Customer Contact Approach to Services

Employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction are interrelated.  Customer satisfaction is dependent on employee satisfaction in a service firm.  This is so because the public face of a service firm is its contact personnel and they often perform a complex and difficult job.  Many a time, it is found that the service employees are not getting paid commensurately, whether it is the health care personnel or the teaching community.  These often create disparities and often lead to a feeling that the service is not worth it.


The consumers’ role can be both facilitative and also hinder the exchange process if not handled strategically. 

Contact Personnel

The role of contact personnel is important for a service firm in creating customer satisfaction.  Even in the fast paced business world of the internet, the importance of marketing personnel is felt by internet companies.


Service personnel perform the dual functions of interacting with the firm’s external environment and internal organisation, and this role is referred to as Boundary Spanning Role.  They can be an important source of product differentiation.  This can be felt in many service industries, e.g., the airlines industry.  Airlines like Singapore Airlines have excellent reputation, which is due in large part of the beauty and grace of their flight attendants.  Similarly, firms like IBM, Disney, and Ritz Carlton have a differential advantage over their competitors due to contact personnel.


Boundary spanning roles can be for purposes of (a) information transfer and       (b) representation.  These roles enable one to collect information from the environment and feedback into the organisation and communicate with the environment as a part of information transfer.  Such roles act as organisation’s representative, and can range from going through subordinate service roles to professional service roles.


Subordinate service roles are typically the roles played by waitress, drivers, etc.  The professional service roles are typically played to professionals who have an independent status in the organisation because of their professional qualifications.

Sources of Conflict

Boundary spanning roles often create situations that produce conflict and stress.  These conflicts can be person/role conflicts, which represent a bad-fit between an individual’s self-perception and higher specific role in an organisation.  It can be due to inequality or due to feelings versus behaviour or it can be due to territorial conflict.  There can also be organisation/client conflicts and inter-client conflicts.  Organisation/client conflicts refer to disagreements that arise when a customer requests services which violate the rules of the organisation.  Inter-client conflicts arise due to the number of clients who influence each other’s experience.


Marketing should help in reducing the role stress of a service employee.  A satisfied employee can project a positive image about the service and its quality.  Slighting the customer or handling customer as a raw material through the service delivery system is likely to generate negative customer perceptions.


Person/role conflict can be reduced, by being sensitive and seeking employees’ inputs about the issue.  For example, in most of the MNCs, which have come to India, the dress code prescribed for women does not suit the culture of the land.  This is also the case in many private airlines.  This can cause irritation and result in conflict.  Advertising more often creates inflated expectation about a service.  It may result in customer’s asking for services which the system cannot provide.  This is where marketing can be a help in presenting a customer service representation.  Similarly, inter client conflict can be reduced if the clients exhibit relative homogeneity in their service expectations.

Empowerment and Enfrahchisement

Empowerment refers to giving discretion to frontline contact personnel so that the consumers’ needs are met creatively.  Enfranchisement refers to empowerment coupled with a performance based compensation method.  It must be understood that empowerment and enfranchisement do not always win over the industrial based models of management.  Empowerment brings benefits; empowered employees are more customer focused and respond quickly to the customer needs.  They can customize the product and remix it in relatively less time.


Empowerment and enfranchisement do carry costs.  It is the balance between benefits and costs that can determine the appropriateness of each approach.  For example, higher recruitment costs are involved when the right kind of people are sought to be inducted and have to be empowered.  Similarly, a low-cost model, which uses inexpensive or part-time labour, cannot cope with empowerment.

Customer Participation

If the customer’s involvement in the production process of a service increases then it is likely that the efficiency of the operations decreases.  Uncertainties get created in scheduling production since there is direct impact on the type of service desired, the length of the service delivery process, and the cycle of service demand.


Managing customer participation with efficient operations is a delicate art.  However, it has become a strategy to increase customer participation in the service delivery process.  This provides the service firm a form of differentiation when the consumers co-produce at least a part of their own service.  By this, the contact personnel are free to perform other duties, which can be serving other customers or completing paper work.


Self-service is associated with convenience, customization and cost saving to the customer.  A typical example would be the bank ATMs.  By providing such benefits, a service firm can increase customer participation and also develop customer trust.  Before a self-service operation is put into being, it is essential to understand the customer habits and the extent to which they prefer such service options.  These self-service options have to be pre-tested thoroughly before being put to operations.  There is need to understand the determinants of the consumer behaviour teach the consumers how to use these alternative self-service methods and also to monitor and evaluate their performance.

Consumer Waits

Service managers are often called upon to manage a wait line of customers since it is rarely possible in a service to balance demand and supply exactly.  Effectively managing consumer waits creates an important first impression of the service experience.


By trial and error, eight principles of waiting have developed to help service firms to effectively manage customer waits.

Effectively Managing Customer Waits
Principle
Remarks

Unoccupied waits feel longer than occupied waits
A waiting customer with nothing to do should be managed by successful service firms by occupying the consumers’ time.  It can be through activities like reading materials, games, etc.  Care should be taken to ensure that these alternatives to manage the consumer are serious and not trivial.

Pre-process waits feel longer than in-process waits – post-process waits feel longest of all.
Firms must learn how to minimize the pre-process and post-process waits.

Anxiety makes the wait seem longer.
Firms should manage anxiety of the customer; focus groups can be helpful.

Uncertain waits are longer than known, finite waits.
A service provider must render service at the appointed time.

Unexplained waits are longer than explained waits.
If there is a wait, reason should be explained to the customer.

Unfair waits are longer than equitable waits.
Service firms must strive to provide a level playing field fair to all consumers.

The more valuable the service, the longer the customer will wait.
A customer would prefer to wait to see if the service rendered to him is valuable and there are very few alternatives.

Solo waits are longer than group waits.
When managing consumer waits, firm should encourage consumers to interact.

Uncooperative customers

According to Zemke and Anderson, there can be six customer profiles representing the worst.  These are given in the following table.

Six Customer Profiles Representing the Worst

Name 
Remarks

Egocentric Edgar
Places his needs above all other customers and service personnel.

Bad-mouth Betty
Becomes loud, crude and abusive to service personnel and other customers alike.

Selective Agreement
A method of dealing with a dissatisfied customer by agreeing on minor issues in order to show that the customer is being heard.

Hysterical Harold
Reverts to screaming and tantrums to make his point.

Dictatorial Dick
Assumes superiority over all personnel and management.

Freeloading Freda
Uses “tricks” or verbal abuse to acquire services without paying.


When dealing with such customers, employees frequently come into confrontations.  However, these profiles should prepare the employees to minimize the amount of conflict.

Customer Relationship Management

Customer relationship management refers to the process of identifying, attracting, differentiating, and retaining customers.  It helps the firm to focus its attention on most lucrative clients.  It is based on the adage that 20% of company’s customers contribute to 80% of its profits and hence should receive better service.  The typical outcome of CRM are coding, routing, targeting and sharing.  

Typical Outcome of CRM

Outcome
Explanation

Coding
Categorizing customers based on profit levels of their business.

Routing
Process of directing incoming customer calls to customer service representatives in which more profitable customers are more likely to receive faster and better customer service.

Targeting
Offering the firm’s most profitable customers special deals and incentives.

Sharing
Making key customer information accessible to all parts of the organisation and in some cases selling that information to other firms.


There are some limitations of CRM, for instance, it enhances differentiation among high value and low value customers.   It is often found that customers do not like to know that some of them are getting a differential treatment.  However, in service operations such discriminations are common – e.g., airlines, banking, telecommunication services etc.  This can lead to increase in customer complaints and decrease in customer satisfaction.  Because it is a high technology system, the CRM may intrude into privacy issues of the customer.  This may dissuade customers to give full information.


CRM tends to eliminate customers by their current purchasing behaviour.  This is referred to as redlining, where unprofitable types of customers are identified and avoided.  However, it has to be understood that these are behavioural changes which are difficult for a CRM system to keep track of.  Today’s unprofitable customers may become tomorrow’s profitable customers.
