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This research explores the complex relationships between explora-
tion and exploitation, as strategic orientations, and SMEs perfor-
mance, by testing the mediating role of customer relationship man-
agement capabilities, which here refer to a firm’s level of interac-
tion orientation. Using data collected from 793 French manufactur-
ing SMEs, the findings reveal a direct positive relationship between
exploitation and performance and a negative one for exploration.
Results also provide support for the expected mediating role of
interaction orientation between exploitation and performance, but
not between exploration and performance. In turn, managerial
implications can be drawn to assist SMEs to be really effective: for
ones engaged in exploitation strategy, relational approaches based
on a genuine desire to properly exploit and reinforce existing
knowledge about the customers are real drivers to performance.
Conversely, SMEs involved in exploration strategy should focus on
customer empowerment and increase customer culture to balance

the potential negative impact of exploration on performance.
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