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المستخلص
تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى تحليل أثر إدارة علاقات العملاء (CRM) على نمو مبيعات المشاريع في الأسواق التنافسية بالمملكة العربية السعودية, مع التركيز بشكل خاص على قطاع معالجة المياه والحلول البيئية. ويعمل هذا القطاع ضمن بيئة مبيعات معقدة تعتمد على المشاريع الهندسية، ودورات بيع طويلة، وتقييمات فنية دقيقة، وتعدد أصحاب المصلحة، مما يجعل إدارة علاقات العملاء أداة حيوية لتعزيز التفاعل مع العملاء وتحسين نتائج المبيعات. وتتمثل مشكلة البحث في تحديد مدى مساهمة مكونات إدارة علاقات العملاء بما في ذلك إدارة معرفة العملاء، إدارة التفاعل مع العملاء، البنية التكنولوجية لنظام CRM، واستراتيجيات الاحتفاظ بالعملاء في تحسين أداء مبيعات المشاريع.
اعتمدت الدراسة على منهج مختلط يجمع بين الأسلوبين الكمي والنوعي. حيث تم جمع البيانات الكمية من خلال استبيان شمل (102) من المهنيين العاملين في المبيعات وإدارة علاقات العملاء والأقسام الفنية التجارية في شركات معالجة المياه بالمملكة. كما تم جمع البيانات النوعية من خلال مقابلات شبه منظمة مع ثمانية من الخبراء والمديرين في القطاع. وأظهرت النتائج أن إدارة علاقات العملاء تترك أثراً قوياً وإيجابياً على نمو مبيعات المشاريع، وكانت استراتيجيات الاحتفاظ بالعملاء وإدارة معرفة العملاء الأكثر تأثيراً. كما تبين أن CRM يسهم في تحسين إدارة المناقصات، ودقة التنبؤ بالمبيعات، والتنسيق بين فرق المبيعات والفريق الفني. ومع ذلك، كشفت الدراسة عن تحديات تشمل ضعف تبني المستخدمين للنظام، وعدم تكامل الأنظمة، وعدم انتظام إدخال البيانات.
تسهم هذه الدراسة في سد الفجوة البحثية المتعلقة بتطبيق CRM في الصناعات الفنية المعتمدة على المشاريع في المملكة العربية السعودية، وتقدم توصيات عملية لتعزيز تطبيق إدارة علاقات العملاء ودعم القدرة التنافسية للشركات.
الكلمات المفتاحية: إدارة علاقات العملاء، مبيعات المشاريع، الاحتفاظ بالعملاء، معالجة المياه، المملكة العربية السعودية، الأسواق التنافسية، أداء المبيعات.





Abstract

This research examines the impact of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) on the growth of project sales within competitive markets in Saudi Arabia, with a specific focus on the water treatment and environmental solutions sector. As organizations in this sector operate within complex, engineering-driven project environments characterized by long sales cycles, technical evaluation stages, and multiple stakeholders, CRM has become a critical tool for enhancing customer engagement and improving sales outcomes. The purpose of this study is to evaluate how CRM practices including customer knowledge management, customer interaction management, CRM technology infrastructure, and customer retention strategies contribute to the performance of project sales.
A mixed-method research design was adopted. Quantitative data were collected through a structured survey completed by 102 professionals working in sales, CRM, and technical-commercial functions in Saudi water treatment companies. Qualitative insights were gathered through semi-structured interviews with eight senior industry professionals. Findings reveal that CRM has a strong and significant positive effect on project sales growth, with customer retention strategies and customer knowledge management emerging as the most influential factors. CRM was also found to improve tender management, forecasting accuracy, and coordination between sales and technical teams. However, challenges such as limited user adoption, insufficient system integration, and inconsistent data entry reduce CRM effectiveness.
This study contributes to the limited literature on CRM within project-based technical industries in Saudi Arabia and provides practical recommendations for strengthening CRM implementation to enhance competitiveness.
Keywords: CRM, project sales, customer retention, water treatment, Saudi Arabia, competitive markets, sales performance.
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1.1 Introduction
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) has become a central strategic pillar for organizations operating in highly competitive markets. In sectors driven by project sales—such as water treatment and environmental solutions—the ability of firms to develop, retain, and expand customer relationships directly influences sales performance and long-term market positioning. Saudi Arabia’s water treatment industry is undergoing significant expansion as a result of Vision 2030 priorities, increasing private sector participation, and continuous investment in water infrastructure, wastewater treatment, industrial effluent management, and sustainable environmental technologies. Consequently, firms operating in this sector face increasing competition, more sophisticated customer expectations, and pressure to demonstrate technical, commercial, and operational value.
In such a dynamic environment, CRM plays a critical role in supporting project-based sales. Unlike traditional product sales, project sales depend heavily on long selling cycles, multiple stakeholders, technical evaluations, and continuous post-award interactions. CRM enables organizations to organize customer information, automate follow-ups, manage tender pipelines, understand client needs, and provide tailored solutions that enhance the probability of winning bids. Additionally, CRM supports collaboration among technical, sales, and management teams—an essential factor in solution-based industries such as water treatment.
Despite the growing adoption of CRM systems in Saudi Arabia, little empirical research has examined how CRM contributes to the growth of project sales in the Saudi water treatment and environmental solutions sector specifically. Most existing studies focus on general CRM benefits, such as customer satisfaction or marketing efficiency, without addressing how CRM influences the complex and competitive environment of project bidding, proposal development, and solution engineering.
This study, therefore, aims to investigate the impact of CRM on the growth of project sales in competitive markets in Saudi Arabia, with a dedicated focus on the water treatment and environmental solutions sector. Through a mixed-method approach combining quantitative survey data and qualitative interviews with industry professionals, the research seeks to provide a deeper understanding of CRM’s role in enhancing sales growth, improving customer engagement, and strengthening competitive advantage.

1.2 Literature Review
Research on CRM has evolved significantly over the past two decades. Scholars generally define CRM as a strategic process supported by technology designed to manage customer interactions, improve customer value, and optimize organizational performance. CRM is typically considered to include four main dimensions: customer knowledge management, customer interaction management, CRM technology infrastructure, and customer retention strategies.
Studies indicate that CRM contributes positively to organizational performance by enhancing communication, improving customer satisfaction, supporting decision-making, and increasing loyalty. In project-based industries, CRM has been found to reduce sales cycle time, enable more accurate forecasting, and improve coordination between sales and technical teams.
In the context of Saudi Arabia, CRM adoption has increased significantly across various industries due to digital transformation initiatives. However, limited academic attention has been given to the impact of CRM on project sales growth specifically within the water treatment sector. This sector is characterized by complex tendering processes, customer-specific engineering requirements, and long-term service expectations—factors that require a structured approach to managing relationships.
Existing literature highlights that organizations that invest in CRM systems experience improvements in:
· Lead generation and qualification
· Customer retention
· Pipeline transparency
· Responsiveness to customer inquiries
· Accuracy of proposals and tender submissions
· After-sales service management
Nevertheless, more empirical evidence is needed to understand how these improvements translate into measurable growth in project sales within competitive markets, particularly in specialized technical sectors such as water treatment and environmental solutions.
This study fills this research gap by providing sector-specific evidence and examining the CRM dimensions that most influence project sales performance in Saudi Arabia.

1.3 Research Problem
Although CRM is widely recognized as an important strategic tool, organizations in the Saudi water treatment and environmental solutions sector vary in how effectively they implement and utilize CRM systems. Many firms invest in CRM software but do not achieve the expected improvements in sales performance. Others use CRM primarily as a reporting tool rather than a strategic enabler of customer insights and project pipeline management.
This discrepancy raises the central research problem:
What is the impact of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) on the growth of project sales in competitive markets in Saudi Arabia, particularly within the water treatment and environmental solutions sector?
Sub-questions include:
1. How does CRM influence customer acquisition in competitive project-based markets?
2. How does CRM enhance customer retention and loyalty?
3. To what extent does CRM improve project sales performance and tender success rates?
4. Which CRM components have the strongest impact on sales growth?
5. What challenges hinder CRM effectiveness in the Saudi water treatment sector?
1.4 Research Hypotheses
Based on the literature and preliminary observations, the study proposes the following hypotheses:
H1: CRM has a positive and significant impact on the growth of project sales in the Saudi water treatment and environmental solutions sector.
H2: Effective customer knowledge management positively influences project sales performance.
H3: CRM-supported customer retention strategies contribute significantly to project sales growth.
H4: CRM technology infrastructure improves the efficiency of project pipeline management and enhances sales outcomes.
H5: Customer interaction management plays a significant role in increasing tender win rates in competitive markets.

1.5 Research Objectives
The study aims to achieve the following objectives:
1. To analyze the relationship between CRM practices and project sales growth.
2. To identify which CRM components most strongly influence the success of project sales.
3. To assess how CRM supports customer acquisition, retention, and long-term relationships.
4. To evaluate CRM’s role in improving sales processes, forecasting, and tender management.
5. To explore the challenges that organizations face when implementing CRM in the water treatment sector.
6. To provide practical recommendations for enhancing CRM effectiveness and supporting market competitiveness.

1.6 Research Importance
This study holds significance for several reasons:
Academic Importance
· It contributes new empirical evidence to CRM literature by focusing on a sector that has received limited research attention.
· It enriches understanding of CRM effectiveness in project-based industries rather than retail or service sectors.
· It introduces a mixed-method analysis that provides deeper insights into CRM’s operational and strategic value.
       Practical Importance
· The findings will help companies in the Saudi water treatment sector optimize CRM systems for increased sales performance.
· It will guide sales leaders and technical managers in improving project bidding strategies.
· It supports Saudi Vision 2030 objectives by promoting digital transformation and customer-centric business models.
· It offers recommendations that can strengthen competitive positioning in a rapidly evolving market.

1.7 Research Methodology
The study adopts a mixed-method approach, combining quantitative and qualitative data to ensure comprehensive and reliable findings.
Quantitative Component
· A structured survey will be distributed to sales managers, project engineers, CRM users, and business development professionals in the Saudi water treatment and environmental solutions sector.
· The survey will measure perceptions of CRM effectiveness, CRM utilization levels, and impact on project sales performance.
· Statistical techniques (descriptive analysis, correlations, and regression analysis) will be used.
Qualitative Component
· Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with industry professionals, including CRM administrators, senior sales managers, and project directors.
· Interviews will provide deeper insights into CRM challenges, best practices, and organizational behaviors that influence CRM outcomes.
· Thematic analysis will be used to interpret qualitative responses.
Study Population and Sample
· Population: Employees involved in sales, CRM operations, technical-commercial proposals, and project management within water treatment companies in Saudi Arabia.
· Sample Size: Approximately 80–120 survey participants and 6–10 interviewees.

Data Collection Tools
· Survey questionnaire
· Interview protocol
· Organizational documents (CRM reports, sales dashboards, etc., if provided voluntarily)
1.8 Research Limitations
The study may face several limitations, including:
1. Access to CRM data: Some firms may limit access to confidential CRM information or sales performance indicators.
2. Response bias: Survey respondents may overstate CRM effectiveness due to organizational expectations.
3. Time constraints: Collecting data from multiple companies may be challenging within a short timeframe.
4. Industry specificity: Findings may not be fully generalizable to industries outside water treatment and environmental solutions.
5. Variability in CRM systems: Companies use different CRM platforms (e.g., Salesforce, Zoho, Microsoft Dynamics), which may influence perceived effectiveness.
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2.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the theoretical foundation that supports the current research on the impact of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) on the growth of project sales in competitive markets, specifically within the water treatment and environmental solutions sector in Saudi Arabia. The chapter reviews CRM concepts, components, implementation dimensions, and its strategic significance in project-based industries. It also examines key theories related to customer relationships, technology adoption, and sales performance. Finally, a conceptual framework is developed to guide the empirical investigation.

2.2 Overview of Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
CRM is widely recognized as a comprehensive strategy that integrates people, processes, and technology to enhance customer relationships and drive organizational performance. It involves the systematic management of customer information throughout the customer lifecycle—from initial contact to long-term retention—and aims to maximize customer value through personalized engagement and efficient service delivery.

Modern CRM systems allow organizations to:
· Record and analyze customer interactions
· Track sales activities and opportunities
· Manage pipelines and tender processes
· Forecast sales performance
· Automate communications and follow-ups
· Coordinate internal collaboration between departments
In industries such as water treatment, where project sales are complex and relationship-driven, CRM becomes indispensable for managing multiple stakeholders, long sales cycles, and technically demanding projects.

2.3 CRM Components and Dimensions
Scholars typically classify CRM into several key dimensions, each contributing uniquely to organizational performance:
Customer Knowledge Management
This component focuses on collecting, storing, and analyzing customer information. It includes:
· Customer preferences
· Technical requirements
· Past interactions
· Tender history
· Buying behaviors
Customer knowledge enables more accurate proposals, better opportunity qualification, and customized solutions—critical success factors in project-based sales.

Customer Interaction Management
This covers the communication channels through which organizations engage customers, including:
· Sales visits
· Emails and digital correspondence
· Technical meetings
· Presentations and tender clarifications
Effective interaction management leads to faster responsiveness, stronger trust, and improved customer satisfaction, ultimately enhancing sales outcomes.
CRM Technology Infrastructure
CRM systems depend on robust technological platforms such as:
· Salesforce
· Microsoft Dynamics
· Zoho CRM
· SAP Customer Experience
Technology infrastructure determines system usability, analytical capability, workflow automation, and integration with other organizational systems. High-quality CRM technology strengthens forecasting accuracy, opportunity tracking, and sales planning.

Customer Retention and Loyalty Strategies
Retention is essential for sustainable sales growth, especially in technical sectors where repeat business is frequent. CRM enhances retention by:
· Monitoring customer satisfaction
· Supporting after-sales service
· Tracking recurring project opportunities
· Managing long-term service contracts
Retained customers often generate higher profitability and lower acquisition cost.

2.4 Strategic Role of CRM in Project-Based Industries
The water treatment and environmental solutions sector operates through engineering-based project sales, which differ from traditional product sales in several ways:
· Long sales cycles
· Multiple decision-makers (technical, procurement, regulatory)
· Technical evaluation criteria
· Detailed tendering and bidding processes
· Requirement for feasibility studies and site visits
· Need for long-term operational support
CRM plays a strategic role in this environment by:
Improving Tender Management
CRM systems allow sales teams to track deadlines, competitor activity, technical clarifications, and pricing strategy development. This reduces errors and enhances tender quality.
Enhancing Sales Forecasting
Accurate forecasting is essential for resource allocation and decision-making. CRM consolidates real-time data on project opportunities, expected closing times, and probability of success.

Strengthening Collaboration
Project sales require alignment between:
· Sales teams
· Technical teams
· Engineering departments
· Management
· After-sales service
CRM supports cross-functional collaboration, ensuring that customer needs are consistently addressed.

Supporting Customer-Centric Strategy
By organizing customer data, CRM helps companies understand market trends and tailor solutions to the specific needs of municipal, industrial, agricultural, and commercial water sectors in Saudi Arabia.
2.5 CRM and Sales Growth Models
Several scholars have studied the link between CRM implementation and business performance. Models commonly referenced include:

The CRM Performance Chain
This model suggests that CRM influences performance through:
1. Enhanced customer knowledge
2. Improved customer relationships
3. Increased customer loyalty
4. Higher sales growth
CRM acts as an operational and strategic enabler that connects behavior with performance outcomes.

Relationship Marketing Theory
This theory highlights the long-term value of building strong relationships rather than focusing solely on transactional sales. CRM operationalizes this theory by:
· Maintaining continuous communication
· Personalizing interactions
· Creating trust-based partnerships
· Encouraging repeat business
In project sales, relationships often determine tender invitations and competitive positioning.
Customer Lifecycle Theory
CRM supports customers across all lifecycle stages:
1. Acquisition
2. Conversion
3. Development
4. Retention
5. Advocacy
Growth in project sales requires managing clients through the entire lifecycle, especially development and retention stages.
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
CRM adoption is a key success factor. TAM states that two variables drive acceptance:
· Perceived usefulness
· Perceived ease of use
If employees believe CRM improves productivity and is easy to navigate, usage rates increase—leading to better data, accuracy, and results.
2.6 CRM in the Water Treatment & Environmental Solutions Sector
Saudi Arabia’s water treatment industry includes:
· Desalination
· Wastewater treatment
· Industrial effluent treatment
· Greywater recycling
· Sludge management and environmental technologies
Competition is increasing due to:
· Private-sector expansion
· Involvement of multinational firms
· Government regulatory reforms
· Vision 2030 sustainability goals
CRM supports companies by providing:
· Market intelligence
· Customer segmentation
· Tracking of public tenders (NUPCO, Etimad, SWCC, RC, municipalities, industrial clients)
· Improved bid/no-bid decisions
· Better alignment of technical proposals with customer needs
CRM also helps differentiate companies in a market where technical performance and long-term reliability are critical factors.
2.7 Conceptual Framework of the Study
Based on the literature, the conceptual framework of this study includes the following relationships:
CRM Dimensions (Independent Variables):
1. Customer Knowledge Management
2. Customer Interaction Management
3. CRM Technology Infrastructure
4. Customer Retention Strategies
Sales Growth (Dependent Variable):
· Growth of project sales
· Increased tender win rate
· Improved customer retention
· Expansion into new project segments
Moderating Variables:
· Level of CRM adoption
· Employee training
· Organizational culture
· Market competition intensity
The framework proposes that strong CRM practices lead to higher project sales growth, particularly in competitive technical industries such as water treatment.
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