Beyond mere
measurement

mystery shopping

ost retailers agree that customer retention is the key to
M improving share of market. Most also agree that quality

customer service is the key to customer retention. But
opinions difter on how to measure and improve customer service.
Survey methodologies offer a number of ways: intercepts, telephone
surveys, in-storecomment cards and interactive voice response
(IVR). Of necessity, these surveys are often brief and can therefore
capture only a few key measurements of service. In addition, respon-
dents who take part in these surveys can be either very disgruntled
or wildly satisfied. But most customers fall into the wide gap
between those extremes.

Mystery shopping fills that gap. However, companies that use mys-
tery shopping only as a measurement are only using half the tool. To
maximize the value ofmystery shopping, retailers should use results
to devise and implement strategies that improve their level of cus-
tomer service.

Two nationwide clients of our firm, Customer Perspectives, exem-
plify the diverse ways in whichmystery shopping can be used to
improve and enhance, rather than just measure, customer service.

Case study: a bridal store

The bridal customer is unique. She is shopping for apparel for a
very important day - either her
own wedding or that of a close
friend or relative. Weddings are

Retailers use
mystery shopping to
improve - not just
measure - customer
service

brimming with emotion and
stress, much of it focused on
appearance and detail. The plan-
ning process can take months,
even years. Bridal store employ-
ees are trained to take all this
into account and provide service
that makes their customers feel
special and important, in keeping
with the importance of the big
day.

A leading nationwide bridal store has teamed up with our firm to
design amystery shopping program that dovetails with the bridal
store’s overall customer service evaluation efforts. The shopping
reports are used as the basis for tutorials that are given once a
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month to all employees. Employees
are engaged inrole-playing and
brainstorming activities with the
goal of continuously improving
customer service. Quarterly, the
mystery shopping results are com-
bined with responses to customer
survey cards to produce a customer
service scorecard. This scorecard
measures how well expectations are
being met, h ow store traffic is being
managed, and what kind of first
impressions are being created.

The management team of the
bridal store feels the nystery shop-
ping reports are particularly useful
at measuring the customer’s first
impressions of the store and what
factors make her decide if she’ll
return. As one executive notes, the
typical bridal shopping experience
is quite lengthy - sometimes as long
as two years. Mystery shopping
reports allow management to iden-
tify missed opportunities during a
customer’s initial visit - unlike cus-
tomer service survey cards, which
are sent to registered customers and
focus only on the actual shopping
experience. When viewed over
time, trends and patterns emerge
and can be addressed by the retailer.
For example, because of frequent
reports of long waits for service,
management now instructs employ-
ees to encourage customers who
call for directions and/or store
hours to set up mid-week appoint-
ments to avoid the usually high
traffic on Saturdays.

This retailer uses mystery shop-
ping as an integral part of an overall
customer service evaluation pro-
gram that trains and rewards
employees for outstanding perfor-
mance. It also provides management
with a customer’s perspective of

their total shopping experience.

Case study: a swimwear store
A nationwide swimwear client has
been using mystery shopping as
part of its customer service program
since 1999. Its corporate trainer
says, “ With a corporate office in
Florida and stores nationwide, we
feel this is the best opportunity we
have to view the level of customer
service we are providing our
clients. We are able to identify
staffing issues and training opportu-
nities through the shops.”

The retailer has over 30 stores
nationwide. Staff varies from five to
15 employees per store, depending
on sales volume. Individuals are not
targeted for evaluation. Ratherran-
dom shops are performed with the
expectation that the majority of the
staff will be shopped over time.

“We have a strong customer ser-
vice and sales focus,” says a member
of the firm’s management team.
“Our non-negotiable sales standards
have been incorporated into the
shop. These standards are very basic,
such as greeting every customer as
they enter the store and bringing
additional items to the fitting room.
The shops are a great training tool
for us.”

The company offers a rewa rd of
$100 for every perfect mystery
shop. On average between five and
10 rewa rds are given out every
month.

The mystery shops are taken into
consideration for performance
reviews and additional points are
added for perfect shops. The district
manager reviews the shops with the
store manager, who then discusses
the shop with their employe e. The
shops are tracked on a spreadsheet.

Compliance on the non-negotiable
sales standards is also tracked and
weighted to be 50 percent of the
shop score. Management has seen
consistent, company-wide improve-
ment. For example, in the past, as
peak season approached, a decline
in service was noted as busy
employees tried to handle more
than one customer. That specific
selling situation was targeted and
employees now have the tools to
cope with several customers at
once.

The mystery shopping program
reinfores the company’s training
program. Employees receive thor-
ough training on service expecta-
tions during their first few days on
the job. Those first few days are
spent role- playing with the trainer.
Customer service expectations are
explained and employees must
demonstrate their understanding of’
the expectations before they are
allowed to assist customers on their
own.

Management believes this inte-
grated approach serves both the
employee and the customer well.
By rewa rding positive behavior and
identifying training needs, the mys-
tery shopping program ensures cus-
tomer service remains at the top of
the list for all employees at all
times.

Improve, not just measure
These two firms demonstrate just a
few of the ways clients have been
successful in usingnystery shop-
ping as a tool to improve customer
service. The dozens of other ways
that mystery shopping can be used
to grow market share through
enhanced customer service are lim-
ited only by your imagination.
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