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THE EFFORTLESS EXPERIENCE

‘This is what every business book should be like: stuffed with practical advice, well-supported by research, and written to keep you eagerly flipping the pages’ Dan Heath, co-author of Decisive, Switch and Made to Stick, from the foreword

‘Most current customer support and customer experience improvement programmes are merely replays of age-old concepts with some new terminology thrown in. The customer effort research and approach recounted here is different. It is truly the first really novel idea that I’ve heard – and implemented – in a long time. This is an approach that drives innovative, significant improvement within my teams … actions grounded in solid data … actions that yield measurable, customer-visible results that we just couldn’t achieve via other means. It really has changed the way I think about the support my team delivers’ Dan Rourke, director of software support, HomeAway, Inc.

‘A must-have for any true customer experience leader’s library. Matt, Nick and Rick are the “MythBusters” of customer experience, dispelling many commonly held but inaccurate beliefs around the drivers of disloyalty and delight and what will really drive true value to your business’ Lynn Holmgren, vice president, customer experience strategy, Frontier Communications

‘If you are looking for one resource to keep on your desk that will bring you back to the right focus for delivering a better customer service, this is that resource’ Chris Hale, vice president, reservation services, Hyatt

‘Every business is looking for the secret to creating loyal customers. This book not only builds a compelling case for effortless customer experiences being the key to loyalty, but also provides a clear road map for any business to achieve that goal. It’s a must-read!’ Deb Oler, vice president and general manager, Grainger Brand, W. W. Grainger

‘What’s brilliant about The Effortless Experience is its pragmatism, illustrated by the observation that we can easily make things worse for customers and often do more harm than good. Here is real, practical, implementable guidance to help avoid those pitfalls’ Richard Joyce, operations director, Home Retail Group Customer Services

‘The Effortless Experience provides a well-researched foundation for customer experience transformation. Reducing customer effort links the work of the service organization to the business-wide goal of increasing customer loyalty. The concepts themselves are pragmatic and actionable and this book will get you under way’ Sue Atkins, head of service experience, Telecom NZ, Ltd

‘Driving down customer effort results in pushing up brand loyalty, right along with sales’ Daniel F. Balistierri, vice president, Global Service and Experience, MasterCard

‘Almost effortless reading, the pragmatic approach of the authors is just what we need to help up grapple with this global opportunity’ David Thompson, managing director, Fusion Contact Centre Services
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Foreword

On July 16, 2012, Shaea Labus, a Zappos customer service representative, took a call from a customer named Lisa. Their conversation started with shoes and broadened out to other areas of life: movies and favorite foods and more. They talked and talked and talked some more. At one point, Shaea took a bathroom break and came back to the phone; helpful colleagues brought her food. In total, their conversation lasted nine hours and thirty-seven minutes. “Sometimes people just need to call and talk,” explained another Zappos rep.1

In a North Carolina Nordstrom, a security guard spotted a woman crawling around on the floor, frantically looking for something. She’d lost the diamond from her engagement ring. The guard and two other employees joined the search, and after a long, fruitless combing of the area, they finally discovered the diamond buried deep inside the bag of a vacuum cleaner.2

One clear evening at the Four Seasons in Kapalua, Maui, a bartender overheard a honeymooning couple talking about how lovely the moon looked. The next morning, someone knocked on the door of their suite. To their shock, it was a NASA administrator, holding up two space suits. “Guess who’s taking our space shuttle for a ride today?” he said, smiling. “Better bring a bag for the moon rocks.”

Okay, I made that last one up.

The other two stories are true, though. And you’ve probably heard many more like them. We live in a golden age of customer service, an era when many customer service leaders say explicitly that their goal is to “delight the customer.” (Parenthetically, “delight the customer” is a truly odd-sounding phrase to have caught on in our sober business world. Should we also aspire to “mesmerize our employees” and “titillate our vendors”?)

The idea, of course, is that customer service operations should aspire to provide superlative service—service that is so good, so over-the-top that it’s surprising and memorable. Delightful.

It’s a worthy goal. But what if it’s dead wrong?

What if, in fact, these viral stories of delightful service have served as a siren song for customer service leaders, luring them away from a more sensible and effective mission?

There are times when stories stick too well—when they are so compelling that they distort our thinking. Take, for instance, the phenomenon of people being “discovered” on YouTube. A few years ago, Neal Schon, the lead guitarist of the band Journey, came across a video of a Filipino named Arnel Pineda, who was singing Journey cover songs. Pineda was so mind-bogglingly good that he was invited to be Journey’s new lead singer. Another YouTube discovery involved a young Canadian singer named Justin Bieber. (Somehow I suspect you’ve heard that one.)

These YouTube tales have everything we crave in a story: likable heroes who make it big. The drama of unexpected discovery. The emotion of a rags-to-riches tale. But we must be careful not to confuse a great story with a great strategy. The fact that Justin Bieber was discovered online does not mean that a budding young rapper should blow his savings producing YouTube videos. That’s lottery-ticket logic. (Someone has to win, why not me?)

Similarly, the fact that the public loves sticky customer service stories does not mean that customer service leaders should gear up their departments to deliver them. It’s not so much that delivering these stories is improbable, in the way that becoming a YouTube sensation is improbable. Certainly any customer service rep could be trained to stay on the phone for nine hours. (“What’s your five-digit zip code? Thank you, Ms. Barkley. Now, let’s start with your childhood.”)

Rather, it’s that “delighting customers” is an inspirational but potentially misguided goal. Most companies are nothing like Nordstrom or Zappos, which bet their brands on service. Do we really need our credit card companies or utilities trying to “delight” us? (Personally, I’d settle for not having to repeat aloud the very same account number that I just punched into the phone eight seconds prior.)

Maybe customer service should be less about offense—bending over backwards to please customers—and more about defense, in the sense of preventing frustration and delay. What if the Holy Grail of service isn’t customer delight but customer relief—the simple relaxing of the shoulders that comes from having your problem handled quickly and smoothly?

In the pages ahead, you’ll follow a business detective story, in which cherished truths about customer service are systematically investigated—and frequently debunked. The Effortless Experience is what every business book should be like: stuffed with practical advice, well supported by research, and written in a way that will keep you eagerly flipping the pages.

Along the way, you’ll find out the solution to the mega-mystery—should customer service departments aim for delight or relief?—and also encounter lots of fascinating mini-mysteries like these:



	What irritates customers more, being transferred or being forced to repeat information?

	What happened when Linksys stopped offering customer service via e-mail? Did costs go up or down? Did people switch to phone or self-service?

	And what’s the fatal flaw with the seemingly smart metric, used by hundreds of companies, that tracks “first call resolution” (that is, the number of customers whose issues were resolved successfully during the first phone call)?





Turn the page to find the answers. And if you find yourself delighted by what you read and you want to discuss it with someone, don’t forget there are Zappos reps standing by to take your call …

—DAN HEATH,
Co-author of Decisive, Switch, and Made to Stick









Introduction: Blinded by Delight

Have you ever heard the story of Joshie the giraffe?

Joshie is the property of a little boy who, during a family trip to a Ritz-Carlton in Amelia Island, Florida, accidentally left him behind in his room when the family was checking out. As you can imagine, Joshie’s owner was borderline apoplectic when he realized he’d gone missing, and so his parents did what any sane parent would do. They told their son that Joshie wasn’t “missing,” per se; he was just taking an extended vacation. Just a small ruse to get the boy to go to sleep.

As it turns out, they weren’t exaggerating. Joshie, you see, was in very good hands.

Upon finding him, the housecleaning staff at the Ritz-Carlton brought him to the hotel’s Loss Prevention Team, who called the family to tell them that they’d found Joshie in the hotel laundry and thought they might want him back. Needless to say, the little boy’s parents were thrilled to find out that his beloved stuffed animal had been located.

But instead of doing what most companies would do and just mailing Joshie back to his owner, the team at the Ritz-Carlton went the extra mile.

The loss prevention manager instructed his team to document Joshie’s “extended stay” at the hotel. They created a photo album with pictures of the giraffe lounging by the pool, getting a massage (with the requisite slices of cucumber over his eyes), relaxing on the beach, making new (stuffed animal) friends, and heading out in a golf cart to play eighteen holes. Not only that, but Joshie and his photo album were shipped to the family in a box full of free Ritz-Carlton swag.

It’s a heartwarming story and really epitomizes what it means to receive extraordinary customer service—service that delights. But if you’re a business person, you know what this really is: a story about building lifetime customer loyalty.

Business people know that the truest test of a company’s ability to delight is when things go wrong—when a problem or issue arises and the customer needs the company’s help to fix it. Customer service is the crucible of the customer experience—the place where all of the company’s claims, its mission and its values, are tested. And it’s been a long-held belief in business that when your customer is most in need of help and you deliver an “above and beyond” service experience, you are effectively building a moat around your customer relationship, one that keeps your customers close and your competitors at bay.

It’s for this reason that managers celebrate these rare moments of customer delight when they happen. Companies plaster the thank-you notes and e-mails from grateful customers on the walls of their service center (almost always called “The Wall of Fame”). They recognize employees at the annual company meeting for going the extra mile. These stories of selfless service become the stuff of legend in company hallways, the new bar to which all employees are asked to aspire. Not only that, but companies spend millions on training and consulting engagements to help their frontline staff more effectively and consistently deliver these “moments of wow” to customers.

Stories like the one about Joshie the giraffe force a kind of deep introspection for senior service leaders. There probably wasn’t a company executive anywhere in the world who, upon hearing the Joshie story for the first time, didn’t immediately furrow her brow and wonder aloud, “How can we deliver that kind of experience to our customers? How do I get my people to go above and beyond like that? Why can’t our company be known for that kind of delightful service?”

The questions we ask ourselves aren’t about whether we should delight our customers, but rather how to delight them. We know that serving customers this way is best—we feel it deep in our bones.

There’s just one problem.

While delighting customers with above-and-beyond service feels right and seems to make a great deal of sense at an intuitive level, the reality is that for virtually every company out there, the Joshie story is in fact a perfect example of what not to base your service strategy on.

While most companies have for decades been pouring time, energy, and resources into the singular pursuit of creating and replicating the delightful experience for their customers, they’ve ironically missed the very thing customers are actually looking for—a closer-in, more attainable, replicable, and affordable goal that’s been sitting right in front of them all this time: the effortless experience. This book is the road map for building that experience.
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1

The New Battleground for Customer Loyalty

We don’t know exactly what you do for a living. The topic of customer experience management is so broad, so encompassing, that this book will be read by any number of professionals—heads of customer service, marketers, contact center supervisors, web site designers, consultants, small business owners, and even CEOs.

But while we don’t know what hat you wear from nine to five, we do know what you do the rest of the time: Like all of us, you’re a customer. You go grocery shopping, you take the dog to the vet, and you go on vacations. You choose what cable operator to use, where to take your car to get the oil changed, where to get your shirts laundered. You make dozens—maybe hundreds—of decisions in a week about what products and services to buy and from whom to buy them. Some of these decisions you don’t even think about, such as when you flip on the TV or fill up your gas tank, but others are significant and time-consuming—for example, when you buy a new car or laptop, or when you pick a contractor for a major home improvement.

So, thinking with your customer “hat” on, consider the following two questions: First, what companies do you do business with or buy from specifically because of the exceptional customer service they provide? Second, what companies have you stopped buying from and refused to do business with because of the awful service you’ve experienced?

We’re willing to bet that you found the second question a lot easier to answer than the first. Consider those companies that you buy from strictly because of their great service, because they go “above and beyond.” You might be able to think of one or two—a special restaurant or resort, for instance—but that’s a rarity for most. But the other question—naming those you’ve stopped buying from—is much easier to answer, isn’t it? You could probably fill up a list a mile long with companies you’ve stopped doing business with because of the bad service you’ve experienced: the cable company that makes you take a day off from work because they can’t do better than an all-day service window, the dry cleaner that ruined your favorite suit and refuses to reimburse you, the airline that lost your bags en route to a long-awaited vacation, the contractor who never showed up to finish the punch list, the bank that took five phone calls to resolve your issue.

Why is that? Why are customers much quicker to punish companies for bad service than to reward them for good service?

It’s this mystery that lies at the heart of this book.

Killing Them with Kindness

In many ways, it’s no surprise that many senior leaders see customer service as a great opportunity to differentiate their companies in the market.

Commoditization, not just of products but of brand promises, is one of the unavoidable hard truths of doing business in the twenty-first century. The time from launch to peak of market acceptance to everyone else ripping off your great new idea and calling it their own is shrinking down to almost nothing. As soon as you have something that you think sets you apart, your competitors launch an identical product or service or make a similar claim. It’s no surprise that customers can’t tell the difference between companies they do business with. According to a recent study by our company, CEB, customers see only about 20 percent of corporate brands as truly differentiated (see figure 1.1). All others look more or less like flavors of the same thing, with very little difference from one to the next.

With so little opportunity to stand apart with their products or even their brands, many companies have turned to customer service—not just the routine delivery of everyday service, but specifically the issue resolution experience normally delivered over the phone or on the web—to help them differentiate themselves in a world of sameness. Pick up any trade rag written for the customer service or contact center industry and it’s clear those guys got the memo. One magazine proclaims that “Loyalty is now driven primarily by a company’s interactions with its customers.”1 Another declares that “Customer loyalty is an ongoing relationship and the key is, of course, excellent customer support.”2


[image: image]
n = 1,600 customers.

Source: CEB, 2013.



Figure 1.1 Customer Views on Company Uniqueness



But does this strategy even make sense? Should companies try to create differentiation and build customer loyalty by delivering superior service?

Before we answer this, let’s back up for a moment and define what we mean by “loyalty.” For the purposes of this book—and in particular the data we’ll discuss in this chapter—we will cast the widest net possible by defining loyalty in terms of three specific behaviors: repurchase (customers continue to buy from your company), share of wallet (customers buy more from you over time), and advocacy (customers say good things about your company to family, friends, coworkers, even to strangers).

As you can see from how we’re defining it, loyalty is much more than what we call “retention” or “locking in” customers so they can’t or won’t start buying from your competitors. In other words, it’s not just getting them to stay with you because they have to, but rather because they want to. Plus, they don’t keep you at arm’s length; they actually increase spend with you over time and tell others that you are a company worth buying from. That’s real loyalty.

This concept isn’t just for business-to-consumer (B2C) companies. Business-to-business (B2B) organizations are also looking for the same thing from their customers. Of course, getting to loyalty can be more challenging in the B2B context because it has to be achieved twice, not just with your actual business customers (i.e., the decision makers who sign the contract) but also with end users (i.e., the people who use the product or service). The story we’re about to tell will be one that is consistent across both B2C and B2B operating environments, though we’ll be sure to highlight any important differences in the data—and our recommendations—throughout.

The Big Questions

Over the past several years we’ve conducted hundreds of conversations with customer service leaders around the world in every imaginable industry and have found that the conversation on customer loyalty comes down to three fundamental questions:


1. To what extent does customer service matter in driving customer loyalty? It seems like everyone believes that customer service plays a major role, but how exactly?

2. What are the things customer service can do to drive customer loyalty? Most companies are working to create some form of “extraordinary service”—attempting to build better relationships with customers, believing that will make them more loyal. But as any service leader will tell you, that’s incredibly hard to achieve on any kind of consistent basis.

3. How can customer service improve loyalty, while also reducing operating costs? Any idea that sounds great on paper but costs millions is very unlikely to get the green light in the current “do more with less” environment. Even when you can make a rock-solid business case, the average company is still incredibly conservative when it comes to new expenditures. We’re all looking for smart ways to allocate our limited budgets.



Our Methodology in Brief

We constructed a quantitative research model to answer these pressing questions. We wanted to know—directly from actual customers—exactly which elements of the interaction with customer service have the biggest effect on making people more (or less) loyal.

At the heart of our work was a widespread study of customer service interactions. Our company manages the world’s largest network of customer service organizations (the Customer Contact Leadership Council)—more than 400 companies around the world are members. These companies gave us unprecedented customer access to conduct our research.

In the first of these surveys, over 97,000 customers—all of whom had a recent service interaction over the web or through calling a contact center and were able to remember the details clearly—were asked to answer a series of questions about their recent service interactions: What really happened when they contacted the company? How well did it actually solve their problem? Generally speaking, these questions fell into three categories: (1) questions about the customer’s experience with the service rep they interacted with; (2) questions about the amount of energy or number of steps, generally speaking, the customer had to put into the service interaction (what we’ve dubbed “customer effort”); and (3) questions about the company’s ability to deliver a delightful experience to the customer. Let’s cover each of these categories briefly.




	PARTIAL LIST OF VARIABLES TESTED



	Experience with the Rep
	Customer Effort
	Moments of “Wow”



	

	Rep confidence

	Rep understanding of customer

	Rep listening ability

	Personalization of service

	Rep knowledge of how to resolve issue

	Rep concern

	Rep tailoring to customer state of mind

	Rep accent

	Rep setting of expectations

	Certainty of follow-through



	

	Number of transfers

	Repeating information

	First contact resolution

	Number of contacts to resolve

	Perceived additional effort to resolve

	Ease of contacting service

	Channel switching

	Time to resolve




	

	Willingness of service to go “above and beyond”

	Applying knowledge about customer

	Exceeding customer expectations

	Teaching the customer

	Offering alternatives

	Perceived value of alternatives offered










First, in terms of the interaction with the service representative, we were looking to understand how customer service reps (also known as “agents” or “associates” or “CSRs”) handled the issue. For instance, in the customer’s estimation, was the rep confident? Was she a good listener? Did she have the knowledge required to address the customer’s issue? Did she show a clear understanding of the customer’s issue? Did she demonstrate ownership of the issue, or did she pass the buck to somebody else?

Second, in the area of customer effort, we asked about things such as whether the customer had to contact the company repeatedly to get his issue resolved, whether he was transferred to another department or rep, whether he had to repeat himself, his perception of how hard it was to get his problem fixed, how easy it was to contact the company, whether he had to switch channels at any point (e.g., starting on the web, but then having to resort to the phone), the total time it took to get the problem fixed, and so on.

Lastly, we wanted to get a sense of whether the company did any of the “little things” that we tend to think delight customers. Did the company go above and beyond to resolve the customer’s issue? Did the company demonstrate any depth of knowledge about the customer and his history with them? Did the company teach the customer something new about their product or service? And, generally speaking, did the company exceed the customer’s expectations in the course of resolving his issue?

In addition to these experience-based questions, we asked for information that we would later use as control variables in our analysis. These included each respondent’s age, sex, income, the type of issue they were calling about (simple or complex, service or sales), their personality type, and their mood prior to contact. We also collected data on additional control variables, including the perceived switching costs of leaving the company, exposure to company advertising, and perceived product quality, price, and value.

From a company perspective, we collected data from companies whose service organizations provide service only, as well as those that provide service and sales. We included both in-house and outsourced service organizations, onshore, near-shore, and offshore. We also had representation from companies large and small and from every major industry and geographic market imaginable.

By controlling for these variables, we were able to isolate the elements of loyalty that are specific to customer service—even where there are variations between different types of companies—so that the results really do represent the universal truths that we found, the things that are foundationally true for all companies.

At the end of the survey, we asked customers to assess both their satisfaction with the experience and their loyalty to the company based on the service interaction in question. Specifically, we asked how likely they would be to keep buying from the company, buy more over time, and advocate on the company’s behalf.

The survey categories described above are just a simple construct for explaining what we studied. Naturally, we could have segmented things differently, but what matters most is that this was an exhaustive study of the customer’s service experience, covering not just the facts about the customer (who they are and what they wanted help with), but what they went through to get their issue resolved and how they felt about the experience. From a service standpoint, this allowed us to cast a very broad net in order to understand which of the variables we tested had the biggest impact on that individual customer’s loyalty to the company in question. In other words, of all the things in a service interaction that could make customers loyal to companies, which ones actually do?

An important disclosure before we reveal the results and their implications: We intentionally limited this study to service transactions and their impact on customer loyalty. Obviously, customer loyalty is a product of all the interactions a customer has with a company—its brand and reputation, their friends’ and family’s perceptions of the company, the value and quality of the products, and of course customer service, among other things. This allowed us to understand, in great detail, the impact that each service interaction can have on total customer loyalty. Moreover, it allowed us to understand what specific actions business leaders can take to maximize customer loyalty resulting specifically from service interactions.

Through all of this research, we ended up with a few million data points, which were then boiled down to what turned out to be four simple but profound findings.

The Conventional Wisdom

Before we show you what we found, let’s pause for a moment to consider the conventional wisdom out there. We asked dozens of companies around the world to describe their strategy to achieve customer loyalty within customer service, and by far the preponderant answer was that most organizations try to provide a level of satisfaction that exceeds the customer’s expectations.

Companies strongly believe customer satisfaction leads directly to loyalty—by a margin of 83 percent to 12 percent (with 5 percent unsure). Not surprisingly then, an overwhelming percentage of the companies we surveyed (89 percent to be exact) told us they were either focusing more of their efforts on exceeding expectations or they’re continuing their focus in this direction. As one vice president of customer service from a consumer electronics company told us, “Our biggest growth opportunity comes from delighting our customers. If we’re not delighting customers, we’re not doing our job.”

What companies tell us is that they try to do this—not just because it feels good, but because they strongly believe there are significant economic gains to be made by exceeding the service expectations of their customers.

If one were to graphically depict the conventional wisdom, it would look a lot like what you see in figure 1.2. Service leaders believe that customers who simply have their expectations met are only marginally more loyal, while significant loyalty benefits accrue once customer expectations are exceeded. The belief that a tremendous loyalty payout awaits firms that exceed customer expectations is, again, firmly rooted across companies around the world.


[image: image]
Source: CEB, 2013.

Figure 1.2 Perceived Impact of Customer Service on Loyalty



In other words, the common belief is that when service is below customer expectations, loyalty is also subpar. But as satisfaction improves beyond simply meeting expectations, all the way to exceeding expectations, loyalty naturally rises—exponentially.

This leads us to the first of our four major findings.

FINDING #1: A Strategy of Delight Doesn’t Pay

While leaders clearly believe in the power of exceeding customer expectations in building customer loyalty, the data tells a different story. As we analyze responses from more than 97,000 customers, what we find is that there is virtually no difference at all between the loyalty of those customers whose expectations are exceeded and those whose expectations are simply met (see figure 1.3). Rather than a “hockey stick effect”—where loyalty skyrockets upward—loyalty actually plateaus once customer expectations are met.


[image: image]
n = 97,176 customers.

Source: CEB, 2013.


Figure 1.3 Impact of Customer Service on Loyalty: Perceived vs. Actual



There are two big takeaways here. First, companies tend to grossly underestimate the benefit of simply meeting customer expectations. In a world in which customer expectations are significantly inflated and seemingly on the rise all the time, what we find is that customers are in fact quite happy to simply get what was promised them. If there happens to be a problem, just resolve it quickly and easily. No more, no less. It’s a surprising finding, and one that stands in stark contrast to most of what is reported in the trade press or presented by self-proclaimed customer experience gurus.

Think about what that means for how contact centers, other service organizations, even entire businesses are managed. Once you’re consistently meeting the expectations of the majority of your customers, you’ve already done the most economically valuable thing you can do.

Second, companies tend to massively overestimate the loyalty returns from exceeding customer expectations. If your goal is to increase loyalty, it turns out that whatever additional resources, energy, or budget you need to consistently exceed expectations brings almost no corresponding financial return at all. Of the two takeaways here, this one is clearly the more surprising to service leaders and is seen as the more provocative counterpoint to conventional wisdom. How could it be that going above and beyond—“wowing” the customer—doesn’t make the customer more loyal? The very idea itself doesn’t seem to make sense, but as we analyze a massive sample of customer service interactions, this is exactly what we find.

Every company has legendary stories about some rep who did some remarkable thing to wildly exceed a customer’s expectations, and as a result that customer was impressed enough to write a letter to the CEO about it, which is now displayed prominently in the contact center break room. One VP of customer service at a large U.S. bank told us the story of a rep who took several hours off the phone to make sure that loan documents that were needed for a closing were completed. She hunted down a notary and then drove the loan docs to the branch office closest to the customer so that the customer could sign them. The VP told this story so many times at their regular all-hands meetings that almost every rep could repeat it verbatim.

But as powerful and compelling as these stories are, what if you checked back with those same customers a year or two down the road to see how much more business they’re bringing you? Because the data shows that in the aggregate, customers who are moved from a level of “below expectations” up to “meets expectations” offer about the same economic value as those whose expectations were exceeded

The data tells us that from a customer’s perspective, when something goes wrong, the overriding sentiment is: Help me fix it. No need to dazzle me, please just solve the problem and let me get back to what I was doing before. It’s a sobering thought for service leaders who’ve grown up in companies where creating moments of sheer delight and exceeding expectations are celebrated.

When we present this data to senior leaders, the immediate reaction typically resembles something like the stages of grieving. First, there is denial … but, eventually, there is acceptance. Think about it. What does it take to constantly delight customers who are having some problem? In practice, it means longer calls, more escalations—not to mention costly giveaways, refunds, and policy exceptions. In fact, an overwhelming majority (roughly 80 percent) of senior leaders we surveyed told us that a strategy of exceeding customer expectations means significantly higher operational costs for their business—depending on the company we asked, the estimates range from 10 percent higher to more than 20 percent. In short, delight is expensive.

What’s more, delight is rare. According to the customers in our study, their expectations were exceeded a mere 16 percent of the time. An overwhelming 84 percent of the time, customer expectations were not exceeded (and indeed, often not even met). Delight is a tough target to hit with any regularity, and we typically miss that target. That it is so exceptional is what makes it so memorable.

However, basic competence, professional service, getting the fundamentals right … it turns out that these things really do matter, maybe even more than we’d led ourselves to believe.



	Would customer service leaders approach the CEO or CFO to ask for additional funds to support their ability to delight the customer in the service channel?

	Does your company empower frontline reps to do anything possible to exceed customer expectations, regardless of cost?

	If your product or service doesn’t live up to customer expectations, would you allow your customers to choose any replacement or alternative—outside of the warranty period and perhaps even beyond the value of the original product?

	Have you removed all productivity measures (such as call length, also known as handle time) from frontline staff scorecards so that they can focus all of their energy on delighting customers and delivering the highest-quality experience possible?





FINDING #2: Satisfaction Is Not a Predictor of Loyalty
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FINDING #3: Customer Service Interactions Tend to Drive Disloyalty, Not Loyalty
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FINDING #4: The Key to Mitigating Disloyalty Is Reducing Customer Effort
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Defining the Opportunity






	The customer’s issue was fully resolved by a rep who went above and beyond (that sounds great, but it tests relatively neutral for increased future loyalty).

	Unfortunately, this was the second time he had to call about that issue (a huge negative).






	Unlike the last customer, this customer’s issue was resolved on the first call, and that creates a big positive impact, as we know from our data. In fact, it’s the best thing we can possibly do to mitigate disloyalty.

	On top of this, the rep she dealt with expressed clear concern for the customer (again, that sounds good, but it turns out it’s actually neutral for loyalty).

	However, she was transferred (that’s a negative).

	As a result of the transfer, she had to repeat information (another negative).

	Ultimately, the person she was transferred to treated her more generically than the first rep (an even bigger negative).







	Fifty-six percent of customers report having to reexplain their issue during the course of a service interaction.

	Fifty-nine percent of customers report moderate to high perceived additional effort to resolve their issue.

	Fifty-nine percent of customers say they were transferred during a service interaction.

	And an astounding 62 percent of customers report more than one contact to resolve their issue.





Putting It All Together







Shifting the Loyalty Curve





	It doesn’t work because delighting customers is rare, and even when delight does occur, it doesn’t make customers much more loyal than simply meeting their expectations does.

	It doesn’t work because customer service interactions are four times more likely to drive disloyalty than loyalty.

	It doesn’t work because optimizing toward delight doesn’t focus any of our resources, investments, performance metrics, and incentives on reducing and eliminating the sources of customer effort that make customers disloyal.
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The Four Principles of Low-Effort Service
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