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Sustaining customer relationships through internal relationship marketing 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Relationship marketing involves the creation and distribution of value through mutual cooperation 

and independence (Sheth 1994).  Internal relationship marketing centres on the internal market of 

the organisation and proposes that an organisation will not be successful on the external market if it 

has not first taken care of its internal customers.  The purpose of this paper is to consider the role of 

internal relationship marketing in sustaining customer relationships through the presentation of 

findings from one business services organisation.   

 

 

Introduction 

 

Researchers started looking beyond the simple dyadic transaction and placing emphasis on 

marketing relationships during the 1970’s (Healy, Hastings, Brown and Gardiner 2001).  Relationship 

based approaches to marketing offer a reformist stakeholder agenda with an emphasis on 

stakeholder collaboration beyond the immediacy of market transactions (Payne, Ballantyne and 

Christopher 2005).  This body of literature puts collaboration in focus and suggests that all parties 

actively assume responsibility to make relationships and networks functional (Gummesson 1996).  

The emphasis on relationship marketing is particularly prevalent in services research where 

relationships, networks and interaction have been found to be at the core of both consumer and 

business services marketing (Gummesson 2004).  The purpose of this paper is to consider internal 

relationship marketing and its role in sustaining long term customer relationship for business 

services organisations. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Relationship marketing represents a strategic response by organisations to gain competitive 

advantage that is based on an appreciation of the interdependence among market players and 

recognition that mutual effort based upon trust and commitment will allow firms to remain 

competitive (Veloutsou, Saren and Tzokas 2002).  In the business to business market this is of 

particular relevance as the level of interdependence between individuals and organisations in the 

service of customer’s is increasing.  Internal relationship marketing has been proposed as an 

approach to closing the gap between the different constituencies in organisations and developing 



more co-operative relations (Davis 2001).  This is very much needed, especially in service firms, 

where secondary relationships with employees (with managers, co-workers and other departments) 

have a direct influence on relationships with customers.  

 

In the business services market the customer’s estimation of the value of the service is greatly 

influenced by the inter-relationships that the organisation is able to nurture, as it is these 

relationships that ultimately denote the core competence of the service package (Kandampully and 

Duddy 1999).  Internal marketing is based upon an understanding that no single management 

function is effective if it operates in isolation as a result of the different operations, people and skills 

involved in the creation and delivery of services to customers (Ahmed and Rafiq 2003).  The focus of 

internal relationship marketing is the internal stakeholder market of the organisation which 

comprises all of the internal departments and employees of the organisation (Christopher et al. 

1991).  One of the most promising uses lies in building and changing relationships across levels and 

between organisational constituencies.   

 

The basic premise is that relational exchanges that occur within the organisation need to be 

successful or the organisation will be unable to meet the requirements of external relationships and 

will find it difficult to sustain both internal and external relationships. 

 

The focal relationships to be examined for the purpose of this paper are limited to those between 

management, sales people and service consultants in business services organisations.  The reason 

for this is that sales people and service consultants represent the boundary spanners of an 

organisation and they are likely to have the greatest impact upon relationships with customers.  In 

addition, it is the responsibility of management to ensure that employees experience good quality in 

their relationships within the organisation (Liljander 2000). 

 

The goal of internal relationship marketing is to plan and build, close and flexible, relationships with 

internal parties to improve internal processes continuously (Ahmed and Rafiq 2003).  Management 

has a pivotal role in this process that encompasses selling ideas up the line, convincing people in 

other departments to do things, or convincing a subordinate to take on a difficult task (Davis 2001).  

In addition, managers of service departments are expected to market their departments, which may 

be in competition with external service providers, to internal user.   It is assumed that management 

who ensure the well being of their employees will also be successful in maintaining external 

customer relationships. 

 

The focus of sales people is the creation and maintenance of long term relationships with a large 

number of individuals in a few large customer organisations (Gummesson 1996).  The role of the 

salesperson has been questioned as to whether they need to understand a product or service in 

depth, or if a skilled sales person could sell anything, whereby the skills of selling outrank product 

knowledge (Gummesson 2004).  In the case of complex, high tech business services an intimate 

technical knowledge of the service is required to sell and deliver the service to the customer, which 



is beyond the role of the sales person.  Further, the inherent characteristic of inseparable production 

and consumption in services means that service consulting is a component of the sales persons 

offering to the customer (Gronroos 1994).  This indicates the importance of internal relationship 

marketing for the sales person as they have a large degree of dependence on the service consultants 

in order to create and maintain relationships with customers. 

 

Service consultants represent the boundary between the internal and external market as many of 

these employees spend more time at the customers’ organisation than at their own (Gummesson 

1996).  These employees are an integral part of the organisation as they constantly represent the 

organisation to the customer they are in contact with (Liljander 2000) and their dissatisfaction or 

departure will impact upon the customer.  The importance of internal relationship marketing is to 

ensure that employee satisfaction is enhanced and employee turnover reduced because of the 

personal relationships that develop between service consultants and customers.  The current study 

has been undertaken to consider the role of internal relationship marketing in sustaining long term 

customer relationships in business service organisations. 

 

 

Research Method and Data Analysis 

 

This research is being undertaken within one case organisation and comprises multiple methods of 

data collection through the adoption of a content analysis of company reports and documents, in-

depth interviews, internal network mapping and an examination of the structures and processes 

that exist within the organisation.  The advantage of this approach is “that an entire organisation or 

entity can be investigated in depth and with meticulous attention to detail” (Zikmund 1994 p.94).  

The chosen case organisation operates in the business to business market and is the Australian and 

New Zealand division of a large multinational I.T. solutions company.  The customer market for this 

organisation is limited to very large companies operating in the Australian business environment. 

 

The selection of respondents was conducted in three stages so as ensure that the respondents 

interviewed interacted with one another and with common customers so as to ascertain whether 

internal relationship marketing impacts upon relationships with customers.  Firstly sales people and 

their management were interviewed and asked to identify the services consultants who worked 

within their customer accounts.  Then the service consultants and their management were 

interviewed and requested to identify additional staff they interacted with.  Finally, additional 

service consultants and sales people were interviewed and personnel from other functional areas 

including human resources, marketing and business operations. 

 

The in-depth interviews were transcribed and NVivo is being used for data management, coding and 

theme identification.  This is an ongoing process as the interview data are integrated with the 

company reports and documents obtained from the case organisation.  The internal network maps 



were used to understand the degree of connectivity between the respondents, to identify additional 

interview respondents as well as ascertaining which employees belong to which customer account 

within the organisation.  The data was then grouped according to the customer organisation that the 

sales and service consultants are currently employed within.  The data analysis is still in the very 

preliminary stages and so the findings presented here are general issues that affect internal 

relationship marketing and external customer relationships across the organisation.  As such, only 

those interviews conducted with management, sales people and service consultants have been 

included in this analysis as contained in Table 1. 

 

 

Table 1  Interview Respondents 

 

Regional Manager
(1)

Sales

Sales Managers (2)

Sales People (6)

Services

Practice Managers (3)

Consultants (16)

 

 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

The case organisation is split into the capital cities of four regions in Australia and New Zealand; 

NSW, Victoria, the ACT and New Zealand.  The New Zealand region was not included in this project 

as a result of cost constraints.  The NSW sales manager currently incorporates the ACT in their role.  

The sales department are remunerated individually on their sales of hardware, software and 

professional services.  Each sales person is responsible for one customer account and when they are 

not located at the customer organisation they work from the organisations office within the capital 

city of the region. 

 

The professional service consultants work in two capacities, firstly as pre-sales consultants 

developing the sale with the sales people and secondly as post-sales consultants where they deliver 

the I.T. solution to the customer.  More senior service consultants predominantly work in a pre-sales 

capacity whilst the more junior consultants operate post sales.  This group are remunerated on the 

basis of total revenue and they are rewarded as a group, based upon the region to which they 

belong.  One region of this department has what are termed as ‘virtual offices’ which means that the 

consultants either work at the customer organisation or from home.  In the other three regions the 

consultants work predominantly within the customer organisation and any remaining time is spent 

working at ‘hot desks’ within the head office of the organisation within their region. 



 

This brief introduction highlights a number of inconsistencies that exist between the regions and the 

departments of this organisation which are impacting upon internal and external relationships.  

Firstly inconsistent remuneration of the sales and service department has severely impacted the 

relationships between the sales people and service consultants within some customer accounts.  In 

these accounts the sales people have a tendency to undersell the services component of the sale 

which reduces the total revenue earned by the service consultants.  Therefore, the sales people 

make their quota and earn their commission whilst disregarding the fact that the service 

consultant’s incentives are aligned with revenue.  At the extreme the sales people outsource the 

service component of the sale to overseas consulting firms. 

 

This situation points to a lack of internal relationship marketing by the management of the 

organisation.  Internal relationship marketing incorporates the ongoing influence of existing patterns 

of managerial behaviour; and special programs or campaigns that may be mounted to promote a 

particular objective, strategy or issue (Davis 2001).  At the upper level of management remuneration 

strategies have been developed that place specific emphasis on and reward the sales department 

but this occurs at the expense of the services department.  At the department level it is the 

responsibility of the department managers to internally market the services of their department to 

internal users.  However, the department managers are remunerated in the same way as their 

subordinates and this does not provide them with any incentives to change their subordinate’s 

behaviour.  Therefore, 

 

P1 The foundation for internal relationship marketing is consistency in management 

 strategies across the organisation 

 

Secondly, there are inconsistencies in the nature of employment for the service consultants residing 

in different regions.  The adoption of ‘virtual offices’ by one region occurred six months prior to this 

research being undertaken within the case organisation and presents new challenges for the case 

organisation and their internal relationship marketing.   The ‘virtual’ consultant’s had mixed feelings 

about this arrangement and many were very concerned about how disengaged they felt with their 

organisation as a result of limited communication and connectivity with the organisation.  They also 

expressed concern that they were simply being considered as commodities rather than as 

employees by the organisation.  At the extreme one respondent was considering leaving the 

organisation to work for a customer organisation and another respondent identified several 

employees who had already left the organisation prior to the commencement of this research.  

Therefore, 

 

P3 Internal relationship marketing is necessary to enhance employee satisfaction reduce 

 employee turnover; and ensure positive reinforcement of customer relationships. 

 



The lack of internal relationship marketing by upper level management appears to be driven by a 

short term focus on sales and profit rather than the long term objective of sustained customer 

relationships.  However, the organisation is selling a solution to the customer that requires a long 

term implementation period in which the organisations service consultants, and those that they 

have outsourced to, will be in direct contact with customers.  As such, the break down in 

relationships internally is starting to affect the relationships that the organisation has with some 

customers.  In one situation the majority of the service consulting was outsourced to external service 

providers.  This meant that the customer organisation was exposed to contracted service 

consultants with a limited understanding of the case organisations objectives and offerings or the 

customer organisations priorities.  In addition, a component of the consulting was outsourced 

overseas which presented significant cultural barriers that the management of the project were 

untrained to understand. 

 

In another situation the consultants were largely neglected during the pre-sale phase; they were 

undersold to the customer organisation and the time frame for implementation was half of what it 

should have been.  This put a significant amount of pressure on the delivery team such that a lot of 

mistakes were made in the implementation period which became evident, and needed to be fixed, 

once the customer commenced using the technology.  In addition, a number of service consultants 

commented that the actual solution should not have been sold to the customer as it did not match 

the profile of the business.  Currently, the relationship between the case organisation and the 

customer does not extend beyond maintenance of the current solution. 

 

P2 Internal relationship marketing is important to ensure that there is congruence  between 

the sales promise and the service delivery in order to create and maintain  long term customer 

relationships. 

 

 

Limitations and Conclusions 

 

The purpose of this paper was to consider the role of internal relationship marketing in sustaining 

long term customer relationships in business service organisations.  The findings indicate that 

internal relationship marketing flows down from upper level management through the strategies 

and objectives they set for the organisation.  Therefore, internal relationship marketing may be a 

natural consequence of how performance is structured and how management and members behave 

and relate to one another (Davis 2001).  The limitation of the paper centres on the preliminary stage 

of the data analysis which limits the findings to a broad understanding of the role of internal 

relationship marketing.  However subsequent analysis is being undertaken at the customer account 

level to provide an in-depth understanding of the role of internal relationship marketing in 

sustaining customer relationships. 
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