Customer Service: an oxymoron?

By  Paul Herbig

Jan Carlzon, former CEO of Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS) said SAS handles 5 million customers a year and the average customer meets about five SAS employees each trip; this amounts to 25 million Moments of Truth, moments to deliver  a positive experience to customers.

From Ford:” If we are not customer driven, our cars won’t be either.”

.Honda says “One reason our customers are so satisfied is because we are not.”

.
A recent Harris Interactive survey ranked 15 industries according to customer  service and found that supermarkets ranked first, followed by packaged food companies, hospitals, computer hardware companies, and computer software companies.  In most  cases, people barely interact with supermarkets (except at checkout) and packaged  food companies (when was the last time you called your toothpaste brand). In a recent personal survey of almost 500 retailers, only 3 % were deemed very satisfied.  The remaining 97% failed mostly on the basics: lack of courtesy and skimpy product knowledge. The annual University of Michigan Business School customer satisfaction survey showed that customer satisfaction in the PC hardware industry slipped from a peak of 80 in 2000 to 75 in 2003.  Another 2003 survey by PC World magazine showed that only 53% of the 30,000 respondents indicated their PC problems were resolved the first time they called technical support. Things are going to get a lot worse before they get better—if ever they will get better. Many Companies view service as a pain, a cost, something to minimize.  Rarely make it easy for customers to make inquiries, submit suggestions, or lodge complaints.  They see service as a duty and an overhead, not as an opportunity and a marketing tool.

Services;  be fast, flexible, friendly
A major problem in falling service is due to the ongoing price wars in many industries.  As prices tumble, companies have less money allocated for after-sales support.  Customers find themselves relegated to 800 numbers with automated menus and hour waits from besieged overworked underpaid support staff  (ditto for trying to contact them by email) or to web sites FAQs (Frequently Answered Questions) where they hope the answer to their question is among those given.  Whereupon the supply side has been reduced due to reasons above, the demand side for help has escalated as products become increasingly technical, complex, and difficult to learn.  This one-two punch has had the obvious effect of lessening customer desire for new products, a relative slowdown of sales compared to previous generations of products,  and a longer diffusion time to adopt the product. 

Banks, airlines, and other organizations that deal regularly with the same consumers have discovered the potential power of the Internet to eliminate the need for customer service personnel. American Airlines recently promoted its automated check-in service by offering a sweepstakes entry for trying a demo of the system, as have other airlines, and banks are not far behind.  However, the Web site of General Electrics Appliance repair service illustrates the need for more than incentives: it takes so many screens to complete a service request, it's far easier to call information and talk to someone.

Whether or not it is because customers are overly attracted to the lower prices (and not, therefore, willing to pay higher prices for better support) or the companies are totally focused on winning the price wars to the exclusion of everything else, many companies have not made improved customer service a priority.  Many, therefore, believe their job stops once the product ships and the customer need fend for himself or pay for any additional support and service beyond the manual included or the web site FAQs.  Providing 900 numbers that charge by the minute for technical support is a popular technique to guarantee customer support becomes a profit center.  And, if free support is poor enough, perhaps more customers will buy expensive annual service agreements just to protect themselves (further adding to the profitability of the company). As products become more complex to use and installation and maintenance of products more technical, customer dissatisfaction will only rise unless a corresponding increase in the degree of after-sales support occurs.

The only salvation in this entire sequence is that as prices continue to lower, products that once were serviced are becoming more and more disposable rather than fixed.  This trend has somewhat nullified the lack of customer service and support.  No, I do not envision a customer revolt and a burning of the products.  Customers do not operate that way.  Most are silent partners—if they are happy, they tell other people willingly how happy the company and product has made them; if they are frustrated or disappointed or angry, they tell many, many more people of their displeasure. Which brings us to the opportunity that lies therein: the first company in an industry to see the potential plus in providing a high level of customer support/service, easily available, friendly advice, easily understood, and freely given,  will be the one customers will flock to, be loyal to, and recommend to all their friends.  

If you need more evidence that service is important to your business, here it is: A recent survey conducted by the Washington--based National Retail Federation's NRF Foundation and American Express Co. found that 99% of shoppers believe customer service is at least somewhat important when deciding to make a purchase. The nationwide survey revealed that stores in particular could stand to step up their service. Just 16% of traditional (retail) shoppers surveyed were extremely satisfied with their most recent customer service experience, while an additional 51% were very satisfied. In contrast, online shoppers were nearly three times as likely to be extremely satisfied with their customer service experience (44%) and an additional 45% were very satisfied. To traditional shoppers, the most important elements of good customer service revolve around retail employees and the store environment, according to the survey. But the majority of online shoppers (88%) find a safe and secure Website an extremely important component of good customer service; they also want merchandise to be delivered on time (73%), and want the retailer to quickly handle questions and requests (74%).
Customer service does not have to be an oxymoron; however, lack of it is justified only by morons.

.

