 
choosing a CRM for our respondents, which reinforces the theme we’ve already seen 
here and elsewhere in this report – CRM and its data’s importance to the day-to-day 
running of the business.

In your Opinion, what integrations 
are Critical for CRM?

Marketing Automation

Order Processing  / Finance

Event Management 

ERP

Phone System 

Other: Linkedin Sales 
Nav

19%

16%

15%

13%

10%

10%

9%     

8%

Website

Social Media 



In terms of CRM capabilities, our respondents reported customer service 
management as their most important consideration – a significant shift in focus from 
last year where customer service management was strictly second tier for 
respondents. This perhaps reflects CRM’s growing role both in giving customers a
better experience and in retaining existing customers – especially over the last two 
years, during which interactions between many businesses and customers have 
moved online. 

Contact management remains among the most important capabilities our 
respondents looked for in CRM, together with pipeline management and forecasting. 
This result consolidates contact management as the core critical capability for CRM 
among our respondents, which is consistent with responses in previous years. 

Taken in tandem with the rise of customer service management as a priority, this 
year’s results seem to show an increasing application of CRM from pre-sales to
post-sales. 

Sales force automation and sales performance management both come a close third 
in our respondents’ most important capabilities, which have seen a similar shift in 
focus from last year as customer service management and speak to respondents’ 
reported need to acquire new customers. 

As we’ve seen in previous years, analytics and reporting remain a lower priority for our 
respondents. Together with the importance placed on integration elsewhere in this 
report, this result suggests that respondents don’t view CRM as the platform on which 
they carry out data analysis or reporting.

Features and Functions 



Which Functionalities are the most 
important to you?

Customer Service Management

Contact Management

Pipeline Management and
 Forecasting

Sales Performance 
Management

SFA

Lead Generation

Mobile  

Social 

Task / Activity and Workflow 
Management 

Analytics and Reporting 

SOP 

Call Centre Automation

Invoice and Credit Note

Customer Journey Mapping

Artificial Intelligence 

12%

11%

10%

10%

9%

9%

7%

6%

5%

5%

4%

3%

2%

2%

Supplier Management 

2%

2%



Implementation 

In terms of obstacles to implementing a CRM, this year’s responses tell a similar
story to previous years, with resistance to change being the biggest obstacle for 
most.

This points to a need for CRM to be part of a broader strategy, in which everyone 
affected by the implementation of CRM can be involved in its selection. This makes 
sure that businesses can get buy-in from everyone involved and enable greater adop-
tion throughout the business. Where CRM is misperceived as ‘just another software 
application’, businesses will find it difficult to get commitment and participation 
from those who don’t understand its benefits.

Taking a technology-first approach is a fast track 
to failure in finding the right CRM – organisations 
first need to identify the business outcomes that 
they want to achieve from their investment. It’s 

only when they’ve been able to define and prioritise 
business outcomes that organisations can really 

understand their requirements for CRM and be able 
to set clear expectations for implementing it.

“

”John Cheney
CEO 
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What Obstacles has your CRM 
Implementation(s) encountered?

Users Resistant to 
Change

Availability of 
Resources 

Complexity of Data 
Migration

Lack of IT Skills

Lack of Guidance and 
support re 
implementation

Could not quantify the 
Value of CRM/ how it 
would help 

Changing Scope / lack 
of clearly defined 
Requirements

Poor fit of Solution/ or 
implementation 
partner to our culture 
and goals 

Lack of sponsorship 
from senior staff 

Cost

Understanding of our 
own business 
processes 

Many respondents reported a lack of re-
sources available to implement CRM in 
addition to carrying out their own roles 
and responsibilities. This again seems 
to suggest that businesses are imple-
menting CRM separately from the to 
the way in which the business works, re-
quiring the diversion of resources rather 
than its integration into the day-to-day 
running of the business.

Another conclusion that we can draw is 
that the accelerated timescale to which 
many businesses have been working 
over the last two years in terms of dig-
ital transformation has resulted in the 
implementation of CRM being just one 
of many competing priorities within the 
business.

The complexity of data migration and/
or integrations was the next biggest 
obstacle for many, which emphasises 
CRM’s role as a key component of a 
wider ‘system of systems’ exchanging 
information within a business – and, 
more importantly, the value of data held 
in the CRM itself, both to the business 
processes supported by CRM, as well as 
other processes and systems that make 
use of information gathered and ana-
lysed by the CRM.

13%

12%

11%

10%

9%

9%

9%

8%

7%

7%

6%



28%
Poor fit to needs

26% 
Complexity of integration
 with other business apps

22% 
Poor adoption

17%
Platform not growing

 with our needs

19% 
Failed implementation

5% 
Cost

Of the 135 respondents who reported already having implemented CRM, more 
than half reported having switched CRM in the past.

Have You Switched CRM Systems?

YES NO

44%56%

Of the reasons for the switch, 19% reported difficulty with the complexity of integra-Of the reasons for the switch, 19% reported difficulty with the complexity of integra-
tion with other business applications. This suggests a recurring theme – that of CRM’s tion with other business applications. This suggests a recurring theme – that of CRM’s 
importance, or else of the importance of the data that it gathers and analyses – to importance, or else of the importance of the data that it gathers and analyses – to 
other systems and processes within the business. Whether the difficulty reported other systems and processes within the business. Whether the difficulty reported 
by respondents is caused by the CRM itself or by other systems, our results highlight by respondents is caused by the CRM itself or by other systems, our results highlight 
SMEs’ need for systems to push and pull data between each other in supporting busi-SMEs’ need for systems to push and pull data between each other in supporting busi-
ness processes effectively.ness processes effectively.



Of the respondents that didn’t already have a CRM in place, 46% were considering 
implementing it, with 74% planning to do so within the next two years. These results 
suggest that respondents already see the value CRM can add to their business, as well 
as the importance of implementing it in the short term.

Why Does Your Organisation Not Use  
A CRM?

If Your Considering CRM, When Are 
You Planning To Start The Project?

We Plan To Use CRM 
In The future

Other Not Good Value 
for money 

Not An Effective 
Way For Us To 

Manage Customers 

We Tried But It 
Did Not Work In 

Our
Organisation 

38% 26% 15% 12% 8%

Within a
year

Within the 
next 2 years

Within the 
next 6 Months

Within the 
next 6 months

37% 37% 17% 10%



CRM is a journey
The acceleration of digital transformation over the last couple of years means that it’s 
never been more important for businesses to give everyone the tools they need to work 
where and how they need.

When it comes to CRM, businesses can lower the risk of losing focus on their goals and 
make it more likely that software can help to achieve them by approaching CRM as a
 process – a journey – rather than a project.

Before they invest in software, everyone involved needs to understand and agree the 
business’ goals in implementing CRM. This means businesses can align the systems and 
teams that will be integrated and involved with CRM to achieve a shared vision of 
success.

In addition, businesses should choose their company on their CRM journey carefully. 
Rather than buying twice from a software vendor and an implementation partner,
businesses can lower the cost and risk of failure of their CRM project by buying once from 
a vendor that provides both software and services.

To lower both the cost of implementation and the risk of failure even further, vendors that 
provide both software and services may also offer co-funded implementation services. 
These make it more likely that businesses can right-size their implementation and create 
the conditions for the long-term success of their CRM project.

In being able to do so, this makes choosing and implementing a CRM that meets the 
needs of the business easier, which in turn makes attracting and retaining customers 
easier. And with a shared understanding of the goals that CRM is helping to achieve, 
businesses can more clearly see a return on their CRM investment.
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