[image: image1.jpg]( )
>< vertex’





Transforming the customer experience in non-store Retail
By Philip Michell, Senior Retail Consultant, Vertex

philip.michell@vertex.co.uk
www.vertex.co.uk 
How insight and empathy enable an efficient retail operation

Introduction

With competition for consumer’s wallets seeming to increase daily, combined with the diminishing availability of credit, the high street remains a highly challenging environment in which to do business. To make matters worse, consumer expectations regarding the convergence between store, phone and web channels are at an all time high. Here, Vertex outlines how to address a number of issues which will not only transform the customer experience, but also result in increased operational efficiencies.   
Executive Summary
In an environment of increasing competition and diminishing disposable income, the customer experience is becoming a true competitive factor comparable to price and product. Furthermore, even at the value end of the market, customer expectations are such that price is no longer enough and customers demand a painless, efficient and, ideally, enjoyable retail experience – regardless of the channel or channels through which they choose to shop.

Understanding each customer as a unique relationship provides the opportunity to not only tailor the service provided, but also to establish long term relationships which will provide solid revenue streams into the future. Given the volume and complexity of these relationships for all but the very smallest of retailers, achieving the required level of knowledge and insight requires the support of an effective multi-channel account management tool.
This insight is of little value unless it can be used effectively by the front line staff engaging with customers on a daily basis. In a traditional store environment this is challenging enough – however, when phone, web and email are introduced as channels through which customers interact the complexity increases significantly. Whilst robust processes provide a means of maintaining consistency across the channels, a truly engaging customer experience can only achieved when each member of staff is empowered to serve and not only understands, but also empathises with each customer and the specific challenges they face.

The introduction of multi-channel account management tools and the need for empathy with each customer means that training and longer term development are no longer optional tools, but critical elements to maintain the required level of service. This can be achieved effectively through a range of tools which tailor training and development for each member of staff.
Given the nature of retail, a world class customer experience for 40 weeks a year will be of limited benefit if this is not matched by an equivalent or ideally superior service during the 12 peak trading weeks. To achieve this requires not only effective forecasting and planning, but also alignment between campaign management and operations and the ability to both effectively scale up and scale down resource to meet requirements.
This paper explores how a truly market leading customer experience can be delivered through focus on four core areas:
· Customer Insight

· Empathy & Empowerment
· Training, Development & Knowledge Management
· Peak Planning & Delivery
Significant improvements to the customer experience can be achieved in weeks and months, rather than years, and can both act as a catalyst to achieving real lifetime value from each customer and growth of your customer base through word of mouth
Transforming non-store retail operations
Customer Insight
Understanding each customer as an individual or the nirvana of the “single customer view” is seen by many as an impossible or, at best, highly expensive dream. The traditionally accepted route to achieving this is to implement a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tool as a wrapper around the multiple legacy systems which exist. This, in theory, addresses the issue that most retailers encounter – specifically that their store, web and, potentially, catalogue operations operate disparate platforms.
Whilst presented as a panacea, the issues that this route presents are significant: not only does this require highly complex data mapping, it also results in further complexity to the overall technology infrastructure – creating an additional hurdle when systems renewal or replacement is required.

An alternative approach is to review the opportunity strategically and consider whether retailing through multiple channels is the future of your organisation. Assuming it is then logic would indicate that it is appropriate to make decisions on this basis. The key decision is to consider whether now is the time to make the investment in a multi-channel account management tool which, rather than treating each transaction individually, enables multiple transactions over a period of time to be captured under a single customer account.
Rather than looking to revolutionise all systems at the same time, it would be logical to consider one channel initially – typically catalogue or web, and implement a scalable multi-channel account management for these channels first. This approach means that roll-out can be managed over an extended period of time, minimising risks. Naturally, maximum benefits are only realised when the tool is evident across all channels to market.
The benefits of this approach, through whichever route, have been outlined by many others before and typically include:

True customer analysis

It becomes possible to identify the multi-channel buying patterns of individuals and, as a result, focus further activity based on their behaviour. Additionally, and possibly most critically in the non-store environment, it is possible to identify standard customer profitability measures and take specific actions as a result. Whilst this would typically focus on encouraging further sales from currently profitable customers it can also be extended to identify customers who, whilst based on simple gross despatch measures appear to be contributing positively to profit, are actually generating a trading loss through their behaviour generating additional costs. The issues causing this could relate to high levels of returns, bad debt or a range of other issues. Having identified the specific customers actions can be taken to address the underlying issues.
Target Promotional Activity & Cross Selling

Utilising the increase in customer centric data it is possible to identify products with high adjacency, both within a single basket and over a period of time. This can then be used in a number of ways. 
The simplest use is to offer groups of products with high adjacency as promotional packages, with an associated discount for the customer. This discount is offset by the increased contribution from the incremental sales and, potentially, a small reduction in operating costs through the use of a single product code for the promotional package.
A more sophisticated use of the data is the offering of products with a proven adjacency through either recommendations to customers either in the form of a “Other customers who bought this also bought…” section on a web site, or an end of order call additional offer – “Would you also be interested in…”. 

Taken further, the combination of this data can be used to tailor individual promotions for each specific customer, offering them products which have an adjacency to products they have bought previously, but have yet to order. Specifically, this can take the form of an automatically generated web page or a leaflet printed solely for the specific customer.
Retained customer details

Having established a specific account for the customer makes it significantly easier to retain payment related information such as credit card details and use this data to significantly reduce the amount of data required for re-entry at the point of order.

Taken to the extreme, this can be used to create the ability for instant purchases, most effectively demonstrated by Amazon’s 1-Click order mechanism. Not only does this result in a vastly improved customer experience, it significantly reduces the chance of an order not being completed after the product has been put in the customer’s basket or cart. The potential benefits of this are clear with current research showing only 43% of customers shopping online actually complete their order after placing an item in their basket. 
Ability to launch further products
Finally, establishing the true customer view enables the opportunity to offer additional products particularly those such as extended guarantees for products previously purchased. It also opens up the opportunity for customers to be selected to be part of a pre-launch preview of a product range, enabling either product, pricing or promotional changes to be made prior to launching to the mass market

What strikes many is the fact that much of this is not new – traditional “big book” mail order operations providing weekly credit terms and “Buy Now Pay Later” have been able to establish this level of customer insight from the data they have had to capture to operate effectively. What is new is applying this across a rapidly growing market where the potential is almost limitless.

Benefits from a single customer view are significant and achievement, but require a re-assessment of the strategic approach being applied

Empathy & Empowerment

With significant pressure on costs and margins over recent years many retailers have focused on establishing tight controls on customer facing activity through the use of scripts and, in the case of ‘phone ordering, both the measurement and management of Average Handling Time (AHT). Whilst this creates an efficient operation, it does put long term effectiveness at risk through disenfranchising the most important person – the customer. Balancing these controls with a culture of empathy and empowerment brings dividends regardless of the nature of the retailer.

With customers increasingly willing to place orders without speaking to an individual, either over the web or through automated ordering mechanisms, it is increasingly apparent that when they do want to speak to a representative from the retailer from whom they have ordered a product it’s because there is an issue or a query that they have been unable to solve themselves.
This creates two specific challenges: Firstly, the customer’s query is unlikely to be simple; and secondly, in the customer’s mind, the clock has already been ticking regarding how long the issue has been taking to resolve. It is critical that we do not forget that the one person who can solve the customer’s issue and, potentially, protect the longer term relationship between retailer and customer is the advisor located within the contact centre. Constraining this individual with pro-forma scripts and an average of, say, 240 seconds to resolve the issue is therefore increasingly likely to result in frustration from both customer and advisor.

To redress the balance it is possible to introduce the factors of empathy and empowerment – empathy to enable the advisor to put themselves in the customer’s shoes and truly understand the customer’s issue; empowerment to provide the advisor with the flexibility and authority to provide the customer with the answer they are looking for.

Achieving an empathetic population of advisors is most effectively achieved through effective control of the recruitment and induction processes. When establishing the workforce to staff a contact centre to support a specific retail brand, ideally, this means recruiting individuals whom themselves are customers of the brand. This can prove problematic especially when establishing resource for premium retailers – not least given the challenge of controlling costs. Typical ways of achieving increased engagement with the retail brand and therefore engagement include:
· Store Visits – At the very least induction processes should include a visit to a high street branch of the brand that the advisors are representatives of. Similarly to both Branding and Staff Discounts this enables advisors to experience the brand as a customer would.

· Branding – Through replicating instore branding within the contact centre itself  it is possible to reinforce the values and key elements associated with the retail brand
· Staff Discount – Giving staff a discounted mechanism of purchasing items provides a mechanism for them to not only own the products they are discussing with a customer on a daily basis, but also allows them to experience the full lifecycle from order through to delivery and, potentially, return. 
· On-going communication – Particularly key when the contact centre operation is outsourced, advisors should receive the same type of communications and updates as a store or head office employee. If, for example, a new television advertisement is airing, all advisors should be made aware of this to create a feeling of engagement with the brand.  

Having established an advisor base which is capable of empathising with the customers it is critical that the advisors are able to respond to customer queries in a way that resolves the issue in a way which prevents both escalation and further cost. Whilst controls need to be maintained regarding the financial costs of recompensing customers for failure, evidence exists that lifting low levels of the compensation that each advisor can give can actually lower the overall compensation costs and significantly improves customer retention.

Furthermore, it is often forgotten that supporting customers over the ‘phone or web presents significant communication challenges, not least the absence of any non-verbal cues such as body language. Combined with the mistrust of contact centre which pervades our national psyche, everything we can do to support the advisor in engaging with each customer is critical. This reinforces the value in effective data capture and deployment, enabling the advisor to have access to a range of relevant data rather than relying on the customer to provide it during each and every conversation.

Naturally, in both the short and longer term, there are benefits for the retailer in this approach. In the short term repeat calls are reduced meaning that AHT per customer issue may actually be reduced. In the longer term customers are retained and come back to purchase further items. Furthermore, where the experiences encountered by the customer are due in part to their lack of knowledge regarding the order process (“I didn’t realise I needed to give you the details for the gift card before my credit card number”), creating an environment where customer retention is truly valued results in an overall lower per order cost and, therefore, increased retained margin per order. This “virtuous circle” is further enhanced by the fact that the role is more rewarding for the advisor, facilitating a reduction in attrition.
Long term customer relationships which deliver long term revenues can be fostered through engaging with staff to enable both customer empathy and employee empowerment 

Training, Development & Knowledge Management
As highlighted previously, when customers raise order or product related queries they now tend to be well informed on the basics. This can be explained by the exponential growth of data and information available on the web, supplemented by the wealth of social-networking and customer product reviews available.

Taking a simplistic approach, this wealth of knowledge means that the existence of simple queries which can easily be dealt with over the phone should be viewed as a major negative factor – if the issue can be resolved easily why wasn’t the customer able to resolve it themselves?

However, even the success of having no simple queries to resolve is tainted by the remaining highly complex issues which customers have not been able to resolve in spite of the wealth of reference information available to them. The challenge, therefore, is what tools can you provide your advisors with that your customers don’t have? And then, having proved their worth, how can you give customers access to these new tools to further reduce the need to make a ‘phone call. Assuming that the products being sold have a short and limited marketable life (as is the case for most fashion and electrical merchandise) then the challenge increases to the point where significant investment needs to be made in training, development and establishing tools to retain and distribute knowledge across the teams facing customers.

In contact centre operations the challenges of developing and retaining knowledge are further exacerbated by the two factors: Firstly, attrition of staff and the necessity of recruiting means that on a regular basis knowledge is walking out of the contact centre door. Secondly, the requirement to dramatically increasing staffing levels to meet seasonal trading peaks results in large numbers of new advisors being introduced to the operation for short periods of time.

One of the major benefits of operations being outsourced to a third party is the fact that staff departures from the outsourcer are minimised following peak activities due to staff being transferred to other operations within the organisation. This is particularly true where the outsourcing organisation operates in multiple sectors with complementary peaks in activity.

Assuming a retailer is commited to making an investment in the long term training and development of their customer facing workforce, what tools exist to generate the greatest return for the investment?

Where the associated staff are typically located in front of a computer screen, as is the case in a contact centre operation, computer based training (CBT) modules have proved effective for a number of organisations. Whilst somewhat formulaic in approach, CBT can enable effective training on a range of subjects.  
What is often forgotten, however, is that training on its own, however good, is of limited value unless it is delivered within an environment where individual development is valued.
Having established an environment where a continuous process of training exists, underpinned by a culture of personal development, it is critical that advisors are supported by an effective knowledge management tool which can be “peer-populated” – that is the content is not only added by product and technical experts, typically located in the Retailer’s Buying function, but also by colleagues from across the Contact Centre population. This is especially critical since the individuals who actually know what answers work for which questions are those who have to pass on the information to the customers themselves. Tools which enable “wiki” type content addition, supported and moderated by product and technical experts provides an effective solution which, ultimately, benefits all concerned.

Knowledge is King – Managing the retention of knowledge within customer facing staff can yield significant dividends in the ability to quickly address customer issues.
Peak Planning & Delivery

The fourth piece of this jigsaw is the effective management and delivery of Contact Centre facilities and resource to meet the short term demands associated with peaks of activity around periods such as Christmas. With the success of many retailers being solely governed by how well they perform during the, at best, 12 weeks preceding Christmas, a successful, proven and replicable process for making additional resources available, without incurring incremental costs throughout the year, is key.
There are three key elements to effective peak management:
Facilities

The service provided needs to be physically located somewhere and, unless high costs are carried throughout the year, it is likely that the additional premises will not currently form part of the retailer’s property portfolio. This, more than anything else, is the reason why it is critical that the planning process for peak trading start at least 9 months prior to the period itself. 

One of the most effective shortcuts to bringing this additional capacity online is to work with an outsourcer with experience of working as both a full and partial partner. A further refinement to this is to work with a partner who has a portfolio of clients whose peaks and troughs are varied. This enables capacity requirements to be effectively balanced across multiple organisations without the need for each organisation to carry additional costs during the quieter periods.

Technology

Enabling a significant increase in the volume of activity being undertaken requires a technology solution which is not only scalable, but also can be served from multiple locations aligned to where facilities are available.
To achieve this without either carrying significant cost throughout the year or requiring Herculean project management efforts to commission additional infrastructure, requires the adoption of technology which complies with accepted standards and is comprehensively supported.

Resource

Finally, making additional resource available requires a combination of factors. Initially, the foundations highlighted previously in this article need to be in place. Not only do the processes associated with recruitment, selection and induction needed to be honed to a fine edge, but a well developed and self-populated knowledge management toolset provides new advisors with the wealth of information they require to serve challenging customers during this critical period.
Additionally, the benefit of a well established partnership with an external resourcing partner cannot be understated. Where a true partnership exists and the needs and requirements of the retailer are truly understood, the resulting resource, be it for permanent or temporary requirements, dramatically reduces the management overhead required and significantly improves the percentage of individuals who successfully complete the induction and training process.
Planning is 90% of the battle – Delivering a successful Customer Experience through the peak trading period, without incurring additional cost throughout the year, can only be achieved by starting planning 9 months in advance.    

Conclusion
In summary, it is clear that it is possible to engineer a step change in the customer experience for a non-store environment. The keys to achieving this are four-fold:

· Customer Insight

Make customers family – know everything about them and remember each and every conversation and interaction. Make this knowledge available to the individual who is best positioned to solve the customer’s problem – the front line advisor.

· Empathy & Empowerment

Manage resolution not handling time – put individuals in front of customers who are able to not only understand, empathise with and solve their issues, but also further the relationship through the way in which they do it. Ideally, front line advisors should be fully experienced in back office processes to enable them to address issues quickly and effectively

· Training, Development & Knowledge Management
Knowledge is king – Many problems faced by customers have already been solved; the key is making resolution replicable rather than a one-off special occasion
· Peak Planning & Delivery

Never take your eye off the ball – World class service 40 weeks of the year is of limited benefit if the majority of customers visit you during the remaining 12. Failing to plan means planning to fail!

Whilst the above may only significantly enhance the “out of store” retail customer experience, their successful adoption provides any retailer with a foundation to not only truly compete in the ever more aggressive consumer marketplace, but also to enhance margins by positioning themselves apart from the pack.  
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