                                              Chapter Four

                 Targeting Messages and Managing Experiences, Part I

                          What Clicks With Customers, and What Doesn’t

The Experience Begins With Messaging

   Companies tend to believe that customers experience their business through people, products, and services.  True enough, but they often don’t realize that what is said to customers, and how it is said, through communications media has an equal, if not greater, impact.  Communication is about relevance, which has critical impact on the value prism customers use to express their regard, and their trust, for suppliers.

   Many decisions must be made about communications.  For customers to respond in the ways planned and intended by suppliers, the value proposition must have a sound communication and messaging strategy.  Messaging is about getting the right information to the right audiences, at the right time, and having that information create the desired action.  It has the responsibility of generating awareness, expressing the supplier’s position, and creating sufficient credibility (confirmation of claims and qualifications) in the customer’s mind.

   One of the principal reasons for supplier switching is that companies often look at their involvement with customers as individual, discrete encounters or events, while the customers experience their suppliers in a far more longitudinal manner. Messaging should emphasize the desire for long-term relationships rather than transactions.  It should address the customer at that customer’s appropriate life stage (prospect, new customer, active/loyal customer, at risk customer, former customer, recovered customer, etc.).  As a result, the tone, frequency, and content of the message should be appropriate to that customer’s needs and desires.  

   Customer contact strategies, and the messages conveyed to the right customer, through the right medium, at the right time, and with the right frequencies are all important here.  Significant messaging questions must be addressed and re-addressed.  For instance, the number of ‘touches’, depending on each customer’s priorities, preferences, and demographics have to be determined.  The tone of the message, as well as the content, has to be tested and refined.  When companies like Royal Bank of Scotland and Tesco can custom-design promotional communication programs so that there are in excess of 250,000 variations in content, it’s clear that messaging is a key consideration in building and sustaining customer relationships.

   Messaging can take place at any point in the customer life cycle and for almost any purpose.  In fact, the more purposes – so long as the message delivers value to the customer – the better.  This can be in the form of newsletters, account and order status updates, time-based reminders, promotions, responses to inquiries, general or customized information provision, and even simple informational letters.  Messaging can even come through less traditional methods, such as in –person or web seminars.  Relevant content, as well as timing, is key to helping create and sustain commitment.  It is more important than the format followed.  

   One approach marketers have applied to build commitment and trust is to provide messaging, in the form of information, targeted at specific customer groups.  As mentioned, this can be concise letters, such as to customers or inquirers.  A company sending out detailed informational letters to frequent travelers, who are also customers, on what to do if their purse or wallet is stolen, for example, would find a welcome response and high interest.   

   A frequently utilized messaging method of getting a customer to invest time, in between actual transactions or experiences, is a newsletter.  Newsletters help suppliers keep prospects and customers informed of noteworthy events.  The aim is not to convey massive amounts of information, but rather to be anticipated and read; so, if a supplier can make reading newsletters a habit, that habit can be translated into commitment.  Ultimately, habit is much more important than content.  The challenge, of course, is that an increasingly large number of marketers have discovered the effectiveness of newsletters.  They realize that readers will carefully pick and choose what they want to see, and what they prefer not to receive. 

   Where possible, the messaging should be two way, enabling both the customer and supplier to accumulate knowledge.  Companies need to understand how the messaging is received and how this influences the experience. This, in turn, can be used to refine customer profiles down to microsegments, individual customer, and scenarios.  At the point of contact between the supplier and customer, whether personal, written, or electronic, the messaging can be completely customized.  

   There are no ‘rules’, per se, for sales, marketing, services and others regarding how messages should be composed; however there are some general, universal guidelines that can be followed.  First, messages should be simple and straightforward.  Nothing is as off-putting to customers and prospects as complexity, or the use of ‘insider’ language (such as we hear each week as used by doctors on ‘ER’).  

   Next, messages should be as crisp and concise as possible.  Direct marketers, for years, have been encouraged to create copy that tells a story and creates a value proposition.  This is sound advice, but suppliers also have to deal with customers’ ‘need for speed’ in getting quickly to the heart of communication.

   Messages also have to be clear and consistent.  There should be extra care taken that messages aren’t confusing in any way.  Also, message content – especially in multiple messages over time, such as for a campaign – must not be conflictive or contradictory. 

There should be continuity in message theme development.

   Finally, suppliers must recognize that the emotional leverage created by messaging is every bit as strong as the emotional messages of the customer-supplier experience.  Messages should focus or at least concentrate more, therefore, on benefits and solutions rather than on tangible features.

   The media used for communication – direct response, digital contact, telemarketing, email, etc on a micro level, and radio, TV, press, posters, etc on a macro level – should be planned with great care.  These are the ‘routes’ for reaching customers.  Communicating the proposition through the most appropriate combination of approaches, i.e. the communication mix, is as important as the amount of segmentation, microsegmentation, and customization in the messaging itself.  Suppliers are now applying more and more science to optimize communication ‘reach’ (the number of people, or customers, to whom the messaging is sent) and ‘richness’ (the effectiveness of the communication in achieving specific goals).

   It’s important to note, however, that indirect electronic channels – chiefly the Internet – will not become a full-time replacement for more direct, person-to-person contact.  A Price Waterhouse Coopers study found that only 13% of consumers considered the Internet their preferred form of contact, while 70% preferred the telephone.  This puts tremendous pressure on companies looking to find the lowest cost form of customer messaging and communication, because that same study found that 60% of consumers say they are less likely to do business with a company that doesn’t use their preferred communication channel.

Personalization:  The Case For and Against

   When every customer gets the same message content, with the same media, the same frequency, and at the same time, there’s little opportunity for the supplier to learn what clicks, and what doesn’t.  Micro-segmentation, and micro-messaging, is now possible through advanced database and software techniques.  Companies can look at purchase and billing profiles, appended demographics, and even layer on real-time customer insight to tailor messages down to the customer and purchase scenario level.  Communication, and reward, strategies can be designed to customize messaging to keep the most loyal customers through service, problem detection and intervention, and setting up the most positive next experience.

   The more micro-segmentation and micro-messaging companies apply, the greater the opportunity, or potential, for effectiveness because it enables them to use variations in the value proposition for each target group, and ultimately for each customer and each purchase situation.  That said, however, these propositions must be consistent and non-contradictory, as discussed above with messaging.  For instance, if wireless telecoms are making offers of free or low-cost cell phones with advanced bells and whistles as an incentive to new customers, they can’t assume that current customers won’t learn of this and be extremely upset.  The best advice is to develop values and benefits that are consistent across the different audiences.

   One of the hotter topics in micro-messaging continues to be personalization, especially via email.  Since Seth Godin’s book, Permission Marketing, addressed the opt-in/opt-out issue of email communication several years ago, the jury has been out on how effective this form of personalized messaging truly is.  It’s clear, however, that trying to send personalized email messages, or any messages, without permission is a negative Quris, Inc., an agency which specializes in customer-centric, personalized email marketing, has found that 45% of consumers will cut off relations with any company engaging in poor email practices.  

   For several years, Internet penetration has remained at about 65% of the population, and users have become increasingly wary and sophisticated about messages they will accept.  As a result, even ‘nominal’ permission seeking, situations where there was once passing interest in a product or service that has long since expired, can be a problem.  Quris learned that almost all consumers (93%) simply delete permission messages that no longer interest them; and on average, 43% delete, unread, all the permission email they once requested.  

   Having recently passed the tenth anniversary of the birth of spam (at a Phoenix law firm sending unsolicited messages hoping to drum up business over the Internet, on April 12, 1994, with one angry recipient responding that the sender should be cursed with shipments of damaged cans of Spam, hence the term), approximately half to three quarters of the email messages received are classified as junk; and one e-mail management provider, Postini, determined that spam now makes up over 77% of the 5 billion emails sent each month.  

   An analysis firm, Basex, has estimated that the amount of wasted time and purloined network resources is worth $20 billion a year.  Many companies support a law (Can-Spam) passed in 2002, but it has done almost nothing to slow the pace or the growth of spam.  Quris, through one of its studies, determined that the average consumer receives 12 permission emails per day but receives 30 spam messages per day.

   Some Internet companies, fearful that a prospect or customer will consider them spammers, have gone to what’s called a double opt-in option.   How does this work?  When a customer sends a request for information, the supplier response will include a request for confirmation of the request.  If the customer does not confirm by a ‘click and send’, his or her email address will not be added to the messaging database.  While this approach reduces the number of those agreeable to receiving communication, at the same time it assures that there will be stronger relationships that are freer of criticism.

   It should be noted, as well, that email is not the exclusive method for annoying customers or violating their privacy.  Although the national DNC list has dramatically reduced the amount of unsolicited telephone contact, there is still a great deal of activity by not-for-profit organizations.  Also, home and office fax machines remain glutted with unwelcome faxes, the cost of which is borne by recipients, not senders.

   With all of this as a backdrop, there is still general consensus, and a great deal of supportive evidence, that getting permission and personalizing content, in all communications and messaging, can dramatically improve their effectiveness in setting up both the value proposition and the customer experience to come.  Quris has learned that one-third of the customers who were subscribed to permission messaging programs had remained in them for at least three years; and, of those long-term messaging recipients, two-thirds said they had purchased something directly as a result of the email.  Further, half of this group said they would rather purchase from a company that sent personalized, permission-based email than with a competitor.

   Suppliers, at an early stage of customer contact, must first determine the degree of personalization they want to achieve (and also what the customer desires or will be responsive to).  Degree of personalization?  Yes, while messages can be specific and unique to individuals or groups, they can also be further segmented according to the promotion or the purchasing circumstances, which is where divisibility comes in.  

   Delivering personalized, permission-based messages – through written, electronic, or personal media – is very much of a ‘push’ tactic, helping to familiarize customers, or potential customers, with value propositions, potential purchase experiences, or participation on promotional activities.  Depending on the database tapped for messaging, that is whether it contains customer-by-customer transactional information, whether it can be updated in real-time on a continual basis (via email survey or periodically appended with other information), a supplier can apply the degree of personalization desired.  

   Why personalize, especially through email, even given all of the challenges associated with it?  Personalization helps to develop and enhance a relationship, to interact with the customer or prospect on an individual level, demonstrating a deeper level of interest and commitment.  It serves to help differentiate otherwise comparably perceived companies.

    If a prospect, personalization aids in conversion, helps upsell or cross-sell, even at the initial purchase, and communicate special offers.  For instance, Quris has found that 57% of customers they surveyed said they bought something online in the past year as a result of personalized, permission-based email messages.

   Once a prospect becomes a customer, of course, personalization can communicate specific product information, remind the customer of upcoming events (which should be of interest given their profile), offer upgrades, provide updates on product delivery status when orders have been placed, and revitalize a relationship if the customer hasn’t purchased in some time.  

   Personalization builds dialogue between the supplier and customer, communicating the most relevant information to each customer, when and as needed.  The dialogue, in turn, helps to update the customer’s profile and provides input on recent transactions.  If troubleshooting is needed as a result of a recent neutral or negative experience, personalized communication in the form of email customer service helps both increase the level of loyalty and reduce the service costs per customer.

   Finally, at the macro level, personalization helps build the supplier’s equity with customers.  Newsletters, customized ad and promotional content, and highly targeted news can be communicated on a customer, and scenario, basis.  

   The bottom line is that personalization is the most effective method of setting up a divisible experience, through divisible messaging.  

   Companies like RightNow Technologies, through electronic customer management approaches they’ve developed (RightNow Outbound), can send such messages to highly targeted groups of customers and prospects, enabling them to send, and simultaneously test, alternative messages, manage responses (if response is called for), and gauge their effectiveness at the same time.  This level of personalization facilitates optimum messaging customization, certainly down to the individual customer and prospect level, but also with the ability to vary message by customer based on the specific sales or promotional situation.  At the same time, this service conforms to NAI data privacy and email filtering guidelines, as explained in Chapter Two.

   The ultimate in personalization is achieved through what is known as an ongoing integrated system.  It blends, or integrates, all aspects of a supplier’s organization, online and offline, web, phone, and mail.  Email messages, for example, can be personalized based on each customer’s navigation and purchase patterns on a supplier’s web site.  As a set of tools, it is somewhat more cost prohibitive than other forms of personalization; however, it has the advantage of utilizing the most current available online profile, purchase and navigation data, plus the offline data , such as telephone contact.

Why Fuzzy Value Proposition Messaging Doesn’t Work

   When customers are mentally sorting through value propositions presented in the blasts of messages coming at them and trying to determine where they will place or continue their, ultimately they determine ‘Hey, it’s all about me, isn’t it’?  The decade of the ‘90’s has been referred to as the ‘Me Generation’; but, for customers, every decade, every year, and every day is about them as individuals, and individual need represented in specific service and purchase situations.

   Long distance telephone companies, for example, are actively competing for that very scarce commodity, the high-volume caller.  They make telephone contacts with prospective customers ad nauseum (usually around dinnertime), and their offer usually has some oddball, complex plan of pricing that includes in-state and out-of-state, daytime and night time, weekdays and weekends, etc.  There are often loopholes and hitches in even the simplest of these plans, such as charges based on the nearest five seconds or when there is no answer to a call.  Einstein and John Maynard Keynes would be hard pressed to figure out where the real value propositions are.  The U.S. government has even stepped in to try and regulate what is told to consumers.

   The net result in this confusion and tactical marketing, of course, is that there is very little loyalty, and a great deal of switching, in the long-distance industry.

   Worse, however, is the fuzzy value messaging created by bank marketers, and their affiliates, in the mad scramble to lure consumers to their credit cards.  There’s a great deal of money to be made through the extension of credit to qualified card users, so it’s no surprise that there’s so much competition to obtain them, or steal them away from the cards they already have.   It has been estimated that the average American household receives at least three credit card offers a week.  That’s over 150 a year!  One online credit card search engine carries close to 350 different credit card offers.

   Most of the sales approaches are disappointingly (and annoyingly)  similar.  That’s part of what makes the value proposition for these cards so indistinct for the customer.  There’s usually a low introductory APR (annual percentage rate) for new purchases or balance transfers from other credit cards.   Then they layer on services like high credit lines, 24/7 ‘relationship managers’ available by phone, e-mail, or online chat, e-mail account reminders, travel insurance, and on and on.  

   That’s just the beginning.  There are credit cards that provide a 1% or 2% yearly cash back rebate on purchases.  There are sports/theme credit cards (university alumni, National Geographic Magazine, Bass Pro, Six Flags Entertainment, National Hockey League, U.S. Ski Team, Universal Studios, World Championship Wrestling).  There are frequent flyer credit cards where a cardholder can earn miles on any airline, plus other assorted benefits.  Then, of course, credit cards the airlines themselves.  Alaska Airlines, America West, Delta, Continental, United, TWA, USAir, Northwest………and British Airways  have credit cards.  Most of these travel-related credit cards come with an annual fee; but they have a fistful of ‘benefits’ like anniversary bonuses, low-cost companion tickets, class upgrades, bonus miles at sign-up, bonus miles at first usage, and free subscriptions, adding to the confusion.  

   There are automobile company and buying service credit cards, such as GM’s, where cardholders can earn points on usage which apply to the purchase or lease of a new car or truck.  Gasoline companies like Phillips 66, Citgo, Texaco, Exxon, and BP, specialty retailers like Barnes & Noble, Eddie Bauer, Home Shopping Network, L.L.Bean, Kmart, and Toys ‘R’ Us, other specialty issuers like Reader’s Digest, Sony, and even Star Trek (!),  and many grocery/supermarket chains also have their own Visa and MasterCard programs.  Most of these offer points or percentage rebates on purchases from these companies plus lower percentage rebates from other merchants. 

   The big question is:  With this blinding array of so-called benefits, which have customers identified as having value, that is enough benefit to attract them and keep them?  Where’s the customer data that support these programs?  By what process, divine or otherwise, have the card issuers decided which combination of benefits to offer?  One credit card issuer, Juniper, is not at all bashful to say they use their own staff, called Product Innovators, to help design benefits.  Their advertising says:  “We’re all customers, too. So we designed products we’d want to use ourselves.”  At least they’ve made an effort to gather and use’ valid’ anecdotal customer information.

   As in any market space, there is a small percentage of companies that are both innovative and customer-centric, gathering customer data intelligently and applying it well.   In bank cards, MBNA has maintained one of the highest rates of cardholder retention, despite higher APR’s, by a focus on proactive benefits, such as quick and easy credit limit increases, and building relationships through their call center.  Customer loyalty is also tightly interwoven into  MBNA’s culture, but that’s a subject for another column.

   Some other credit card issuers have now begun utilizing data mining and personalization techniques to give them an edge.  HSBC, having seen its base of 2.5 million card customers remain unchanged for the past three years, has eliminated their reward points program.  Instead, the company is introducing a variety of retail discounts, competitions, and special offers tailored to their spending patterns.  The key is, of course, whether current and potential customers will see value in the revamped program.  In other words, is this move intuitive on HSBC’s part, motivated by a desire to save marketing dollars, or is it based on customer insight and designed to increase value?

   Customer service expert T. Scott Gross has said:  “Satisfaction is easy.  Quality is a notch up the ladder.  Value is where it’s at.”  Only clear value propositions developed from the right data and executed well, in any industry, can take the confusion out of product and service marketing.

A Failure in Messaging Exercise:  Airline Industry Loyalty Program Solicitations

   Since 1981, when American Airlines inaugurated the industry’s first frequent flier program to reward its best customers for their loyalty, there are now close to fifty airlines with such programs, having a combined, though overlapping, membership of close to 300 million.

   The Official Airline Guide reports that the most active of business travelers will average more than 20 flights per year, so their loyalty has definite value for the airlines.  While Accenture reports that 80% of business travelers say membership in these programs has an influence on their travel decisions, more than 60% of those holding memberships belong to three or more programs.  A McKinsey study has found that, paralleling the Pareto Principle, 20% of frequent flier program members account for 80% of an airline’s profit, and under 5% represent one third of an airline’s profit.

   Obviously, the airline industry is not targeting program members very well at all.  When only one-quarter of any airline’s program members actually fly in any given year, and when the annual membership base churns by at least 20%, something is wrong with the value proposition and the messaging.  What’s the problem?  The poor performance of these programs is multi-faceted, but It boils down to sameness of message, usage of media which cannot target and recruit the right members, and sameness of value proposition.  If the airlines can’t isolate the most valuable customers, and customize program invitation messages and components specifically to these travelers’ individual needs, this will only continue.  The technologies to make such improvements exist; however, the will to invest in them apparently does not.

Messaging, and Selling, By Cell

   Targeted electronic messaging has gone super high tech.  We have entered the era of the text message.  Though most people in the United States know about text messaging through American Idol, despite the fact that an estimated 90 percent of American cell phones are set up to accept them, under 30 million people actually use the short message service (SMS) technology.

   Though only 160 characters are available for a single text message, it has become a huge means of targeting customized messages outside the U.S.  About 20 million text messages are sent in Europe every month through cell phones and PDA’s, of which ten percent are marketing or customer service related.  Like personalized email messaging, the same capabilities, on a Lilliputian scale, are available on cell phones.  Banks in Finland, for example, can send account information to individual customers to offer them new, or related, services.   Typically, perhaps because of their newness, personalized text messaging has shown dramatic response, much higher than the typical email message program.  In Japan, snack and beverage companies, travel agencies, and others are using SMS for viral marketing programs, such as promotions and contests, with some message personalization.  In the U.S., companies like Ford, Coca-Cola, and Adidas have used SMS as an advertising device, but not for personalized messaging.

   While the attraction of SMS for marketers is that they can target specific customers with the right message at the right time, and also use the same technology for customer insight collection (following a purchase experience, for instance), there is also credible research evidence that consumers will not respond to a cell phone message unless it is personally relevant.  Thus, although Burger King might like to offer Whopper coupons to its customers when they are in the vicinity of one of their restaurants (using GPS location software to assure that the customer is in the right place), the likelihood is that they’ll have to be much more creative, and more personally focused to succeed.

    Just as spam has created deep inroads in personalized email messages, it has already infected the SMS world.  The European Parliament has enacted legislation to limit unsolicited text messaging.  If U.S. companies are to avoid the kinds of fines and penalties being levied on offenders in Europe, they will have to move quickly.  Otherwise the same challenges which marketers have with email messaging will be visited on the well-intentioned users of SMS.  Most of the major text message marketing companies have already entered into anti-spam agreements with the principal cell phone carriers.

The New Value Agenda:  Morphing Transactions Into Engagements

   Most companies, to their discredit, don’t understand the concept of long-term customer value creation.  There is surprisingly little strategy applied to building a sufficiently customer-centric organization such that customers will perceive optimum value in supplier experiences with sales, marketing, and customer services.  While suppliers should be gathering information about what customers want in the relationship, converting it to knowledge, distilling it to insight, and putting this insight in the hands of employees at the point of customer contact, few companies have done this in a consistent manner.  The majority approach customer engagements as ‘one size fits all’ .  

   Instead of enhancing the customer’s experience at each touch point, many carry the misconception that ever greater technological advances are what is needed to manage customer relationships.  In the meantime, customers have very different, and highly individualistic,  ideas about value.  They want consideration, attention, proaction – and sometimes personalization, and the choice and efficiency of self-service – when so often they are met with complex web site menus, phone IVR systems and excruciating wait times.  Customers have an increasing desire, as well, for multi-channel pre- and post-engagement communication, such as online communities and forums, interactive messaging, and wireless phones.

   In a Bearing Point financial services market study among senior executives, under a quarter believed that their customers were committed and enthusiastic about their financial institutions (credit unions, banks, brokerages, and mortgage lenders).  True of most industries, financial services companies, they found were more focused on applying advanced technologies to manage customer relationships than on optimizing the experience itself.

   The Bearing Point study concluded that financial institutions, like so many other businesses, have a fundamental lack of insight as to the kind of experience customers want from their suppliers.  While 85% of the executives felt that the customer experience was essential to the institution achieving its strategic goals, 91% admitted that customers would be more loyal with a higher quality experience; and fully one-third felt that they could attain a dramatic increase in the level of customer loyalty by working to improve experiences.

   The ‘long-term’ aspect of value provision in communication and experience management, especially, appears too infrequently on the radar screens of most companies.  Companies are challenged to do a better job of managing customer experience and engagement.  Bearing Point advises building company-wide commitment to customer engagement and experience around three simple concepts:

· Adapting the Customer’s Perspective – Deep understanding of customers’

         needs, throughout the life cycle

· Creating Mutual Value – Benefit must be established at each point of customer

               contact

· Encouraging Transparency and Trust – Building a ‘picture’ of customers, and
         organizing processes, and technologies, to match

   As will be discussed in much greater detail later in the book (Chapter Nine), customer service has a critical, and exponentially growing, impact on customer engagements.  The objective, as stated by Bearing Point, is to “…reward customers for the totality of their relationships, provide a consistent and integrated experience across multiple points of contact, and infuse much-needed transparency into relationships that many customers currently suspect are one-sided.”

   While many companies acknowledge that service is important, the majority still view these functions and departments as cost centers.  As a result, they are frequently measured and managed around metrics that have everything to do with supposed efficiency and little to do with the delivery of value on an individual customer basis.  A Genesys survey found that 85% of customers would stop doing business with a supplier after a negative customer service experience.  This is similar to a study by Modalis Research Techologies among 1.000 online consumers, where 72% would no longer purchase from a supplier if they experienced poor customer service.  Many industries have found that high percentages of customers, often two out of three, or more, will defect if they have received poor service.

    When suppliers use multiple channels for service – telephone, emails, and Web service – customers anticipate a benefit.   It’s supposed to reduce the ‘hassle factor’ for customers as they try to navigate their way through the service maze.  For suppliers that can effectively integrate these channels, the customer benefit (along with reduced cost for the supplier) is realized.  For those that don’t, it’s often a further contributor to customer disaffection.  

   Essential to individualized service is in-depth data availability for each customer.  The Genesys survey confirmed the frustration caused when service agents have incorrect or incomplete customer information.  Getting passed from representative to representative before finding one that has the right data is a major cause of customer unhappiness with service experiences.  Often, the insufficiency of customer information at the point of purchase and service experience, due to poor data integration, business intelligence, and customer analytics, is the principal cause of customer risk and loss.  

   No customer technology, irrespective of how advanced, can overcome a negative purchase or service experience.  As customers are the first to tell suppliers:  It’s about benefits, not innovation.  For companies to deliver differentiated, beneficial treatment, these processes must be both smooth and transparent to the customer.

Enhancing the Online Experience

   Interestingly and importantly, Forrester Research sees the proportion of all customer retail transactions initiated on the doubling to one-fifth by 2005.  When this is coupled with the Jupiter finding that customers who are comfortable with multiple purchase channels (stores, Internet sites, television shopping, and print catalogs) will spend up to 30% more than customers who prefer to use only one channel, improving the experiences through all channels takes on great significance.  

   Online customer experience management is particularly challenging.  Despite the speed associated with high-speed DSL and cable Internet access, site and purchase abandonment rates continue to increase.  This is due to multiple factors:  Number of customers on a site at any given time (web traffic), difficulty of navigation page to page, number of graphics and fancy, slow-loading features (server processing), request for personal customer information, and multi-page purchasing/checkout transaction requirements.   In a study conducted by Zona Research for Keynote, an online experience consulting organization, they saw the rate of user delay continuing to increase over time, with the projected loss in revenue at more than $25 billion through abandoned orders.  With the rate of ecommerce site abandonment rate so high, improving the online experience is clearly a priority.

   Anything that inhibits a customer or prospect’s ability to navigate from page to page is perceived as delay.  And Internet customers have shown themselves to have very little patience.  In interpreting the impact of transmission errors and navigation errors on abandonment rate, some web site performance analysts have quoted the ‘8 second rule’.  In other words, researchers have determined that most on-line consumers will give the site, once a link is clicked, an average maximum time of eight seconds before abandonment.

   Specialty consulting organizations like the Customer Respect Group (CRG) have identified the factors which contribute to a relevant, rewarding online experience.  In a recent survey they have grouped these as simplicity, attitude, transparency, privacy, responsiveness, and principles.

   Simplicity is really about ease of navigation.  Site visitors have to absorb a great deal of information and then make choices.  Because the online shopper’s attention span is notoriously short, suppliers have to make it as easy as possible for customers to locate key pieces of information, get product or service information, and move from page to page.

   Attitude is about how customer focused the site is.  Is the site loaded with unneeded material, or are the messages, particularly the messages where customers will find relevance and value, and content presented in a crisp, concise and attention-retaining manner

   Transparency refers to the openness and honesty of the supplier’s policies.  For instance, CRG learned that up to two-thirds of online customers could potential abandon a site if they don’t trust how the supplier plans to use their personal data.  This should be made very clear to customers, so, if the supplier wants to continue personalized messaging, customers should have the flexibility to ‘opt-out’ of receiving this kind of communication, and be assured that the supplier will respect that decision.  This also covers the site’s privacy policy, so the site should make clear how information is being collected and used.

   Responsiveness is the speed and thoroughness of follow-up to customer on-line inquiries.  Too often, companies either discourage communication or make a contact point difficult to locate on the site.  In fact, CRG found that an average of 30% of all sites do not respond at all to questions posed on their sites!  Customers should be encouraged to communicate with the company’s service staff, to have questions answered and problems resolved.  In an increasing number of retail and service sites, most prominently organizations such as  eBay and Amazon, responsiveness also includes the ability of customers and other visitors to communicate with each other.  Often, this capability is very positively perceived by customers and has the added benefit of relieving some service costs by providing a forum for question and problem resolution, without having Customer Service directly involved.

   Principles, for these purposes, are the way a site values and respects the customer data it collects.  As the well-publicized case of data sharing by DoubleClick a few years ago certainly affirmed, providing customer data to others without their consent is completely unacceptable.  Although there are companies still doing this, they do so at peril of their very existence.  Data sharing practices should be clearly explained to customers, allowing them the choice of opting in or out of participation.

   Privacy is very straightforward.  If customers are reticent and conservative about providing suppliers with personal information offline, online provision of personal data borders on the paranoid.  CRG has determined that 82% of Internet users decline to provide personal information, principally because the little explanation is given about why such individual details are requested.

   Once online customers pass these areas of proactive treatment and individual respect, CRG strongly advises that sites make certain all messaging and confirmatory communication is as personalized as possible.  This helps to establish the overall tone, and equity, represented by the site.  CRG encourages, for instance, the use of autoresponders   Autoresponders, still used by a minority of Internet sites, are an inexpensive way of bouncing back to a request for a report, further information, specifications, etc. with an automated e-mail.  It definitely represents responsiveness to both prospects and customers.

   One of the emerging factors companies need to be aware of when looking at multiple customer support and response channels is integration.  Specifically, as a result of Voice over IP telephone (VoIP), the lines between a phone customer and an Internet customer have, increasingly, begun to blur and merge.  One estimate, determined by Miercom, a network communication consultancy, projects that telephone calls placed over IP networks will increase to 30% of all calls within just a few years.  Whether customers are using regular telephone, VoIP telephone, or a VoIP connection on their computer, all connects would be integrated to the Internet.  As a result, customer service will be able to apply the same database for all inbound and outbound channels.  This will have dramatic impact on customers’ service experience, it is felt, in that suppliers will be able to focus resources, and provide higher quality service, around a single platform.

