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This thesis focuses on exploring the possibility of how Artificial Intelligence (AI) can be
adopted for a non-technical SMEs workflow, specifically for both Customer Relationship
Management (CRM) as well as Internal Communications. Through a literature review, this
thesis aims to give an overview of Artificial Intelligence (AI) to non-technical SMEs, as
well as an overview of how AI can be adopted. The study determined that the most optimal
way for non-technical SMEs to adopt artificial intelligence is through utilising pre-built
AI-powered tools that are currently available in the market.
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SYMBOLS AND ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviations

SME Small To Medium Sized Enterprises

AI Artificial Intelligence

ML Machine Learning

NLP Natural Learning Processing
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1 Introduction

Artificial Intelligence is a field that has vast potential when it comes to improving various

business aspects (Bharadiya et al.2023). With the improvement of technology, it is

becoming increasingly accessible for non-technical SMEs to utilise Artificial Intelligence

in order to improve certain business aspects (Wei & Pardo, 2022).

SMEs need to understand how artificial intelligence can be utilised in order to improve

their current business processes. However, Non-Technical SMEs often have limited

resources, which makes it quite difficult to be an early adopter of the latest technology.

This lack of resources isn’t only in terms of the financial aspect, this could also be the lack

of technical expertise and know-how (Díaz-Arancibia et al.2024). This thesis aims to

address that problem. In this Thesis, explores how a non-technical SME could potentially

be able to integrate artificial intelligence in some form in order to enhance certain aspects

of their business - specifically, their customer relationship management, as well as their

internal communications. The aim is to provide SMEs an overview of artificial

intelligence, as well as the various ways they can integrate it. This brings up our main

thesis question. How can a non technical SME improve their customer relationship

management process as well as their internal communications through the adoption of

artificial intelligence?
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2 Artificial Intelligence Overview

This chapter is essentially an overview of what Artificial Intelligence is, its types, as well

as a look into some relevant branches. This chapter is intended to give non technical

readers a basic understanding of artificial intelligence in order to give context on the next

parts.

2.1 AI In a Nutshell

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is essentially a field of technology that has the aim of creating

machines, also known as agents, that are intended to simulate human intelligence (Sridhar,

2016). The concept of AI, which was created by John McCarthy, a researcher at Dartmouth

University, in 1955, is essentially the study and design of intelligent machines, wherein

addressing central problems such as reasoning, knowledge, planning, learning, and

perception are the focus. As AI being a field of study that is highly complex, AI research

encompasses aspects of various other fields such as computer science, mathematics,

linguistics, and neuroscience, etc. Furthermore, AI-based tools have shown the potential to

perform at or above the level of human experts in specific problem areas, although there

remains a significant gap between human and machine understanding (G. Moursund,

2006). This portion is an introduction to the diverse aspects of AI, as well as some of its

branches, thus paving the way for a comprehensive exploration of its possible applications

on the optimization of an SMEs workflow.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) refers to the science and engineering of creating intelligent

machines, as defined by John McCarthy in 1955, hence the term artificial intelligence. This

field encompasses the study of intelligent machines that are capable of perceiving and

understanding, which would then result in actions (Sridhar, 2016). The conception of

Artificial Intelligence can be traced decades ago. One of its significant milestones is the

proposal of the Turing test by Alan Turing in his research paper - Computing Machinery

and Intelligence (Turing, 2021). Another significant milestone for this field is the

development of the very first AI program - the Logic Theorist by Herbert Simon and Allen

Newell in 1955 (DeFries, 2019). Over the years, AI has seen advancements in various
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areas which then culminated in the form of the AI tools that we use today. These

developments highlight the evolution of AI and its potential in diverse applications, from

autonomous vehicles to complex problem-solving tasks.

As briefly mentioned before, the concept of AI is based on addressing fundamental

problems such as reasoning, knowledge, planning, learning, natural language processing,

perception, and the ability to move and manipulate objects. Which then makes the field of

AI, a multidisciplinary field, since it interconnects with other study disciplines. AI research

consists of subfields that often operate independently. However, the overarching goal of

AI remains the same for each subfield, which is the pursuit of general intelligence. The

current approaches include statistical methods, computational intelligence, and traditional

symbolic AI - similar to what was done for the first ever AI program, the logic theorist.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is currently adopted in some form by almost everyone. Even

within most companies, some form of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is currently being

adopted. This widespread adoption goes across various sectors based on size, technical

expertise, as well as objectives. AI allows business users to significantly improve all

essential performance metrics with reduced human intervention and increased data-driven

decisions. Other artificial intelligence capabilities require training datasets focused on the

specific business domain, along with the collaboration of the data science team and

business to reach a final solution. However, if small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are

successful in fulfilling these conditions, AI can be applied and provide value by focusing

only on specific, repetitive, and everyday operations of the employees.

2.2 Types of AI

There are two main types in which Artificial intelligence (AI) can be categorised into.

These two types are Narrow AI and General AI. Narrow AI is designed in order to perform

specific tasks within a limited context. For example, language translation, image

recognition, or data analysis. On the other hand, General AI is designed in order to have

the ability to understand, learn, then apply its intelligence across various tasks, much like a

human would.
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Understanding these types of AI is highly important in order to comprehend their

respective applications in business operations. For instance, Narrow AI can be used in

optimising CRM processes through automating data input from online forms, while

General AI could potentially enhance internal communications through enabling advanced

natural language processing for more human-like interactions.

First, Narrow AI refers to AI systems designed and trained for specific tasks or domains.

These systems are designed to be specialised and be able to excel at a narrow set of

activities, unlike general AI, which possesses human-like cognitive abilities. For B2B

SMEs, understanding narrow AI is crucial as it enables the optimization of AI tools for

specific business functions mentioned above: Customer Relationship Management,

Internal Communications. This optimization can potentially lead to improved operational

efficiency and competitive advantage within the SME sector (Drydakis, 2022).

The application of narrow AI in SMEs can contribute to the development of dynamic

capabilities, that include sensing, seizing, as well as transforming. AI can also potentially

aid in sensing by identifying opportunities such as engaging with the right customers and

improving customer retention. It can also possibly facilitate seizing by enabling real-time

pricing and predicting competitors' behaviour. Additionally, AI can support the

transformation of SME processes by enhancing cybersecurity and adopting innovative

technologies. By leveraging narrow AI, SMEs can enhance their operational processes and

gain strategic assets, ultimately modifying their competitive positions in the market.

The other AI type, General AI, is also known as artificial general intelligence. General AI

are essentially AI systems with the capacity to understand, learn, and apply knowledge

across a wide range of tasks. This type of AI aims to mimic human cognitive abilities, such

as reasoning, problem-solving, and understanding natural language. General AI has the

potential to revolutionise various aspects of business operations, which includes HR,

internal communications, and project profitability, by enabling more advanced automation,

decision-making, and problem-solving capabilities (Jones, 2018).
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2.3 AI Branches

Artificial Intelligence (AI) encompasses various branches that could potentially play

crucial roles in business optimization. Artificial Intelligence (AI) encompasses several

main branches, each playing a crucial role in the broader landscape of AI research and

applications. These branches include machine learning, natural language processing (NLP),

speech recognition, expert systems, planning, scheduling, optimization, robotics, and

computer vision (Gondwe, 2023). Machine learning involves the development of

algorithms that enable systems to learn from data and make predictions or decisions, while

NLP focuses on enabling computers to understand, interpret, and generate human

language. Speech recognition involves the translation of spoken language into text or

commands, and expert systems utilise knowledge and reasoning to solve problems in

specific domains.

Machine learning (ML), which is a foundational pillar of AI, contains various aspects, like

principles, applications, and advancements. Its development is rooted in statistical learning

methods and computer science algorithms, Its focus is on designing efficient solutions for

computational problems. The Machine Learning (ML) branch incorporates deep learning,

which in turn enables systems to be able to learn data representations with multiple levels

of focus. Also, machine learning plays a crucial role in data mining, as it involves the

generation of meaningful models to gain insights from data. These insights are essential for

the development of intelligent systems that are human-like when it comes to their cognitive

ability. Machine Learning (ML) is a branch that is becoming increasingly common-found

in various aspects of our lives (Kühl et al., 2019) (Janiesch et al., 2021).

Natural Language Processing (NLP) is another foundational pillar of artificial intelligence,

this branch enables machines the ability to understand human language, as well as interpret

it. NLP contains various aspects including generative linguistics as well as probability

theory-based methods. Generative linguistics focuses on creating rules to generate legal

utterances, while probability theory-based approaches intend to analyse large corpora in

order to determine what is the most likely interpretation of a given text. Corpora are

essentially large collections of machine-readable text samples from various data sources;

for example, articles, speeches, etc (Mote, 2012).
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Computer vision is another important branch of artificial intelligence, its focus is on

making it possible for machines to interpret and process visual data. This field contains

various applications such as object recognition, scene reconstruction, and visual reasoning.

Passive vision is essentially the action of gathering light from the environment similar to

human eyes. Passive vision is a key aspect of computer vision, as it is stealthy,

cost-effective, as well as crucial for tasks like surveillance and autonomous vehicles

(Phillips, 2008). Recent advancements in deep neural networks, particularly Convolutional

Neural Networks (CNNs), have significantly enhanced machine learning tasks in computer

vision, such as object detection and visual question answering (Yusuf Zakari et al., 2022).

The integration of visual and textual information is a current focus, it has an aim to bridge

the gap between intelligence agents as well as the human brain in tasks that require

reasoning about relations and graph-structured data, ultimately paving the way for practical

applications; for example, scene understanding as well as potentially assisting visually

impaired individuals.

Robotics is another pivotal branch within artificial intelligence that has an impact in

various industries. The evolution of both AI and Robotics is often interlinked. This was

highlighted in Japan's Moonshot Research and Development Program. A program which

aims to develop next-generation AI robots for intelligent rescue, scientific discovery,

interactive healthcare, and daily service by 2050 (Weng & Hirata, 2022). These AI robots

are envisioned to be able to autonomously learn and adapt, with applications in healthcare

that include reading patients' emotions and responding appropriately, potentially enhancing

human users' self-efficacy.

Deep learning, as discussed previously, is a crucial subset of machine learning, which

essentially contains a detailed examination of deep learning algorithms and their

wide-ranging applications. This was inspired by the information processing principle in

biological systems, artificial neural networks (ANNs) are mathematical representations of

connected processing units known as artificial neurons (Janiesch et al., 2021). These

networks consist of multiple layers, including hidden layers responsible for learning

non-linear mappings between input and output. Deep neural networks, a specific type of

ANN, typically comprise more than one hidden layer and advanced neurons, making them

suitable for complex tasks.
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In the context of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the adoption of AI strategies

requires a tailored approach that considers the unique needs and challenges of these

businesses (Lu et al., 2022). Unlike large organisations, SMEs often face budget

constraints and limited resources, which necessitate the development of innovative yet

cost-effective AI solutions. For instance, AI can support SMEs in the manufacturing

industry by enabling descriptive, fault diagnosis, predictive, and normative analysis,

ultimately enhancing quality control, production monitoring, and machinery scheduling.

Moreover, AI can contribute to SMEs' dynamic capabilities for competitive advantage,

particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, by aiding in the identification of

opportunities, reaction to market needs, and renewal of firm processes (Drydakis, 2022).

The practical implications of AI branches for SMEs extend beyond mere adoption to the

development and application of simple processes, systems, and technologies that align with

the specific requirements of smaller businesses.

Additionally, planning, scheduling, and optimization are integral to AI, as they involve

creating systems that can make decisions to achieve specific objectives, while robotics and

computer vision are essential for developing machines that can perceive and interact with

the physical world. These branches collectively form the foundation of AI research and are

essential for understanding the multifaceted presence of AI in various domains, including

journalism and mass communication.
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3 SMEs Overview

SMEs are generally understood to be firms that have a total number of employees or

annual sales that are below thresholds associated with large-size corporate entities. The

definition employed by statistical agencies and government organisations to identify SMEs

varies from country to country, with respect to factors such as firm size, annual turnover or

total assets, and the nature of business operations in either the industrial or services sector.

However, a single definition of SMEs has not yet been accurately or universally agreed

upon. Although, with our focus being on Finnish SMEs, for this reason the definition

utilised is the definition of an SME within Finland which is based on a criteria set by the

European Union; companies with fewer than 250 employees and an annual turnover of less

than 50 million euros or a balance sheet total of less than 43 million euros (European

Commission, 2024)

In Finland, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for about 99 percent of the

total number of firms. They also account for a significant share of GDP and employment.

The significance of the SME sector for the Finnish labor market cannot be understated. As

soon as the first half of the 1990s, around 55% of investors and business owners were

small, and the number of businesses employing between 1 and 9 workers accounted for

48% of total entrepreneurs. Small and micro enterprises are not only the primary source of

employment but are also the foundation of Finnish industry in every respect. The majority

of Finnish export companies are SMEs. For example, manufacturing enterprises with fewer

than 50 employees accounted for 85% of all manufacturing enterprises and employed over

26% of all personnel working in the manufacturing sector.

According to the OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2021, small- and

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) dominate the regional business landscape of Finland.

The national SME turnover share of 48.6% in 2018 demonstrates the power of SMEs in

influencing the Finnish economy. In terms of performance, SMEs experienced a 4.3%

increase in revenue between 2009 and 2018, which is nearly 10% less than large enterprise
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growth in the same time period. SME profitability in 2018 was shown to be 12.8%

compared to large enterprise profitability of 15%, while business entry rate and bankruptcy

rate among SMEs since 1989 were 6.7% and 7.2%, respectively, and 4% and 3.9% among

large enterprises. However, 1 in 5 medium-sized enterprises reported that access to finance

in 2020 was a constraint on operations, while only 10% of micro-enterprises experienced

this constraint. The national ability to leverage new technology is expected to contribute to

the rapid recovery of the economy, boosting productivity until SMEs can address labour

shortages. It is expected that productivity will then begin increasing employment

opportunities. In Finland, business development investments grew post World War II, and

technological investments in the 1980s significantly increased productivity. The nation has

also received world-class rankings for infrastructure. The permanent loss of the business

structure, skill, and human capital following the pandemic is of concern, and the Finnish

government will focus on building national goals representative of the healthcare, social

service, and education systems. To achieve the 2020 national goal, the government will

allocate EUR 1 billion in funds toward business infrastructure development.

SMEs are often perceived to be more adaptable to changing market surroundings than

larger companies. This is mainly due to the fact that larger companies often have more

bureaucratic structures and outdated management systems. This claim is backed up by

statistical data from Finland. In 2018, 33% of Finnish SMEs were novelty, meaning that

they had products or services that were new to their customer groups, and 17% were

innovators.

Though many SMEs are doing well in the business landscape of Finland, some challenges

affect their operations, functioning, and performance. Inadequacy of resources is the major

constraint limiting the performance of SMEs in Finland, as they find challenges in finding

well-educated and skilled manpower for their enterprises. Besides, SMEs also face various

constraints on managing the complexities related to the core business and find it strenuous

to extend the businesses to develop products and services through innovation. This sets the

stage on the importance of SMEs, as well as its various possibilities in terms of

improvement on innovation. Through this, an introduction to the possible ways to innovate

through adopting AI within specific aspects of their organisation’s business process:

Customer Relationship Management, Internal Communications.
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4 AI Adoption for Non Technical SMEs

Implementing AI in SMEs requires careful consideration and strategic planning to ensure

successful integration and operation. One crucial aspect is the adoption of Technology

Acceptance Theory (TAM) to evaluate the practicality and ease of use of AI technologies

within the organisation (Lu et al., 2022). Additionally, the compatibility of AI with existing

processes and the quality of data are vital factors to consider (Drydakis, 2022). SMEs need

to address challenges such as data availability, collection standards, and data input quality

to fully benefit from AI solutions. Furthermore, investment in innovative technologies is

essential for continuous improvement and maintaining competitiveness.

The development of dynamic capabilities, including sensing, seizing, and transforming, is

critical for SMEs to gain a competitive edge through AI adoption. AI can help SMEs

identify opportunities, react to market needs, and renew operational processes, thereby

enhancing customer engagement, profitability, and operational efficiency. By leveraging

AI, SMEs can create and modify their capabilities, ultimately building strategic assets for

long-term success (Bettoni et al., 2021).

There are several approaches that an SME can utilise in order to adopt AI. These

approaches include creating in-house custom AI solutions, outsourcing through hiring

experts in order to build their in-house systems, collaborating with AI focused companies,

or utilising pre-built AI integrated tools (Thompson, 2024).

Creating in-house custom AI solutions is essentially the creation of an SMEs personal AI

tool that suits their specific needs. This provides a highly customised tool that is tailored

using the company’s own requirements. The caveats with this approach is that it requires a

significant investment in both time and resources. As mentioned above, both of which are

inefficient for SMEs to pursue. For non-technical SMEs specifically, this approach is even

more unfeasible

Outsourcing through hiring experts is another option. Similar to the creation of in-house

solutions, SMEs would gain tools that are specified to their needs, as well as a significant

investment in resources. The difference with this approach is that less time is spent, but

more financial resources are utilised. For SMEs, this approach is also unfeasible, since you
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would not only need to attract top talent as well as utilise more capital, both of which are

constraints that SMEs have.

Collaborating with AI focused companies could potentially be a viable option for SMEs.

Through a collaboration, SMEs could potentially gain access to cutting edge Ai technology

without having to either hire experts, or create an in-house solution. These collaborations

can be structured in different ways. For example, a joint venture, or maybe a partnership.

This approach also presents some caveats. Namely, the possibility of having to share

sensitive data, as well as having to rely on external sources for some critical business

functions.

The most practical and cost-effective way for SMEs to adopt AI is through the utilisation

of pre-built tools. These tools are designed to be intuitive and user-friendly, which allows

non-technical individuals to utilise them. These tools can potentially be easily integrated

into an SMEs daily operations, allowing them to benefit from the advancements of AI

without the significant risks and costs (Wei & Pardo, 2022).

Table 1: AI Adoption Approaches Overview

AI Adoption Approaches Description

In-house Custom AI Building AI solutions tailored to the
company’s needs; highly customised but
time and resource-intensive, not feasible
for non-technical SMEs.

Outsourcing AI Experts Hiring experts to build in-house systems;
faster than custom development but
requires significant financial resources,
often impractical for SMEs.

Collaborating with AI Firms Partnering with AI companies to access
cutting-edge tech without full in-house
development. Risk of data-sharing and
dependency on external providers for key
functions.

Utilising Pre-built AI Tools Most practical and cost-effective for
non-technical SMEs. Pre-built tools are
user-friendly, low-risk, and easy to
integrate into daily operations.
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5 Utilising Pre Built Tools

As mentioned above, the utilization of pre-built tools is the most feasible for non-technical

SMEs. This is because SMEs don’t necessarily need to expend significant time and

financial resources in order to gain the benefits of AI making it easier on SMEs to integrate

AI into their operations, without the need for in-depth technical knowledge. These tools are

typically embedded in existing platforms that SMEs already utilize. For example,

AI-Powered CRM systems like salesforce, which can analyze data on customer

interactions in order to provide insight on their customer’s behavior, which could then lead

to more effective strategies.

These pre-built tools are most often offered as a cloud-based service, which further lowers

the barrier of entry. Since with cloud-based services, SMEs wouldn’t need to purchase

hardware in order to utilize these tools. These tools are also often done on a subscription

basis, allowing SMEs the flexibility to cancel whenever they need.

One of the key benefits of utilizing prebuilt AI tools is their cost-effectiveness. Developing

custom AI solutions in-house can be prohibitively expensive for many small and

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). According to a Gartner study, the cost of AI

development can range from tens of thousands to millions of dollars, depending on the

project's complexity. In contrast, AI-integrated tools offer a more budget-friendly option,

as they spread the development costs across multiple users, providing SMEs with access to

advanced AI capabilities at a fraction of the cost.

Additionally, AI-integrated tools are designed to seamlessly integrate with existing

business systems and workflows. For example, AI-powered marketing automation

platforms such as Mailchimp or Marketo can easily synchronise with a company's

customer database, enabling personalised marketing campaigns without significant

changes to current processes. This ease of integration means that SMEs can quickly begin
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to realise the benefits of AI without requiring extensive training or operational

reengineering.

Scalability is another key advantage. As SMEs grow, their needs evolve. Cloud-based AI

tools offer scalability, allowing SMEs to start with basic features and gradually adopt more

advanced functionalities as their business demands increase. For example, an SME might

start with a simple AI-driven email marketing tool and later upgrade to a comprehensive

AI-powered customer analytics platform as their customer base expands.

Furthermore, prebuilt AI tools are often maintained and updated by their providers,

ensuring that the software remains current with the latest AI advancements and security

protocols. This is especially important for SMEs that may lack the resources to

continuously monitor and update their AI systems. By utilising AI-integrated tools, SMEs

can benefit from the ongoing improvements made by providers without needing to invest

additional time or money (Chui & Manyika, 2020).
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6 Overview of what SMEs need to do in order to Adopt AI

As mentioned before, the most practical approach for SMEs in order to adopt AI tools is

through the utilisation of Pre-built tools. However, in order to utilise these tools, SMEs

would need to follow a process (Jöhnk et al.2021).

First, before adopting artificial intelligence, SMEs would need to define their objectives as

well as identify how these pre-built tools can aid in that goal. This can be done through an

evaluation of their current business processes, where they identify which specific area can

AI impact most effectively. Through this evaluation, SMEs can ensure that their efforts on

the adoption of AI are aligned with their strategic direction (Anabheri, 2024).

After identifying which business process AI can impact most effectively, SMEs would

then need to assess their technological infrastructure (Palmertz, 2024). With the first three

approaches, this would prove more necessary. Since with both creating in-house solutions

as well as outsourcing through hiring experts, the technical infrastructure would need to be

put into place, such as the hardware, software, and data-storage systems they currently

utilise. However, with that last option - utilising pre-built tools - SMEs the technical

infrastructure SMEs would need is a reliable internet connection as well as enough data

storage capacity.

Once the SME has determined that they have the technical infrastructure in place to adopt

this new tool, they would then need to select from the current available AI tools in the

market. Depending on the business process that they chose, they would then need to

research and compare the different AI tools in order to meet their specific needs as well as

fit their budget. The main factors to consider when it comes to selecting a tool are:

ease-of-use, compatibility with existing systems, scalability, as well as the cost (Tapissier,

Mantelet and Aoussat, 2018).
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After the SME has selected a tool, they would then need to implement a Pilot program.

This is done through testing the tool on a smaller scale before complete deployment. The

reason this needs to be done is because it allows the SME to gather feedback, test the tool’s

functionality, as well as make necessary adjustments in order to suit their specific needs.

For example, an SME utilising an AI chatbot in order to handle customer inquiries would

monitor the chatbot’s responses then make tweaks as necessary (Lalwani et al., 2018).

Even with the utilisation of pre-built tools which are designed to be user friendly, SMEs

would still need to conduct training in order to ensure that all employees are able to

embrace and integrate these new AI tools. These sessions should include both the technical

aspects, as well as the strategic thinking required to effectively use them (Cetindamar et al.,

2024).

Once the tools are successfully adopted, the SME would still need to continuously evaluate

its performance, in order to ensure the tools effectiveness in tackling their selected

objective.
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Figure 1: AI Adoption in a nutshell

The figure above is an overview of the proposed AI adoption process that was created

through a literature review.
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7 Optimising an SMEs CRM and Internal Communications

through AI

Building upon our previous discussion regarding the overview of the steps needed in order

to adopt AI through the utilisation of a pre-built AI integrated tool, now a deeper dive into

how an SME can optimise their customer relationship management process as well as their

internal communications process, this will be done through an overview of some ways that

artificial intelligence is currently utilised in available tools. This thesis focuses on certain

areas of improvement that artificial intelligence can impact, as well as a tool

recommendation that impacts each area of improvement that will be mentioned. Regarding

the tool recommendations, the criteria of selection was employed through stating some

ways where artificial intelligence can impact the workflow, then going through current

available tools that meet that criteria. These tool recommendations are meant to be seen as

examples of the currently available artificial intelligence integrated tools.

7.1 Customer Relationship Management (CRM)

For SMEs, managing their relationship with their customers is especially crucial. Since

building customer loyalty is essential for an SMEs growth. This can be done through a

good CRM process. Through AI, it is possible to optimise an SMEs CRM. AI can

transform an SMEs CRM by automating manual tasks, which will free up resources that

can be used in order to focus on more client engagement focused tasks, such as tailored

follow ups, personalised outreach, etc. Some examples of ways these AI integrated tools

can help automate manual CRM tasks include, data entry, lead scoring, etc.

7.2 What is CRM?

CRM is an abbreviation for Customer Relationship Management, it is essentially the

process of managing an organisation’s relations with a customer. Within Customer
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Relationship Management, an organisation manages as well as analyses both customer

interactions and data throughout the customer lifecycle (Hashemi-Pour and Chai, 2024).

7.3 How AI Enhances CRM

As we’ve mentioned previously, AI integrated platforms improve the CRM process

through the automation of repetitive tasks. Automating repetitive tasks isn’t the only way

AI has been incorporated in order to improve the CRM process. Other ways include:

Automation of Repetitive Tasks

First off is the automation of repetitive tasks. It’s been briefly mentioned above, however

now a more in depth discussion about how exactly AI and its branches improve the

automation aspect. However, before goingin depth about the impact AI has on this aspect,

first an insight into what exactly repetitive tasks are in the context of CRM. Repetitive

tasks in this context is the manual labour that happens in order to maintain customer

relations, these often do not require very complex decision making.

With that said, now an in depth about the utilisation of AI in order to improve this aspect.

Through the robotics branch, with the use of Robotic Process Automation (RPA), AI helps

optimise the efficiency of automating repetitive tasks within CRM systems. In a nutshell,

this involves the utilisation of robots in order to perform routine tasks that are repetitive as

well as have specific constraints. For example, through RPA, it is possible to automate the

process of capturing as well as inputting customer information in forms to the CRM

software.

Predictive Analysis for Customer Insights

Similar to the previous section, before a discussion on how AI improves this aspect, first a

discussion on what predictive analysis entails in the context of CRM. Predictive analysis is

the act of utilising data in order to create a forecast on future trends and behaviours



24

(Google Cloud, 2024). The AI branch that is associated with predictive analysis is the

Machine Learning branch. With Machine Learning (ML), the ability to process large

amounts of data as well as pattern identification is amplified, this leads to more accurate

predictions. Specifically, Machine Learning (ML) improves predictive analysis through the

utilisation of complex algorithms that process historical data then generates insights into

possible future behaviour.

AI-Powered Customer Support

AI powered customer support in the context of CRM is the utilisation of AI in order to

improve the efficiency and effectiveness of customer service operations. For example,

automating responses to common inquiries that a support desk might have.

The branch that is commonly associated with this aspect is the Natural Language

Processing (NLP) branch. Through both this branch and machine learning, AI can optimise

customer support through enabling software systems to process and respond to common

queries. One example of this is the utilisation of a chatbot.

7.4 Tool Recommendation for CRM

A Viable tool that SMEs can opt to integrate is Hubspot CRM, it is a versatile tool that

encapsulates the three enhancements that mentioned above. Hubspot CRM is an AI

powered tool that SMEs can use in order to automate repetitive tasks, provide some form

of predictive analysis, as well as enable an AI powered customer support.

Automating repetitive tasks, as mentioned above, are manual labour tasks that often do not

require complex thinking, such as data entry. Through Hubspot CRM and their utilisation

of RPA, an SME can be able to automatically input data from forms to their system. SMEs

can also assign leads to sales representatives based on a predefined criteria, as well as
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trigger automatic follow up emails. Hubspot CRM also leverages machine learning in

order to enhance predictive analysis, which allows SMEs to make data driven decisions.

Through AI generated smart recommendations, SMEs can get real time suggestions on

actions they can take (Hubspot, 2024). AI powered customer support is also possible

through Hubspot CRM, through the utilisation of AI, Hubspot CRM offers a chatbot

feature.

Through the adoption of Hubspot CRM, an SME can utilise AI in order to optimise the

customer relationship management aspect of their operations. This is done through

Hubspot CRM’s integration of artificial intelligence in various ways.

7.5 Hubspot CRM Cost

Hubspot CRM has a freemium model, they allow users to have the ability to access a free

tier which has some of the tool’s functionalities that enhance an SME’s CRM process. The

free tier is available for up to 5 users, so SMEs that would need more users to be able to

access it would have to upgrade (Hubspot, 2024). This free plan is usable by SMEs

however there are cases in which they would need to upgrade

The pricing plan for Hubspot includes 4 tiers. First the free tier, as mentioned it is for no

more than 5 users for the plan, it’s essentially a lite version of the complete hubspot

package. After that there is the starter, professional, and enterprise pricing plan. Also, they

have various additional costs depending on the case. In order to navigate through

Hubspot’s complex pricing plan, SMEs would need to have an overview of the pricing

determinants. First is the tier selection, this is the primary determinant in order to find out a

price. The Free, Starter, Professional, or Enterprise pricing plan comes with various

features and limitations. As mentioned previously the three parts that this thesis focuses on

enhancing with AI on CRM are the automation of repetitive tasks, predictive analysis, as

well as customer support. Then it's a must to figure out the most viable price point, where

some form of each of this is found to be available.
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The free plan has limitations as mentioned before, regarding the limitations specifically

towards our goal of optimising aspects of CRM through AI, there isn’t any AI based

predictive analysis, nor is there automation within the CRM process, however it does have

the basic chatbot function (Yankulov, 2024). In order to access all three of the desired AI

enhancements mentioned above, the SME would need to upgrade to at least a starter plan

of the CRM Suite, the starter plan starts at 15$ a month per seat. For a small company that

is aiming to improve their CRM process through the utilisation of AI, it is possible to do so

using CRM’s starter plan.

7.6 Internal Communications

Effective Internal Communications is necessary in order for any organisation to survive

(Holá, 2012). This is especially the case for SMEs, since as mentioned previously, one of

their strong points is their ability to communicate more effectively than their larger

counterparts. AI can be utilised in order to improve internal communications with SMEs

through automation as well as natural language processing (NLP). A key way wherein AI

improves internal communications is through the automation of routine tasks, similar to

how AI improves CRM. This is often done through automating the scheduling of meetings,

setting of reminders for deadlines, as well as the internal publishing of updates. However,

before an in depth discussion about AI’s application on internal communications, first a

definition must be set.

7.7 What is Internal Communications?

Internal communications is essentially the act of exchanging information within an

organisation (Tkalac Verčič, Verčič & Sriramesh, 2012). Having effective internal

communications is absolutely necessary in order for an SME to succeed. The main goal of

internal communications is to foster a connected workforce. This can be done through

various means, emails, phone messages, as well as internal social network tools like: slack,

discord, or microsoft teams.
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7.8 How AI Enhances Internal Communications

As mentioned previously, internal communications can be enhanced by the utilisation of

artificial intelligence through various means. With these branches, automation and natural

language processing, it is possible to automate some of the manual but necessary tasks.

Through leveraging AI integrated features within tools it is possible to automate tasks,

which can lead to a reduction of time spent on administrative tasks. Aside from the

automation of some features, it is also possible to perform sentiment analysis using Natural

Language Processing (NLP). Some tools are able to automatically analyse tone and

sentiment for chats and emails, in order to ensure that messages are conveyed properly.

This can be very useful when it comes to ensuring harmony within the team, which can get

disrupted due to miscommunication. Aside from that, it is also possible to utilise NLP in

order to summarise long messages and emails in order to highlight its key points, which

could save a lot of time.

7.9 Tool Recommendation for Internal Communications

There are various tools that organisations could utilise for this aspect. For this thesis, the

recommendations chosen will be Microsoft Power Automate, as well as Microsoft Viva

Engage for this aspect. This is because Microsoft tools are used by over 320 million people

on a daily basis, and are able to integrate seamlessly with each other (Shewale, 2024).

The microsoft teams platform utilises AI in order to automate manual tasks, summarise

text, as well as conduct a sentiment analysis. For the automation aspect, Microsoft utilises

Power Automate, which is a cloud based service that allows users the ability to automate

their workflow through various applications. Much like other aspects of the microsoft

offerings, Power Automate can be integrated with other microsoft tools, such as Microsoft

365. Through Power Automate it is possible to create custom tasks that perform based on

specific triggers, such as automatically saving email attachments to cloud storage services,

or automatically syncing data between various applications. With Power Automate, no

programming skills are needed, since its interface is a simple drag and drop (Microsoft,

2023). Regarding the sentiment analysis portion, Microsoft utilises the NLP branch of AI
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in order to analyse communication patterns. Through Microsoft Viva Engage, there is a

feature called audience analytics which allows SME leaders the ability to have a more in

depth understanding of their team’s internal communication (Microsoft, 2023).

7.10 Microsoft Tools Cost

For the enhancement of the two aspects of internal communications, we’ve mentioned two

separate tools Microsoft Power Automate as well as Microsoft Viva Engage. Microsoft

Power Automate has 3 different pricing plans: Power Automate Premium, Power

Automate Process, Power Automate Hosted Process. Power Automate premium starts at

15$ for each user per month, this includes 5000 AI builder functionalities wherein a user

can leverage AI in order to create their custom workflows. Microsoft Viva Engage on the

other hand is free for Microsoft 365 customers for free, in most cases (Microsoft, 2023).
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8 Conclusion

Research Question: How can a non technical SME improve their customer relationship

management process as well as their internal communications through the adoption

of artificial intelligence?

Answer: SMEs can adopt AI into both their CRM process as well as their internal

communications process through the utilisation of AI-Powered pre-built tools. This can be

done through a focused process which, in a nutshell, consists of analyzing and defining

their objective, assessing their technical infrastructure, selecting a tool, conducting a pilot,

conducting training for their team, as well as continuously evaluating the tool’s effects.

With regards to the Customer Relationship Management aspect, AI can impact that process

through automation of manual tasks, predictive analysis, as well as AI powered manual

support. For the Internal Communications aspect, AI can also automate manual tasks as

well as conduct sentiment analysis.
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