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Putting customers online
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The maritime industry has a tailor-made communications channel often overlooked in the internet, says James Varga, CEO of Squarepeg, an online customer relationship management (CRM) specialist to the maritime industry
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It’s not a new concept. Today, every business sector has heard of CRM and its ability to empower companies to improve their business processes and thereby gain a competitive advantage by integrating all customer-related functions within the organisation.  

The concept has become an essential part of the corporate strategy of all successful businesses and the maritime industry is no exception.

But there has to be a wake-up call to ensure this enhanced communications channel is widely used across the spectrum of services offered by the maritime and shipping industry. 

The maritime industry, in the last few years, has really started to re-evolve; moving from what was a traditionally led environment into a technology-enabled one. This has started to embrace the myriad of communications and infrastructure technologies available.  

We are moving beyond the infrastructure technology that has been the focal point in establishing a global communication platform between ships, cruise liners or even oil rigs and their worldwide offices, to assimilating the virtual office anywhere in the world. 

In and amongst all this, online CRM is the enabler – a core business communicator – similar to having a complete suite of office tools at sea. 

From a maritime perspective, there are obvious benefits in deploying online CRM. Buyers and suppliers interact in non-streamlined and complex ways; these transactions need to be conducted efficiently. 

And there is a great deal of knowledge to be gained from the interactions. This information also needs to be managed and utilised.

Indeed, CRM is the facilitator it enables users to take advantage of one single discipline common to us all - that is to help you sell!

SUBHEAD

Business advantage

The maritime industry is a very competitive environment and another reason why any gaining any business advantage is critical! What type of advantage are we talking about? Well, we’re talking about those gained by adopting web-enabled, online CRM. 
On line CRM is about adopting a customer-centric focus in selling and supporting your client base. When we get down to the real business benefits, there are issues such as, how do we sell better? How do we understand your sales process? How do we capture all those leads and make sure that each one is addressed and qualified?  

What that means to the maritime industry is that you become better at managing your sales teams. Online CRM tools are there to help you sell better and this covers many different aspects, particularly from a risk management and a resource management level
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Salespeople

In the maritime industry there are many seasoned sales people who are hired purely for their personal contacts – but how do you ensure these contacts stay with business rather than leave if your sales person opts to leave? Can you guarantee that the customers stay loyal to the business and don’t leave with the sales person? 
Online CRM tools would help re-dress that problem and break this traditional cycle of sales people moving from company to company for a better salary or commission structure, because it actively promotes interaction with clients and continuously engages them, locking them in to your business culture and making it difficult for them to break away.

Clients quickly become your business clients as opposed to the sales person clients. Hence, we shift the trend from being sales person specific to corporate specific. 
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Knowledge management

Moreover, online CRM is also about knowledge management. Taking this customer-centric focus and through managing the interaction between company and client, building the knowledge management and storing corporate information and customer information all within one central place, a vital communication component in the maritime industry.

Online applications, such as salesforce.com, allow business to access the type of tools and the type of resources traditionally reserved for bigger enterprise, so irrespective of your shipping fleet or type of maritime product range, as this is a service available on line it doesn’t matter what sort of resources or infrastructure you have – as long as you have access to the internet you can access the tools.

Online CRM integrates seamlessly with existing management systems and encompasses back-office integration, reporting, customer contact and information – all within an extremely secure environment.

Most importantly, your best customers want to be treated as important individuals. They expect each of your customer contact points to recognise them — and the value of their relationship. 
In addition, prospects and customers will always demand personalised communications that demonstrate you understand their value. CRM can help you apply one-to-one relationship marketing techniques by unifying your marketing, sales, and customer service/support with an easy-to-use, web-based integrated system.

Online CRM is about creating an corporate wide customer-centric focus.  Supporting businesses with the tools to help with prospecting for new leads, through the sales process and across marketing activity and customer support – principally four business tools vital to the maritime industry wrapped into a single solution. 
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Customers

Online CRM is focused on prospecting and retaining customers. From the prospecting side, there are things like lead management, which traditionally is a piece of paper-type process, on the understanding of the 80/20 rule, i.e. if you go to a conference or go to an expo or send out a mailing, you maybe get 100 respondents – 20 per cent of those are ones you really want to follow up, 80 per cent are going to be binned.

Online CRM supports a good, clean process, but whilst there is lot of businesses out there servicing the maritime sector, it is equally important to manage that process - prioritising the important leads and applying the right resource at the right time to the opportunities for business that most positively benefits your bottom line. 

By prioritising, you have already focused on who you want to target – those potential clients that have the potential for revenue – stepping back at a higher level in terms of lead management, you can also do a lot on online lead capturing integration.

Salesforce.com is a flexible tool that is completely customisable, it is therefore very flexible. All that needs to be done is to take our experience and our knowledge of the maritime industry, using best practices and make the online tool fit seamlessly into your business.
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