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TWO SOLIT UDES / Su ppliers and custo mer s are often at odds when it com es to con s umer sur veys

Satisfac tion can prove elu sive
BY CAREY FRENCH

Specia l to The Globe and Mail

S
UPPLIERS and customers too often speak different langu age s

when it comes to measuring con sum er satisfactio n, two To-
ronto management con sul tants war n.

Ken Merble r, pre sid e n t of Proudfoot Canada, a unit of Proudfoot
PLC Co., says a ret ail indu s try sur vey con duct e d in the United States
by his company identifie d a "defin ite gap" bet ween the perceptio n of
"q uality deliv ere d " and "qu ali ty receiv ed."

The sur vey of 51 top exe cutiv es of dis cou nt and department store s
with annual sales of $10 -millio n or more fou nd that mos t re spondents
beli eve d qu ali ty of ser vic e in their store s ha d im prove d markedly in
the previous year.

"Howeve r, mos t of the more than 1,000 custome rs int e rvie wed ....
say the quali ty of ser vic e ha sn’t change d at all," the con sul tant said.
Only 20 per cent of con sum er respondents notic e d any upg ade in
the lev el of ser vic e.

Mr. Merble r said a sep arate pol l by the Angus Rei d Group in
Cana da also spotlig hted a com mun i c ation s gap bet ween con sum ers
and ret ailers.

In the sur vey of more than 1,500 Cana dians, "91 per cent said it is
ve ry cruci al for companies to build trust among emplo yees and custo-
me rs in thes e toug h econ omic tim e s. Yet most Cana dians believe
there hasn’t been much progres s in this are a."

Only 28 per cent of those surveyed des cribed companies as more
beli evable than in the past. Another 21 per cent thoug ht the busin ess
mes sage to be les s credib le.

Custome r satisfactio n cons ult ant Michael Hepwo rth , hea d of Hep-
wo rth & Associat es Inc., said sup pli ers are bei ng le d astray by their
ow n surveys that ask the wrong questio ns, often in the wrong way.

Thus, robot telephone -answe ring sys tems – the sou rce of much
lo athing among frust r ated callers – mig ht take on a friendli er face if
us ers were aske d to rat e, on a scale, the impor tanc e of bei ng answe r-

ed within three rings.

"Impor tanc e scales provi de you wit h ab s olu t e im por tanc e rather
than rela t ive impor tanc e," Mr. Hepwo rth said.

"If you talked to the customer, you’d find [a speedy respons e to a
phon e call] is not ter rib ly impor tant. They [might] say it’s more im-
portant that the first person who picks up the phone is able to sol ve
thei r proble m."

While mos t co mpanies have abandone d the "we know what our cus -
tome rs want" philo s ophy, "the statement is implicit in the way they
desig n satisfactio n qu estio nnaires wit hou t first getting input from
custome rs," Mr. Hepwo rth said. This lea ds to que s tion s that focus
st rictly on the hard issues, like deliv ery and accur acy, rat her than on
the soft, or int angible, issues.

This mig ht lea d an airli ne to believe that its customers are more
conc e rne d with punctuality than cle a n wa shrooms. Custome rs rarely
jump ship becau se of a lat e takeoff or arriv a l, he said.

"On int e rnation a l flig hts, dirty washrooms [occur] les s frequ ently
[than delays]. And yet they cau se more damag e" in ter ms of con sum er
dissatisfactio n.

An othe r trap may be the frequ enc y with which sur veys are lau nch -
ed, Mr. Hepwo rth said.

"Eit her people mea s ure too frequ ently and can’t react to the data
qu ickly enoug h, or they mea s ure only onc e a year, whi c h is too in-
frequ ent to keep people’s feet to the fire."

‘Eit her people measure too frequ ent l y
an d can’ t re act to the dat a qu i ckly
eno ugh, or the y me asure only onc e

a year, which is too infrequ ent
to keep people’s feet to the fire.’
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