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A 2002 Harvard Business Review article stated that after a year, customers who were surveyed
regarding satisfaction with a service interaction (with afinancial institution) were more than three times
aslikely to open a NEW account, less than half as likely to defect and were more profitable than
consumers who had not been surveyed (Dholakia & Morwitz, 2002). The only difference between the
two groups was that one was surveyed and one was not; neither group received any direct marketing
from the company during the year. The impact of surveying customers was shown to be profound due to
the customers' desire to be acknowledged by the company; the company a so remains top-of-mind when
product choices are made, simply because the process of asking a consumer’s opinion allows people the
opportunity to think about your products and services that otherwise may not occur (Dholakia &
Morwitz, 2002).

Since surveying customersis so important, how do you ensure that your customer satisfaction results are
a profitable business processin the contact center? To increase the value of the initiative, be certain the
research is done the right way and not only done for the sake of surveying customers. Customer
feedback results will be used by colleagues regardless of the number of cavesatslisted on your graphs so

we must be diligent in providing valid and credible customer intelligence.

Little effort is needed to convince your management teams that surveying is necessary, but thisis often
where effort is expended. Instead, the bulk of the effort should be spent on the survey program design
itself. Many contact center teams analyze what others are doing - either inside or outside the
organization - and then design and implement a measurement program that is believed to be best-in-
class. But don't forget that surveying is a science not to be taken lightly, so follow the guidelines of this
science when developing, executing and reporting results of your program. Also, be aware that
companies salling research services do not always apply the science but rather squeeze al projects into
one mold. Many speak from “their” findings on these project molds, but these findings are often not
replicated or validated by research scientists nor are the findings consistent with the body of academic

research on customer measurement.

A more effective approach is used by Customer Relationship Metrics whereby every project and every

measurement need is considered individually. Not every research need can fit into a standard mold. We
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do not, and neither should you, build programs based on what we “think” will work, but rather what we
know has worked based on consistency with scientific data provided by the body of academic research.
It isimportant to identify where the supportive research comes from, the quality of the research project,
and the potentia bias of the findings before you “hang your hat” on the study. By knowing what pitfalls
in your program to avoid, you will be able to hold the list up against your own customer satisfaction
research program. And then ask yourself: where can improvements be made to align with validated

science?

When you accept an existing program or borrow aresearch plan that is right for another company, rather
than designing an effective program based on the fundamentals of science and your own organizational
culture, you must consider the implications. Y ou proceed with analysis of this datathat you believe
provides an understanding of customers’ satisfaction with your service. The results are then
disseminated and used by management to make changesin service delivery in an effort to improve
customer satisfaction. But, rather than providing actionabl e intel ligence to your organization, you are
instead exposing them to a significant amount of loss - of customers and in revenue. The good newsis

that most research programs can be repaired or re-applied to the proper place within the organization.

As customer service experts, we know that surveys from our callers provide the critical evaluation
needed to engineer the best possible service environment. A common pitfall isto conduct follow-up
phone calls to gather feedback about the contact center. That type of research methodology certainly has
its place in your company’ s research portfolio but is less effective than the use of point-of-service, real-
time customer evaluations for your contact center. If you decide to proceed with follow-up phone
surveys, thereisafix that is available and must be used in order to correct the bias (error) that is

inherent in this type of program.

According to scientific research, analysis from evaluations that are delayed has severa biases (errors)
and is, therefore, not reliable unless you include important correction factors. In the interest of brevity,
the error that isintroduced by the telephone interviewersis not fully discussed here. Interviewer biasis
corrected for in the analysisin the same manner as the issues that will be discussed. Accepting the fact
that different individuals conduct the surveys differently is not difficult to recognize. Accepting other

errors that occur requires a more compl ete discussion.
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Fundamentally, you must “correct” your data through quantitatively accounting for the evaluation gap
by creating an additional weighted variable in your analysis. The “gap” variable will account for the
delay between the service interaction and the service evaluation so you can accurately interpret the
results. The greater the gap, the greater the bias and the greater the adjustment needed in order to
generate actionable intelligence that your organization can use with confidence. Essentialy, thegapis
being controlled for within your results rather than assuming all datato be equal when the evaluations

were gathered 24, 48, or 72 hours later (use the exact number of hours as the data point for each survey).

When using a delayed evaluation program after a service interaction, it is based on the caller’ srecall of
theinteraction. Anything other than real-time measurement inherently introduces this recall bias (error).
Many studies have shown that asking customers to recall information is often inaccurate — customers
tend to either over- or under-report past events, causing bias (Brennan, Chan, Hini & Esslemont, 1996;
Sudman, Finn & Lannom, 1984; Sudman & Bradburn, 1974). Over-reporting is the most typical
response of consumers when asked to recall events (Brennan, et al., 1996). We may be tempted to
characterize this as a good thing since customers tend to over-report and score the interaction higher
than what it actually was. The bias causes the results to be positively skewed and does not create an
accurate representation of the reality of the service delivery process. With inflated scores, the
management team will not make the necessary changes to maximize the customer experience aimed at
ultimately increasing customer loyalty and shareholder wealth. Customer defection or leakage will

continue without a clear understanding as to the cause.

Collecting customer satisfaction data may seem easy, but deciding on the methodology to gather it has a
significant impact on the analysis. If you are using a method that is not completed immediately after the
service interaction, the gap is certainly afactor. When asked survey questions, consumer recall of the
experienceis affected by severa factors, including the time allowed to answer each question
(differences across interviewers equal s interviewer bias), the involvement the customer has with the
product/service, the order of the events being recalled, and the presence or absence of comparisons
(Sudman & Kalton, 1986; Sudman and Bradburn, 1982). This recall becomes biased and may lead,
among other things, to inaccurate assumptions of how consumers will behave (Pearson, Ross & Dawes,

1992) when applying the results to the business practice.

Statistical anaysisis not always the most “user-friendly” information, causing managers and other

employees who must use the information to make decisions without always understanding what they are
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looking at (Brandt, 1999). Explaining the statistical error correctionsis not easy either, so we tend not to
doit at al. However, ignoring the error does not mitigate it. When management only concentrates on
the results and no adjustments are made for the inherent errors, the data will not be representative of the
true feelings of your customers. The consequences of using these biased results will continue to
snowball. Management will decide how to invest money on training, technology, marketing and/or

R& D and expect the impact to be quantified with subsequent measurements. With questionable
customer intelligence, it is quite possible that the wrong decisions were made on behalf of the customer.
Subsequent measurement of the effect gained by the initiative will also be flawed and may or may not
substantiate your ROI case. The plan is actually a guess that is made with more certainty than truly
possible. Are you prepared to accept this now and face the future issues of reliability, credibility and

validity of any results you present?

The consequences of a poor measurement program and inaccurate reporting will have a profound and far
reaching effect in the organization. To maximize the return on your investment for your customer
measurement program and to make sure your credibility is not called into question, be certain to back up
your datawith science. Ensure that you do it right from the beginning. If you do not want to study the
science around creating and interpreting the gap variable from a delayed measurement, set up a program

to measure customer satisfaction immediately after the contact center interaction.

One of the main objections to performing a real-time measurement and instead using a delayed survey
methodology is the desire to include both the service interaction and fulfillment evaluations. To get an
accurate view of the contact center service experience, it cannot be combined with the fulfillment
evaluation without allowing the gap bias to be introduced into the results. The biasis created from the
delay between the service interaction and the evauation — a delay that is needed to evaluate fulfillment.
To overcome the bias (and fix your program), you should create two separate measurement programs.
K eep the follow-up phone interviews to secure the results on whether the outcome was as expected and
successful. Then, take the results of the two measurement programs and look at them holistically as

actionable intelligence to implement positive change for your organization.

In addition to the bias from the interaction and eva uation gap, there is also the issue of first responder
bias (Gendall & Davis, 1993). This bias occurs because, by definition, the program contacts customers

within two or three days (sometimes more) of a serviceinteraction. The customers that respond to the
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survey first could be different than your general customer base because they are home at the time and
have answered the phone. Think about the changes in society over the last few years with caller 1D, cdll
phones, single parents, or two parents working outside the household. All of these social factors, and
more, impact who within your customer base actually answers the call to complete the follow-up survey.
If you are fortunate enough to get a valid sample within this short window, it may not be representative

of your customer base. Are you prepared to accept this for strategic decision-making?

Thisis an important factor because research studies have shown that there are differences between
customers that are contacted on the first call and those contacted on subsequent calls (Gendall & Davis,
1993; Robinson & Lifton, 1991; Ward, Russick & Rudelius, 1985). Inthe Gendall & Davis (1993)
research, they confirmed that those that are contacted on the first call tend to be more rural, lower
income, less educated, female and older. While this study examined the general public, your results may
also share specific demographic categories not representative of your customer base because the
research company calls the telephone numbers on the list until someone answers the phone and
completes the survey. Again, though, this can and must be fixed by correcting for the sample

demographics with your analytic techniques, because you can not ignoreit.

Satisfaction programs will increase loyalty, lower transaction costs, reduce failure costs, and help build
an organization’s reputation in the marketplace (Anderson, Fornell, and Lehmann, 1994). But they must
be done the right way to recognize such results. Do not allow the potential biasesto prevent you from
surveying your customers or asking them to evaluate their service experience - just be aware of and
know how to control or eliminate as much bias as possible. If you do not control biases that are present
in different types of measurements and different methodol ogies, the gap in your research may be too

great and do more harm than good.
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