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Introduction

Dear Student
You are receiving this document to provide you with insight as to what information is being
presented on myUnisa, the official learning management system of the University. We would like
to encourage you to set up your myLife account at https://my. unisa. ac. za/portal and join the
online learning environment.

1. GETTING STARTED LETTER
Welcome to the module on Customer Service (MNM1502).

We hope that your experience of this module will be enjoyable and enriching.

This letter contains important information to get you started.

1.1 Going online
As a registered Unisa student you will have access to the myUnisa electronic portal. From here you
can access various online resources to assist you in your studies. Please ensure that you have
activated your myLife e-mail account and familiarise yourself with the my Studies @ Unisa
brochure and other guidelines.

Once you have registered and have your myUnisa login details, you will have access to the
module sites of all the modules you have registered for.

1.2 Using the navigation bar and myUnisa tools
You can use various navigation options to navigate the sites of the modules you have enrolled for.
These options are displayed on the left-hand side of the screen of all the sites. Click on the specific
navigation option, and it will open the page containing the information you are looking for.

Remember, from the MNM1502 home page, your lecturer is just a click away! We will follow a
weekly schedule indicating what needs to be done for a specific week and thus the home page
will be updated regularly.

The following is an alphabetical list and accompanying explanation of other myUnisa tools that
we will use for this module:

myUnisa tools Explanation

Additional
Resources

This tool allows you to access different types of resources relevant to
your studies such as links to articles on customer service and OERs. The
Additional Resources tool contains a number of folders with files, links,
graphs and other information. These additional resources will support
your learning, and new resources might be uploaded during the
semester.

Announcements From time to time an announcement will alert you to important informa-
tion. You will sometimes also receive an e-mail notification in this regard.
In addition, the most recent announcements will be displayed on the
home page.
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myUnisa tools Explanation

Assignments This tool allows you to submit assignments and monitor your assessment
results. We will provide clear guidelines on the submission of
assignments.

Discussions/
Discussion Forums

This tool is used mainly for interactive discussions and activities relating
to the various topics and themes associated with the field of Marketing
Management. The forums and learning activities are created to assist and
support you in mastering the learning outcomes. Participating in the dis-
cussions will also help you to be better prepared for the assignments.

The module site contains a variety of discussion forums. There are forums
where you can meet and chat with your fellow students (Forum 1: Stu-
dent Lounge) and ask questions to your lecturers (General discussions).

In Forum 1: Student Lounge, you will be able to create your own discus-
sions should you wish to do so. To find out more about how to create
your own discussions, consult the category “Technical issues” under the
tool: FAQs (frequently asked questions).

FAQs (frequently
asked questions)

The FAQs tool provides questions and answers relating to the module.
These are grouped in various categories ranging from assessment mat-
ters to technical issues. If you have any queries about the module, start
by consulting the FAQs. Should you not find an answer to your question,
you are most welcome to contact us.

Official Study
Material

This tool allows you to access and download the official study material
such as the tutorial letters.

Schedule This tool displays the dates of the compulsory assignments and examina-
tions. The calendar on the home page will also display all the dates of
the various learning activities captured in the schedule. To access the in-
formation on scheduled events, click on the date in the calendar (which
will be highlighted and underlined if activities are scheduled for that
day), or click on the Schedule tool in the navigation bar, which gives you
the option to view the calendar by week, month or year. You can also
use the Schedule tool to help you plan and manage your time so that
you can keep up with the various learning activities for this module. Un-
fortunately you will not be able to add or change schedule entries.

1.3 Planning and managing your time
There are 24 hours,
1 440 minutes, and

86 400 seconds in each day.
Yet there never seems to be enough time to get everything done!

Does this sound familiar? Attempting to balance study, work, family life and extracurricular
activities is a challenge requiring you to manage ever-increasing and competing demands. You
therefore need to plan an appropriate schedule that will suit your individual needs and
circumstances. Apart from the suggested study timetable (provided in tutorial letter 101), and the
due dates for assignments (which you can access by clicking on the Schedule tool), we do not
prescribe a study timetable. However, here are some recommendations. Given the time
constraints, you may want to follow some of these recommendations.

INTRODUCTION



Browse through
the module site

Take time to browse through the module site and familiarise yourself
with the requirements and demands of the module. This will enable you
to see the “big picture” of the whole module. The FAQs tool (on the navi-
gation bar of the module site) is a valuable resource and could be a
useful starting point. Evaluate the demands, opportunities and chal-
lenges of your personal circumstances and determine how they relate to
the assignment due dates and the other relevant learning activities you
need to attend to. It may be a good idea to enter these dates in your per-
sonal diary immediately.

Compile a personal
study timetable

Decide on strategies for planning ahead and compile your personal
study timetable. We recommend being disciplined in keeping to your
schedule. Perhaps you could start with some preliminary reading and ex-
ploring the recommended material. The amount of information
presented on the module site and the number of assignments to be
completed may seem overwhelming at first, but don’t be disheartened!

Approach your
studies
systematically

Work your way systematically through the various learning activities, re-
flective questions and assignments based on them. Make sure that you
meet all the requirements for the learning activities. Use the learning
outcomes and assessment criteria, the supporting material and learning
activities to give you a foundation for the knowledge and skills you need
to develop. To help you approach your studies with confidence, you may
find it helpful to start by browsing through the module site and to ac-
quaint yourself with the learning outcomes and assessment criteria, the
additional resources, the learning units. The learning units are designed
and developed in the form of manageable “chunks” to help you achieve
the learning outcomes logically and systematically.

Contact your
lecturers

Do not hesitate to contact us, your lecturers, if you experience any diffi-
culties with any aspects of the module. You can contact us either via e-
mail, telephone or the Discussion Forum tool.

Contact your peers Please make regular contact with your peers (via the Student Lounge and
other forums accessible by means of the Discussion Forum tool). En-
gage with your fellow students to clarify and broaden your
understanding of challenging concepts and themes. You will find that by
participating in discussions and continuously reflecting on your learning
you will expand your knowledge base and develop new skills that you
can apply in the workplace. Most students find these discussions with
their lecturers or fellow students extremely useful when preparing their
assignments.

1.4 Participating in the online learning community
If you have taken online courses before, you may well be familiar with how to participate in online
environments. An important issue of online communities is how people relate to each other. As
you may know, the internet – cyberspace – has its own culture and accompanying conventions for
e-mails, social networks and more formal online environments such as myUnisa, our educational
learning management system.

When communicating electronically, people often forget that the person on the receiving end is
someone with feelings, facial expressions, gestures and a unique tone of voice. Without being
able to observe these communication cues it is quite possible to misinterpret participants’
meaning – in the case of online communication, meaning is usually conveyed by written words
only. Because online communication tends to be less personal, it would be a good idea to
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familiarise yourself with The core rules of netiquette (social codes/etiquette for the internet –
available at http://www. albion. com/netiquette/corerules. html). These guidelines will give you
useful information about participating in online discussions, such as how to address one another
and making sure that you “know what you’re talking about and make sense” (see rule 5).

Please note that when participating in the online discussions, we strongly recommend that you
direct your responses to your lecturers and fellow students by addressing them at the opening of
your response. Also, when you end your contribution, sign off by using your name (or title and
surname). This will serve as an indication of how you would like your lecturers and fellow students
to address you.

We urge you to make an effort and commit to following these guidelines to ensure that your
communication and actions online are respectful.

Now, to get started, please access Forum 1: Student Lounge and introduce yourselves to each
other.

1.5 Overview of this module
The purpose of this module is to enable students to gain a better understanding of the basic
principles of customer service. This module intends to explain customer service concepts and
terms involved in marketing to students who are or will be involved in customer service in their
daily activities, and to people aspiring to a career in any form of marketing or service-related fields.

After completing this module, you should be able to:

● Explain the nature of customer service in a business context
● Discuss the role of communication and physical evidence in the provision of customer service.
● Demonstrate the knowledge and understanding of the role of technology in the provision of

service and the management of service recovery to overcome possible failure.
● Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of various service concepts that help in designing

the service delivery system.
● Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of employees and the role they play in service de-

livery and management.
● Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of how service delivery and satisfaction can be

managed and measured.

1.6 Closing remarks
Familiarise yourself with the online environment before the module commences. We look forward
to witnessing your progress at a personal and professional level during the year.

It is truly a pleasure having you as a student, and we would like to take this opportunity to wish
you every success with your studies.

Your MNM1502 lecturer
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USE OF ICONS

Icons Description

Learning outcomes. The learning outcomes indicate what aspects of the par-
ticular topic or learning unit you have to understand. You should be able to
demonstrate your understanding.

Study. This icon indicates the relevant sections of the prescribed book or the
study guide that you need to study and internalise.

Key concepts. The key concepts indicate which terms or keywords are impor-
tant for a particularstudy unit.

Activity. This icon refers to activities that you must do to develop a deeper
understanding of the study material.

Case study.When you see this icon, read the case study and if applicable,
complete the related activity.

Feedback. This icon indicates that you will receive feedback on your answers
to the self-assessment activities.
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INTRODUCTION
We are all customers. All of us give up some form of money, goods or time in exchange for
receiving a product or service from an organisation. The mere fact that you are reading this study
guide makes you a customer of Unisa. Whether you are buying bread from a spaza shop, getting
your hair done at a salon or sending an e-mail requesting a quote for plumbing services, you
expect good customer service. You expect the bread to be fresh, the hairdresser to know what
they are doing and you expect to receive an accurate quote within a reasonable time. But more
than that, you expect the organisation’s employees to be friendly, to treat you with respect and be
knowledgeable enough to answer any questions you might have. In today’s competitive
marketplace where organisations are not only competing with other organisations nationally, but
with international players as well, delivering good products and services is not enough.
Organisations need to do more than that to ensure that customers keep coming back. In addition
to delivering good products and services, organisations need to deliver good customer service,
and it is therefore very important that organisations have a clear understanding of what good
customer service entails and the important role it plays in ensuring long-term success for any
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organisation. Study unit 1 introduces students to the concept of customer service and explains
the important role it plays in today’s marketplace.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
The purpose of study unit 1 is to introduce you to the concept of customer service and to explain
the important role it plays in organisations. Some of the key issues that are addressed in this study
unit are defining customer service, identifying who the customers are, explaining why it is
important to deliver excellent customer service and how it fits into an organisation’s overall
marketing strategy. Furthermore, the study unit explains what good customer service is, how
customers’ expectations can be managed, consumer rights and some of the consequences of
delivering bad customer service.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to

● define customer service
● differentiate between external and internal customers
● discuss in detail the role and importance of customer service in an organisation
● discuss the role that customer service plays in the marketing strategy
● explain some of the activities involved in delivering good customer service
● explain how expectations can be managed
● explain what the Consumer Protection Act is all about and briefly differentiate

between the nine basic rights of consumers
● discuss some of the consequences involved in delivering bad customer service

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE



KEY CONCEPTS

● customer service
● external customer
● internal customer
● acquisition costs
● customer retention
● morale
● market orientation
● customer expectations
● primary expectations
● secondary expectations
● customer satisfaction

1.1 INTRODUCTION TO CUSTOMER SERVICE

Study the section that follows

Customers are the lifeline of every organisation. Without customers, organisations will not survive
as no one will buy their products or services. It is no use an organisation having a thousand
products on the shelf if nobody is buying them. To ensure that customers keep on coming back to
an organisation, it is essential to deliver good customer service. If customers are not satisfied, they
will probably go to another organisation, particularly in urban areas, where they can get the same
product or service and at the same time feel more valued and be treated with more respect.

Customers today are spoilt for choice. If they do not get good service from your spaza shop when
buying milk, they will just go to another spaza shop down the road where they can also get milk
for the same price, but with a friendlier shop assistant that even assists with packing their
shopping bags. With the enormous amount of information available on the internet, customers
are even more spoilt for choice, right at their fingertips. Customers can directly compare products
and prices online and even determine which organisation will be able to deliver the products the
fastest.

The bottom line is that customers are the lifeblood of any organisation and the way in which they
are treated might make or break an organisation in the long term. Before going into more detail
about why customer service is important and the role customer service plays in marketing, let’s
first define the concept of customer service and clearly differentiate between the two customer
groups that receive customer service.

1.1.1 Customer service defined
The need for good customer service cannot be emphasised enough, as it contributes to the long-
term survival, growth and success of the organisation. As customer service holds long-term
benefits for organisations, it is crucial for organisations to really understand what customer service
is all about. Various authors have defined the concept of customer service, as shown in Table 1.1.
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TABLE 1.1
Definitions of customer service

AUTHORS DEFINITION OF CUSTOMER SERVICE

Brink & Berndt in Ma-
chado (2014:3)

Customer service is the delivery of service to customers before, dur-
ing or after a purchase has been made. In other words, it is any
service that is provided in support of an organisation’s core product
or service offering.

Machado (2014:2) Customer service can be seen as all of the activities that an organisa-
tion puts in place to ensure that value is added to its products and
services, as a way to improve the customer experience from the mo-
ment when the customer comes into contact with the organisation.

Hudson & Hudson
(2013:5)

[Customer service is] the activity whereby products and services are
delivered to customers (both internal and external) through the hard
work of employees.

Lucas in Hudson & Hud-
son (2013:4)

Customer service is the ability of well-informed, skilled and enthusias-
tic employees to deliver products and services to both internal and
external customers in such a way that it satisfies the needs of cus-
tomers, resulting in positive word-of-mouth advertising and repeat
business.

For the purpose of this module, customer service is defined as:

the process whereby value is added by delivering service to internal and external customers
in support of the organisation’s core products and service offerings, whenever customers en-
gage with the organisation.

All of these definitions are quite a mouthful, so let’s take out some of the key aspects that are
important to take note of.

● The customer is central to all of the abovementioned definitions. Whether the service pro-
vided is seen as good or bad is very much based on a customer’s expectations and perceptions
of the service received. It is therefore crucial for organisations to understand what customers
expect from the organisation, so that they are able to deliver better customer service. For ex-
ample, a customer walking into a bank to take out a loan expects that there will be somebody
at the information desk who will be able to assist them. The customer would expect the bank
employee to be knowledgeable in terms of the different types of loan that the bank offers, the
right documentation that is needed to open the loan account and the process of opening the
loan account. Knowing what customers expect when applying for a loan enables the bank to
better train and equip their employees to deal with the situation. Expectations and perceptions
are discussed in more detail later on in this study unit (refer to section 1.5).

● Organisations should strive to deliver good customer service whenever and wherever a
customer engages with an organisation (the moment when the two parties come into con-
tact with one another). This might be before, during or even after a product or service has
been purchased. For example, assume you want to buy a new cellphone. You start your search
by phoning different service providers to ask about their latest special offers. You can even de-
cide to do an internet search on the different service providers’ websites. Once you have
identified the specific cellphone that you want, you visit your nearest service provider store to
buy the phone. While in the store, you might have certain questions about the phone, airtime,
data bundles and so forth. You listen closely to the sales representative answering all your
questions and the manner in which they are answering the questions. After the purchase, you
receive numerous SMS messages from the service provider asking you to rate your overall
shopping experience at their store. Throughout this process, customers are exposed to cus-
tomer service and the way in which it was delivered; this will influence customers’ overall
perception of whether the service received was good or bad.

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE



● Both internal and external customers receive customer service. External customers are the
groups of individuals outside the organisation that the organisation does business with (Harris,
2013:6; Bagdan, 2013:250), and internal customers are the groups of individuals who work in-
side an organisation and with whom other employees interact on a daily basis (Harris, 2013:6;
Machado, 2014:4). While the different types of customer are explained in more detail in the fol-
lowing section (refer to section 1.2), an example of how the two groups of customers receive
customer service is given here.

Whether you are a student or an employee at a tertiary institution, you expect to be treated
with respect and that your problems and concerns will be adequately dealt with. For example,
when a student (external customer) has a problem with their registration, they expect the
administrative officer to take trouble with their problem and sort it out as fast and efficiently as
possible. When that same administrative officer (internal customer) has a problem with
obtaining leave from their manager, they expect the tertiary institution’s human resource
department to sort it out as fast and efficiently as possible. Both types of customer have
certain sets of expectations that they would like to be satisfied by the delivery of good
customer service. The different types of customer are explained in more detail in the following
section (refer to section 1.2).

● Customer service is delivered in support of an organisation’s core product and service of-
ferings. In other words, whether you are selling physical products (for example groceries,
television sets, cellphones, clothing, and so forth) or selling a service (for example doctors, den-
tists, hairdressers, bank services, and so forth), customer service should be an essential part of
the organisation’s overall offering. A clothing store might have the best clothing, but the sales
assistant is rude, unwilling to assist and just has a bad attitude. Similarly, you might visit the
best doctor and receive the best service from them, but their accounts department keeps on
sending the invoice asking for payment, even though your account has already been settled.
In both these scenarios you might have a positive perception of the actual product or actual
service, but the support services going with it cause you to have a negative perception of the
organisation.

● Customer service is a planned, well-structured activity that needs to be continuously
evaluated to ensure that the organisation is still on track in delivering excellent custom-
er service. As can be seen from some of the abovementioned definitions, employees play a
key role in delivering customer service; management therefore needs to ensure that the right
people are employed, and that the employees are skilled, knowledgeable and enthusiastic
when dealing with customers. Appointing and training the right people to deliver customer
service is a strategic process that needs to be monitored on a regular basis to ensure that ex-
cellent customer service is constantly delivered.

● Ultimately customer service aims to improve the overall customer experience as a means
to increase customer satisfaction, which can then lead to positive word-of-mouth, repeat
business and loyalty. Let’s go back to the cellphone example. If the overall experience – from
the moment you picked up a phone to speak to a sales representative or visited the service
provider’s website, during the actual selling process and afterwards when using the cellphone
– was a great one, you will probably recommend the service provider to your friends and fam-
ily and make use of the service provider’s service again in future – all because they did
everything right from the start.

Now that you have a better understanding of what customer service is all about, we now turn
to the different types of customer that play a role in delivering customer service.

1.1.2 Types of customers
Customer service can be delivered to two distinct groups of customers, namely external
customers and internal customers. Since both these groups contribute to the customer service
experience at organisations, it is important to have a clear understanding of who they are, what
their needs are and the best way to address these needs. Let’s look at each of these groups in
more detail.
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(a) External customers
External customers are the groups of individuals outside the organisation that the organisation
does business with (Harris, 2013:6; Bagdan, 2013:250). Typical examples are purchases of a
product or service at an organisation. Whether you are buying bread at a spaza shop, paying a
hairdresser to do your hair, sending an e-mail to an insurance organisation or phoning a bank
about a blocked account, you are an external customer of that particular organisation. No matter
whether organisations are interacting with this external group of customers on a face-to-face basis,
over the phone or via online channels, customers need to be treated with respect and
appreciation. Customers who are satisfied with the service received from organisations will play a
crucial role in terms of positive word-of-mouth, loyalty and repeat business.

Even though all of us can be seen as external customers, one should realise that each external
customer is still a unique individual (Bagdan, 2013:44). Each customer has a unique set of wants
and needs, different expectations and a different personality, which will have an influence on the
customer’s service experience. Since each customer tends to be a bit different, it is important for
front-line employees (employees who are in direct contact with external customers) to have an
understanding of people so that they deal with each customer appropriately (Bagdan, 2013:44).
Imagine, for example, how a furniture front-line employee’s approach will change when trying to
sell a couch to a family of four, versus selling that same couch to a young working woman. How
will their approach change when selling a couch to somebody who just wants the best couch
available versus somebody who really takes the time to make a decision? Being able to adapt and
change the approach when dealing with external customers is an important skill every front-line
employee needs to learn.

Even though customers tend to be different, there are certain things that they expect from
organisations, no matter the situation. Harris (2013:5) identifies five basic needs that customers
expect in any sales situation, which can also be applied to a customer service situation. In Table
1.2 these five basic needs are explained and each one applied to a practical scenario.

TABLE 1.2
Five basic needs

BASIC NEED DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Service Customers tend to expect a certain
level of service which they think is ap-
propriate in accordance with the size
of the transaction that they make.

When buying a chocolate, a customer
only expects the cashier to be friendly
and able to ring up the purchase.
When buying a television set, a cus-
tomer expects a knowledgeable
salesperson who knows the product,
warranties and guarantees on the tel-
evision set in case of damages, and a
support line in case of problems and
queries.

Price People have limited financial resour-
ces and therefore want to spend their
money as wisely and efficiently as
possible. Receiving value for money is
essential. If a customer can choose be-
tween buying the same product at
two different organisations, the cus-
tomer will purchase from the
organisation that offers the best value
for money in terms of the product,

A customer can buy a television set at
their closest appliance store and have
it delivered (for a minimum fee) on
the same day. Or, the same television
set can be purchased from an online
store at 20% less and be delivered
within three working days to the cus-
tomer’s door. The customer will
probably go for the option that they
see as the best value for money, given
time, effort and convenience.

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE



BASIC NEED DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

price, service, knowledgeable employ-
ees, and so forth.

Quality Customers have a need to buy quality
products – products that are durable,
functional and will last for a reason-
able time. If they feel that the quality
of the product is good, they are usu-
ally willing to pay a higher price for it.
Customers’ need for quality has a
great influence on suppliers, and or-
ganisations should take great care to
select the best suppliers that will con-
sistently deliver good-quality
products.

When you pay R1 500 for a new televi-
sion set, you expect the television set
to work well, but with a low to moder-
ate quality display that will last at
least two years. As the price of the
product increases (for example a tele-
vision set costing R10 000), you will
expect the television set to be more
durable, with a good-quality display
and a two-year warranty.

Action Customers are looking for action. They
want to see that organisations are
willing to act and react by making
toll-free numbers or e-mail addresses
available where customers can log
problems and queries. They want to
see flexible return policies in case
goods need to be returned, or quick
responses to Facebook queries and
complaints. Customers want to see
that if they do log a problem or query
it is dealt with appropriately and with-
in a reasonable timeframe.

You expect that the television set will
come with some form of guarantee
and/or warranty. You also expect the
organisation to provide a customer
service support line or e-mail address
where you can log any complaints or
questions you might have regarding
the product.

Appreciation A last, but very important basic need
that customers have is the need for
appreciation. Customers want to feel
valued and special. They want to hear
the words “thank you for supporting
our organisation”. There are different
ways in which organisations can show
their appreciation, such as saying
thank you, giving special discounts or
even name recognition.

Imagine that even before you’ve
switched on your new television set
for the first time, you receive a mes-
sage from the organisation stating:
“Congratulations Mr Mpofu on your
new television set. We trust that you
will enjoy every minute of entertain-
ment. Thank you for your support. In
case of any problems, please contact
our customer support line at sup-
port@television.co.za or 123 4567.”

Adapted from Harris (2013:5)

While external customers are usually seen as the main recipients of customer service,
organisations should not forget the important role that internal customers play, not only in terms
of delivering customer service, but also in receiving good customer service from other employees.
Internal customers are discussed in the following section.

(b) Internal customers
Internal customers are the groups of individuals who work inside an organisation and with whom
other employees interact on a daily basis (Harris, 2013:6; Machado, 2014:4). In other words,
employees who are delivering some sort of service to other employees within the organisation
should see fellow employees as their internal customers (Bagdan, 2013:250). Just as external
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customers do, internal customers also expect to be treated with respect by their colleagues. For
example, the sales representative assisting you with the purchase of a television set relies on the
input from the stock controller to ensure that the store has the television set in stock. When the
sales representative interacts with the stock controller, they expect the stock controller to be
friendly, helpful and respectful, while the stock controller also expects the sales representative to
be friendly and respectful towards them. The sales representative is then the stock controller’s
internal customer.

Employees who are not in direct contact with external customers often do not see the important
role that they play in the service delivery process. This is a significant problem, as an organisation’s
internal customers are just as important as the organisation’s external customers. While a number
of employees might not be in direct contact with external customers, the way in which they serve
and support the front-line employee (who is indeed in direct contact with the external customer)
has a direct influence on the service delivered to the external customer. If an internal customer
does not get the necessary support and service from a colleague, they might not be able to
deliver as good a service as they would like to.

The following example illustrates how customer service is delivered to an internal customer.

● Tebogo walks into a fast-food outlet to order a chicken meal. Brouly is the friendly employee
who greets Tebogo and takes his order. Tebogo’s order is processed on the system and the
kitchen staff starts to prepare his meal. In this scenario:

– Tebogo is the external customer of the fast-food outlet.
– Brouly, who puts the order through to the kitchen staff, becomes the kitchen staff’s internal

customer (the kitchen staff is delivering a service to Brouly).

● Even though the kitchen staff is not in direct contact with Tebogo, the way in which they com-
plete their task and support Brouly by preparing the correct meal and delivering it within a
reasonable time, will influence the service that Brouly delivers to Tebogo. If the kitchen staff
does it perfectly, Tebogo will walk out feeling satisfied that he received good service from
Brouly. The opposite is also true. If the kitchen staff messes up and gets Tebogo’s order wrong,
Tebogo will look to Brouly for the reason why the order was messed up. For Brouly to deliver
good customer service, it is important that he receives the necessary service and support from
the kitchen staff.

When it comes to managing an organisation’s internal customers, it is important that the internal
customers, and the employees delivering service to the internal customers, understand each
other’s needs. They must be able to ask one another what they can do to make their jobs easier. In
the end, all employees within an organisation should realise that the key to delivering good
customer service is a team effort and for the front-line employees to meet the needs of external
customers, it is important to have a well-managed internal customer service process in place.

Even though internal customers play a crucial role in the delivery of good customer service, in this
module the focus is on external customers. This concludes the introduction to customer service
and the different types of customer. Attention now turns to the importance of good customer
service.

ACTIVITY 1.1

Thabo is finishing his studies at the end of the year. As a way to reward himself
after three years of hard work, he decides to take a train trip down to Port
Elizabeth to visit family members. Thabo is therefore the external customer. He
books and pays for his ticket to travel with Everest Rail, leaving from the Germiston
station in Johannesburg and arriving at his destination in PE the following day. His
ticket costs R620 for a return trip (two-way ticket). With this scenario in mind,
answer the following two questions:

1. How can the five basic needs be applied to Thabo’s situation?
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2. Identify at least two internal customer groups that will play a role in customer
service delivery in this scenario.

FEEDBACK

1. The five basic needs can be applied to Thabo’s situation as follows:
● Service – Thabo paid R620 for his two-way ticket. For this amount of

money, Thabo would expect the train to leave on time (maybe with a 10/
15 minute delay), and to arrive at the destination on time (with maybe a
10/15 minute delay). He would expect comfortable seating and bedding
(as it will be an overnight trip), clean bathroom facilities and a café where
he can buy light snacks. If Thabo were to make use of Silver Rail, an up-
market passenger rail service provider, selling the same trip for R5 000.00,
Thabo would expect much more.

● Price – Thabo compared the prices of Everest Rail and Silver Rail and deci-
ded that overall, he would get the best value for his money from Everest
Rail. He would rather save the extra money that Silver Rail costs to spend
while he is on holiday in PE.

● Quality – After reading some of the reviews on social media and talking
to friends who made use of Everest Rail, Thabo expects to receive good-
quality service from the company. As such, he can expect functional trains
that will not break down en route; undamaged, comfortable seating;
clean bathrooms and flushing toilets; and so forth.

● Action – Everest Rail has a telephone number and e-mail address dedi-
cated to customer questions and queries. So, if Thabo at any time feels he
has a problem, he can make use of these contact details.

● Appreciation – After Thabo’s trip, Everest Rail can send him a SMS mes-
sage or e-mail thanking him for his support and asking him to rate their
overall service.

2. Three possible internal customer groups
● Reservationists booking tickets need to make sure from the operational/

bookings manager that they have the right schedule for when the train is
departing, and make sure that they know how many seats are available
so that they do not over-book.

● The conductor needs to get the list of names of all the passengers that
they can expect on a particular trip from the booking manager.

● The employees operating the on-board café need to communicate
with the food and beverage manager to make sure they have all the nec-
essary catering equipment, supplies, food and beverages available on the
train before leaving Germiston station.

Note: You should be able to define customer service and clearly differentiate between exter-
nal customers and internal customers.

It is evident from the introduction to this study unit that customer service plays a crucial role in
the long-term survival, growth and success of any organisation. The following section explains
some of the benefits involved in delivering excellent customer service.

MNM1502/1 9
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1.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF EXCELLENT CUSTOMER SERVICE

Study the section that follows

In today’s competitive world, organisations cannot afford not to pay attention to delivering
excellent customer service. Two organisations might offer exactly the same product at exactly the
same price, but how the customer is treated by each organisation will determine where the
customer’s loyalty and long-term support will lie. It is in a sense easy to copy a product and deliver
exactly the same product, but the difference comes in in terms of how the product is delivered. As
such, customer service can be seen as a way in which one organisation differentiates itself from
others. For example, two ladies selling magwinya (vetkoek/doughnut bread) right next to each
other at a market can have exactly the same vetkoek recipe and charge exactly the same price,
but customers will support the one whom they feel treats them the best. The way in which she
treats her customers is the one thing that makes her business different from that of the lady next
to her.

Organisations have come to the realisation that delivering good customer service is a
fundamental must-have if organisations want to survive in the long run. It is no longer a question
of whether we should implement customer service or not; it is more a question of how well are we
going to do it. Excellent customer service should therefore be seen as a priority, which brings two
questions to mind (Machado, 2014:7):

● Why should one organisation invest more time and money in establishing a culture of excel-
lent customer service in relation to their competitors, who are just striving for good customer
service (as opposed to excellent)? In other words, what are the rewards involved in pursuing
excellent customer service rather than just good customer service?

● Secondly, what characteristics are necessary to become an excellent customer service
provider?

Let’s start by addressing the first question.

Organisations that strive to deliver the highest levels of customer service tend to enjoy some of
the greatest rewards and benefits. Ultimately, the main goal of excellent customer service is
customer satisfaction (Harris, 2013:2). Customer satisfaction then leads to a long list of benefits
that the organisation can enjoy. Some of these benefits are (ManageTrainLearn, 2014:25; Lamb et
al., 2012:8):

● Lower customer acquisition costs: You have probably heard or read somewhere that it costs
a least five times more to recruit a new customer than it does to maintain an existing customer.
Acquisition cost is the amount of money that needs to be spent in attracting or recruiting new
customers. In other words, how much money does the organisation have to spend to convince
a person to become a customer? This type of convincing can occur by means of advertising,
personal sales calls, public relations activities (for example events), promotional activities or
even through an organisations’ digital platforms. You can imagine the amount of money that
is invested in promotional activities with the hope that they may attract customers. On the
contrary, if a customer is already convinced about an organisation’s products and services, and
is satisfied with previous transactions, then the organisation does not have to spend money
again to acquire the customer. Instead it can focus on maintaining the satisfaction level and
encouraging the customer to engage in positive word-of-mouth.

● Higher levels of customer retention: While customer acquisition is the process of getting
new customers, customer retention is the process involved in retaining customers – which is
the continual effort to make sure current customers are satisfied and will keep on coming back
to do business with the organisation (Harris, 2013:137). Existing customers are a valuable asset,
since they know the organisation, they know how the organisation operates and they know
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what they can expect. Therefore, higher levels of customer satisfaction lead to higher levels of
customer retention and ultimately loyalty.

● More profitable: The more satisfied the customer is with an organisation, the more they come
back for repeat purchases, the more profitable the organisation becomes.

● Increase in sales/revenue: If customers are satisfied with an organisation, they tend to come
back to purchase again and again. Over time, the amount of money that customers spend at
these organisations will increase. As customers know what to expect, they are more willing to
spend their money at the particular organisation, thereby leading to higher levels of sales for
the organisation. In addition, as the customer becomes familiar with the organisation, they
might even be interested in purchasing other products or services from the organisation, as
they know what level of service can be expected.

● Cost savings: The more customers get to know an organisation, the less information and ad-
vice they require from employees, ultimately saving the organisation time and money.

● Generating positive word-of-mouth: Customers who are satisfied with an organisation’ prod-
ucts and services tend to recommend the organisation to family and friends, known as word-
of-mouth. People attach more value to the recommendations made by friends and families
than to the marketing communication messages sent out by organisations. The more satisfied
a customer is with a particular organisation, the more likely they are to recommend the organi-
sation to family and friends, thereby increasing the likelihood that the friends and family will
also purchase from the organisation. This ultimately leads to an increase in sales and profits.

● Willingness to pay a premium price: If a customer is satisfied with an organisation and its
products and services, they are willing to pay a premium price for the value that they receive.
These customers tend to be less price-sensitive, as they know what they will receive for their
money. Even though competitors might advertise better prices or have special offers at a cer-
tain point in time, the customers who are loyal to the organisation will not necessarily switch
to the competitor because they know what they are getting from their current organisation.

● Higher employee morale, leading to an increase in productivity (Harris, 2013:110): Morale
is an individual’s or a group of individual’s attitude towards a job, manager or organisation. If
employee morale is high, these employees tend to feel good about their work, are satisfied
with their working conditions and feel secure in their environment. High morale also leads to
greater levels of productivity, which means that employees are less likely to miss work, and
really play their part in making the organisation work. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true if
employee morale is low. Let’s link it to customer service. When an employee really goes out of
their way to assist a customer and the customer walks away satisfied with the organisation and
the service received, the employee can feel good about what they did, thereby making the
working environment more pleasant for them.

The abovementioned aspects are just some of the benefits that organisations delivering excellent
customer service can enjoy. Now that we know what some of the benefits of customer service are,
let’s address the second question regarding which characteristics organisations need to become
excellent customer service providers. Fred Wiersema, in Buttle and Maklan (2015:264), identifies six
characteristics that organisations that are renowned for excellent customer service possess.

● Customer service is an organisation-wide initiative and there is no one specific department
within an organisation that is only responsible for delivering excellent customer service. It is a
team effort and everybody throughout the organisation has a role to play.

● All the necessary processes should be in place, with a minimum of product defects and returns.
Employees are therefore able to focus only on pleasing their customers.

● Organisations that strive to be excellent customer service providers realise the importance of
continually looking for ways to improve their customer service.

● Customer service should be the organisation’s main selling point. It is the key element that cus-
tomer-focused organisations use to differentiate themselves from others, and is therefore their
main competitive advantage over their competitors.

● Building relationships with customers is key to becoming an excellent customer service
provider.
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● Using the latest technology is a way to assist the customer service delivery process. Through
these technologies, organisations are able to better interact with customers and satisfy their
specific needs more appropriately, thus improving on the customer service experience.

Having an excellent customer service strategy in place is probably one of the most effective and
least expensive ways to market an organisation. If customers are treated the way they want to be
treated, customer satisfaction occurs, which can potentially lead to customer loyalty. When
customers are satisfied, they become “walking billboards” and tell their friends and families about
their service experiences. Spreading positive word-of-mouth has a snowball effect, with new
customers supporting the organisation without the organisation spending money on acquiring
customers. It happens because they create an excellent customer experience. The following case
study provides an example of a South African bank that experienced great customer service
benefits, just by implementing the right solution.

Case Study: More effective banking
A South African Bank, listed as a credit bank and retail service provider, was ini-
tially developed as a specialist micro-lender targeting the South African
developing market. As part of its services, the bank initially provided financial
aid to individuals with judgements against them, and other high-risk custom-
ers who could not qualify for loans elsewhere. More recently, the bank’s profile
has grown immensely to include an ever-changing and more demanding
group of customers. With more than 3 million active customers on their data-
base, a national distribution network of over 1 000 outlets and an employee
component of more than 5 000 employees, it became clear that an effective IT
system was necessary to support both internal and external customers to make
communication between the customers and the bank more efficient. The bank
worked in partnership with an IT organisation to implement a new call centre
system that would help the bank reduce costs and be flexible enough to grow
as the bank grows.

After the implementation of the new call centre system, the bank started to ex-
perience some of the following benefits:

● a considerable reduction in costs, as the new call centre system was more
effective in dealing with internal and external communication taking place
between the parties;

● an improvement in productivity, as calls were more appropriately directed
to the right department

● flexibility to improve the system as the business grew, thereby making fu-
ture implementations easier; and

● fewer calls from customers who annoyed or threatened call centre agents

Having an organisation-wide mindset to improve operations, the right technol-
ogy and a positive attitude from employees, this organisation was able to
reduce its costs, improve employee morale and productivity and improve its
customer service delivery process.

Adapted from Interactive Intelligence (2015)

Note: You should be able to explain some of the benefits involved in customer service and
customer satisfaction. Also list the six characteristics of organisations that strive to be
excellent customer-service providers.

This concludes the discussion on the importance of delivering excellent customer service.
Attention now turns to how customer service fits into an organisation’s marketing strategy.

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE



1.3 CUSTOMER SERVICE AS PART OF AN ORGANISATION’S MARKETING
STRATEGY

Study the section that follows

Before looking at how customer service fits into an organisation’s marketing strategy, let’s start
with a bit of background to marketing itself. The American Marketing Association defines
marketing as “the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating,
delivering and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners and society at
large” (Lamb, Hair & McDaniel, 2014:2). Marketing is the process whereby a product or service is
created (known as the product); a communication message explaining the product or service is
compiled (known as promotion); the product is delivered (known as place or distribution); and
exchanges take place between the organisation and customer (known as price), whereby the
customer takes ownership of the product or service. Throughout this process the organisation
strives to meet the customers’ needs, thereby creating customer satisfaction.

The abovementioned definition encompasses the four Ps of marketing, known as the marketing
mix, which traditionally includes the product, promotion, place and price. When an organisation is
selling an intangible service (for example, a doctor, dentist, hairdresser, travel agent, educational
institution or insurance, to mention just a few), the marketing mix is expanded to include an
additional three Ps, namely people, processes and physical evidence. Whether an organisation is
selling a tangible product or an intangible service, customer service should be embedded in all of
the Ps involved to ensure that the right product or service is delivered at the right time and at the
right price. Successful delivery of products and services can lead to customer satisfaction, which is
ultimately the goal of excellent customer service.

In addition to the four Ps (for products) or the seven Ps (for services) of marketing, Phillip Kotler, a
guru in the marketing field, identified four orientations to or philosophies of marketing. These can
be seen as the approaches that organisations follow when doing marketing. Table 1.3 summarises
the four philosophies and provides an example of the application thereof. Following the table is
an explanation of how customer service fits into these philosophies.

TABLE 1.3
Philosophies of marketing

PHILOSOPHY DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Product-oriented
organisations

Product-oriented organisations are
often innovative and strive to deliv-
er products of the best quality,
performance, design and/or fea-
tures. Management often bases
decisions on the latest technology
and trends and develops products
which it thinks customers want,
without really listening to the cus-
tomers’ voice.

A technological organisation
uses new technology to develop
a watch that can be used as a
cellphone. At this stage custom-
ers do not see the need for the
product, but with the right
amount of information and at
the right price, customers will
slowly but surely buy into it.

Production-oriented
organisations

Production-oriented organisations
look at their internal capabilities
and ask the question: “What can
we do with what we have?” They
strive to offer customers the best

A tyre manufacturer strives to
keep its costs down by manufac-
turing tyres that use lower-
quality rubber and cheaper la-
bour. Since the tyres cost less to
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PHILOSOPHY DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

value for money, time and/or effort,
by keeping their operational costs
low and developing standardised
products. They do not place high
emphasis on customers’ unique
needs and wants and offer prod-
ucts that are “good enough” at a
low price. This does not mean that
they are not profitable – their focus
is more on selling volumes rather
than making a profit.

produce, the tyre manufacturer
can sell them cheaper than its
competitors.

Sales-oriented
organisations

Organisations following a sales-ori-
ented approach to marketing
believe that aggressive sales tech-
niques are necessary if they want
to increase profit. With this ap-
proach the focus is not so much
about customers’ wants or needs,
but more the need for an immedi-
ate sale.

A clothing store that uses differ-
ent promotional strategies and
campaigns (for example: buy
two jeans for the price of one, or
buy three T-shirts for R150) with
the intention of generating
more sales and selling more
units follows a sales-oriented
philosophy to marketing.

Customer- or market-
oriented organisations

Organisations following a customer
or market orientation always strive
to put the customer first. These or-
ganisations put a lot of effort into
discovering the requirements of
their customers and then looking
at ways in which they can improve
their value proposition so that their
customers’ needs are met.

A bank that puts the necessary
people and processes in place to
ensure that customers receive
great service follows a market
orientation. For example, there
will be an employee at the en-
trance, greeting customers and
directing them to the right
counter. At the counter, a
friendly, knowledgeable employ-
ee will be able to ask all the
right questions, give clear ex-
planations and assist
accordingly. The employee will
then show appreciation by
thanking the customer for their
business.

Adapted from Buttle & Maklan (2015:5–6); Lamb et al. (2014:4–5)

Looking at the abovementioned philosophies of marketing, it is clear that customer service is
related to the customer- or market-oriented approach. With customers being central to these
types of organisation, the need to treat customers well and with respect is key to delivering
excellent customer service. It all revolves around the customer and what they want. These
organisations place great emphasis on understanding their customers’ needs and wants, and
monitor these needs as they change, so that the organisation is better equipped to deal with the
customer. Through this process, organisations attempt to establish and maintain relationships
with customers, so that they stay loyal to the organisation over the long term.

Note: You should be able to explain how customer service fits into an organisation’s market-
ing strategy.
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By now, you know what customer service is, who the recipients of customer service are, why it is
important and how it fits into an organisation’s marketing strategy. The next section addresses
what customers regard as good customer service.

1.4 WHAT IS GOOD CUSTOMER SERVICE?

Study the section that follows

Think back over the past few weeks. How many times have you been a customer? How were you
treated? Are there any specific incidents that you can recall where you received excellent
customer service, or where you received terrible customer service? What made these incidents
stand out?

If you are sitting in a class with 100 other students and the lecturer asks the class what they regard
as good customer service, chances are that there will be a long list of answers, with similarities
here and there. Good customer service means different things to different customers, depending
on their expectations. One person might expect the doctor to remember their name, while
another might expect the doctor to remember their medical history as well. One customer might
expect assistance from a sales assistant at the make-up counter, while another customer expects
to be left alone while they try out make-up. To deliver good customer service, it is therefore
necessary for the employees involved to have a good understanding of what the customers’
expectations are so that the employees can deliver a better customer experience.

Even though customers have different expectations, there are certain practices that organisations
can put in place to ensure that excellent customer service is delivered. In her book Customer
Service Training 101 Evenson (2011:22–34) suggests that good customer service starts with getting
the basics right. By putting the basics in place, organisations are able to create the foundation for
delivering good customer service. According to Evenson (2011:22), there are four steps involved in
getting the basics right.

● Step 1: Make a good first impression
You have probably heard the expression “first impressions last”. According to Pitts (2013), you only
have seven seconds to make a first impression and it is therefore crucial to make those seven
seconds count. As a customer walks into a store or makes a telephone call, they tend to take a
mental picture of their first interaction with the organisation. Making a good first impression is
therefore crucial. Some of the most basic elements contributing to this first impression include
having an attractive appearance (for example, general grooming and cleanliness), wearing the
type of clothing that fits the culture of the organisation and having an open and relaxed manner
of doing things (for example, holding your head high, keeping your facial features friendly,
making eye contact and smiling when appropriate).

● Step 2: Be courteous
People expect other people to be courteous, and particularly so in a purchase situation. By putting
a few basic courtesies (for example, words and phrases) in place, people are sending out a positive
and powerful message. It is really a case of having common decency and treating people with
respect by saying words like “please”, “thank you” and “you’re welcome”, or even “excuse me” and
“I’m sorry” when you do something wrong or make a mistake. When addressing people, use the
terms “Sir” and “Ma’am” and address them by their name or surname when you are familiar with it.
Use formal English such as “yes” rather than “yeah” and always say it with a smile.
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● Step 3: Have a positive attitude
An aspect that plays a crucial role in delivering good customer service is having a positive attitude.
Customers might not necessarily remember the clothing of the sales assistant or what they said,
but they will surely remember the attitude with which they, the customers, were served – whether
good or bad. To instil a positive attitude in yourself, it is important to change your thoughts into
positive ones and to appreciate the good in yourself and in others. You need to believe in yourself
and believe that you can make a difference, because if you believe it, you’ll find ways of doing it.

Attitude is also influenced by stereotyping. Do not stereotype people and put them in boxes,
thinking that if a person belongs in a specific box, they should be treated in a specific way. For
example, when a lady walks into a car dealership, the salesperson’s attitude immediately changes
because he stereotypes the lady, assuming that because she is a woman she knows nothing about
cars. She picks up on his attitude and immediately feels offended by the way he treats her. When
dealing with people keep an open mind – not all people belong in a specific box.

A major challenge when it comes to attitude is to maintain a positive attitude despite negative
circumstances or difficult situations. When dealing with a difficult customer or when everything
just gets too much, it is necessary to take a step back, think through the situation and return with
a new, fresh perspective.

● Step 4: Be ethical
One of the basics of customer service is to be ethical in everything you do. This means that you
need to do the right thing every time. An important ethical principle that can have a devastating
effect on customer service if not followed is telling the truth. You need to be honest at all times. If
an employee is not completely truthful, trust is lost which means that the foundation for building
a relationship with customers is unstable. In the same light, always be honest about the
organisation’s products, services and policies. Do not make misleading claims. If you are not sure
of the facts, rather find out the correct information and get back to the customer. Always do the
right thing. When faced with a difficult scenario, do what is right and ethical by always treating
customers fairly and equally.

One very important ethical principle is to become a reliable person – in other words, if you say
you will do something, you mean it and will do it. If something then comes up that means you are
unable to keep your promise, deal with it by managing the customers’ expectations. We’ll address
the concept of managing expectations in more detail in the next section. A last ethical aspect that
is important for the delivery of excellent customer service is to be accountable for your actions. If
you make a mistake, be honest and talk it over with your manager, rather than just keeping quiet.
Nobody is perfect and there will surely come a situation where you do something wrong or
unethical. Own up to it and take responsibility for your actions.

The four steps proposed by Evenson (2011:22–34) are summarised in Figure 1.1.
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FIGURE 1.1
The basics of customer service

Adapted from Evenson (2011:22–34)

Numerous other authors, in the academic field and in the popular press, give many reasons, steps,
tips and hints for delivering good customer service. One just has to run a search in Google on “tips
for good customer service” to get a long list of articles. Price and Dean (2015:10) and Friedman
(2016) list the following 10 commandments of great customer service:

1. Know who is the boss: Since organisations are in business to satisfy customer needs, they
are seen as the boss. The first step therefore is to find out what those needs are.

2. Become a good listener: Linked to getting to know your customer, it is important for organ-
isations to ask the right questions and really listen to what the customer is saying.
Organisations need to listen to their customers’ words and tone of voice, assess how they
feel and observe their body language.

3. Identify and anticipate needs: Regular communication is very important as a way to get to
know your customers. The more you know about your customers, the better equipped you
are to forecast what their needs will be.

4. Customers should feel important and appreciated: Treat each customer as an individual
with unique needs and wants. Address customers by name and look for ways in which you
can compliment them with sincerity.

5. Help customers to understand the organisations’ systems: An organisation might have
the best systems in place, but if they are misunderstood by customers, customers can be-
come confused or even angry. Do not let a good system stand in the way of an important
human relationship.

6. Attach value to the power of “yes”: Always look for ways in which you can help customers
and be willing to go out of your way to do so. If a customer has a special request, tell them
that you can fulfil it and look for ways in which you can do it afterwards. However, it is im-
portant here to manage customers’ expectations.
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7. Know how to apologise: If something goes wrong, and you are at fault, apologise immedi-
ately. Deal with problems as they arise and inform customers of what you will do/have done
to resolve the issue. Keep in mind that customers might not always be right, but the custom-
er must always win.

8. Give customers more than they expect: Organisations should go out of their way to keep
customers happy. They should think in terms of what they can offer that customers will not
be able to get somewhere else.

9. Get feedback on a regular basis: By getting regular feedback from customers, whether
positive or negative, organisations are able to improve their offerings and service delivery
process.

10. Treat your employees as you would treat your customers: As mentioned earlier on, inter-
nal customers are just as important as external customers in the successful delivery of
customer service. Similarly to external customers, internal customers are looking for appreci-
ation and would also like to be treated with respect.

The above are just some of the basic rules that organisations can implement in delivering
excellent customer service. Organisations, and particularly employees, that are customer-friendly
and really go out of their way to make customers feel special, create an excellent foundation for
building relationships with customers which can ultimately lead to loyalty. Each organisation is in
a sense responsible for setting its own list of commandments for great customer service, as is
illustrated in the following case study.

CASE STUDY – The insurance industry: Tips for delivering great customer
service
One of South Africa’s major players in the insurance industry is very aware of
the competitive nature of the industry and realises that there is a need for or-
ganisations to have an advantage over their competitors. They believe that
one way in which they can get an edge over their competitors is by imple-
menting excellent customer service practices. Through these customer service
practices, organisations are able to drive loyalty and attract the attention of po-
tential customers. While it is easy for insurance organisations to compete with
one another in terms of price, the challenge is to stand out by adding value to
customers’ lives.

This particular insurance organisation has implemented a number of tactics
and strategies as a way to deliver excellent customer service, including:

● Use the marketing and customer service capabilities of your social media
platforms to their full potential. Ensure that all social media platforms are
continuously updated with relevant content and be aware of what custom-
ers are saying about your organisation on these platforms.

● Instead of having customers hold the line while they are waiting to speak
to a sales agent, implement an automatic call-back function on the
switchboard, whereby customers receive a call back as soon as an operator
is available.

● Get regular feedback from customers as a way to improve the customer
service experience. This can be done by making use of surveys.

● Use the organisation’s website to its full potential. Make sure it is up to
date and that customers have various options for accessing the website. En-
sure that the website is mobile-friendly, has a FAQ section, a live chat
function and a list of insurance terminology to make it user-friendly.

● In today’s fast-paced and dynamic world, it is imperative that organisations
start thinking mobile. As a start, organisations can look at implementing a
dedicated cellphone number on which customers can ask questions (via
voice, SMS or WhatsApp) and get prompt replies.
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● More and more organisations are seeing the benefits of implementing an
app. It is important for employees to recommend the app and continually
explain the benefits of using it.

● Like the dedicated mobile number, a smart e-mail address can also be im-
plemented as a way to deal with specific enquiries and quotations. Check
the mail regularly and set up automated responses in terms of when cus-
tomers can expect a response from the organisation, thereby managing
expectations.

In addition to all of the abovementioned self-service tools used for dealing
with questions, getting in touch or lodging complaints, organisations should
not forget the important value of human interaction. By making sure employ-
ees are well trained, have the right attitudes and are professional in their
dealings, organisations create advisors that are trusted by their customers.

Adapted from Santam (2014)

Note: You should be able to explain the four basics of good customer service and the 10
commandments of great customer service.

This concludes the discussion of what good customer service entails. Attention now turns to the
very important concept of expectations.

1.5 MANAGING CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS

Study the section that follows

Up to this point, you have read a few times about customers’ expectations and how organisations
need to know what customers expect from them, so that they can address the identified
expectations accordingly. Expectations are not only related to sales situations; they are a part of
life. So the concepts that are explained here could just as well be applied to any other situation.
For example, if you are still living with your parents you tell your mom that you are going out on
Friday night, but that you’ll be back home at 22:00. That is what she expects. If you are home
before 22:00, you have exceeded her expectations and she is very happy to have you back home
safe and sound. If you get home at 22:00, again she will be happy, because that is what you said
and that is what she expected. But, if you only arrive at 23:00, she might be quite upset with you
for not keeping your promise. Had you phoned her earlier and told her that you were running late
and would only be home at 23:00, there would be no problem. But, because you did not manage
her expectations, you have a bit of “pleasing and explaining” to do. This same concept can be
applied to any interaction taking place between an organisation and its customers. Let’s start off
by defining customer expectations and the different levels of customer expectation, followed by a
discussion on the relationship between customer expectations, performance and satisfaction.

1.5.1 Defining expectations and the levels of expectation
Before going into detail in terms of expectations and how they should be managed, let’s first
define what is meant by the term “expectations”. Harris (2013:16) defines expectations as
individuals’ personal vision of the result that will come from an experience. They can be seen as
an individual’s idea of how a certain experience will unfold. For example, if you study hard for an
exam you expect to do well; if you leave Pretoria at 06:00 to go to Johannesburg, you expect to
reach Johannesburg at 08:00; if you pay R1 000 for a pair of sneakers you expect the sneakers to
be durable. Whether or not these expectations are met will influence the individual’s satisfaction
level.
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Various factors influence customers’ expectations and contribute to that set of expectations that
customers have when walking into an organisation. Some of the more popular factors include a
customers’ personal needs, situational factors (for example, bad weather or catastrophes), explicit
service promises such as advertising messages, word-of-mouth from family, friends and experts in
the industry and previous experiences with the organisation (Hudson & Hudson, 2013:47).
Organisations must be careful what they promise, as these promises contribute to a customer’s
expectations. So, for example, if a fast-food outlet advertises that your order will be ready within
five minutes, then they need to live up to it. If not, customers will be disappointed.

Expectations can be classified on two levels, namely primary expectations and secondary
expectations (Bagdan, 2013:29–30; Harris, 2013:17; Machado, 2014:12). Primary expectations are
the customers’ most basic and essential set of expectations that they are looking for during an
interaction with an organisation. These are the main aspects that customers are looking for to
satisfy their needs and wants. Secondary expectations are expectations that people create after
a previous experience and that are used to enhance primary expectations. These expectations are
illustrated in Figure 1.2 and applied to a practical scenario.

FIGURE 1.2
Levels of expectation

Adapted from Bagdan, 2013:29–30; Harris, 2013:17; Machado, 2014:12

Now you have a better understanding of customer expectations, let’s have a look at how
customer expectations influence customer satisfaction.

1.5.2 Relationship between customer expectations, performance and
customer satisfaction

If organisations know what customers are expecting from them, they are able to deliver better
products and services, resulting in customer satisfaction. Therefore expectations play a key role in
making sure that customer satisfaction is achieved. All organisations need to do is to live up to the
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identified expectations. Customer satisfaction is therefore defined as the feeling that customers
get about whether a product, service or organisation has met or exceeded the customers’
expectations (Lamb et al., 2012:5). When the product, service or organisation exceeds the
customers’ expectations, marketers tend to talk about customer delight (Buttle & Maklan, 2015:91).

But let’s look at the relationship between what customers expect and what is in the end delivered
(the performance), and how this influences customer satisfaction. Figure 1.3 illustrates the
relationship between expectations, performance and customer satisfaction.

FIGURE 1.3
Relationship between expectations, performance and customer satisfaction

Adapted from Lamb et al. (2012:5)

From Figure 1.3 we can see that customers walk into an organisation or retail store with certain
ideas in mind of what they can expect from the organisation or retail store. Similarly, customers
have certain expectations in mind of a product or service before buying/using it. When customers
then actually engage with the organisation or retail store, or use the product or service, the actual
performance occurs (whether good or bad). After experiencing the organisation, retail store,
product or service, customers walk away with a new set of expectations that will influence their
experience the next time they engage with the organisation or retail store or the next time they
use the product or service. After experiencing the organisation, retail store, product or service,
customers are either delighted with the performance they received, satisfied with it or totally
dissatisfied with the performance.

Let’s apply the abovementioned theory to a practical example. Thabo and a few friends want to
stop at a new shebeen (bar or tavern) for a beer after work. As Thabo approaches the shebeen, he
has certain expectations of what the service will be like. As they enter the shebeen, walk up to the
bar, place an order and grab a table, he has certain expectations (these are Thabo’s primary
expectations). For example, Thabo expects a clean shebeen with a great vibe, he expects that the
shebeen will stock his favourite brand of beer, and he expects that there will be a clean table
where he and all of his friends can sit together. Thabo is then exposed to the actual service
delivery in the shebeen itself (that is, the actual performance).
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As was expected the shebeen was very clean, had a great vibe and live musicians performed
throughout the night. Since Thabo did not expect the live performances, he was delighted (that is,
very satisfied) with the service received and as a result the actual performance was greater than
his expectations. Thabo expected the shebeen to stock his favourite brand of beer, but he was
disappointed when he heard that they did not and as a result the actual performance did not
measure up to Thabo’s expectations. Lastly, Thabo expected to find a clean table where he and his
friends could sit together, which he did, resulting in his being happy with the service received
(that is, the actual performance met Thabo’s expectations).

At the end of the evening, Thabo will look back at the overall experience and will judge whether
he was delighted, satisfied or disappointed with the new shebeen. The experience at the new
shebeen will then contribute to his set of expectations, which he will refer to the next time he
visits the shebeen (these are Thabo’s secondary expectations). For example, if he decides to visit
the shebeen again, he will then expect the shebeen to stock his favourite brand of beer (since it
was in demand) and he will expect live musical performances. Table 1.4 summarises the three
expectations that Thabo had, what actually happened and the level of satisfaction that resulted.

TABLE 1.4
Relationship between customer expectations, performance and customer satisfaction

POINT OF
SERVICE

EXPECTATIONS PERFORMANCE LEVEL OF SATISFACTION

The new she-
been building

Walking into the she-
been, Thabo expects
the building to be
clean and have a
great vibe.

The shebeen is very
clean, with a great
vibe and live musi-
cians performing
throughout the night.

Thabo did not expect the live
performances and is therefore
delighted (meaning very sat-
isfied) with the service
received.

THUS: The actual perform-
ance was greater than his
expectations.

Placing an
order

Thabo expects that
the new shebeen will
have his favourite
brand of beer in
stock.

The shebeen does
not stock Thabo’s fa-
vourite brand of beer.

Thabo is very disappointed
that the shebeen does not
stock his favourite brand of
beer.

THUS: The actual perform-
ance did not meet Thabo’s
expectations, thereby causing
dissatisfaction.

Finding a table
to sit

Thabo expects that a
clean table will be
available and that he
and all his friends can
sit together.

Thabo and his friends
find a clean table
with enough seats for
everyone.

Thabo’s expectations were
met, causing him to be satis-
fied with the experience.

THUS: The actual perform-
ance met Thabo’s
expectations, thereby causing
satisfaction.

Adapted from Bagdan (2013:31–32)

In the end, all organisations strive to deliver customer delight. But in order for customer delight to
happen, organisations can do one of two things (Buttle & Maklan, 2015:91):

● manage customers’ expectations, or
● manage the performance process.
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Take great care when telling customers what they can expect from your organisation and then
live up to that, rather than making unrealistic promises and not being able to meet these
expectations. As the saying goes, rather under-promise and over-deliver.

Let’s put the concept of under-promising and over-delivering into practice. Suzie received a SMS
from an insurance organisation selling funeral cover. The message read as follows: “Get up to
R70 000 funeral cover. Reply YES and a sales consultant will call you back today or NO to opt out.
T&Cs apply.” Suzie is interested in the funeral cover and immediately replies YES so that a sales
consultant can give her a call that day. However the day passes and the sales agent only calls
Suzie the following day; or, Suzie only responded to the message at 16:00, while the call centre
closed at 17:00. She expected to receive a call on the same day that she received the SMS – that is
after all what has been promised. In terms of performance, the organisation did not live up to
their promise of calling on the same day. They could have changed the process as follows:

● Manage the customer’s expectations better by changing the SMS message to read as fol-
lows: “Get up to R70 000 funeral cover. Reply YES and a sales consultant will call you back
within the next 48 hours or NO to opt out. T&Cs apply.” Now Suzie knows not necessarily to ex-
pect a call from the organisation today, but within a certain time period. The organisation’s
responsibility now is just to make sure that Suzie’s query is addressed within the 48 hours.

● Manage the performance process by ensuring that there are enough sales agents on duty to
phone customers when a SMS message like this is sent out.

Deciding whether to manage customer expectations better, or to manage performance more
effectively, is a rather challenging balancing act and organisations should take great care in how
they do it. Let’s apply some of these concepts in the following activity.

ACTIVITY 1.2

Assume you are the owner of a spaza shop and have at least five other competing
spaza shops selling similar products at roughly the same price around you. A good
way to compete with the other spaza shops is to deliver great customer service.
Mention five expectations that customers will have of your spaza shop and briefly
explain how you will meet these expectations.

FEEDBACK

POSSIBLE
EXPECTATIONS

SPAZA SHOP’S PERFORMANCE

● friendly service ● Make sure the shop assistant is friendly, well-
known in the area and can relate to the spaza
shop’s customers.

● long and flexible hours ● Employ a second shop assistant to work a night
shift, thereby staying open for 24 hours a day.

● a safe environment to
shop

● Ensure that the necessary burglar bars and cam-
eras are in place to ensure people’s safety. The
spaza shop can also engage with the police for
more visible policing.

● ability to buy on credit ● Have a strict credit policy in place as a way to
protect both the customer and yourself.

● ability to buy products
in smaller quantities

● Buy in large quantities and break bulk. Be flexi-
ble in the size of quantities that you are selling.
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Marketers should keep in mind that customers have different sets of expectations and these
expectations change over time. The test therefore comes in managing these expectations and
making sure that the organisation can live up to what is being promised. Finding the right balance
between meeting expectations, making a profit and delivering great customer service remains
challenging.

Note: You should be able to define customer expectations and clearly differentiate between
primary expectations and secondary expectations. You should also be able to discuss
the relationship between customer expectations, performance and customer
satisfaction.

When interacting with organisations, customers expect that they have certain rights that will
protect them as a customer. These rights are discussed in the following section.

1.6 CONSUMER RIGHTS
Each and every one of us, as consumers, has certain rights and it is an organisation’s responsibility
to ensure that these rights are complied with and respected whenever a customer interacts with
the organisation. As a way to protect customers and educate them on what their rights are, the
Government of South Africa signed the Consumer Protection Act, 2008 (No. 68 of 2008) into law
on 24 April 2009. The purpose of the Act is to set out the minimum requirements to ensure that
customers are adequately protected in South Africa. The Act explains the overall rights that
customers have to protect them, and all other laws from different sectors need to be read in
accordance with this Act. This Consumer Protection Act came into effect on 24 April 2010, exactly
one year after the signing of the Act (SAICA, 2016).

As a way to promote a fair, accessible and sustainable environment where consumers can
purchase products and services, the Consumer Protection Act sets out a number of norms and
standards that help to protect customers. Nine basic rights are explained in the Act to make
provision for better standards of customer information, to protect customers against unfair
marketing and business practices, to promote responsible consumer behaviour and to establish a
consistent legislative system relating to consumer transactions and agreements (RSA, 2009). The
nine basic rights of consumers are highlighted in Table 1.5.

TABLE 1.5

Basic rights of consumers

BASIC RIGHT DESCRIPTION

The right to equality This right protects customers against discriminatory marketing practi-
ces, whereby organisations might unfairly exclude a customer or
treat them differently to the others.

The right to privacy This right explains some of the dos and don’ts of direct marketing
offers, and the regulation of the times at which organisations can
contact customers.

The right to choose This act explains the consumer’s right to select suppliers, dos and
don’ts of the expiry and renewal of fixed-term agreements, pre-au-
thorisations that are necessary for repair and maintenance services,
consumers’ right to a cooling-off period after a direct marketing
transaction, and their right to cancel advance reservations, bookings
and orders. It furthermore explains consumers’ right to choose and
examine products, their rights in terms of the delivery of goods or
the supply of services, their right to return goods and their rights in
terms of unsolicited goods or services.
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BASIC RIGHT DESCRIPTION

The right to be informed
(that is, the right to dis-
closure and information)

Customers have the right to receive information in plain and under-
standable language, to know what the prices of goods and services
are and to know what is contained in a product (for example by
labelling).

The right to fair and re-
sponsible marketing

Consumers have the right to fair and responsible marketing practices
in terms of general marketing of goods and services, bait marketing,
negative-option marketing, direct marketing, catalogue marketing,
trade coupons, customer loyalty programmes, promotional competi-
tions and referral selling.

The right to fair and
honest dealings

This right protects customers against false, misleading or deceptive
representations, fraudulent schemes, pyramid schemes, auctions,
over-selling and over-booking.

The right to fair, just and
reasonable terms and
conditions

This right protects customers against unfair, unreasonable or unjust
contract terms, unreasonable notice periods for certain terms and
conditions, unreasonable written consumer agreements and pro-
hibited transactions, agreements, terms or conditions.

The right to fair value,
good quality and safety

Consumers have the right to demand quality service and safe, good-
quality products. This right furthermore stipulates some of the dos
and don’ts of warranties on quality and warranties on repaired
goods.

Supplier’s accountability
to consumers

As part of this right, the Act explains suppliers’ responsibilities in
terms of lay-bys, prepaid certificates and vouchers, prepaid services
and access to service facilities, deposits held in terms of containers,
pallets and similar objects and their responsibility in terms of the re-
turn of parts and materials.

Adapted from RSA (2009)

This is just a brief summary of the nine basic rights of consumers as set out in the Consumer
Protection Act of 2008. For the detailed Act, please refer to the Government Gazette at http://
www.gov.za/sites/www.gov.za/files/32186_467_0.pdf.

Note: You should be able to briefly explain the purpose of the Consumer Protection Act and
highlight the nine basic rights of consumers.

Attention now turns to the consequences of bad customer service.

1.7 THE CONSEQUENCES OF BAD CUSTOMER SERVICE
While the concept of customer service seems rather simple and easy to implement, it is not always
the case and there are numerous barriers that hinder organisations from implementing excellent
customer service. In the end, you are still working with people and keeping people motivated and
enthusiastic can become challenging, especially if they have a tedious task. Some of the more
common barriers to excellent customer service that are within the control of the organisation
include aspects such as laziness, inability to communicate effectively, inability to manage time
properly, attitude of employees, moodiness of employees, lack of training and insufficient number
of employees to do the job (Harris, 2013:15).

If organisations do not pay close attention to the abovementioned barriers to effective customer
service, chances are that the organisation will lose some of its customers. As soon as customers
start feeling neglected and as if they are not being treated with the necessary respect, they tend
to search for other organisations that are looking for their business. A study by Huninghake and
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York (n.d.) lists a number of reasons why customers stop supporting an organisation, including the
following:

● 68% of customers stop supporting an organisation due to the attitude of one employee;
● 14% of customers stop supporting an organisation due to product failure/dissatisfaction;
● 9% of customers leave the organisation to support competitors;
● 5% leave the organisation due to recommendations from friends;
● 3% of customers move to a new city or town; and
● 1% pass away.

These statistics give you a clear indication of the important role that employees play in the
customer service delivery process. When customers experience bad customer service and are
dissatisfied with the organisation and/or its offerings, customers can decide to take no action
against the organisation or to take action against the organisation. If a customer decides to take
no action, they will still support the organisation, but will have a less favourable attitude towards
the organisation (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:637). However if customers do decide to take
action, they can either (McCarthy, 2016:27):

● Switch to another store, brand or product, which results in lost sales. Price and Dean
(2015:9) state that 96% of dissatisfied customers will not complain to you about poor service,
but will take their business somewhere else.

● Engage in negative word-of-mouth and tell friends and family about their bad experience. It
has been estimated that approximately 13% of dissatisfied customers tell at least 20 people of
their problem (Price & Dean, 2015:9).

● Complain directly to the organisation. Again, Price and Dean (2015:9) estimate that only 4%
of dissatisfied customers complain to the organisation.

● Lodge complaints with government bodies such as the Ombudsman, or on online complaint
sites, such as www.hellopeter.co.za

● Take legal action in really extreme cases.

When customers decide to stop supporting an organisation, there are a number of consequences
involved for the organisation as explained by Banerjee (2015):

● Bad customer service can lead to organisations losing their current customers, and therefore
current sales.

● Organisations can lose potential customers. If a new customer walks into a store and is
ignored by the salesperson, the organisation has lost the sale before even attempting to make
it.

● Organisations also lose future customers and therefore future sales. Dissatisfied customers
tend to engage in negative word-of-mouth and tell family and friends about their bad service
experiences. Since these family members and friends value their friends’ recommendations
and feedback, they will probably not support the organisation.

● Bad customer service can lead to the loss of an organisation’s reputation. Organisations that
become renowned for delivering bad customer service might find that fewer organisations
want to partner with them due to their bad reputation.

● Organisations will also see a loss of employees, since the working environment might become
unpleasant with dissatisfied and angry customers frequently complaining.

● Bad customer service also leads to a loss of profit. Fewer customers will support an organisa-
tion if the customer service is bad, thereby reducing sales and ultimately profit.

By being honest, creating reasonable expectations through marketing, maintaining consistent
quality, offering money-back guarantees and dealing with complaints quickly and effectively,
organisations can avoid the abovementioned consequences (McCarthy, 2016:28).

Note: You should be able to list some of the barriers to effective communication and high-
light how dissatisfied customers respond when they are unhappy with the service they
receive. Also explain the consequences involved for the organisation when bad cus-
tomer service is delivered.

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

http://www.hellopeter.co.za


This concludes the first chapter on understanding customer service. Study unit 2 addresses the
communication process involved in customer service.

1.8 ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
1. Ayanda visits her nearest supermarket to buy her month’s groceries. Ayanda is therefore an

external customer. Briefly explain the five basic needs that Ayanda expects from the super-
market and support your answer with practical examples.

2. Explain three benefits of excellent customer service.
3. Assume you want to purchase a new cellphone and walk into the nearest cellphone shop,

expecting to receive good customer service. Briefly explain the four basics of good customer
service and apply them to the situation at hand.

4. Clearly differentiate between primary expectations and secondary expectations and apply
them to the service that you would expect from a hairdresser.

5. Explain the relationship between expectations, performance and customer satisfaction.
6. Sam is very disappointed with the service he received at EasyMed Pharmacy because the

pharmacist gave him the wrong medication. Clearly differentiate between the various dissat-
isfaction responses that Sam can demonstrate.

7. Explain three scenarios where you have been exposed to customer service. Comment on
whether it was a good or bad experience, your overall perception after the experience and
your level of satisfaction with the service received.

8. Assume you are the manager of Eat-away, a fast-food chain specialising in selling hambur-
gers. Approximately 60% of your customers make use of the drive-thru service, while 40% sit
down to eat. Lately, your percentage of sit-down customers has been declining due to bad
customer service. How will you establish what is/are the major cause(s) for the decline in sit-
down customers, and how will you rectify the situation to improve on the customer service
delivery process?

9. Give five practical examples of where the Consumer Protection Act protects you as a
customer.

1.9 REFLECTION
Before you continue to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1. How do you think you will be able to use the skills you learned in study unit 1 in your profes-
sional life?

2. What did you find difficult about this study unit? Why do you think you found it difficult? Do
you now understand the concept you were struggling with, or do you need more help? How
will you get more help if you need it?

3. What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4. How long did it take you to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do

you need to adjust your study programme?

1.10 SUMMARY
The purpose of study unit 1 was to introduce you to the concept of customer service and to
explain some of the key concepts, benefits and challenges associated with customer service.
Organisations today realise that customers are their lifeline and without them it is impossible to
exist. In addition, organisations also realise that customers are spoilt for choice and can easily
switch suppliers if they, the customers, are not satisfied with the service that they receive from a
particular organisation. Since it is relatively easy for organisations to develop the same product as
their competitors, and sell it at the same price, organisations need to look at different ways in
which they can make their organisation stand out. As such, a number of organisations are turning
to delivering excellent customer service as their competitive advantage. The key to achieving a
competitive advantage is to have a good understanding of what customers need and what they
expect from your organisation, and then to put the necessary procedures in place to ensure that
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the identified needs and expectations are met. This will lead to a happy customer, which can
ultimately lead to a loyal customer. However, when organisations perform poorly on customer
service, there are a number of consequences involved for the organisation.

Throughout study unit 1, the need for effective communication between the organisation, its
customers and employees was stressed and therefore necessitates further discussion in the
following study unit.
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GLOSSARY

● Customer service: In this module, customer service is defined as the process whereby value is
added by delivering service to internal and external customers in support of the organisation’s
core products and service offerings, whenever customers engage with the organisation.

● External customers: Groups of individuals outside the organisation whom the organisation
does business with.

● Acquisition costs: The amount of money that needs to be spent in attracting/recruiting new
customers.

● Expectations: Individuals’ personal vision of the result of an experience. It can be seen as an
individual’s idea of how they see a certain experience unfold.

● Customer satisfaction: The feeling that customers get as to whether a product, service or or-
ganisation has met or exceeded the customers’ expectations.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS

QUESTION 1
Excellent customer service ultimately aims to create customer satisfaction. Which of the following
aspects are some of the benefits of customer satisfaction?

a increase in costs
b cost savings
c positive word-of-mouth
d customers willing to pay premium prices
e lower acquisition costs

Choose the correct combination:

1) a, b and e
2) b, c and e
3) a, c, d and e
4) b, c, d and e
5) all of the above

QUESTION 2
Which ONE of the following is NOT one of the 10 commandments of delivering excellent
customer service?

1) Identify and anticipate needs.
2) Customers should feel important and appreciated.
3) Be a good speaker.
4) Know how to apologise.
5) Give feedback on a regular basis.

QUESTION 3
To which marketing philosophy is customer service related?

1) production orientation
2) product orientation
3) sales orientation
4) market orientation
5) societal orientation

STUDY UNIT 1: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE



QUESTION 4
Ruth is visiting the hairdresser. As part of her primary set of objectives, she expects the hairdresser
to colour her hair and style it. At the salon, the hairdresser colours her hair and styles it, and in
addition offers Ruth an ice-cold drink and light snacks while she was busy with her hair. Ruth’s
expectations were _____________, causing her to feel _______________.

1) exceeded; delighted
2) exceeded; satisfied
3) met; delighted
4) met; satisfied
5) not met; dissatisfied

QUESTION 5
A customer walks into a new shoe shop for the first time. The sales assistant behind the counter is
talking on her cellphone and does not even notice the customer. After five minutes of being
ignored, the customer decides to leave the shop and never return. To which consequence does
the abovementioned scenario refer?

1) loss of current customers
2) loss of potential customers
3) loss of future customers
4) loss of employees
5) loss of reputation

MULTIPLE-CHOICE ANSWERS
1. 4
2. 3
3. 4
4. 1
5. 2
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INTRODUCTION
Study unit 1 introduced you to customer service and explained the important role that delivering
excellent customer service plays in the long-term success of organisations. One of the key
ingredients for delivering excellent customer service is being able to communicate effectively with
customers. No matter what industry you are in, there will always be some form of communication
taking place between you and the customers (whether they are internal or external). An electrician
might spend a lot of time working in the roof, but his ability to explain to a customer what is
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wrong, how it will be fixed and how much it will cost, will influence whether the customer will
make use of his service again in future. If a customer walks into a cellphone shop and deals with a
shop assistant who is able to clearly explain the differences between different cellphones, while at
the same time being enthusiastic about them, this will probably make the sale. On the contrary, a
customer might be greeted by a sales representative who knows the different products very well,
but conveys a negative attitude through his body language and facial expressions, causing the
customer to have a negative overall experience. It is therefore important to take both verbal (what
you are saying) and non-verbal (your body language and facial expressions) forms of
communication into account when delivering customer service. Since communication plays such
an important role in delivering excellent customer service, it is necessary to discuss it in more
detail. Communication therefore forms the focus of study unit 2.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
The purpose of study unit 2 is to introduce you to the important role that good communication
plays in delivering excellent customer service. The study unit starts with an explanation of the
basic communication model, after which it clearly differentiates between verbal and non-verbal
communication. The study unit concludes with a discussion of some of the criteria that are
needed for effective communication.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

MNM1502/1 33

STUDY UNIT 2: Communication in customer service



34

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to

● define communication
● discuss the basic communication process
● clearly differentiate between verbal and non-verbal communication
● discuss verbal communication in detail by addressing the importance thereof

in customer service, the differences between talking and writing, and the
modes of communication

● discuss non-verbal communication in detail by addressing the importance
thereof in customer service, the functions of non-verbal communication and
the different categories of non-verbal communication

● identify and explain practical examples of where non-verbal communication is
used in customer service delivery

KEY CONCEPTS

● communication
● basic communication process
● encoding
● decoding
● feedback
● noise
● verbal communication
● non-verbal communication
● talking
● writing
● face-to-face communication
● eye contact
● facial expression
● posture
● gestures

2.1 INTRODUCTION TO COMMUNICATION

Study the section that follows

Communication is part of everyday life and all of us communicate on a daily basis. Whether it is to
a friend, family member or stranger, you are constantly sending out some form of message. This
can be in the form of a WhatsApp message to a friend, a conversation with your dad or even a
smile to a stranger. Even when you ignore someone, you are sending out a message. We
sometimes communicate with others without actually realising that we are communicating with
them (Evenson, 2011:41).

People communicate when they need to make decisions, solve problems; find information
necessary to answer questions; or even resolve conflict situations. Through communication we
can find out how somebody is doing, get to know somebody, learn something new, provide
information to others and more importantly sometimes just listen. And that’s just on a verbal side.
Non-verbal communication opens up a whole different world of communication that happens
daily, like smiling, frowning, folding your arms, losing eye contact or even turning away when
somebody greets you (Evenson, 2011:41–42).
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ACTIVITY 2.1

You have had a long and busy day. At the end of your day, look back and identify
situations in which you communicated.

FEEDBACK

● giving a taxi driver right of way at a traffic circle
● smiling at the beggar at the traffic light
● waving thanks to the pointsmen controlling traffic at a broken traffic light
● asking your boss for vacation leave on Friday
● looking disappointed when your leave is denied
● telling a colleague about your weekend plans
● sending an e-mail to a supplier asking when delivery can be expected
● phoning a customer and informing her that her parcel is ready for collection
● asking a friend how he enjoyed the music festival over the weekend
● phoning your parent/partner and asking whether he/she needs anything from

the shops
● listening to a colleague cry her heart out about a break-up
● sending a WhatsApp to a friend whose mom has been in hospital and asking

how she is doing
● having a friendly conversation with the cashier when buying bread and milk
● ignoring the car guard as you get back into your car
● giving your parent/partner a hug and kiss as you get home
● telling your parent/partner about your day

Before elaborating on verbal and non-verbal communication, let’s first define communication in
its most basic sense and look at the basic process involved when communicating.

2.1.1 Communication defined
Communication can be defined as the process by which two or more participants use a general
set of symbols to share information, ideas, opinions, thoughts and understanding with one
another (Harris, 2013:73; Lamb, Hair & McDaniel, 2014:246). Key throughout this process is to
convey the message in such a way that the person receiving the message clearly understands
what the other person is saying. Communicating clearly is an important skill for everyone, and
even more so for a customer service provider (Harris, 2013:73).

From a marketing perspective, communication can be categorised into two types (Lamb et al.,
2014:248):

● Interpersonal communication, which is the communication taking place between two or
more people in a direct context, face-to-face or via phone or e-mail, whereby one person can
see/hear/read the other’s reactions and respond to them immediately (Robinson, 2014:25). A
typical example is a conversation taking place between two friends, where one friend says
something funny and the other friend laughs. Another example is a lecturer explaining some-
thing to a student and the student nodding in understanding.

● Mass communication involves communicating with large audiences, usually by means of
mass media such as television, radio, newspapers or magazines. Typical examples of mass com-
munication are the 19:00 news on television, or an article published on the front page of a
national newspaper reporting on the drought situation in the country, or even an advertise-
ment promoting a new car in a magazine.
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Since customer service is a more personal, direct interaction, it can be classified as interpersonal
communication – that is, communication taking place directly between an employee and
customers (face-to-face or via e-mail or phone). For example, a friendly cashier might see that the
customer they are helping has had a rough day and respond by giving them a smile or even
asking them how their day was. A customer wanting to buy a television set might ask the shop
assistant to explain the differences between two different television sets and then listen closely to
the explanation, nodding in understanding. The shop assistant has a great responsibility to make
sure they explain the differences between the two sets in such a way that the customer
understands it.

Now you have a better understanding of what communication is and how it can be classified, let’s
look at how the basic communication process works.

2.1.2 The basic communication process
Any communication process, whether it is two friends talking, a lecturer and student having a
conversation or a sales representative telling a customer of a new beauty product, involves a
number of elements (Koekemoer, 2014:108–111; Lamb et al., 2014:249–252). The elements that
form part of the communication process are illustrated in Figure 2.1.

FIGURE 2.1

The basic communication process

Adapted from Lamb et al. (2014:249)

Let’s address each element of the communication process in more detail (Koekemoer, 2014:108–
111; Lamb et al., 2014:249–252):

● Sender: The sender is the person who is the source of the message (that is, the person putting
the message together).

● Receiver: The receiver is the person receiving the message. The message is intended for them
and they needs to interpret what is being said. There can be one receiver, or a multitude of re-
ceivers: for example, a cashier asking a customer whether they want to redeem their loyalty
points, or a lecturer addressing a group of students on their upcoming exams. A receiver’s past
experiences, feelings and emotions, attitudes and ability to understand the message, play a
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major role in how the message is interpreted. It is therefore important that the sender has a
clear understanding of the recipient of the message.

● Encoding: Encoding is the process that the sender goes through when putting thoughts and
ideas into a message using words, signs and symbols. The key with encoding is to put together
a message in such a way that the receiver will understand it. To do this, the sender relies very
much on their past experiences, feelings, emotions, attitudes and knowledge, but at the same
time needs to take into account everything that they know about the receiver’s past experien-
ces, feelings, emotions, attitudes and knowledge. For encoding to be successful, it is important
that the sender has a good understanding of the topic that they want to address.

● Message channel/media: The channel or medium through which the message is conveyed.
For example, your mother, your lecturer and a shop assistant will use voice to bring their mes-
sage across, while a marketing manager might decide to publish an article in a magazine or
newspaper or air it on television. Media can even include messages conveyed in writing, such
as e-mails and text messages. The sender hopes that by putting the right message together
and conveying it through the right channel, the message will enter the receiver’s frame of
reference.

● Decoding: Decoding is the process in which the receiver of the message interprets the words,
signs and symbols of the sender and tries to make sense of them. From a customer service
point of view, this can include knowing exactly when to expect the repairs on your computer
to be done, or understanding exactly how you are billed on your cellphone contract. It is about
understanding exactly what the contract states between you and the insurance salesman.

● Feedback: After receiving and interpreting the message, the following step in the communica-
tion process is for the receiver to provide feedback in response to the message received.
Feedback might be verbal, as in saying “I agree”, or non-verbal, for example nodding, smiling
or frowning. Receiving direct feedback from a potential buyer sitting in front of a salesperson
is easy, but receiving feedback after airing an advertisement on television is a totally different
challenge. With the increase in social media, marketers/customer service providers/organisa-
tions are able to obtain direct feedback from customers, compared to customer engagement
prior to social media. By obtaining feedback from customers and interpreting the feedback re-
ceived (known as decoding), the sender is able to adapt and change their message to be more
relevant and/or effective in future.

● Noise: Throughout the communication process, noise plays a major role. Noise is any distrac-
tion that interferes with the transmission of the message, and in a way distorts the message. In
the case of a lecturer explaining a point noise can take the form of students talking loudly just
outside the lecturing venue; another example is other patrons talking in the fast-food outlet as
you are trying to place an order. Either way, noise in the surrounding environment makes it dif-
ficult for receivers to interpret the message correctly or as it was intended.

Let’s put the basic communication process into practice by looking at a customer service example.

ACTIVITY 2.2

Sipho has just finished his studies and started his first job. As part of Sipho’s
journey to independence, he moves out of his father’s home and decides to rent a
small apartment close to work. As a result, Sipho needs to purchase a new bed and
some furniture. He visits a furniture store close by and is greeted by Mary, the
friendly shop assistant. Using the basic communication process, illustrate the
communication process taking place between Sipho and Mary.

FEEDBACK

Figure 2.2 is an example of how students can apply the basic communication
process to the situation at hand. Students can create different scenarios as well.
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FIGURE 2.2
Applying the communication process

Note: You should be able to define communication and explain and apply the basic commu-
nication process to a customer service example.

In the abovementioned scenario between Sipho and Mary, one can see that both verbal and non-
verbal communication took place to ensure successful communication. Both sender and receiver
used their voices to convey a message, and both sender and receiver used body language as a
way to indicate that they understood the message received. Let’s look at verbal and non-verbal
communication in more detail.

2.2 VERBAL COMMUNICATION

Study the section that follows

2.2.1 What is verbal communication?
Verbal communication is communication taking place by means of words – either spoken or
written (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2016c). All of us communicate on a daily basis. Imagine a day
where you don’t say one word to somebody else, or even a day when you don’t send one text
message to somebody else! Verbal communication is a big part of our everyday lives.
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Verbal communication includes (Harris, 2013:74):

● talking, whereby a person speaks to another person/s by using words and terminology that
the other person/s can understand, and

● writing, also known as written communication, whereby the words are conveyed in a written
format in such a way that the person/s receiving the message can understand it.

Two other methods of communication that are also closely linked to talking and writing, and
which have an influence on how a message is interpreted, are (Harris, 2013:74):

● listening, which is an individual’s ability to carefully hear and understand what is being said,
and

● reading, which is an individual’s ability to look at and understand the message that has been
written.

Let’s illustrate how the four methods of communication relate to one another and apply them to a
practical customer service scenario.

FIGURE 2.3

Methods of verbal communication

Adapted from Harris (2013:74)

Effective communication, using talking, listening, writing and reading as methods of
communication, is crucial for the successful delivery of great customer service. It is therefore
imperative that customer service providers continuously improve the methods of communication
to ensure that their employees are properly equipped to communicate with customers.

Let’s look at a telecommunications organisation that understands the important role that
communication plays in effective customer service delivery.

MNM1502/1 39

STUDY UNIT 2: Communication in customer service



40

Case Study: Open and honest communication
An international telecommunications organisation places high emphasis on
ethical communication practices between themselves and their different stake-
holder groups. The organisation realises that for different stakeholder groups
to make decisions about which mobile network to use, their organisation
needs to provide the correct information and details to facilitate the decision-
making process. The organisation’s identified stakeholder groups want to
know all the ins and outs of charges and tariffs before committing themselves
to a particular service provider. It is therefore imperative for the telecommuni-
cations organisation to provide honest and easy-to-understand information.

The telecommunications organisation makes use of two main forms of commu-
nication to engage with its different stakeholder groups: verbal and non-
verbal. In managing their communication with the different stakeholder
groups, the organisation sets the objective of communicating openly and
clearly, while still keeping in line with the organisation’s confidentiality agree-
ment. The organisation realises that it needs to send a message that is easily
understood.

In terms of the organisation’s verbal communication activities, the telecommu-
nications organisation has put the following strategies in place:

● Verbal communication:
– Oral (talking) communication: the organisation strives to be in direct

contact with its different stakeholder groups through its different store
outlets and contact centres.

– Written (writing) communication: written communication involves many
aspects, including visual elements such as the organisation’s logo, ad-
vertisements in newspapers, on television and other media, the
organisation’s image, and the sales and information literature available
in-store.

The telecommunications organisation believes that by providing clear details
and information about the organisation, its products and new developments
in research, it is able to keep its customers informed and consequently loyal to
the organisation. No matter whether the organisation is dealing with its cus-
tomers, suppliers, partners, shareholders or local authorities, the same
principle of honest and open conversation applies. Maintaining effective com-
munication with all the stakeholder groups involved is a rather complex task
and the message is adapted according to the group of stakeholders.

The organisation makes every effort to listen to the stakeholder groups’ con-
cerns and review and reflect on the identified concerns within the
organisation. The necessary adjustments are made to its strategy and updates
are sent back to the different stakeholder groups on what is being done. The
telecommunications organisation also places high emphasis on the importance
of receiving feedback from its different stakeholder groups to ensure a success-
ful long-term relationship with them.

Adapted from Business Case Studies (2016)

Before addressing talking and writing in more detail, let’s look at the importance of
communication in customer service.
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2.2.2 The importance of verbal communication in customer service
The power of verbal communication in customer service cannot be underestimated. Without it
messages and meaning will be completely lost. In verbal communication both sender and receiver
have a responsibility to communicate well with one another to ensure that the message is clearly
understood by both parties involved.

It is imperative for any person in a customer service provider role to communicate well. When you
communicate well, your message comes across clearly, and the person receiving the message
understands exactly what is expected and can respond accordingly. The opposite is also true – if
you are not able to communicate well, the message gets lost and a customer might not know
what is expected and thus walk away very unhappy about the service received. This means the
customer–service provider relationship suffers (MTD Training, 2012:8).

Let’s look at an example. Assume Thabo is speaking to a loan advisor regarding taking out a study
loan. For this engagement to be effective, Thabo must be able to tell the loan advisor exactly what
his plans are in terms of his studies – what he plans on studying, how much he would like to
borrow and how he plans to pay it back. The loan advisor must have the necessary skills to explain
to Thabo, in clear terms, exactly how the procedure works. Throughout this conversation, the loan
advisor should constantly manage Thabo’s expectations and provide him with the information
that he will need to make his final decision. If the loan advisor is not a good communicator and
not able to explain clearly how the process works, or provides irrelevant or incorrect information,
Thabo might walk away feeling irritated and confused as he doesn’t understand the process; this
costs the organisation a sale.

While good communication skills are a key ingredient for customer service success, not everybody
has the talent to be a great communicator. Luckily, it is a skill that can be learned and practised
over time. Just like riding a bicycle, the more you practise communication and engage with
people, the better your communication skills become. Therefore, look for occasions where you can
communicate with others (for example, with friends, family members, your lecturer, a shop
assistant and so forth) and see them as opportunities for you to practise your communication skills.
As a starting point, work through the following section on talking and writing and identify the
guidelines and tips that you need to follow to improve your own communication skills.

2.2.3 Talking versus writing
When talking to customers, it is important that employees pay attention to what they say, but
also how they say it. Some words are best avoided, while others instil a sense of enthusiasm and
optimism. Choose your words carefully to ensure that a customer is satisfied with the service
received. Some of the more common words to use versus words to avoid are listed in Table 2.1.

TABLE 2.1
Words to use and words to avoid in customer service

WORDS TO USE WORDS TO AVOID
● yes
● please
● may I …?
● have you considered this?
● thank you
● appreciate
● opportunity
● can
● us
● we

● It’s not my job
● I can’t
● Never
● Don’t
● I don’t know
● Problem
● Hang on for a minute
● Don’t tell me no
● Sorry
● Slang words, like honey, cool or gross
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WORDS TO USE WORDS TO AVOID

● would you like
● let’s do

● I don’t have time

Adapted from Bagdan (2013:245); Harris (2013:79)

Imagine a scenario where Mr Ndhlovu’s house suffers water damage due to heavy rains which
result in flooding. He phones his insurance organisation to submit a claim. After listening to the
customer’s story, the call centre agent responds as follows:

● Scenario A: first of all the call centre agent empathises with Mr Ndhlovu, and then continues:
“Mr Ndhlovu, let’s see what we can do to assist you during this time of trouble”.

● Scenario B: first of all the call centre agent empathises with Mr Ndhlovu and then continues:
“Mr Ndhlovu, I don’t know if your policy will cover you for water damage caused by flooding”.

Put yourself in Mr Ndhlovu’s shoes. Which scenario would you prefer to be in? Probably, you
would choose scenario A. Even though the call centre agent might not necessarily be able to
assist him, Mr Ndhlovu felt appreciated and the employee was willing to put in time and effort to
see where and how they could assist him. In comparison, in scenario B the call centre agent gave
Mr Ndhlovu the idea that they were not even willing to look at his predicament and that it was
not even worth going to the trouble of helping him. Do you see what difference using the right
words makes in terms of how a customer perceives the service delivered?

In addition to using the right words when talking to customers, employees should also pay close
attention to how they talk to customers. They need to pay attention to vocal aspects such as voice
inflection, pitch, timing and volume (Bagdan, 2013:244). Table 2.2 provides a description of each
of the vocal aspects and includes links to videos to illustrate each concept.

TABLE 2.2
Vocal aspects influencing customer service

VOCAL
ASPECT

DESCRIPTION LINKS TO VIDEOS

Voice
inflection

any variation that occurs in
a person’s voice, whether it
is in pitch, timing or
volume

● A lesson in inflection
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8UY-

Co7-fqY
● Voice inflection example
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=

b0N0ufRKjKQ

Pitch the tone of the voice, in-
cluding the highs and lows

● The power of persuasion – #5 Change your
voice, change your life: From monotone to
magical https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rUV-4FnYfjQ

Timing whether an employee talks
fast or slowly

● Speaking slowly vs quickly – American Eng-
lish pronunciation https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Hdee6eaj1pU

Volume whether an employee talks
loudly or softly

● The power of persuasion – #5 Change your
voice, change your life: From monotone to
magical https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rUV-4FnYfjQ

Articulation/
enunciation

how clearly an employee
speaks and how well they
articulate every word.

● The power of persuasion – #3 Change your
voice, change your life: Articulate! https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mf_ybthMSKk
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VOCAL
ASPECT

DESCRIPTION LINKS TO VIDEOS

● The power of persuasion – #4 Change your
voice, change your life: Articulate! (Part 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
Dtn0s1bxsPU

Adapted from Bagdan (2013:244); Harris (2013:76); Robinson (2014:47)

Saying the right words and saying them in the most appropriate manner, plays an important
role in how customers perceive the service that they receive. Management therefore has a great
responsibility to ensure that their employees, especially the employees who are in direct contact
with customers (front-line employees), have the necessary vocal skills to address their customers’
needs in the most suitable way.

In addition to talking, another crucial verbal communication element that organisations use in
delivering customer service is the written word. As mentioned in the previous section, writing has
to do with conveying a message in a written format, including handwritten notes, printed
memorandums, e-mails and even text messages. While written responses to documents tend to
take longer than with vocal messages, written communication can be a very fast and effective
method of communication when it is used appropriately. Probably the biggest advantage of
written communication is the fact that it leaves a paper trail, which can be referred to for better
understanding of the message if necessary (Machado, 2014:23; MTD Training, 2012:54).

Learning how to write well is an important skill to learn, particularly when dealing with customers
in a customer service scenario (MTD Training, 2012:54). Probably one of the first skills to learn is to
know when a message should be conveyed in written form rather than in verbal form. MTD
Training (2012:55– 56) suggests that written communication is more effective in the following
circumstances:

● when the message can be clearly structured and easily understood;
● when the topic under discussion is not too complex and doesn’t involve a lot of discussion;
● when the message is straightforward, to the point and doesn’t involve a lot of emotion; and
● when high levels of formality are involved between the two parties (for example, contract

terms and conditions, account information, other administrative information, and so forth)

Knowing when to put a message in writing is one thing. But knowing how to do it effectively is
another thing altogether. The guidelines in Table 2.3 can be used for effective written
communication (MTD Training, 2012:57–60):

TABLE 2.3
Guidelines for effective written communication (e-mail)

GUIDELINE DESCRIPTION

Subject line ● The subject line serves as the heading of the written communication
and should be written in such a way that it attracts the receiver’s at-
tention, informs them what the message is about and (if possible)
highlights what needs to be done.

Put the key point
first

● Identify the key point that you want to get across and put that at the
top of your message, and only then follow with the background infor-
mation. People tend to scan written communication as a way to save
time, and the key message might get lost if it is only discussed at the
end of the message.
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GUIDELINE DESCRIPTION

Know the audience ● Know who you are writing to. You must be able to identify your audi-
ence. Know what they will gain from your message and be aware of
what they know and don’t know. Write in such a way that they under-
stand the message and the jargon used.

Organise the
message

● When a message has more than one request or several facts that need
to be conveyed, it should be structured in a way that makes logical
sense. That increases the likelihood that the recipient will pay atten-
tion to each request or fact. This can be done by including descriptive
sub-headings for each sub-topic discussed, using bullets, numbering
or even using different fonts and colours.

Adapted from MTD Training (2012:57–60)

Let’s apply the abovementioned guidelines to a customer service example, of an e-mail sent by
Mrs Mbabane to Ee-zee Grocers regarding problems she experienced with Ee-zee Grocers’ online
shopping process.

Source: Author’s own
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How did Ee-zee Grocers respond to Mrs Mbabane’s e-mail?

ACTIVITY 2.3

Assume you are the manager at Ee-zee Grocers and received the above e-mail
from Mrs Mbabane. After investigating the situation, you reply to Mrs Mbabane
with a follow-up e-mail. Use the guidelines for effective written communication,
and write the e-mail message that you plan to send her.

FEEDBACK

NEW MESSAGE

To: carol_mbabane@yahoo.com

Subject: Response to customer complaint regarding online shopping (Ref:
XYZ5821)

Dear Mrs Mbabane

Thank you for taking the time to inform us about the problems you experienced
with our online shopping process. We highly appreciate your feedback as it as-
sists us in improving our service in future. We would like to address each of your
concerns and suggest the following solutions in terms of the service delivered to
you.

1. New control measures implemented for improving delivery
We are in the process of implementing new control measures to improve our de-
livery operations. This will involve better communication between the courier
organisation making the deliveries, and the Ee-zee Grocer customer. Customers
will in future receive an SMS an hour before delivery can be expected. The SMS
will also include a customer care line which can be contacted in case of any
problems, so that the issue can be resolved immediately. This system will be im-
plemented on 1 June.

2. Better control over invoicing
We sincerely apologise for invoicing you for items not delivered and will make
every effort to ensure that this does not happen again. In the meantime, we will
issue you with a credit note for the amount that you were wrongly charged and I
will personally deliver the items that you did not receive with your initial transac-
tion. I will be in contact with you during the following two days to arrange for
delivery.

3. Wrong items delivered
Thank you for returning the items that were wrongly delivered to you. We will
evaluate how we can prevent this from happening again and will put the neces-
sary control measures in place.

Please accept our sincerest apology for any trouble or inconvenience caused. We
realise that our greatest form of advertising is the word-of-mouth that we re-
ceive from our satisfied customers, and I will make it my personal duty to retain
you as a satisfied customer so that we can continue serving you in the future.
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NEW MESSAGE

If you have any further concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me directly
on +27 (214) 562 3547.

Thank you.

Ali Mabatho
Ee-Zee Grocers
Manager: Online Shopping and Operations
online_care@ee-zeegrocers.co.za
+27 (214) 562 3547

No matter which form of verbal communication a customer service provider is using, either vocal
or written, the message should be conveyed in such a way that the recipient of the message
clearly understands it and is able to respond appropriately. Being able to write a fool-proof
message that is understandable is an important skill in effective communication.

Section 2.3.3 looked at talking and writing, as verbal communication tools, in a more general
sense. Attention now turns to specific modes of communication where either talking or writing is
used to convey a message.

2.2.4 The modes of verbal communication
People communicate with one another in different ways. However, the most popular modes of
communication in today’s business world are probably communication face-to-face, by phone
(whether it is voice or text messages/social media/instant messaging), or e-mail. All three of the
modes of communication are very relevant in a customer service context (Nyberg, 2015:10).

The mode of communication that is used, greatly affects the way in which the message is
interpreted. Different situations call for different communication modes. If, for example, a person
needs to convey very important and/or complex information, it might be more appropriate to use
face-to-face communication, as possible misunderstandings can be explained/eliminated. In a
face-to-face scenario, the two participants are able to read one another’s body language and
interpret the message accordingly (Nyberg, 2015:10).

When dealing with a customer on a face-to-face basis, one needs to be very aware of first
impressions (Bagdan, 2013:243). Management should therefore pay close attention to customer
service employees’ dress and appearance, as customers will judge the type of service that they
can expect from the organisation based on what the customer service employees look like. If a
customer is planning on trusting your organisation with their money, future, health, safety and
children, you want your employees to send out the message that your organisation is trustworthy
(Bagdan, 2013:243). In addition to appearance, vocal aspects and non-verbal cues also play an
important role when communicating on a face-to-face basis (MTD Training, 2012:25). While the
different vocal aspects were explained in Table 2.2, the non-verbal cues are discussed in the
following section.

Communicating by phone (either by voice or text) becomes more difficult since the two
participants are not able to read one another’s body language. A person should therefore pay
careful attention to tone of voice, how the message is conveyed, the volume with which the
message is conveyed, and the timing of the message (whether it is fast or slow), and ensure the
recipient actually understands the message as it was intended (Nyberg, 2015:10). When dealing
with customers over the phone, it is very important to be organised and always have a notepad
handy for making notes (Harris, 2013:77). Harris (2013:77–78) provides the steps for answering a
customer service call successfully (Figure 2.4).
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FIGURE 2.4
Guidelines for answering a call successfully

Adapted from Harris (2013:77–78)

Using e-mail (written) as a mode of communication is even more challenging than telephonic
communication and it often results in misunderstanding. The intention of the sender might not
always be clear, and as a result the message is misunderstood, which can lead to negative feelings
between the two participants (Nyberg, 2015:13). While the previous section addressed writing in
general, the following aspects relate more specifically to e-mail messages. Whenever e-mail is
used as a form of communication, keep a few things in mind to ensure that a clear message
comes across (Nyberg, 2015:13):

● Include a good, descriptive heading as it will influence whether a person will read the e-mail or
not.

● Avoid lengthy e-mails and place the most important message first (what is the bottom line?).
● Make sure to send a copy to all the relevant parties, and only the relevant parties. If it is not

necessary to reply to all, then don’t.
● Know when to use e-mails and when not to. If constructive and detailed feedback is needed,

rather opt for the face-to-face mode of communication as it enables the participants to better
deal with possible questions and queries.
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Let’s apply the three different modes of communication to customer service examples.

ACTIVITY 2.4

Examine the following list of customer service scenarios and indicate which mode
of communication will be best suited to deal with each situation.

CUSTOMER SERVICE SCENARIO

following up on the delivery of a parcel that was ordered through an online
store

finding out what documentation is needed for opening a bank account

booking accommodation at the coast for the December holidays using an on-
line booking system

returning clothing that is not suitable

returning a lounge suite that was scratched during delivery

finding out whether your passport is ready for collection at the Department of
Home Affairs

sorting out a medical account that has been paid, but still shows that you are in
arrears

FEEDBACK

The following modes of communication are suggested for each scenario.

CUSTOMER SERVICE SCENARIO MODE OF
COMMUNICATION

following up on the delivery of a parcel that was or-
dered through an online store

phone/e-mail

finding out what documentation is needed for opening
a bank account

phone

booking accommodation at the coast for the December
holidays using an online booking system

e-mail

returning clothing that is not suitable face-to-face

returning a set of couches that were scratched during
delivery

phone

finding out whether your passport is ready for collection
at the Department of Home Affairs

face-to-face

sorting out a medical account that has been paid, but
still shows that you are in arrears

e-mail

Please note that the abovementioned modes of communication are only
suggestions, and students can suggest alternative modes of communication if they
are able to justify them.
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2.2.5 Factors affecting verbal communication
There are certain factors that affect verbal communication, which are (Machado, 2014:24-25):

More than one meaning
People have different cultures, traditions, beliefs and values and this influences what is perceived
as acceptable and non-acceptable. For one individual particular words, symbols or gestures may
be appropriate, but for another individual these may not be appropriate. Therefore, the same
word could have different meanings for different people. Can you think of a word that is
appropriate for one group of people, but which is offensive for another group of people?

Intentionality
There are particular reasons why people communicate, whether it is to give a warning “watch out,
the water is hot do not burn yourself” or to indicate “this product will change your life” or even to
ask customers “How can I assist you with selecting a product?” Individuals in the customer service
environment must be conscious of the motivation behind messages and the customer’s
personality. A customer could walk into a store and ask for a product in a condescending manner,
which shows that the customer wants the product but is not considerate/respectful of retail
employees. Therefore, to make the intention behind a message clear, especially when it is a
difficult message to convey such as asking a customer to make room for another customers, or to
calm down, or to tell a customer that they are mistaken about the product and services they
thought were on offer at the store. Words such as “I don’t want to be rude, but…”; “with all due
respect, I ….” or “no offence, but”.

Relationship and connotation
The better people know one another, the better they communicate. Getting to know your
colleague better means you are more likely to understand their mannerisms, their way of
communicating and use of words. Therefore, you are better able to understand their messages in
the working environment. This applies to customers too; the better you know your customers, the
better you are able to interpret their messages and serve them in the business environment. For
example, Tim visits a coffee shop often and always asks for his usual order – grilled chicken on rye
bread with a side of avocado and a cup of coffee with soymilk and no sugar. Rita, who has been a
waitron for years, knows Tim’s order so she is able to put it in at the kitchen immediately. However,
if Greg (who has just started working at the coffee shop) serves Tim who asks for his usual order,
Greg will not know what Tim is asking for as he has not built up a relationship with Tim.

Words and hidden value
Words have different meanings in different situations. In a personal setting, you can call your
friends names such as “grumpy” or “shorty” due to the context. However, in a customer service
setting if is unprofessional and inappropriate to say that to a customer.

Whenever a message needs to be conveyed, make sure to choose the most appropriate mode of
communication and know exactly what the message should be.

Note: You should be able to clearly define verbal communication and explain talking and
writing in detail. You must also be able to differentiate between the three most popu-
lar modes of verbal communication and apply them to a customer service example.

This concludes the discussion on verbal communication. We now turn to non-verbal
communication, which plays an extremely important role when communicating with customers.
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2.3 NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION

Study the section that follows

2.3.1 What is non-verbal communication?
Non-verbal communication in its most basic sense is communication without using words – in
other words, it is a process whereby wordless messages are sent and received by the parties
involved (Khan, 2011:4). Non-verbal communication, often referred to as body language, is used to
provide additional clues to the recipient of the message (Bagdan, 2013:243; Newton, 2014:30).
People often mistrust the spoken word and so look for other clues to substantiate the words they
hear (Bagdan, 2013:243). How a person acts or behaves when communicating spoken words often
reveals more about the person’s attitude and feelings than just the words they are expressing
(Evenson, 2011:48; Newton, 2014:30). The significance here is more about how a message is
conveyed, rather than what is being said (Evenson, 2011:48). Let’s put non-verbal communication
into practice.

ACTIVITY 2.5

You are a receptionist at a clinic and have to explain to a customer how the clinic’s
policy works in terms of making payments. You explain the following: “You can
pay by means of cash after your appointment and then you can claim it back from
your medical aid directly, or you can pay by means of EFT and then send proof of
payment to our e-mail address or fax number”.

As you are explaining this to the customer, portray the following non-verbal
behaviour:

● Look the customer straight in the eye and smile;
● Keep your eyes locked on the notepad in front of you, while speaking to the

customer;
● Slump over and yawn;
● Look at the customer’s shoes;
● Look at the entrance behind the customer;
● Fold your arms while talking.

Which non-verbal behaviour would you prefer if you were standing in the
customers’ shoes?

FEEDBACK

You will probably prefer the first option, where the receptionist pays attention and
shows interest in the customer. When the receptionist is just looking straight at
their notepad, they convey the message that they are actually too busy to assist
you. Slumping down and yawning tells you the receptionist is bored. Looking at
the customer’s shoes or the door behind the customer gives the impression of
dishonesty or lack of interest. Standing with arms folded creates the feeling that
the receptionist wants to build a wall between the clinic and the customer. Even
though the same, correct, message is explained every time, the way in which it is
done might convey the wrong message (Evenson, 2011:43).

Looking at the example above, ask yourself which non-verbal behaviour you would prefer if you
were standing in the customers’ shoes.
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The following section looks at non-verbal communication in more detail. It begins by explaining
the importance of non-verbal communication in customer service and is followed by the different
functions of customer service. The section on non-verbal communication concludes with the
different forms of non-verbal communication, including eye contact, facial expression, posture,
touch, gestures and personal space (Khan, 2011:11; Newton, 2014:30).

2.3.2 The importance of non-verbal communication in customer service
When we are communicating with people, particularly in a face-to-face scenario, the words we use
are only a small part of the message that we send out. The largest part of the message (more than
half) is made up of non-verbal information. Our non-verbal behaviours often communicate more
than our spoken words, and people are more likely to believe your non-verbal communication
than your verbal communication if the two are contradictory (MTD Training, 2012:24–25).

Let’s put the contradiction between verbal and non-verbal communication into practice. A car
sales representative might state that their dealership is open for different financing options, but
they are standing with folded arms, giving the impression that they are not really open at all.
When you ask a waitress what the specials of the day are, she starts explaining the list of specials
while her eyes are wondering across the restaurant, giving the impression that she is unsure to
what the actual specials are. A beauty sales representative frowns while she is telling you that the
specific lipstick colour suits you, giving you the impression that she doesn’t really like the colour
lipstick on you, but doesn’t know how to say so.

When dealing with customers, it is imperative to be aware of your body language and the
message that you send out. While it might not be your intention to send out a negative message
with your body language – it might be pure habit – it is important that you become aware of it
and learn about and practise sending out the right message. If not, a customer might walk away
feeling negative towards you and the organisation.

Before looking at the different forms of non-verbal communication that play a role in delivering
excellent customer service, let’s first consider the different functions of non-verbal communication.

2.3.3 The functions of non-verbal communication
As was mentioned earlier on, non-verbal communication is used to provide additional clues to the
recipient of the message. When used in conjunction with verbal communication, non-verbal
communication fulfils a number of different functions. Some of the more common functions are
explained in Table 2.4, and each function is applied to a customer service example in a bank.

TABLE 2.4
Functions of non-verbal communication

FUNCTION DESCRIPTION CUSTOMER SERVICE EXAMPLE

Repeating verbal
messages

Non-verbal communication can be
used to repeat or reinforce what
you are saying.

A customer asks a bank teller
whether the cash will be available
by tomorrow. The teller first nods
his head “yes”, and then reinforces
this by saying the word “yes”.

Substituting verbal
messages

Non-verbal communication can be
used as a substitute for verbal com-
munication in situations where
words are unavailable or inappro-
priate. In other words, it is used as a
replacement for words.

The customer asks the bank teller
whether he will be able to draw the
money directly from the ATM and
the bank teller just nods his head.

MNM1502/1 51

STUDY UNIT 2: Communication in customer service



52

FUNCTION DESCRIPTION CUSTOMER SERVICE EXAMPLE

The teller can show that the coun-
ter is closed by bringing his hands
together, like doors closing.

Contradicting ver-
bal messages

Non-verbal communication can
often conflict with what you are
saying. This is often referred to as
“mixed signals”, and might be in-
tentional or unintentional.

A bank teller who tells a customer
that their bank has been voted the
most trustworthy in South Africa,
while avoiding eye contact with the
customer, might not be so
believable.

Regulating verbal
messages

Non-verbal communication can al-
so be used as a way to regulate or
coordinate the conversation. This
can involve pausing to let another
speak or interrupting another per-
son’s conversation to gain control.

A wife and husband are arguing
with the bank teller about a pay-
ment that got lost. At one point the
husband might put his hand on his
wife’s shoulder to calm her down
and then continue with a calm and
collected voice. Or the teller could
take a deep breath, signalling that
he would like to say something.

Accentuating verbal
messages

Non-verbal cues can be used to em-
phasise verbal messages, thereby
accentuating the point the speaker
wants to get across.

An angry customer clenches his fist
and knocks on the bank teller’s win-
dow to emphasise his irritation with
the situation and his demand for
answers.

Complementing
verbal messages

Non-verbal communication can be
used to complement a verbal
message.

When the bank teller indicates that
the counter is closed by using their
hands to illustrate doors closing,
and at the same time mouths the
word “closed”, the non-verbal ges-
ture complements the verbal
message.

Adapted from Gass (nd:2–7); Machado (2014:27); kmrose1 (2013:5–7)

Now you have a better understanding of what non-verbal communication is all about, its
importance and its functions, the next step is to investigate the different categories of non-verbal
communication and to apply them to customer service.

2.3.4 Different categories of non-verbal communication
The number of non-verbal signs, symbols and gestures is endless and each one represents a very
specific underlying message. It is therefore necessary to group specific signs, symbols and
gestures together into more specific categories, which can each then be further examined in more
detail. For the purpose of this study unit, the non-verbal categories illustrated in Figure 2.5 are
explained in more detail.
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FIGURE 2.5
Categories of non-verbal communication

Adapted from Khan (2011:11); Newton (2014:30)

2.3.4.1 Eye contact
Eye contact is allowing one’s own eyes to look into somebody else’s eyes. It is a very important
non-verbal communication tool and it is something that people in Western cultures want to see
when engaging in a conversation (Bagdan, 2013:244; Evenson, 2011:49; Harris, 2013:80). People
feel comforted by it (Evenson, 2011:49). Imagine having a conversation with your lecturer and
explaining your understanding of a particular concept. As you are explaining it, your lecturer looks
away and never makes eye contact. How do you feel? You will probably think he is bored or
uninterested in your conversation, which will make you feel unimportant. The opposite is also true.
If he listens attentively and maintains eye contact throughout your explanation, you will feel
valued and important because he shows he is interested in hearing your thoughts (Bagdan,
2013:244).

Even though making eye contact is such an important communication tool, a lot of people
actually struggle to do it as it makes them feel uncomfortable. Luckily, it is a skill that you can
learn if you want to become a good communicator. Start by making eye contact while you are
listening to somebody’s conversation and nodding and smiling every now and then to show that
you are still interested in what they have to say. Once you are comfortable with making eye
contact while listening, move on to making eye contact when you are speaking. As soon as you
find your eyes beginning to wander, bring them back and maintain focus on the recipient of your
message (Evenson, 2011:49).

It is also important to note that the use of eye contact differs from culture to culture. In Western
cultures, making eye contact conveys a message of honesty, sincerity, interest and confidence. It
can even convey a message of compassion, caring and concern. However, in some other cultures
avoiding eye contact is a sign of respect. Always be mindful of the different cultural groups that
you are dealing with, but as far as possible maintain eye contact with the people that you interact
with (Harris, 2013:80).

2.3.4.2 Facial expression
Facial expressions are our facial movements showing our emotions (Robinson, 2014:57). Our facial
expressions convey different emotions such as happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust, shock, and
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many more (Khan, 2011: slide13). A lot of our true emotional feelings are revealed through our
eyes, lips and facial muscles (Newton, 2014:31).

Before looking at some of the more common facial expressions, let’s just look at the important
role that our lips play, and more particularly our smiles. A smile is a powerful message that is
understandable in any language, amongst any age group and in any culture. Even when you are
talking over the phone and smiling while doing so, you sound friendlier (Harris, 2013:77). In a
customer service scenario, it is important to get into the habit of smiling as people will perceive
your organisation as a friendly place, where the employees are happy in their jobs and also happy
to serve the customers (Evenson, 2011:49). Imagine walking into a small clothing store with two
assistants standing ready to assist. One is smiling and the other has a rather neutral facial
expression on their face. Which one will you ask for assistance? Probably the one smiling, since
they are sending out the message that they are friendly and happy to help.

Let’s look at some of the other more common facial expressions and apply each one to a
customer service example.

TABLE 2.5

Different facial expressions

FACIAL
EXPRESSION

ILLUSTRATION EXAMPLE

Serious The cashier assisting a customer has a serious
facial expression when they tell the customer
that their credit card has expired.

Anger A customer shows anger when the post office
loses their parcel for the second time.

Happiness A young girl is extremely happy when she fi-
nally gets the dress that she always wanted
from the store she ordered it from.

Disappointment A customer shows disappointment when they
go to the dry cleaners to collect their clothing
and it isn’t ready.

Surprise A customer is surprised when you tell them
that they have just won the festive season
lucky draw.

Sadness A doctor shows sadness when conveying bad
news to a patient.
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FACIAL
EXPRESSION

ILLUSTRATION EXAMPLE

OR

Adapted from Marbella International University Centre (2014:24); Shutterstock (2016)

The examples in Table 2.5 are just some of the more common facial expressions that we use on a
daily basis. From a customer service point of view, you must become aware of your own facial
expressions and pay attention to how you use them when dealing with customers. In addition,
customer service employees should also learn how to read customers’ facial expressions so that
they know how to respond to the customers’ expressions and the feelings that they identify.

2.3.4.3 Posture
Posture is the particular position of a person’s body when sitting or standing (Oxford Living
Dictionaries, 2016b). Your posture says a lot about your confidence level, how attentive you are
and how interested you are in what somebody else is saying. When you maintain an open and
relaxed posture, you are sending out the message that you are open to listening to the message
being sent and you have time to pay attention to it. The opposite is also true – a posture that is
too relaxed, where very little eye contact occurs and the person is slouching, sends out the
message that the person is uninterested in the message being conveyed (Evenson, 2011:49;
Newton, 2014:31).

The following body parts play a role in your posture and hence the message that you send out
when engaging in a conversation.

TABLE 2.6

Body parts influencing your posture when sitting or standing

BODY PART DESCRIPTION

Head ● When standing or sitting, hold your head up straight.
● Nod when somebody is speaking to show that you are actively listening to

their conversation.
● Avoid shaking or bobbing your head excessively.
● Avoid turning your head away from the speaker, as it shows that you are not

interested in what they are saying.

Arms ● Keep your arms relaxed at your sides or even behind your back.
● Never keep your arms folded, as it sends out the message that you are not

open to the conversation.
● Don’t use your arms to lean against something (for example, a table, wall,

chair or counter).

Torso ● Always turn your torso towards the person you are speaking to and keep it as
straight as possible.

● Do not turn your torso away, as this sends out the message that you are not
interested in what the customer is saying.

Legs ● Legs should be shoulder-width apart.
● Stand still and avoid rocking from side to side or back and forth.
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BODY PART DESCRIPTION

● When seated, women can cross their legs or keep their legs together, while
men should keep their legs together.

● When seated, keep the legs bent at the knees.

Feet ● Keep the feet flat on the floor and pointed towards the person you are talk-
ing to.

● Don’t shift your feet around, and avoid tapping your feet.

Adapted from Bagdan (2013:244); Evenson (2011:49)

Let’s consider the following customer service example. Lerato walks into a cellphone shop to take
out a new cellphone contract. There are two assistants sitting at their desks, each with a very
different posture.

● Assistant A: The first assistant is sitting up straight with his head held high. As Lerato walks in,
he looks up at her, makes eye contact and smiles. His hands are relaxed behind his desktop
and his legs are together with feet flat on the ground.

● Assistant B: The second assistant is slouching behind his laptop, with his fingers tapping impa-
tiently on his desk. He doesn’t even look up as Lerato walks in. His legs are bobbing up and
down as he tries to finish a transaction on his desktop.

Which assistant will Lerato approach as she walks in? Which assistant would you approach if you
were in Lerato’s shoes? Probably Assistant A, as they show confidence and interest in Lerato.
Lerato will select the person she thinks will probably give her the best service, purely based on
their posture. Lerato and the assistant haven’t even said one word to one another.

2.3.4.4 Touch (haptics)
Another non-verbal communication tool that plays a role in the message being conveyed is touch
or physical contact, such as a handshake, patting somebody on the shoulder or even touching
somebody’s arm (Khan, 2011:15). The use of touch can differ greatly from one culture to the next,
and customer service providers should be aware of the differences between cultures so as not to
offend anybody (Newton, 2014:31).

Touch can be used to convey different messages, such as protection, support or approval
(Machado, 2014:29). The message that is sent out depends greatly on the situation. For example, a
handshake can be used to introduce yourself and to gain trust from the person whose hand you
are shaking. A lecturer might pat a student on the shoulder when they have done well in a test. Or
a doctor might touch a patient’s arm in empathy when he is conveying bad news. From a
customer service point of view, the key is to decide when touch is appropriate and when it is not.

2.3.4.5 Gestures
Khan (2011:16) defines gestures as specific body movements which convey a particular message.
The Oxford Living Dictionaries (2016a) add to this definition, stating that particular movements of
the hands and head are used to convey a specific idea or message. When it comes to delivering
excellent customer service, make sure to use your hands and head appropriately – nod your head
to show that you are actively listening, use appropriate hand gestures (not too excessively), and
avoid waving continuously, making a fist, talking with your hands in your pockets or playing with
keys or your jewellery while having a conversation (Bagdan, 2013:244).

Some examples of gestures are (Machado, 2014:28):

● nodding your head up and down to mean “yes”
● shaking your head from side to side to mean “no”
● tilting your head as a sign of sympathy
● waving good-bye to a friend
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● showing direction by pointing in a specific direction
● showing how big or how small something is
● indicating to somebody to “come along”
● showing a “thumbs-up”, meaning “yes” or “go”
● making a “holding thumbs” gesture, meaning “good luck”
● showing the “peace” sign
● in South Africa, commuters pointing the index finger upwards in the air show taxi drivers that

they want to go to town
● commuters shaking a flat hand show taxi-drivers that they want to go straight

Gestures also differ greatly from one culture to the next and some gestures are only relevant in
some countries/cultures (Newton, 2014:31). Customer service providers should therefore take
great care not to offend any of their customers by using wrong or inappropriate hand gestures.

2.3.4.6 Personal space
Another non-verbal communication tool that customer service providers in particular should take
into account is the distance between the service provider and the customer. This is known as
one’s personal space (Khan, 2011:23). The question here is: when is close, too close? To answer the
question, always keep the situation in mind. When it is a personal relationship between two
friends, a boyfriend and girlfriend or a man and wife, the distance between the two parties are
usually closer and can be quite intimate (that is between 0 and approximately 45cm) (Bagdan,
2013:244; Kmrose1, 2013:16). As the relationship changes from personal to social and then public,
the distance between the parties becomes bigger, as illustrated in Figure 2.6.

FIGURE 2.6
Personal space spheres

Adapted from Kmrose1 (2013:16)
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Personal space is a very individual characteristic and is usually in line with the culture to which a
person belongs (Newton, 2013:31). Customer service providers should take great care not to
offend a person by standing either too close to or too far from them. Over time, you will learn how
to read the other person’s signals and either move closer or stand back. If you are standing too
close, the other person will subtly move backwards until they feel comfortable again (Newton,
2013:31). The opposite is also true.

This concludes the section on non-verbal communication. But before ending off the study unit,
let’s apply the non-verbal communication tools to a customer service example, which is then
followed by a case study looking at the differences between cultures in terms of non-verbal
communication.

ACTIVITY 2.6

Mrs Ibrahim and her son are visiting a bank to enquire about taking out a study
loan. They are met by John, who is the consultant specialising in study loans. Give
a positive and negative example of how John could use each one of the six
categories of non-verbal communication when dealing with Mrs Ibrahim and her
son.
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FEEDBACK

Table 2.7 summarises possible positive and negative examples of non-verbal
communication categories.

TABLE 2.7
Positive and negative examples of non-verbal communication

NON-VERBAL
COMMUNICATION

CATEGORY

POSITIVE EXAMPLE NEGATIVE EXAMPLE

Eye contact John keeps constant eye contact
with Mrs Ibrahim and her son and
listens intently to their
conversation.

John’s eyes keep wandering to
the door.

Facial expressions John is friendly, yet serious, since
Mrs Ibrahim and her son are deal-
ing with a serious matter.

John has a serious facial expres-
sion and frowns every now and
then, giving Mrs Ibrahim and her
son the impression that he
doesn’t necessarily agree with
them.

Posture John sits up straight and holds his
head high. His legs are together
and his feet are flat on the ground.

John slouches behind his laptop
and sits with his legs apart. He
taps his fingers on the desk and
bobs his leg up and down.

Touch As Mrs Ibrahim and her son enter,
John stands up from behind his
desk and reaches out to give both
Mrs Ibrahim and her son a hand-
shake. He repeats this at the end
of their conversation.

During the conversation John
keeps touching Mrs Ibrahim’s arm,
which makes her feel very
uncomfortable.

Gestures John uses appropriate hand ges-
tures while he is talking, for
example when he shows how
long the pay-off period will be
and how high or low interest rates
can be.

John uses excessive hand gestures,
which distract Mrs Ibrahim and
her son’s attention.

Personal space Realising that the relationship be-
tween himself and Mrs Ibrahim
and her son is a personal and pro-
fessional one, John keeps a
distance of between 45cm and
1.2m from his clients.

John is constantly moving into
Mrs Ibrahim and her son’s inti-
mate space, which makes both of
them feel very uncomfortable. As
a result, Mrs Ibrahim and her son
keep stepping backwards.
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CASE STUDY: Offending people without saying a word
When two people are communicating with one another, they don’t only listen
to the spoken words, but carefully examine each other’s body language as
well. People look at non-verbal cues as a way to enhance the meaning received
through the spoken word. While it is easy to pick up differences between two
cultures based on the language spoken, it is not always easy to know the differ-
ent meanings attached to non-verbal behaviours. One might think non-verbal
communication is the same all across the world, but that is very far from the
truth.

So, when dealing with different cultural groups, take note of some of the fol-
lowing differences between different cultures.

● Hand gestures: People often fall back on using hand gestures to get their
point across more strongly. However, this should be done with great care.
For example, the sign used in South Africa for “ok”, means “0” or “worthless”
in France and Belgium. Even in other countries such as Brazil, Germany,
Russia, Greece, and in the Middle East and parts of South America, it is seen
as an insult.

● Tone of voice: Some cultures are more reserved than others and tend to
speak softly, even if the person from the particular culture is upset, such as
in Eastern and Southern Asian cultures. Americans tend to talk very loudly
and other cultures might perceive this as shouting, while to the Americans
they are using a “normal” tone of voice.

● Facial expressions: While facial expressions tend to be more universal, there
are some differences that you need to be aware of. For example, in some
cultures, negative facial expressions are concealed from others. The Japa-
nese look at the other person’s eyes and tone of voice to determine the
emotion involved rather than looking at their facial expressions. Eye contact
also differs across cultures. While in most Western cultures it is seen as po-
lite to look the other person in the eye, it is seen as rude or even aggressive
in some other countries such as in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

● Touch: While hand-holding in some cultures is reserved for more intimate
relationships, it is rather common for men in Arab cultures to hold hands as
a sign of friendship. The US, UK and the majority of Northern European
countries prefer to have adequate personal space, while people in Mediter-
ranean, Arab and Latin American countries tend to want to stand much
closer to one another.

● Other body language challenges: When in Arab countries, make sure that
you are sitting with your soles flat on the ground. When the sole of your
shoe points up and towards the other person, it is seen as a major insult.
Nodding your head up and down to say “yes” can cause confusion in Bulga-
ria, where it actually means the opposite (“no”). Sitting with legs crossed is
seen as disrespectful in parts of Asia and the Middle East.

Before dealing with other cultures, make sure you understand some of the
more common differences so that you do not offend anybody. Understanding
cultures is also particularly important in South Africa, where we have a rainbow
nation of different cultures, all with their own unique traditions, languages and
body language.

Adapted from Kroulek (2016)
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Note: You should be able to define non-verbal communication and explain its different func-
tions. You should also be able to differentiate between the non-verbal communication
categories and apply them to a customer service scenario.

This brings us to the end of study unit 2, which addressed the role of communication in customer
service. The following study unit looks at physical evidence and the role it plays in delivering
excellent customer service.

2.4 ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
1. Explain the basic communication process and apply it to a customer visiting a clothing store.
2. Write a letter to your bank in which you complain about the service you received at your

branch. In writing the letter, remember to take the guidelines for effective written communi-
cation into account.

3. Clearly differentiate between the three most common modes of communication and apply
each one to a customer service scenario.

4. Briefly explain the different functions of non-verbal communication and provide an example
of each.

5. Mr Molefi has booked a weekend away for him and his wife at the Comfy-Stay hotel. Upon
entering the hotel, Mr Molefi and his wife are greeted by the hotel receptionist. Explain how
the hotel receptionist should use the six different categories of non-verbal communication
to make Mr Molefi and his wife feel welcome.

6. Give a customer service example to illustrate each one of the six most common facial
expressions.

7. You are planning a two-week holiday in Durban for December after a long and hard year of
studying. You phone Africa Express Train services to enquire about train tickets to Durban
and speak to David. Provide three statements that David can make with “words to use” in a
customer service scenario and three statements that David can make with “words to avoid”
in a customer service scenario.

8. Visit your favourite clothing store and identify different non-verbal cues that the clothing
store and its employees use for customer service delivery.

9. Assume you are working as a sales representative at a shoe store. Mrs Mashabalala enters
the store to buy a pair of boots for the winter. Explain how you will use non-verbal commu-
nication when assisting Mrs Mashabalala.

2.5 REFLECTION
Before you continue to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1. How do you think you will be able to use the skills you learned in this study unit in your pro-
fessional life?

2. What did you find difficult about this study unit? Why do you think you found it difficult? Do
you now understand the concept you were struggling with, or do you need more help? How
will you get more help if you need it?

3. What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4. How long did it take you to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do

you need to adjust your study programme?

2.6 SUMMARY
People communicate every day, whether intentionally or unintentionally, whether verbally or non-
verbally. Everything that we say or do sends a message to somebody else and the key is to ensure
that the message that you are sending is correctly understood. Customer service providers should
therefore have a clear understanding of how the basic communication process works so that they
are able to compile a clear message, deliver it in such a way that the recipient understands it, and
obtain feedback from the recipient to improve customer service delivery. Customer service
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providers have a number of communication tools at their disposal that they can use when
communicating with customers. These communication tools include verbal tools, such as talking
and writing, and non-verbal tools such as eye contact, facial expressions, posture, gestures, touch
and personal space. Communication is a key ingredient in delivering excellent customer service,
and while it might not necessarily be your strength, it is a skill that can be learned over time and
with practice. Another aspect that contributes to the delivery of excellent customer service relates
to physical evidence, which is discussed in more detail in the following study unit.
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GLOSSARY

● Verbal communication: Verbal communication is communication taking place by means of
words – either spoken or written.

● Non-verbal communication: Non-verbal communication in its most basic sense is communi-
cation without using words – in other words, it is a process whereby wordless messages are
sent and received by the parties involved.

● Eye contact: Eye contact can is allowing one’s own eyes to look into somebody else’s eyes.
● Posture: Posture is the particular position that a person’s body is in, either sitting or standing.
● Gestures: Gestures are specific body movements which convey a specific message. It is partic-

ularly the movements of the hands and head that are used to convey a specific idea or
message.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS

QUESTION 1
The process involved when putting together a message using words, signs and symbols is known
as:

1 decoding
2 feedback
3 noise
4 encoding

QUESTION 2
_______________ is the tone of the voice, including the highs and lows of the voice. Fill in the
missing word.

1 pitch
2 voice inflection
3 articulation
4 volume

QUESTION 3
Which one of the following scenarios is not an example of verbal communication?
1 two friends talking about an upcoming music festival
2 an online shopping retailer sending a customer a text message informing her of the time of

delivery
3 the shop assistant smiling at the customer walking by
4 a customer sending a thank you e-mail to an insurance organisation for going the extra mile

QUESTION 4
You walk into a clothing store in a foreign country and see pants that you like. Not being able to
speak the language, you hold up your hand and rub your fingers together as to ask “how much do
the pants cost?” To which non-verbal communication function does this statement refer?

1 repeating the verbal message
2 contradicting the verbal message
3 complementing the verbal message
4 substituting the verbal message
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QUESTION 5
Which of the following are categories of non-verbal communication?

a. touch
b. posture
c. facial expressions
d. WhatsApp messages
e. eye contact

Choose the correct combination:

1 d and e
2 c and e
3 a, b, c and e
4 b, c, d and e

MULTIPLE-CHOICE ANSWERS
1. 4
2. 1
3. 3
4. 4
5. 3
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The role of physical evidence in service deliveryStudyunit3

Contents

Introduction 67
Overview of this study unit 68
Learning outcomes 69
Key concepts 69

3.1 PHYSICAL EVIDENCE DEFINED 70

3.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF PHYSICAL EVIDENCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY 72

3.3 SERVICESCAPE 75

3.3.1 Servicescape defined 75

3.3.2 Types of servicescape** 77

3.3.3 Strategic roles of the servicescape 80

3.3.4 The servicescape model 81
3.3.4.1 Environmental dimension 82
3.3.4.2 Holistic environment 83
3.3.4.3 Internal responses 84
3.3.4.4 Behavioural responses 85

3.4 ATMOSPHERE DEVELOPMENT TACTICS TO SUPPORT SERVICE DELIVERY 87

3.4.1 Colour 88

3.4.2 Aromas 89

3.4.3 Music and sound 90

3.4.4 Lighting 90

3.4.5 Layout 91

3.4.6 Air quality 91

3.5 DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS AND SERVICE REQUIREMENTS 93

3.5.1 Design components of the servicescape 94

3.5.2 Guidelines for designing the physical evidence strategy 95

3.6 ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 98

3.7 REFLECTION 98

3.8 SUMMARY 98

INTRODUCTION
In study unit 2, communication within the service environment was discussed, which shed light on
verbal and non-verbal communication between employees and customers. Physical evidence
relates to the look and feel of the organisation and how it sends out a message about the
organisation itself. Therefore, the purpose of study unit 3 is to look at the role that physical
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evidence plays in delivering customer service. To illustrate what physical evidence is about, look at
the following two pictures. Both pictures are scenes from a bank. What type of service do you
expect from each scenario? Purely based on what you see in the pictures, do you think you’ll get
better service from Bank A or Bank B? How do you know which bank will deliver better-quality
service? What do you base your decision on?

BANK A: BANK B:

Images by Shutterstock (2016a, 2016b)

You probably based your decision on the look and feel of the bank – that is, the things you could
physically see. While Bank A has a more modern look and feel with bright lights, new brightly
coloured chairs, divisions between counters, plants and new flooring, Bank B has a more old-
fashioned look and feel to it, with glass windows, old chairs and dimmed lighting. Bank A portrays
an image of being open to discuss a customer’s banking matters, purely based on the lighting
used and the open counters, but still giving the privacy that customers need to discuss their affairs.
Bank B portrays a more closed message with the dimmed lighting and glass windows. While the
glass window might send out a message of being transparent, hinting that your money will be
secure, customers do in a sense lose a bit of privacy since they have to talk rather loudly for the
teller on the other side to hear them. All of these issues relate to physical evidence, and
organisations play around with different physical objects in order to send out a specific message.
Usually, customers look at the physical objects to judge what type of service they can expect from
the organisation. This is discussed in more detail throughout this chapter.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
The purpose of study unit 3 is to introduce physical evidence and to explain the important role
that it plays in the delivery of excellent service. The study unit also addresses the servicescape and
atmospherics as elements that organisations can control in creating the appropriate image for the
organisation. It concludes with some guidelines in terms of the design and service requirements
necessary for excellent service delivery.
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This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to

● define physical evidence
● illustrate the different elements of physical evidence
● explain the important role that physical evidence plays in service delivery
● define the servicescape
● differentiate between the different types of servicescape
● explain the strategic roles of the servicescape
● briefly explain the servicescape model
● discuss how organisations can use different physical features to create a specif-

ic atmosphere in the organisation to enhance the service delivery process
● discuss the design considerations and service requirements that are necessary

for excellent service delivery

KEY CONCEPTS

● physical evidence
● servicescape
● atmosphere
● atmospherics
● facility exterior
● facility interior
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● other tangibles
● servicescape usage
● self-service
● interpersonal service
● remote service
● packaging
● facilitator
● socialiser
● differentiator
● stimulus–organism–response theory
● ambient conditions
● holistic environment
● internal responses
● behavioural responses

3.1 PHYSICAL EVIDENCE DEFINED

Study the section that follows

The extended marketing concept has seven Ps – product, price, place, promotion, people,
processes and physical evidence. Physical evidence is the environment where the service is
delivered and the interaction with customers occurs, and includes an organisation’s physical
facility and any other tangible elements that are used to facilitate service delivery (Hudson &
Hudson, 2013:164; Lamb et al., 2010:471; Machado, 2014:36; Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler, 2013:278).
Therefore, it is all the things that you can actually see when experiencing service. From the
moment that you walk up to a store and enter it, everything that you can see while you are in the
store and up to the point where you leave the store is physical evidence, such as the building itself,
parking, equipment used, signage, packaging, business cards, uniforms and even websites (Buttle
& Maklan, 2015:178; Whalley, 2010:98).

Physical evidence consists of two major elements: the physical environment or facility itself, which
is also known as the servicescape, and any other tangible elements that organisations use to
engage with customers (Buttle & Maklan, 2015:178; Lamb et al., 2010:471; Zeithaml et al.,
2013:278). Although the servicescape is discussed in greater detail in section 3.3, the two major
categories and specific elements of physical evidence are illustrated in Figure 3.1 to show how it
all fits together.
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FIGURE 3.1
Elements of physical evidence

Adapted from Hudson & Hudson (2013:166); Zethaml et al. (2013:278)

The servicescape looks at the physical environment (that is the building) itself and what the
outside of the facility looks like, and what it looks like on the inside of the facility (Zeithaml et al.,
2013:278). The servicescape is therefore the more permanent structure of the organisation, while
the other tangible elements are any other physical objects that the customer can touch, see,
consume or take away, which organisations use to facilitate the service delivery process (Bagdan,
2013:27). Let’s apply this to a practical example.

ACTIVITY 3.1

Imagine visiting your favourite clothing store. You are exposed to physical
evidence that is there to make the shopping experience more convenient. In your
mind’s eye, look around and identify some of the physical evidence that you see.

FEEDBACK

Some of the physical evidence that you might see includes:

● Facility exterior:
– the store itself (whether standing alone or in a shopping centre)
– the store’s name and logo on the outside of the building
– adequate, available and safe parking
– other stores around the clothing store

● Facility interior:
– walkways
– signage in-store indicating where the different clothing departments are
– signage indicating where the fitting rooms are
– signage indicating where customer care and the cashiers are
– the size of the fitting rooms
– the mirrors and benches in the fitting rooms
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– furnishings throughout the store (for example tiles, carpets and wooden
inlays)

– digital signage
– cosmetics counters with display windows and lights

● Other tangibles:
– marketing posters on the walls
– clothing displayed on mannequins
– staff uniforms and name badges
– appearance of staff members
– catalogue that you receive at the door (which you can take with you)
– payslip (which you take with you to open an account)

Note that this is just some of the physical evidence that you can see in a clothing
store, and there are many other elements that you could have listed.

Note: You should be able to define physical evidence and servicescape. You should also be
able to clearly differentiate between the different elements of physical evidence and
provide examples of each element.

Now you have a better understanding of what physical evidence is and what it entails, let’s
consider the importance of physical evidence in service delivery.

3.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF PHYSICAL EVIDENCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY

Study the section that follows

In study unit 2, the important role that communication plays in delivering customer service was
addressed. Physical evidence is just another way in which organisations “communicate non-
verbally” with customers (Zeithaml et al., 2013:279). While the communication process discussed
in study unit 2 relates more specifically to individuals and how they communicate during the
service delivery process, physical evidence relates to the look and feel of the organisation and
how it sends out a message about the organisation itself. From a management point of view, it is
important that verbal and non-verbal communication is aligned to the physical evidence to
ensure that a consistent message is conveyed. It is no use for organisations to spend millions on a
modern, up-market store if the shop assistants aren’t good communicators. In another case, the
store looks run-down, but the shop assistant is an excellent communicator delivering the best
customer service possible. Both verbal and non-verbal communication and the physical evidence
need to support one another in ensuring that a strong message is consistently created in the
minds of consumers (Lamb et al., 2010:471).

If physical evidence is just another way organisations communicate with customers, why is it
important that organisations put different elements of physical evidence in place? When an
organisation is selling a tangible product, like bread, milk, a television set, clothing, etc., it is easy
to see the product, touch it, feel it, try it on or examine it. However, when an organisation is in the
service industry (for example: dentists, accommodation, hairdressers, public transportation,
insurance, etc.), it is a totally different story. Due to the unique characteristics of services,
customers cannot really see, feel or touch the service being delivered – they can’t really pick it up
and examine it (Machado, 2014:35– 36). Therefore, customers cannot really judge whether the
service they will receive is going to be good or bad. For this reason these organisations put
physical evidence in place as a way to “tell” customers what they can expect from the
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organisation; the customers can then judge beforehand whether the service will be good or bad
(Hudson & Hudson, 2013:164; Lamb et al., 2010:471; Zeithaml et al., 2013:278).

Let’s look at a simple example. If you go to a new doctor for the first time, how will you know if
the doctor is good or not? You can’t really see the service that they plan on delivering beforehand,
so you look at the things that you can actually see and then judge whether you think this doctor
will be good or not. You’ll look at the building, the doctor’s rooms, the waiting area, the dress of
the receptionist, the equipment that the doctor will be using, etc. To help patients judge this
service beforehand, the doctor will probably have their doctor’s degree framed on the wall. As a
new patient, you’ll have a look at the degree and think “Yes, at least he has a degree at a
reputable institute, so he must be a good doctor.” The opposite can also be true, however, if there
is no degree on the wall, or the degree is from an institute that is not renowned for their medical
degrees. You might then be a bit more worried about the service that you might receive.

In addition to playing a communication role, physical evidence also helps to facilitate or support
the service delivery process before, during and after consumption, to ensure that excellent service
is delivered and customers receive value for their money (Buttle & Maklan, 2015:178; Hudson &
Hudson, 2013:164; Zeithaml et al., 2013:279). Let’s apply this to a hairdresser scenario:

● Zanele is visiting a hairdresser in town and takes a taxi to get there, which stops right in front
of the salon to drop her off. Although it is an old building, the salon has been renovated with
new signage, an open window-front and a modern look and feel. This is the physical evidence
that facilitates the service delivery process before the actual consumption process has oc-
curred. Looking at the store, Zanele is excited to get her hair done.

● When she enters the salon, there are four other ladies getting their hair done. Live, upbeat mu-
sic is playing and the smell of hair products is in the air. The hairdressers themselves are
casually dressed and each one has their own unique and funky hairstyle. They use only the best
hair products and offer Zanele something to drink while she gets her hair done. This is the
physical evidence that facilitates the service delivery process during the actual consumption
process. Zanele will take these elements into consideration when evaluating whether she was
satisfied with the service or not.

● Walking out with her new hairdo, Zanele gets a lot of stares from passers-by admiring her new
hairdo, and she receives compliments from her friends. Zanele’s new hairdo serves as the phys-
ical evidence that she sees after the service delivery process has taken place.

Looking back at the overall experience (before, during and after), Zanele is extremely satisfied
with the service she received and the various tangible cues that helped to facilitate this
experience and make it more memorable.

Physical evidence is used to enhance a customer’s service experience from start to finish.
Depending on the type of organisation or the type of service provided, different physical evidence
is put in place (Machado, 2014:36; Zeithaml et al., 2013:278). Some organisations rely on more
tangible cues than others (Zeithaml et al., 2013:279–280). For example, a hospital, restaurant or
hotel needs to put a number of tangible elements in place to ensure an unforgettable service
experience and delivery, while insurance firms and door-to-door delivery services can put less
tangible cues in place (Zeithaml et al. 2013:279–280). Let’s look at how different service industries
use physical evidence to support their service delivery process.

TABLE 3.1
Different service industries using different physical evidence

SERVICE
INDUSTRY

PHYSICAL EVIDENCE

Servicescape Other tangibles

Clinic/Doctor ● outside of the building
● accessibility via public transport

● uniforms of the medical staff, recep-
tionist and doctor
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SERVICE
INDUSTRY

PHYSICAL EVIDENCE

Servicescape Other tangibles

● parking
● signs on the outside of the

building
● reception desk
● waiting area
● furnishings in the waiting area
● doctor’s room
● medical equipment

● billing statements
● prescriptions
● packaging material for medicines
● magazines to read while waiting

Train ● the exterior of the train
● the interior of the train
● furnishings in the train
● signage used on and inside the

train
● ticket office

● tickets
● uniform of the conductor
● food (if applicable)

Insurance ● Insurance firms often work with
clients directly, so the client
doesn’t necessarily visit the in-
surance firm’s office.

● dress of the broker (if taking out in-
surance on a face-to-face basis)

● brochures (on the company itself
and on the different policies)

● billing statements
● letters or e-mails received
● the policy itself
● annual reports

Online home
retailer

● In this business, customers pur-
chase online, rather than going
to a physical facility. Therefore,
the physical facility doesn’t play
such an important role from the
customer’s perspective.

● The website and online shopping
portal are crucial.

● e-mails or text messages received
from the organisation

● packaging used
● trucks making deliveries
● uniforms of staff
● invoicing

Spaza shop ● the outside of the spaza shop
● signage used
● the inside of the spaza shop
● shelving used inside the store
● burglar bars

● posters against the wall
● price tags used
● appearance of the staff member/s

Adapted from Machado (2014:37-38); Zeithaml et al. (2013:279)

Physical evidence plays an important role in conveying the image of a particular organisation.
Customers look at these tangible cues and judge what type of service they can expect from the
organisation. If the physical evidence is of a high quality, customers expect a high-quality service,
and vice versa if the physical evidence is outdated and worn out. Management therefore has to
take great care to make sure that the image that they want to create by means of physical
evidence is in line with the image of the organisation itself, and essentially ensure that the
customer’s experience is in line with what they want to create. Let’s look at a fast-food chain that
realised the important role that physical evidence plays in creating the right image.
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Case Study: Fast-food chain gets a new design

A well-known, global fast-food retailer has developed a new concept store,
with a modern and contemporary look and feel to it. The purpose of this re-
vamp project is to improve the customer experience process at every customer
contact point. By using the right furniture, décor, lights and technology, this
fast-food chain aims to create a comfortable environment where customers
feel welcome and can connect physically and emotionally, not only with the
brand, but also with their friends and family. The retailer’s revamp was initially
done at a branch in Johannesburg and the fast-food retailer would like to have
250 more stores revamped within a year.

Focusing on creating a comfortable environment, where customers can con-
nect with one another, the retail store made use of strategically placed
wooden features, warm lights and carefully selected furniture to create the
right environment and atmosphere within the store. Customers will feel more
connected to family and friends due to new seating arrangements, with
lounges, booths and large communal tables encouraging customers to engage
in a more natural way.

Free Wi-Fi is also available throughout the store, giving customers the opportu-
nity to connect and share their latest photos, experiences and thoughts.
Customers can even create a personalised playlist using the mobile app and lis-
ten to it as it plays via the one-directional speakers in the booth.

This is a fast-food retailer who realised the important role that the right physi-
cal evidence can play in improving a customer’s experience with a particular
product, service and/or brand. Because of the comfortable and more con-
nected environment, customers will probably spend more time in the
restaurant, and while they might not necessarily be buying more, they’ll defi-
nitely be sharing their experience with family and friends via social media.

Source: Bizcommunity (2015)

Attention now turns to the servicescape specifically and the important role that it plays in service
delivery.

3.3 SERVICESCAPE

Study the section that follows

The purpose of this section is to address the servicescape in more detail by recapping its
definition and the elements it consists of, and to look at the different types of servicescape
available, the strategic roles that servicescapes play in service delivery and the servicescape model.

3.3.1 Servicescape defined
Earlier on, the servicescape was defined as the physical facility or building where the service
delivery process takes place (Bryson & Daniels, 2015:112; Hudson & Hudson, 2013:164; Lamb et al.,
2010:471; Zeithaml et al., 2013:278). Management needs to pay close attention to the style and
appearance of the physical facility and environment to ensure that the customer experience is
enhanced from start to finish (Bryson & Daniels, 2015:112). Examples of servicescapes are a
hospital building, beauty salon, dry cleaners’ building, aeroplane, train, shopping mall, tourist
attraction, etc.
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When looking at the physical facility itself, one can distinguish between the facility exterior and
the facility interior. The facility exterior includes everything that you can see on the outside of the
building, while the facility interior includes everything that you can see inside the building
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:278). Some specific facility exterior and facility interior elements are given in
Figure 3.1. Let’s look at a few practical examples of facility exteriors and interiors.

FIGURE 3.2
Examples of facility exteriors and facility interiors

EXAMPLES OF FACILITY EXTERIORS EXAMPLES OF FACILITY INTERIORS

TRAIN EXTERIOR
TRAIN INTERIOR

HAIR SALON EXTERIOR HAIR SALON INTERIOR

Images by Shutterstock (2016c, 2016d, 2016e, 2016f)
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ACTIVITY 3.2

Consider the following two pictures of a spaza shop and highlight some of the
facility exterior elements and some of the facility interior elements that you can see.

SPAZA SHOP: Facility exterior SPAZA SHOP: Facility interior

Images by Shutterstock (2016g); Harcourts (2016)

FEEDBACK

The following servicescape elements are visible in the abovementioned spaza shop.

SPAZA SHOP: Facility exterior SPAZA SHOP: Facility interior

● security gate
● spaza shop’s name painted on the

building
● other brand names painted on the

building
● dusty surrounding environment
● cluttered surrounding environment

with pallets and poles
● black dustbin
● small roof at the entrance
● building made out of corrugated

iron

● burglar bars
● marketing material in the form of a

banner*
● shelves made of steel
● safe counter where payments take

place
● cement flooring

*The marketing banner can be classified as an “other tangible” element since it is not a permanent
fixture on the physical building.

Now you know what the servicescape is and what it consists of, let’s look at the different types of
servicescape that are available for service delivery.

3.3.2 Types of servicescape**
Although the servicescape is an important physical evidence element to manage and control, not
all organisations attach the same level of importance to it. For some organisations, the physical
facility plays a key role and the entire service offering is based on what the facility has to offer. A
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good example of this is a theme park. If the physical facility wasn’t there, the organisation would
have to close its doors. Other organisations again place less emphasis on their physical evidence,
and their service offering can basically continue without the physical facility itself. A good
example here is an insurance firm, where customers very seldom visit the actual firm; instead
brokers go to the customer (Zeithaml et al., 2013:282).

Deciding whether to place more or less importance on the physical facility depends on two factors
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:282–283):

● the servicescape usage
● how complex the servicescape usage is

Let’s look at these two dimensions in more detail and apply them to practical examples.

First off, the servicescape usage relates to whom the servicescape will have an effect on.
Management will need to identify who comes into the physical facility and who is in the end
influenced by it. This can be either employees, customers or both (Zeithaml et al., 2013:282). The
particular group involved in the servicescape will have an influence on the type of physical
evidence that is put in place (Machado, 2014:39–40). There are three types of servicescape usage
situations (Zeithaml et al., 2013:282):

● Self-service organisations are those circumstances where the customers perform most of the
activities themselves and employees are involved either on a small scale or not at all. An exam-
ple of a self-service servicescape is an ATM, where customers do their own banking
transactions without the assistance of a bank employee. Another example is a vending ma-
chine where customers can buy a cold drink. Since the customer is responsible for service
delivery, it is important that the customers’ needs are taken into account and the necessary
procedures are put in place in order to ensure that they know exactly what to do and how to
do it.

● Interpersonal services are those situations where both employees and customers must come
into the servicescape for service delivery to take place. An example is a restaurant or a hospital,
where both parties need to be present for interactions to occur. In these situations, it is impor-
tant that the servicescape focuses on attracting the right customers by being attractive and
welcoming, but also creating an environment where employees are happy and satisfied with
their working conditions.

● Remote services are those circumstances in which employees come into the servicescape but
it is hardly ever or seldom visited by customers. Some examples are financial consultants, on-
line retail stores, courier companies and telecommunication companies. These physical
environments place greater emphasis on creating a servicescape where employees are moti-
vated, productivity is high and teamwork is encouraged. Management’s key focus here is on
the employees’ needs and preferences.

These three servicescape usage scenarios can be illustrated on a continuum, with one extreme
being self-service and the other extreme being remote service. Figure 3.3 illustrates this
continuum and highlights a number of examples related to each servicescape usage situation.
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FIGURE 3.3
Continuum of servicescape usage situations

Adapted from Zeithaml et al. (2013:282)

The second dimension that influences how important the servicescape is and the management
thereof is the complexity of the servicescape. This is differentiated between two extremes, namely
(Machado, 2014:40); Zeithaml et al., 2013:283):

● Lean servicescapes, which is those servicescapes that are rather easy to use, with a limited
range of products or resources and few employees involved in the service delivery process. On-
ly a few pieces of equipment are used and these servicescapes usually take up limited space.
Some examples of lean servicescapes are an ATM, vending machine, self-service kiosk, boere-
wors-roll stand, dry cleaner, informal fruit seller, shoe-cleaner and hair salon.

● Elaborative servicescapes are at the opposite extreme and involve a much more complex
process, with many physical elements and various departments involved. These servicescapes
need more space and the design of the servicescape can become rather complicated. An ex-
ample of an elaborative servicescape is a bank, with different divisions responsible for different
activities, various processes and a great number of employees involved in the service delivery
process. Other examples are hotels, hospitals and restaurants.

Taking servicescape usage and the complexity thereof into account, work through the following
activity and apply it to the scenario at hand.

ACTIVITY 3.3

Having insurance cover for your car or household contents requires you to either
complete an online application or call the insurance company directly. When you
make a claim in the event of damage, you submit it through the online application
or by calling the call centre. How would you classify insurance services in terms of
their servicescape usage and complexity from the client’s perspective? Motivate
your answer and indicate what physical evidence insurance companies have put in
place to facilitate the service delivery process.

FEEDBACK

Unisa can be classified as:

● Servicescape usage: Remote servicescape
● Complexity of servicescape: Elaborative
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Motivation:

Insurance can be classified as a remote service since the employees come to the
servicescape and are influenced by the servicescape, but customers very rarely visit
the physical facility. Since insurance offices occupy many buildings in an office park,
or premises of their own, managing the servicescape becomes rather complex and
can therefore be classified as an elaborative service.

Physical evidence to be put in place:

Since insurance companies can be classified as an elaborative, remote service, the
physical evidence that should be put in place needs to focus on employees’ needs
and preferences. It should therefore create an environment where employees are
motivated to work and are productive in their work. Some examples of physical
evidence that Unisa can put in place are:

● safe working environment
● adequate parking for staff
● offices with good lighting and good air temperature
● required equipment to do the work (for example: sturdy desk, comfortable

chair, laptop, printer, copier, bookshelves, etc.)
● facilities where staff can relax during tea-breaks and lunch
● clean restrooms
● etc.

You could also answer this question from your perspective, looking specifically at
the online portal, which can be classified as an elaborative self-service
environment. Attempt to answer the question from the student’s perspective of
the online portal, using the theory discussed in the preceding section.

This concludes the discussion on the different types of servicescape. Our attention now turns to
the strategic roles that the servicescape plays in the service delivery process.

3.3.3 Strategic roles of the servicescape
The servicescape is a very important ingredient in creating an image of the organisation, and
needs to be carefully managed to enhance the customer experience. In general, the servicescape
plays a number of different strategic roles that management should consider when designing the
servicescape. The four strategic roles of the servicescape are explained in Table 3.2 and applied to
practical examples in each case.

TABLE 3.2
The strategic roles of the servicescape

STRATEGIC
ROLE

DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Packaging Similar to the packaging of a tangible
product, the servicescape and other
tangible elements serve as the “pack-
age” of the service organisation.
Customers look at the “outside” of
the servicescape to get an idea of
what they can expect on the inside
of the servicescape.

If a restaurant has two Italian flags
hanging outside and pictures of piz-
za and pasta in the window, these
serve as the “packaging” for the res-
taurant, telling customers that they
can expect an Italian experience in-
side the restaurant.
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STRATEGIC
ROLE

DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Facilitator The servicescape can also facilitate or
support the service delivery process
by helping the employees to perform
at their best. The design of the fa-
cility and tangible elements come
into play here and can either en-
hance or impede employee
performance, causing customers and
employees to be either satisfied with
the shopping experience or frus-
trated by it.

The Home Affairs office has clear sig-
nage of what forms to complete if
you want to apply for an ID docu-
ment or a passport, and provides
step-by-step instructions on how the
application process works. Further-
more, the different counters are
numbered to make the process eas-
ier. By putting these tangible
elements in place, the job of the em-
ployees is made much easier.

Socialiser The design of the servicescape helps
with the socialising process taking
place between customers and em-
ployees. Through the right design,
both customers and employees get
an idea of what each party’s ex-
pected roles are, what behaviours
are expected and what type of rela-
tionship exists between the
customers and employees.

Banks put a number of tangible ele-
ments in place to direct behaviour.
For example, when a customer wants
to see a banker, they must first take a
number and a seat and wait for one
of the bankers to call out their num-
ber. Banks also use rails to indicate
where customers should form
queues if they want to speak to the
tellers.

Differentiator The servicescape can also be used as
a way to differentiate one organisa-
tion from its competitors and it
usually gives an indication of the
types of target market that the or-
ganisation is targeting. Organisations
use tangible elements in the physical
environment to reposition it and/or
attract new target markets.

Compare two spaza shops that are
right next to each other. One has a
proper building, clear signage and
quality posters outside. The other is
in old neglected premises, with no
clear signage and no posters outside.
The first spaza shop is using different
tangible elements to differentiate it
from its competitor next door.

Adapted from Hudson & Hudson (2013:166–168); Machado (2014:41); Zeithaml et al. (2013:284–288)

Up to this point, you have learnt what the servicescape is all about, the different types of
servicescape that are used and the strategic roles that it plays in the service delivery process. The
following section deals with the servicescape model and how it needs to be understood and
managed.

3.3.4 The servicescape model
The previous section discussed the different strategic roles that the servicescape plays in the
service delivery process. This section builds on that and recognises that no matter what specific
role comes into play, the interaction between the customers, employees and the physical
environment will have a certain effect on the customers’ and employees’ behaviour (Zeithaml et
al., 2013:288). It is therefore important to design and manage the servicescape in such a way that
it will have a positive effect on the customers’ and employees’ behaviour, choices, expectations
and satisfaction, resulting in a stronger relationship with the organisation itself. To assist with this
process, Zeithaml et al. (2013:290) propose that the servicescape model in Figure 3.4 be followed
to ensure a positive experience and stronger relationship during the service delivery process.
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FIGURE 3.4
The servicescape model

Adapted from Hudson & Hudson (2013:174); Zeithaml et al. (2013:290)

The abovementioned servicescape model is based on the “stimulus–organism–response” theory,
which means that there is a certain “stimulus” to which specific “organisms” react, leading to a
specific “response”. For example, the physical environment with all its tangible elements is the
“stimulus” in the service delivery process, to which employees and customers, who are the
“organisms”, respond in a certain way. Plainly put, the physical environment and all its tangible
elements influence both customers and employees, causing them to behave in a certain way
depending on their internal reactions (Zeithaml et al., 2013:288).

Let’s apply this to a basic example. You walk into a shebeen or a restaurant with a great vibe
created by combining the right music, lights, theme, colours and layout. This serves as the
stimulus. You, the customer, are one of the “organisms” that is exposed to this environment or
stimulus. Similarly, the waiters and bartenders working at the shebeen or restaurant are also seen
as “organisms” that will be affected by the physical environment. The vibe in the shebeen or
restaurant creates an excitement within you (that is, an internal response), causing you to enjoy
the experience and stay a bit longer than you initially planned (that is, the response).

For the purpose of this first-year course, the servicescape model illustrated in Figure 3.4 is a
simplified version of the model proposed by Zeithaml et al. (2013:290). The aim is to explain the
principle and concept behind the model. Let’s briefly look at each of the four main elements of
the servicescape model (environmental dimension, holistic environment, internal response and
behavioural response) and then apply them to a practical example.

3.3.4.1 Environmental dimension
The environmental dimension of the servicescape model includes all the physical factors that can
be controlled by management to enhance (or hamper) the customers’ and employees’ actions
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:296). Without us realising it (Hudson & Hudson, 2013:175), organisations
spend quite a lot of time, money and effort in combining the right elements to create a specific
feel in an organisation – such as colour, lights, signage, furnishings, counters, floor plans, etc.
While there are hundreds of different elements that organisations can use to create a certain feel
in their premises, they can be grouped into three key dimensions (Bryson & Daniels, 2015:113;
Hudson & Hudson, 2013:175–178; Machado, 2014:42; Zeithaml et al., 2013:296):
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● Ambient conditions are all the environmental characteristics in the background that affect
people’s five senses (that is sight, smell, hearing, touch and taste). They include aspects such as
the air temperature, lighting, noise, music, scent and colours, which all contribute to create a
certain mood within an organisation. These factors are discussed in more detail in the follow-
ing section on atmosphere design (refer to section 3.4).

● Spatial layout and functionality also play a role in creating a specific mood in an organisa-
tion. While layout is the way in which the physical environment is designed and arranged,
including the floorplan, furnishings, counters and equipment, the functionality of the layout is
its ability to facilitate the service delivery process to ensure that customers’ and employees’
goals are achieved.

● Signs, symbols and artefacts are used to communicate the organisation’s image, guide cus-
tomers’ behaviour and assist employees in delivering the service. Examples include signage
with the name of the organisation, the name of the department, signs showing entrances and
exits, bathrooms and even some that communicate certain rules of behaviour, such as no
smoking, children must be accompanied by a responsible adult or cellphones must be
switched off. Artefacts are objects with geographical, cultural or historical interest which give
consumers the feeling of a particular era or culture (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011:474). For ex-
ample, often African-themed restaurants have African artefacts to enhance customers’ feelings
of being in an African setting. For an example of a restaurant creating an environment with an
African décor and serving African foods, go to http://www.tribesafrica.co.za/pages/Default.aspx

Figure 3.5 illustrates the difference between signs, symbols and artefacts used in organisations.

FIGURE 3.5
Examples of signs, symbols and artefacts used in organisations

SIGNS SYMBOLS ARTIFACTS

Images by Shutterstock (2016)

By using the right combination of ambient factors, optimal layout and functionality and clear
signage, signs and artefacts, management can create the perfect environment to obtain the
desired response from customers and employees.

3.3.4.2 Holistic environment
The holistic environment, as indicated in Figure 3.4, is a dimension of the servicescape. The holistic
environment looks at how customers and employees perceive the servicescape. This concept is
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built on the premise that customers do not look at each one of the environmental dimensions in
isolation, but rather at the holistic environment. Although customers might recognise specific
stimuli (for example, they can observe specific colours, hear a song they like or feel the air-
conditioning is too hot or too cold), their overall reaction and response to the servicescape is
based on the combination of the different elements as a whole. So, even though the different
environmental dimensions were separately discussed, customers and employees see them as one
environment and one experience (Zeithaml et al., 2013:296). Furthermore, while customers and
employees might be exposed to the same stimuli when visiting a servicescape, the way in which
they respond might be very different, which makes the decision as to which environmental
dimensions to include even more challenging (Machado, 2014:42).

3.3.4.3 Internal responses
Internal responses, as indicated in Figure 3.4, are a dimension of the servicescape. Customers and
employees who are exposed to the environmental dimensions in the servicescape respond to
physical environment dimensions in three different ways: cognitively, emotionally and
physiologically (Hudson & Hudson, 2013:43; Zeithaml et al., 2013:292). It is these internal
responses that make consumers and employees act in a certain way (Zeithaml et al., 2013:292).
Although the three internal responses are discussed separately, one should realise that these
three responses are very much dependent on one another and each one will influence the others
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:292).

Let’s briefly explain each internal response first and then look at an example to show how the
three responses fit together. The three responses are (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:392–398;
Hudson & Hudson, 2013:17; Machado, 2014:43; Zeithaml et al., 2013:292–295):

● Cognitive responses, which are a person’s beliefs about an object. They can be beliefs about
a place, people, products or even beliefs about services on offer. No matter what the object,
you have certain thoughts about that particular object. Cognition has to do with the thinking
part of your mind. For example, a person might believe that a take-away outlet with high-qual-
ity posters in the window, showcasing the biggest burger that you have ever seen, will indeed
sell high quality-burgers as big as the one on the poster. Or customers might believe that a
drive-through window at a take-away outlet is more convenient than having to find parking
and going inside to order a meal.

● Emotional responses are the emotions and feelings that customers and employees have in re-
sponse to the physical environment, resulting in specific behaviours. Thus, emotional
responses answer the question: how does the physical environment make you feel? Organisa-
tions use lighting, music, colours and décor to create a specific atmosphere in the organisation,
causing customers and employees feel a certain way, such as happy, sad, gloomy, excited, de-
pressed, disgusted, relaxed, frustrated, frightened, etc.

● Physiological responses are how people react physically to the servicescape environment. It
is often linked to the comfort or discomfort that customers or employees experience. So, for
example, customers might start to sweat if the air-conditioner is too hot, or shiver when it is
too cold; lights that are too bright might cause employees’ eyes to hurt; music that is too loud
might cause headaches; or comfortable seating in a restaurant may make customers stay lon-
ger. Whether the customer feels comfort or discomfort will have an influence on their
behaviour, that is they will linger longer, or leave as soon as possible.

These three responses are interdependent, which means that a change in one will influence the
others and vice versa (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:398– 399; Zeithaml et al., 2013:292). For
example, if you walk into a clinic that has air-conditioning, comfortable chairs, soft music playing
in the background, is painted in soft-pastel colours, smells like freshly-brewed coffee rather than
the typical hospital smell, and you are greeted by a well-dressed receptionist, you’ll believe that
this is an up-market clinic that will provide good-quality service (that is your cognitive response).
Since this is your first impression of the clinic, you will immediately feel relaxed in the waiting area
(that is your emotional response), which will make you feel comfortable and therefore you will not
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mind waiting a few minutes longer before seeing the doctor (that is your physiological response).
The more positive the internal responses to the physical environment are, the more positively the
customers and employees will respond to the servicescape.

This interdependence between the three internal responses is illustrated in Figure 3.6.

FIGURE 3.6
Interdependence between the three internal responses

Source: Based on the theory in Zeithaml et al. (2013:292)

The last section of the servicescape model looks at customers’ and employees’ behavioural
responses, that is, how they behave in response to the service environment.

3.3.4.4 Behavioural responses
The last element of the servicescape model as seen in Figure 3.4 is how customers and employees
behave, based on the environmental dimensions, holistic view of the servicescape and internal
responses that they experience. When looking at how employees or customers behave in
response to the physical environment, Zeithaml et al. (2013:291–292) differentiate between:

● Individual behaviours, which look at how individuals behave in response to the physical envi-
ronment and recognise that people react in two ways: they either approach the environment
or avoid it. Thus, they either act or not, buy or not, stay longer or leave (Machado, 2014:43). If
you are visiting a clothing store playing loud, pumping music with brightly coloured lights,
you might either decide to stay longer and enjoy the vibe (that is, approach behaviour) or de-
cide to leave the store without even looking at the clothing because you can’t stand the loud
music and bright lights (that is, avoidance behaviour). Approach behaviour is usually seen as
positive behaviour, while avoidance behaviour is usually seen as negative behaviour.

● Social interactions look at how the physical environment influences the nature and quality of
the interactions taking place between customers and employees. In some situations, employ-
ees might want to limit the duration of the service and accordingly use bright lights and fast-
paced music to indicate that they plan on serving customers quickly. An example would be a
take-away coffee shop where customers have to give their orders quickly and make way for
the next customer. In other situations, physical evidence is used to increase the duration of the
service and interactions taking place between the customers and employees. An example of
this would be a sit-down restaurant with comfortable chairs, spacious seating arrangements,
and soft classical music playing in the background, causing customers to want to spend more
time in the facility.

Now you have a better understanding of the different elements involved in the servicescape
model, let’s apply it to a practical example in the following activity.
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ACTIVITY 3.4

Thomas is visiting a fast-food outlet to buy himself some lunch. He wants to order
a take-away but decides not to go through the drive-through as the queue is very
long. Explain what effect the fast-food servicescape will have on Thomas by
explaining and applying the four main elements of the servicescape model.

FEEDBACK

You should start off by briefly explaining what each one of the four main elements
of the servicescape model entails and then apply it as follows.

ENVIRONMENTAL
DIMENSION

● Ambient conditions: Clean facility, with lively music
playing in the background (rather loud, but not too
loud), bright colours, good lighting, air temperature
just right and the smell of fresh food in the air.

● Spatial layout and functionality: As Thomas walks
into the facility, the order counter is right in front of
him, with tables and chairs to the left where patrons
can enjoy a relaxed sit-down meal. It is designed in
such a way that the patrons who want to order a
take-away can come in, order and get out and don’t
have to walk past all the other patrons to get to the
order counter, while the sit-down patrons can enjoy a
meal in a relaxed environment.

● Signs, symbols and artefacts: The ordering counter,
all signage and symbols indicating exits, entrances,
smoking prohibited and restrooms are clearly visible.

↓
HOLISTIC
ENVIRONMENT

Perceived servicescape: Thomas will respond to the
servicescape based on his overall experience of all the
environmental dimensions together.

↓
INTERNAL
RESPONSES

Thomas’ responses (that is, Thomas as a customer)
● Cognitive responses: Looking at the queue for the

drive-through, Thomas believes that he will be served
quicker if he orders inside the facility.

● Emotional responses: Walking into the facility, he
immediately feels the cool air, hears the upbeat mu-
sic and sees that there is no queue at the counter.
This creates excitement in him and he enjoys the
experience.

● Physiological responses: He responds by tapping
his foot to the beat of the music and humming along
to the song as he places his order. Since there is no
queue, he greets the order-taker with a smile and
even shares a joke or two with her.

↓

STUDY UNIT 3: THE ROLE OF PHYSICAL EVIDENCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY



BEHAVIOURAL
RESPONSES

● Individual behaviour: Thomas likes the vibe in the
fast-food outlet and is glad to see that the facility is
not too busy. As a result, he decides to sit down for
his meal rather than taking it away, and also orders a
coffee which he didn’t originally plan on doing.

● Social behaviour: Since the fast-food outlet is not
too busy inside, the order-taker and Thomas can ac-
tually have a bit of a conversation. The lively music,
although intended to get people to order quickly and
leave, is playing at just the right loudness, causing
Thomas to actually enjoy it and resulting in him
spending more time within the facility.

Note: You should be able to discuss the servicescape in detail by clearly defining what the
servicescape is and explaining the different types of servicescape available. In addition,
you should be able to differentiate between the various strategic roles of the service-
scape and explain the servicescape model.

This concludes the discussion on the servicescape, the important roles it plays in the service
delivery process and the effect that the servicescape has on the behaviours of customers and
employees. One of the dimensions addressed in the servicescape model is the ambient conditions
which influence customers’ and employees’ behaviours. This topic is addressed in more detail in
the following section.

3.4 ATMOSPHERE DEVELOPMENT TACTICS TO SUPPORT SERVICE DELIVERY

Study the section that follows

Organisations spend a great amount of time, effort and money in creating the perfect atmosphere
in the servicescape. The atmosphere created will influence how customers perceive the quality of
the service received (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:475). Creating the perfect atmosphere
involves combining and manipulating physical features (such as colour, lights, sound and aromas)
in such a way as to create a specific mood within customers and employees. This process is known
as atmospherics (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:475; Mpinganjira et al., 2013:250; Terblanche et
al., 2013:88). Through this process, the organisation attempts to influence all five senses of the
customers and employees (Bryson & Daniels, 2015:113). The more senses are involved, the more
memorable an experience becomes.

Organisations have a number of physical features to choose from when creating the perfect
atmosphere and take great care in putting the right combination of these features in place.
Depending on the image that the organisation wants to create, and the target market that the
organisation is focusing on, different combinations are used (Hawkins & Motherbaugh, 2010:475;
Machado, 2014:44). Compare, for example, the music that is played in a student-focused
restaurant versus a restaurant focusing on the students’ parents. Not only will the type of music
differ, but also the loudness thereof. Different target markets ask for different atmospheres. The
different physical features that organisations can use are illustrated in Figure 3.7.
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FIGURE 3.7
Physical features used to create the perfect sensory atmosphere

Adapted from Hawkins & Mothersbaugh (2010:475–477); Mpinganjira et al. (2013:252–255); Terblanche et al. (2013:88–
89)

This section first addresses each of these physical features that create a sensory atmosphere in
more detail, after which they are applied to a practical example.

3.4.1 Colour
Colour plays a major role in influencing how customers behave in a service environment
(Terblanche et al., 2013:88). Certain colours like red, yellow and orange are more arousing and
attract attention more than other colours like blue, beige and grey (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh,
2010:475; Terblanche et al., 2013:88). Deciding which colours to use in the servicescape very much
depends on what the organisation wants to achieve and what fits in with its image. Hawkins and
Mothersbaugh (2010:476) make the suggestion that lighter colours are used on the inside as they
create a calm and relaxing atmosphere, making customers browse longer, increase sales and
increase customer satisfaction. On the other hand, a wall painted red inside a store can attract the
necessary attention to a specific promotion, for example.

Different colours have different effects on customers and Table 3.3 highlights some of the more
common associations and responses that people have to colours.

TABLE 3.3
Associations and responses to different colours

COLOUR ASSOCIATIONS AND RESPONSES

Red Love, passion, energy, causes excitement and stimulation, enhances arousal levels
and even blood pressure

Orange Expressive and warm, known for its ability to encourage verbal communication of
emotions

Yellow Bright, optimism, clarity, can enhance people’s moods

Green Nurture, heal, fresh, environmentally friendly

Blue Cool and calm, relaxation, loyalty, can lower blood pressure
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COLOUR ASSOCIATIONS AND RESPONSES

Violet Spirituality, can reduce stress and create a feeling of calm

White Purity, peace, cleanliness

Adapted from Hudson & Hudson (2013:176); Mpinganjira et al. (2013:252)

3.4.2 Aromas
Nothing beats the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, freshly baked bread, or even pancakes with
cinnamon sugar. Using different aromas and scents in the servicescape can be a very effective tool
to enhance customer’s behaviour (Terblanche et al., 2013:88). When used appropriately, it can
attract the attention of customers, make them revisit the store, create higher purchase intentions
and encourage them to linger longer in the physical environment (Hawkins & Motherbaugh,
2010:476; Terblanche et al, 2013:88). The opposite is also true: when organisations have a foul
odour the customer will leave the servicescape as quickly as possible, leave without buying
anything or avoid the facility completely (Terblanche et al., 2013:88).

Unfortunately, not all organisations are in the business of selling pleasant-smelling products and
services, so organisations are looking at ways in which they can add scents to their physical
environments that will create a pleasant and positive mood in customers (Terblanche et al.,
2013:88). Marketers still have a great deal to learn when it comes to adding aromas or scents to
their physical environments, as there are a few challenges involved. For example, what smells
pleasant to one individual might repel another; some scents can cause allergic reactions; and
some people object to the idea that scents are added to the air we breathe (Hawkins &
Mothersbaugh, 2010:476). When organisations are in a business that creates very distinct smells
that might cause a negative feeling, they should think about how to overcome those smells. An
example is a dentist, whose consulting rooms have a very distinct “medical” smell, causing a lot of
patients to feel scared, uncomfortable, nauseous, etc. One needs to think of ways in which this
negative association can be converted to something more positive (Terblanche et al., 2013:88).

ACTIVITY 3.5

Identify five stores or service outlets with a pleasant smell and five stores or service
outlets with less pleasant smells.

FEEDBACK

FACILITIES WITH A PLEASANT SMELL FACILITIES WITH AN UNPLEASANT
SMELL

● coffee shop ● dentist’s office

● bakery ● veterinary surgery

● soap shop ● tyre fitment centre

● restaurant ● hospital

● clothing and beauty store ● hardware store

REMEMBER: Since aromas can be unique for every individual, these might differ from one
customer to the next. These are just some examples of facilities with pleasant and
unpleasant smells.
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3.4.3 Music and sound
Music has a major effect on people’s moods (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:476). Think of how
many times you have walked into a store and they are playing your favourite song. You will
probably sing along, tap your foot or even give a dance step or two. The more important question
is: how does it make you feel? It puts you in a positive mood, which can lead to you enjoying the
experience more. You might even browse a bit longer, spend a bit more and overall perceive a
better-quality service (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:476). Realising that different target markets
enjoy different music, more and more organisations are customising their playlists accordingly
(Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:476–477; Terblanche et al., 2013:89).

Something that particularly retailers are doing is developing their own in-store radio stations so
that the organisation has full control over the music and content that is played, as is evident in the
case study below. Depending on the target market that the organisation is focusing on, different
genres of music are played. For example, for the youth market, genres such as hip-hop, rap and
house music are ideal, while country, jazz or classical music will be more appropriate to the older
market (Mpinganjira et al., 2013:253). The type of music and loudness thereof might also differ
depending on the time of day (Mpinganjira et al., 2013:253).

Case Study: In-store radio
A well-known health and beauty retail chain in South Africa introduced an in-
store radio station, which is broadcast in more than 420 stores. The purpose of
the radio station is to drive awareness of the retailer’s own private label brands
and promote their loyalty programme, and to create a more memorable shop-
ping experience by playing easy-listening music. Organisations that are
interested in advertising on this in-store radio channel can do so by buying 30-
second slots to be aired on weekdays, Saturdays and/or Sundays.

Source: Clicks and Clubcard Marketing Services (2010)

An aspect of music that has an influence on the servicescape and customer behaviour relates to
the tempo. Slow-tempo music tends to relax customers and slow down their actions, while the
opposite is true for fast-paced music (Hawkins & Motherbaugh, 2010:476; Terblanche et al.,
2013:89). For example, an up-market, fancy restaurant will play slow-tempo music as a way to
relax customers and encourage them to spend more time at the restaurant. In comparison, a fast-
food outlet plays fast-paced music with the intention to serve customers quickly so that they can
leave and the next customers can come in to be served (Hawkins & Motherbaugh, 2010:476).

Sound is all other sounds that are present in the servicescape. They might be sounds from
equipment and machinery used in the servicescape (for example refrigerators), announcements or
even sounds made by other customers (Machado, 2014:44). Music is often used to hide certain
disruptive sounds coming from equipment and machinery (Machado, 2014:45). While
announcements are often necessary, organisations should be careful not to misuse them to the
point where they become more disruptive than anything else (Machado, 2014:45). Furthermore,
make sure that the announcements are clear and to the point. At airports or train stations one
often hears constant announcements, but nobody can make out what is being said.

3.4.4 Lighting
Lighting is an effective physical feature to use to enhance the servicescape and can have an
immediate effect on customers and employees (Terblanche et al., 2013:88). Imagine walking into a
store with very bright lights, versus walking into a store with dimmed lights. A different effect is
created with each type of lighting used (Terblanche et al., 2013:88). Lighting influences customers’
willingness to shop and to spend more time in the servicescape (Mpinganjira et al., 2013:253).
Softer lights tend to relax customers and employees more, again making their actions slower,
while brighter lights excite customers and increase their shopping tempo. Lighting also plays a
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role in attracting attention, and organisations often use spotlights to enhance displays and
promotional material in the servicescape (Mpinganjira et al., 2013:253; Terblanche et al., 2013:88).

3.4.5 Layout
The layout of the facility plays a very important role in how customers behave in the servicescape.
It influences how much time customers spend in the environment, how many products or services
they are exposed to due to the layout, the ease with which the right products or services can be
obtained, and the flow of consumers (Mpinganjira et al., 2013:253). The more open and well-
designed the servicescape, the more positive customers’ shopping experiences will be. One of the
major challenges of layout design is how to minimise crowding within the facility. As more people
come into a store, or more products and services are offered in the facility, the organisation runs
the risk of causing even more crowding, making customers feel more confined or even
claustrophobic. Most of the time these are negative feelings and can lead to an unsatisfactory
experience, customers walking out without buying or even not returning at all (Hawkins &
Mothersbaugh, 2010:477).

It is therefore crucial to design the servicescape in such a way that customers are comfortable, can
move around easily and don’t feel crowded, but this is a challenging task. On the one hand, it
might require that organisations spend more money on a larger facility, extra personnel to
prevent bottlenecks at cashiers or additional checkout lines. But on the other hand, the
organisation needs to take into account how much it will cost them if they were to lose customers
due to unsatisfactory shopping experiences. This is a balancing act that requires considerable
attention, and the benefits and advantages of one need to be outweighed against the other
(Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010:477).

3.4.6 Air quality
The last physical feature that influences how consumers behave in the servicescape is the air
quality in the facility. Let’s explain this concept by looking at a scenario. It is a hot summer’s day
and you have been running around trying to finish off a last few errands. You still have to visit
three stores before calling it a day.

● Store 1: a clothing store with a pleasant, cool temperature
● Store 2: a bookstore where the air-conditioner is broken
● Store 3: a grocery store where the air-conditioner is set too cold

Each one of these scenarios will lead to a different reaction. The clothing store with the pleasant,
cool temperature will immediately make you feel comfortable and you will probably spend more
time browsing there. The book store feels hot and stuffy, making you feel uncomfortable and
probably causing you to buy what you want quickly and leave, or even not spend any time or
money there because of the discomfort. The last store, where the air-conditioner is too cold,
although enjoyable on a hot summer’s day, might be fine for the first few minutes, but after a
while you might actually feel too cold, making you shop quickly and getting out as soon as
possible.

From this scenario, we can see that the air quality plays an important role in how consumers
behave in the physical environment. When the temperature becomes too extreme (whether hot
or cold), customers might feel uncomfortable, rush their shopping to get out of the facility and
have a negative overall perception, while the opposite is true for when the air quality is more in
line with what customers expect (Zeithaml et al., 2013:297).

This brings the discussion of the different physical features that are used to create the perfect
atmosphere in the servicescape to an end. But before looking at some guidelines to keep in mind
when designing the servicescape, let’s look at how two clothing stores use different physical
features to create a specific atmosphere in the store and convey the image of the store, thereby
influencing customers’ behaviour.
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ACTIVITY 3.6

Compare how a price-driven clothing store and an up-market clothing store use
the different physical features to create a specific atmosphere in the store and
convey its image. The price-driven clothing store sells good-quality clothing at
affordable prices, while the up-market clothing store sells high-quality products at
relatively higher prices. Apply each one of the physical features to both stores.

FEEDBACK

Before comparing the two stores against the six physical features, let’s just look at
the two stores’ intended target audiences:

● Price-driven clothing store: The target market is all races and genders with a
moderate income, between the ages 18–29, and who are price-sensitive.

● Up-market clothing store: The target market is all races and genders with a
higher income, between the ages 30–49, and who are quality-conscious.

Apply the physical features as follows:

PHYSICAL
FEATURE

PRICE-DRIVEN CLOTHING
STORE

UP-MARKET CLOTHING
STORE

Colour: ● Bright warm colours are
used: for example, red in
their logo.

● Bright, fun colours are used
on the banners and posters
in the window displays.

● Walls are painted white
with a focus wall, painted
in red, behind the cashiers.

● Dull colours are used: for
example, black and white is
used in the logo, which is
more conservative, serious
and professional.

● Walls are painted in soft,
beige colours to calm the
customers while shopping.

Aroma: ● No smell or specific aroma
in the air

● A soft lavender and chamo-
mile smell, making
customers feel more
relaxed

Music: ● Own in-store radio station
playing hip-hop and pop
music (fast-paced and loud)

● Content and advertise-
ments on the radio station
are focused on the youth.

● Very soft, classical music
(slow-tempo and soft)

● On some days or during
the day, no music might be
played at all.

Lighting: ● Bright lights giving a more
excited feeling

● Softer lights giving a more
relaxed feeling
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PHYSICAL
FEATURE

PRICE-DRIVEN CLOTHING
STORE

UP-MARKET CLOTHING
STORE

Layout: ● A typical warehouse set-up
with shelving packed in
rows

● Warehouse look and feel in
terms of the ceiling, ce-
ment floor and brick-faced
walls here and there

● Fitting rooms are small,
with bright lights empha-
sising customers’ features.

● A more classy look and feel,
with clothing hanging in
circles or rows depending
on the space available

● Floors are tiled and clean.
● Fitting rooms are more spa-

cious, with softer lighting.

Air quality: ● Air temperature might be a
bit warmer than a customer
would like, but not so
warm as to cause
discomfort.

● Air temperature is just right,
causing a pleasant shop-
ping experience.

The price-driven store is focusing mainly on selling good-quality products at
affordable prices, so their goal would be to obtain maximum volumes. Rather than
selling products at high prices, they want to sell the products at lower prices, but
want to sell more of them. Therefore, it is important for this clothing store to get
their customers into the store, help them to browse and buy quickly so that they
can make way for the next customer to come and buy clothing.

The up-market clothing store on the other hand is focusing on selling high-quality
products at relatively higher prices, so their focus is not so much on getting more
customers to buy, but rather to get the customers who are already in the facility to
buy more. Their atmospheric strategy is therefore focused on helping customers
linger longer, browse more and ultimately buy more.

Note: You should be able to explain the different physical features that are used to create
the atmosphere in a servicescape and apply them to a relevant example.

The last section in this study unit looks at the number of design components and guidelines that
organisations need to take into account when designing the servicescape.

3.5 DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS AND SERVICE REQUIREMENTS

Study the section that follows

The last section in this study unit highlights a few key aspects that organisations need to pay
attention to when actually designing the servicescape. By combining the right environmental
dimensions and atmospherics, organisations are able to create service environments that are
inviting, comfortable and pleasant, causing customers to linger longer, browse a little more and
hopefully spend a little more, all in all contributing to a great shopping experience.

Which factors in the servicescape need to be designed and how to design them are two key
questions that are addressed in the following two paragraphs. First, the different design
components of the servicescape are discussed, followed by a set of guidelines that organisations
should follow when designing the servicescape.
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3.5.1 Design components of the servicescape
When designing the servicescape, there are a number of components that organisations need to
consider, including the exterior facility, the interior facility, layout of the facility, interior displays,
the design of non-selling areas and aspects surrounding the social dimension (Lovelock & Wirtz,
2011:285; Terblanche et al., 2013:82). All of these components must be designed in such a way
that they align with the organisation’s image and in a sense communicate what type of service
can be expected from the organisation (Terblanche et al., 2013:81). The design components can
also be used as a way to differentiate one organisation from the next, and organisations invest a
great deal of money, time and effort in ensuring that their servicescape stands out (Terblanche et
al., 2013:81–82).

Table 3.4 explains each design component in a bit more detail and highlights a few specific design
elements that are related to each component.

TABLE 3.4
Design components of the servicescape

COMPONENT DESCRIPTION SPECIFIC DESIGN ELEMENTS

Exterior facility The outside of the facility must
make a good first impression. It
must be easily visible and attractive,
with the intention of drawing cus-
tomers into the facility. In addition
to portraying a certain image, the
exterior facility can also be used to
advertise some of the products or
services offered in-store.

● architecture
● height, size and colour of the

building
● storefront
● window displays
● signage on the exterior
● entrances
● surrounding gardens
● surrounding stores and areas
● visibility
● uniqueness
● congestion
● parking and accessibility

Interior facility The inside of the facility must be at-
tractive and pleasant, thereby
encouraging customers to stay and
shop longer with the intention of in-
creasing sales. The type of service/
product on offer, the quantity there-
of and how it is distributed across
the facility indicate the type of fur-
nishings that will be used.

● floors and carpets
● ceiling
● walls (composition, texture, paint,

wallpaper, etc.)
● use of space
● atmospherics (e.g. colour, aro-

mas, music, lighting, air quality/
temperature)

● cleanliness
● cash registers
● use of technology/

modernisation

Layout of the
facility

While the layout of the facility also
contributes to creating and main-
taining a certain image, its main
purpose is to facilitate the move-
ment of consumers and products/
services inside the facility. In the
end, organisations need to look at
ways in which the layout can be de-
signed to ensure maximum
efficiency, ensuring that customers

● floor layout
● floor space allocated to different

people and products/services (e.
g. selling areas, customer service
areas, waiting areas, stock-keep-
ing areas, offices, staff areas, etc.)

● placement and grouping of
products/services

● placement of equipment (e.g.
cash registers)
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COMPONENT DESCRIPTION SPECIFIC DESIGN ELEMENTS

can move around easily, congestion
is minimised and a pleasant experi-
ence is created.

● traffic flow
● furniture

Interior displays Displays inside the facility can be
used to create a certain response in
customers, such as excitement or
entertainment; displays can also
provide information and/or educate
customers. If applied correctly, dis-
plays can lead to increased sales.

● point-of-purchase displays
● posters, signs and cards
● wall decorations and paintings
● racks and shelves
● product and price displays
● mobile displays

Social dimension The last design component looks at
the people aspect of designing the
servicescape. Depending on the
product or service on offer, the fa-
cility should be designed in such a
way as to ensure efficient interaction
takes place between the customers
and the employees.

● employee characteristics
● customer characteristics
● employee uniforms
● crowding
● privacy
● self-service

Adapted from Lovelock & Wirtz, 2011:285; Terblanche et al., 2013:83–103

It was mentioned at the beginning of this section that the various design components need to be
combined in such a way that a consistent image is created and maintained throughout. This
means that all the elements should be seen as a whole and organisations should look at the
complete picture when designing the servicescape, rather than at each individual component or
design element on its own. The following section addresses a number of guidelines and tools that
organisations should use when combining the different design components into one complete
picture (Lovelock & Wirtz, 2011:291).

3.5.2 Guidelines for designing the physical evidence strategy
The previous section addressed the different design components that organisations need to put
together and manage to ensure that the right image is created every time. In order to get this
right, organisations need to keep a number of guidelines in mind. These guidelines include
(Lovelock & Wirtz, 2011:291–294; Zeithaml et al., 2013:298–303):

● Always design the servicescape with a holistic view in mind – All the different design com-
ponents should work together to create one central theme or image. Thus, the flooring should
fit the image of the furnishings, which should fit with the colour and the theme within the serv-
ice environment. The servicescape should be seen as a whole and all the elements should
work together to send out the same message.

● Always design the servicescape with the customer in mind – The customers will be using
the service environment and they are the ones who need to feel comfortable within the envi-
ronment, so design the servicescape with them in mind. While it is possible to go all out and
have the latest designs and most impressive servicescape, if it is not practical or not customer-
friendly, customers will feel uncomfortable in it and not enjoy a pleasant shopping experience.
They will become irritated and could even cut their shopping trip short because of it. Alain
d’Astous, in Lovelock & Wirtz (2011:294), identifies a number of environmental aspects that irri-
tate customers, including those set out in Table 3.5:
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TABLE 3.5
Environmental aspects that irritate customers

AMBIENT CONDITIONS ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN VARIABLES

● The store is dirty. ● There are no mirrors in the dressing rooms.

● It is too hot inside the store or shopping
centre.

● Directions within the store are unclear or
inadequate.

● The music inside the store is too loud. ● Arrangement of store items has been
changed.

● There is a bad smell in the store. ● The store is too small.

Source: Lovelock & Wirtz, 2011:294

● Realise the strategic impact of the physical evidence strategy – Organisations need to real-
ise that physical evidence plays a crucial role in terms of customers’ expectations and
perceptions of service quality. Once they have realised the importance and impact of it, they
can start taking full advantage of the right physical evidence to create the most effective serv-
ice environment. To further improve the effectiveness of the physical evidence strategy, it
should be clearly linked to an organisation’s vision, mission and overall objectives.

● Blueprint the physical evidence – A blueprint is a map or drawing showing the process in-
volved in service delivery between the customer and the organisation. It shows, on one map,
where the process of service delivery occurs (behind the scenes and in the front line); support
services involved in service delivery; where customer interaction occurs; the roles of customers
and employees; and the tangible elements involved in the service delivery process (Zeithaml
et al., 2013:235). By looking at the service blueprint, organisations can identify possible places
where physical evidence can be implemented.

● Clearly identify the strategic roles and usage situation of the servicescape – When design-
ing the physical evidence, organisations should keep the strategic roles and usage type of the
physical evidence in mind. In sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3 we looked at the different types of serv-
icescape usage situation and addressed the different types of strategic role that the
servicescape plays. So, for example, an elaborate servicescape (such as a hospital) requires a
more complex and intense design process, versus a self-service environment (like an ATM)
where the design process is simplified. Management needs to keep these two factors in mind
when designing the servicescape.

● Identify and evaluate physical evidence opportunities – Once the design of the physical
evidence and the roles of the servicescape are fully understood, organisations can look out for
possible changes and improvements in the service environment that can be made to optimise
the service delivery process. Management might look for possible physical evidence opportuni-
ties missed and implement the necessary design components to complete the design process.
Or the physical evidence that is in place sends out the wrong image or message. It could also
be that the physical evidence does not address the needs and preferences of employees and
customers. Through this process, possible opportunities for improving the physical evidence
strategy can be identified. An organisation that has seen an opportunity for improvement in
their physical design is a South African bank that changed its physical evidence approach to
become more customer-centric.

STUDY UNIT 3: THE ROLE OF PHYSICAL EVIDENCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY



Case Study: Bank designing for the future
A well-known bank in South Africa has opened up a branch in a newly built
mall situated in the Midrand region between Johannesburg and Pretoria.
Although it sounds like a typical scenario of a bank opening a branch in a
shopping mall, with the same look and feel as any other bank, this branch is
rather different and created quite a buzz on social media. The excitement sur-
rounding the new branch is due to an ongoing relationship between the bank
itself and a design company specialising in the retail and service markets.

Banks are increasingly seeing how mobile technology and specifically mobile
banking are putting the physical brick-and-mortar environment under pres-
sure. But even though banks have fewer people visiting their branches, the
need for a physical brick-and-mortar outlet is still very relevant and plays an
important role in the service delivery process. Even globally, online retailers are
starting to realise how important it is to also have a physical facility where cus-
tomers can see, hear and touch the products. So the question is not so much
whether physical branches are still needed, but rather how we can change the
branch set-up to become a more exciting environment where customers can
engage with the employees and the brand and as such improve the banking
experience. Although mobile technology might be seen as a threat to the exis-
tence of the physical brick-and-mortar branch, it can also be seen as a tool that
banks can use to improve the banking experience.

During the planning phase of this new project, the bank and design company
made use of virtual reality, 3D printed modules and furniture, augmented real-
ity and animations, to identify problems that are currently experienced in
banks. By getting input from all stakeholders involved, the two partners were
able to come up with workable solutions to designing the branch to create a
more pleasurable experience for all, thereby meeting their needs and preferen-
ces. By making use of these technologies, the bank was able to “experience”
the branch and its service offerings, literally before it was built.

In the end, a branch was created that can adapt and change as environments
and customers’ needs and preferences change. All the furniture and engage-
ment areas used within the branch are mobile and can easily be moved
around if they no longer satisfy customers’ needs. This also enables the bank
to test new design ideas. Foosball machines and arcade games are available to
make waiting time fun and exciting. Instead of standing in queues and being
directed by rails, benches are used where customers can sit comfortably while
they are waiting for the tellers. Even the private offices are fitted with swivel-
ling wheels, making it easier to move them around when the need arises.

By building flexibility and mobility into their design, this particular bank is
ready to adapt and change their décor and design as the needs and preferen-
ces of their customers and employees change.

Source: Nemeth (2016)

● Update and modernise the physical evidence – Some of the elements of the servicescape
often need to be updated or modernised to keep up with the times. While an organisation’s vi-
sion, mission and overall objectives might not change, fashion does and over time
organisations need to use different colours, designs and themes to communicate their mes-
sage. In addition, physical evidence also becomes worn over time, and might do more harm to
an organisation’s image than good; it then requires updating and/or modernising.

● Work cross-functionally in the organisation – Physical evidence plays a major role in con-
veying the image of an organisation, and a key to getting this right is to convey the same
message across all the departments and functions in the organisation. When different
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departments are responsible for different physical evidence components, all should be on
board to create the same image and send out the same message. For example, the HR depart-
ment needs to ensure that the staff uniforms fit the image of the organisation, and the
financial department needs to ensure that the same image is created in their financial reports
that go out to clients and/or investors.

Note: You should be able to discuss the various design components and guidelines that or-
ganisations need to take into account when designing the physical evidence strategy
and servicescape.

By combining the right design components and following the abovementioned guidelines when
designing the servicescape, organisations are able to create the perfect shopping environment for
customers while portraying an image that fits the organisation’s vision. This brings study unit 3 on
physical evidence to a close.

3.6 ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
1 Clearly differentiate between the concepts of physical evidence and servicescape. Also ex-

plain what elements physical evidence consists of and apply them to a medical clinic.
2 Differentiate between the three types of servicescape usage situation and provide your own

example of each.
3 Explain the four strategic roles of servicescape and explain how a shebeen can apply these

roles in their servicescape.
4 Briefly discuss the servicescape model and apply it to a clothing store of your choice.
5 Compare how a fast-food outlet and a sit-down restaurant can use different physical features

to create an atmosphere within their servicescapes.
6 Briefly explain the guidelines that organisations need to keep in mind when designing the

servicescape.

3.7 REFLECTION
Before you continue to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 How do you think you will be able to use the skills you learned in this study unit in your pro-
fessional life?

2 What did you find difficult about this study unit? Why do you think you found it difficult? Do
you now understand the concept you were struggling with, or do you need more help? How
will you get more help if you need it?

3 What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4 How long did it take you to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do

you need to adjust your study programme?

3.8 SUMMARY
Study unit 3 addressed the important role that physical evidence plays in service delivery. When
customers have to judge whether they are going to receive good or bad service, they often look
at the tangible elements in the environment to guide their expectations and judgement.
Organisations therefore need to realise how important it is to pay attention to the physical facility
on the outside and inside, and any other tangible elements affecting the service delivery process.
This study unit began by defining physical evidence and explaining the important role it plays in
service delivery. One of the key elements of physical evidence is the servicescape, and
considerable attention has been paid to this concept including the different types of servicescape,
the strategic roles it plays and the servicescape model. In addition to the servicescape, the study
unit also looked at the importance of using physical features such as colours, aromas, music, lights,
layout and air quality to create an atmosphere that is pleasant and comfortable, causing
customers to linger longer, browse more and potentially spend more. The last section addressed
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some of the design components that need to be kept in mind when designing the physical
evidence strategy and provided a set of guidelines that management can follow to ensure that
physical evidence is properly integrated into the organisation’s overall vision, mission and
objectives. The next study unit covers the important role that technology plays in the customers’
service delivery process.
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GLOSSARY

● Physical evidence: The environment where the service is delivered and the interaction with
customers occur and include an organisation’s physical facility, and any other tangible ele-
ments that are used to facilitate service delivery.

● Servicescape: The physical facility or building where the service delivery process takes place.
● Self-service: A servicescape usage situation that is those circumstances where the customer

performs most of the activities themselves and employees are either involved on a small scale
or not at all.

● Ambient conditions: All the environmental characteristics in the background that affects peo-
ple’s five senses (that is sight, smell, hear, touch and taste).

● Atmospherics: The process whereby physical features (such as colour, lights, sound and aro-
mas) are combined and manipulated in such a way to create a specific mood within customers
and employees.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS:

QUESTION 1
The servicescape consists of (the) ______________ and ______________. Complete the missing
words.

1 facility interior; other tangibles
2 facility exterior; other tangibles
3 physical evidence; other tangibles
4 facility exterior; facility interior

QUESTION 2
Both customers and employees need to come into a hospital’s servicescape for the service
delivery process to occur. To which servicescape usage situation and level of servicescape usage
complexity does this refer?

1 remote service, elaborate
2 interpersonal service, elaborate
3 self-service, elaborate
4 interpersonal service, lean

QUESTION 3
Which one of the following statements is not one of the strategic roles of the servicescape?
1 The servicescape improves the safety and security features of the service environment.
2 The servicescape and other tangible elements serve as the “package” of the service

organisation.
3 The servicescape facilitates or supports the service delivery process by helping the employ-

ees to perform at their best.
4 The servicescape can also be used as a way to differentiate one organisation from its

competitors.
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QUESTION 4
Which of the following elements forms part of the servicescape model?

a internal responses
b behavioural responses
c environmental dimensions
d other tangibles
e holistic environment

Choose the correct combination:

1 a and b
2 c and d
3 b, c and d
4 a, b, c and e

QUESTION 5
A price-driven clothing shop wants to design their servicescape in such a way that it attracts
attention, but also get customers to do their shopping rather fast. They want customers to come
in, get what they want and leave, thereby focusing more on generating volume rather than profit.
Which physical features can they implement to create this atmosphere?

1 Use the colour red in their store and on displays.
2 Use dimmed lighting in the store.
3 Play fast-paced music rather loudly in the store.
4 1 and 3

MULTIPLE-CHOICE ANSWERS
1. 4
2. 2
3. 1
4. 4
5. 4
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INTRODUCTION
Study unit 3 deals with the physical evidence in the service environment, which is followed by the
role of technology in the service environment. The wonderful world of technology has changed
the way we communicate, shop, spend our free time and do business. Where a few years back a
sales agent would pick up a telephone and ask you to rate their service, today this process is
automated and can be done either by means of a text message asking you to reply by sending a
rating out of 10, or even an automated voice system asking you to rate their service.

Imagine a world without technologies such as laptops, computers, televisions, wireless networks,
etc. Imagine a world without your cellphone. You’d feel lost, disconnected, uninformed and even
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alone. Realising the immense possibilities and opportunities that technology can bring about, it is
no surprise that technology is starting to play an increasingly important role in business, and more
specifically in customer service, today and in the future. By implementing the right technologies,
organisations are able to connect to customers 24/7, anywhere in the world, while at the same
time bringing down the cost of customer service. While technology can make doing business a lot
easier, organisations should also be very careful not to use technology to such an extent that their
customers start to feel alienated and disconnected from the organisation. This study unit looks at
the role that technology plays in customer service delivery and investigates some of the more
common technologies that organisations use when delivering customer service.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
The focus of study unit 4 is technology and the role it plays in delivering customer service. The
study unit starts with a definition of technology, then looks at different technologies used in the
customer service delivery process and ends with a discussion of the technology acquisition
process.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to

● define the concept “technology”
● explain the important role that technology plays in delivering customer service
● clearly differentiate between the various technologies that are used in the cus-

tomer service delivery process
● discuss each technology used in the customer service delivery process in detail
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● discuss the planning process that organisations go through when acquiring
technology for customer service delivery

KEY CONCEPTS

● technology
● 24/7
● standardisation
● customisation
● permission marketing
● telephone
● inbound calls
● outbound calls
● call centres
● interactive voice response system
● internet
● world wide web
● e-mail
● social media
● cellphones
● wireless technology
● text messaging
● applications/apps
● self-service technologies
● database marketing
● technology acquisition

4.1 TECHNOLOGY

Study the section that follows

Technology has changed our lives forever and will continue to do so. While technology will
probably not be able to replace humans and human interaction, it does play an important role in
connecting people and making life easier. The majority of people would still like to be served by
an actual person in a coffee shop, rather than by a robot. But technology can be used by the
waiter or waitress to make the dining experience more efficient and pleasurable. So, even from a
customer service point of view, technology increasingly plays a role as a support tool in order to
improve the overall customer shopping experience.

Think, for example, how you get hold of a plumber. Your geyser has just burst and your flat/house
is slowly but surely becoming flooded with water. You need a plumber immediately. A few years
ago, you would probably have searched in a telephone book or the Yellow Pages. Today, you will
immediately jump on your computer or laptop (if it is not already covered with water), and search
online for a plumber. Since it is an emergency, you find a telephone number for a 24/7 plumbing
service and call the call centre immediately. If it wasn’t an emergency, you could have booked a
plumber by completing an online form, submitting it and waiting for a sales representative to call
you back. Alternatively, you could have immediately used your cellphone to search online or ask
Siri (the “intelligent assistant” built into mobile phones) to assist you with the contact details of a
plumber. When doing this on your cellphone you don’t even have to remember the number or
pick up another phone, as certain browsers allow you to call the phone number instantly. Through
technology, the basic process of finding a plumber has become much easier than in the past. And
this is just one example of how technology has changed customer service.

STUDY UNIT 4: THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN CUSTOMER SERVICE DELIVERY



Organisations are therefore challenged to think of ways in which they can use technology to their
advantage in making life easier, not only for themselves as a company, but also for their
customers. But before delving deeper into the important role that technology plays in customer
service, let’s define the concept and look at some of the advantages and disadvantages of
technology in the service delivery process.

4.1.1 Technology defined
What is the first thing that comes to mind when you hear the word “technology”? Maybe words
like engineering, science, machines, robots, cellphones, laptops, tablets, the internet, software
programmes and apps come to mind. If the same question were asked 25 years ago or even 35
years ago, words like television, microwave, tape cassettes, CDs and fax machines would have
come to mind. And these are just some of the technologies that we use on a daily basis. Different
industries (for example farming, manufacturing, mining, printing, retailing, medicine, etc.) have
their own set of technologies that they use to improve their products, services, production and
operational processes. To define technology is a complicated task, and as it is such a broad term, it
becomes difficult to establish where it begins and where it ends (Thierer, 2014).

Let’s look at a few definitions of technology. The Oxford Living Dictionaries (2017) define
technology as “the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes, especially in
industry”, “machinery and devices developed from scientific knowledge” and “the branch of
knowledge dealing with engineering or applied sciences”. Thierer (2014) compared a number of
definitions of technology and highlights some of the following definitions from previous research.
Technology is defined by Thomas Hughes as “the effort to organise the world for problem solving
so that goods and services can be invented, developed, produced and used” (Thierer, 2014).
Another definition that Thierer (2014) highlights is by Richard Rhodes, who defines technology as
“the application of science, engineering and industrial organisation to create a human-built world”.
Thierer (2014) also looked at Emmanuel Mesthene’s definition: “technology can be seen as the
organisation of knowledge for the achievement of practical purposes”. Machado (2014:87)
explains that technology includes all the infrastructure and logical thinking that is needed to
design, produce and supply new products to customers. Given what we know about technology
today, one can even add that technology is also about delivering products to customers in new
ways, as we have seen with the advent of the internet and online shopping.

Let’s take some of the key elements of the abovementioned definitions and compile a definition
of technology for the purpose of this study unit.

Technology can be defined as the application of knowledge, science and engineering to develop
machinery, devices and infrastructure to achieve practical objectives.

Let’s apply the definition as a way to make sense of it. One of the major technologies shaping our
daily lives today is the internet. The internet is an infrastructure that was created after years of
research and development, and today we use it for a number of practical activities such as
searching for information, doing research, shopping, requesting quotes, lodging complaints,
connecting with family and friends, etc. The same is true for cellphones. Cellphones are an
infrastructure that’s been engineered to make life today easier.

Now you have a better idea of what technology is, let’s look at the important role that technology
plays in customer service delivery. Later on in the study unit, we address more specific
technologies that organisations can use to improve their service delivery.

4.1.2 The importance of technology in customer service
Technology plays a big role in how we do business in South Africa today. South Africans are
increasingly becoming tech-savvy in terms of using e-mail, social media and apps on their
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cellphones, laptops or tablets (Terblanche et al., 2013:30). As a result, organisations are starting to
use technology more and more in their daily operations, one of which is customer service.

Zeithaml, Bitner and Gremler (2013:15) make the bold statement that the changing technology
that we are exposed to more and more each day has changed the face of customer service forever.
According to the definition of customer service in study unit 1, it is the ongoing support that
organisations provide with their actual product or service before, during and after the purchase
(Machado, 2014:3; Zeithaml et al., 2013:16). It includes answering questions that customers might
have, taking orders, handling billing matters, dealing with complaints, making appointments, etc.
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:16). All of these customer service-related activities affect the customer’s
shopping experience and their willingness to establish a relationship with the organisation
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:16). All of these customer service-related activities are greatly affected by
technology.

Looking back over time, we can see that technology has greatly changed the way in which
customer service has been delivered. Let’s go back a few years, before the telephone even existed.
If you wanted a service, you had to personally visit the store and interact with the employee on a
face-to-face basis (Zeithaml et al., 2013:16). It was a much more personal interaction and involved
more time and effort on the customer’s part. Then came the telephone, which allowed customers
to phone organisations and speak directly to an employee during office hours (for example
Monday to Friday from 08:00 to 17:00) and although it was more impersonal, it definitely
increased efficiency (Zeithaml et al., 2013:16). Computer technology was then slowly introduced
into customer service, making customer service personnel even more efficient as they now had
the customer’s details and transactional history in front of them on their screens (Zeithaml et al.,
2013:16). Using these computers, they could call up a customer’s file and examine all of the
customer’s previous transactions. Organisations are also increasingly starting to centralise their
customer service call centres, located anywhere in the world and operational 24 hours a day for
seven days a week. So, for example, a large number of global organisations are outsourcing their
call centres to India (Outsource2India, 2017). Although a customer might be talking with
somebody right on the other side of the world, the interaction taking place is still rather personal
and between people.

Interactive voice response (IVR) systems were then introduced, which gave customers an
automated menu of options to choose from (Zeithaml et al., 2013:16– 17). Although these IVR
systems improve the customer service experience, as customers are immediately transferred to
the right department for dealing with their particular query, these menus can become confusing –
especially if the option that the customer is looking for is not listed or there is no live operator to
take the customer’s call (Zeithaml et al., 2013:17). The internet further removed the personal
element of customer service (Zeithaml et al., 2013:17). On the internet, customer service happens
by means of websites, e-mails, frequently asked questions (FAQs) and live online chats (Zeithaml
et al., 2013:17). Capitalising on the features of the internet, the world has gone a step further and
introduced wireless technology (Zeithaml et al., 2013:15), which is defined as the technology that
enables wireless (or unplugged) connections through which people can communicate with one
another, such as mobile devices (for example cellphones, laptops and tablets) (Du Plessis, Van
Heerden & Cook, 2010:397).

Let’s illustrate, by means of examples related to the banking industry, how customer service
delivery has changed with the advent of technology.
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FIGURE 4.1
Example of how customer service in a bank has changed as new technology is introduced

Source: Adapted from Zeithaml et al. (2013:16–17)

With more and more technologies at customers’ fingertips, organisations are starting to realise
that customers want to choose how they receive customer service (for example, via e-mail, SMS or
phone) (Zeithaml et al., 2013:17). And while customers are open to new technologies, they often
go back to more traditional, personal, means of customer service if they feel the technology is not
performing as it is supposed to (Zeithaml et al., 2013:17). With every new technology introduced,
the human interaction becomes less and less and organisations should be careful not to alienate
customers for the sake of technology. The majority of customers still want a personal, human
touch (Machado, 2014:86), and are probably willing to pay for it. Customers still want reliable
outcomes, easy access, open systems, flexibility, apologies and incentives when things go wrong
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:17). Organisations should therefore take great care over the technologies
that they implement so that they support the customer service delivery process rather than
replacing human interaction (Machado, 2014:86).

Let’s look at other examples of how organisations are using technology to deliver customer
service.
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ACTIVITY 4.1

Provide practical and everyday examples of how organisations are using
technology to improve their customer service delivery process.

FEEDBACK

These are just some examples of how organisations are using technology to
deliver better customer service.

● A plumbing organisation offers a 24/7 call line in case of emergencies.
● A medical clinic allows customers to make bookings online the night before.
● A courier company enables customers to track their parcels from point of de-

parture up to the point of delivery through the internet.
● A courier organisation makes use of hand-held barcode scanners to scan par-

cels when they are delivered to the customer. The customer can also sign for
the parcel on the same hand-held device.

● A pharmacy sends an SMS to inform a customer that their medicine is ready for
collection.

● A clothing store sends a SMS to a customer to thank them for their business.
● A bank sends an SMS/e-mail asking customers to rate their service out of 10.
● A grocery chain store offers a mobile app that customers can download to help

them manage their loyalty cards.
● Movie cinemas make self-service kiosks available to reduce the time spent

standing in queues to book movie tickets.

Mention any other examples of how organisations are using technology to deliver
better customer service.

This concludes the discussion on the important role that technology plays in delivering great
customer service. Before moving onto more specific technologies that organisations use in
delivering customer service, let’s look at some of the advantages and disadvantages of using
technology.

4.1.3 Advantages and disadvantages of using technology in customer
service

Technology in itself has a number of advantages and disadvantages which organisations can
capitalise on, or should be aware of, when using it as part of their customer service delivery
process. Just think about yourself: what do you like about the internet, e-mail, social media and
your cellphone? Words like convenience, always connected, more options, more information and
easier communication might come to mind. On the other hand, what don’t you like about the
internet, e-mail, social media and your cellphone? Words like privacy, security, always being “on”
and time wastage might come to mind. When using technology as part of the customer service
delivery process, organisations should pay careful attention to how to use it effectively and to
what extent to use it so as not to alienate or offend customers.

While different technologies each have different sets of pros and cons, technology in general has
the following advantages and disadvantages that organisations should pay attention to. Table 4.1
and Table 4.2 highlight some of the advantages and disadvantages respectively.
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TABLE 4.1
Advantages of using technology in customer service

ADVANTAGE EXAMPLE IN CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY

The same level of service is delivered every time:
Service delivery is very much dependent on human
interaction, often causing the service to vary from
one employee/customer to the next. Technology can
help to standardise the service, therefore ensuring
that the same level of service is delivered every time.

All customers receive the same SMS
about an organisation’s opening hours
during the festive season.

Low cost: Although the initial cost of installing tech-
nology can be very high, once it is operational, the
costs start decreasing. Since technology can help
standardise the service, the cost involved in deliver-
ing the service becomes less. It can also reduce
employee costs, as fewer staff members might be
necessary to deliver the service.

It is cheaper for a pharmacy to send
SMSs to clients to inform them that they
can come and collect their medicines
than having an employee phone each
and every client. It saves money and
time and is thus more efficient.

Convenience: Probably one of the biggest advan-
tages of technology is the convenience that it offers.
Technology (for example internet, e-mail, and mobile
devices) enables 24/7 service delivery, for example.
And with mobile devices becoming even more preva-
lent, customers can access some of these
technologies anywhere in the world.

You can phone a plumber at 02:00 in
the morning when your geyser bursts.
Or you can sit on the beach and book a
flight to Johannesburg for the next day
using your cellphone.

Technology can reach customers across the globe
simultaneously: Through technology, the smallest
organisation situated in South Africa can deliver a
service across the globe, and can reach all customers
simultaneously. Thanks to internet information, cus-
tomer service and transactions can be shared with
anyone who has access to the internet, no matter in
which country they are situated, and it can be done
at the same time (for example, one e-mail going out
to all customers).

A small South African clothing manufac-
turer, specialising in producing Proudly
South African clothing, can advertise
their business and product range on the
internet and distribute the same mes-
sage at the same time to all customers
across the globe.

Technology makes customisation possible: Cus-
tomisation is the process whereby a service or
process is tailored or adapted to suit a customer’s
needs (Zeithaml et al., 2013:252). Tailoring the service
according to the customer’s needs makes customers
feel special, which can lead to higher levels of cus-
tomer satisfaction. By collecting the customer’s
information and preferences in a database, organisa-
tions are able to deliver a more personalised service.

An ATM asks a customer what language
they prefer to use in the transaction and
then customises the transaction based
on the language selected.

A grocery chain store sends a customer
a R10-off coupon on a product that the
store knows the customer prefers.

Quick customer/employee feedback: Technology
enables customers to receive a quick response from
an organisation, and the opposite is also true: organi-
sations receive quick feedback from customers.

You visit an insurance organisation’s
website and immediately get a live chat
message from an agent asking you
whether they can assist. You interact
with one another as if you were talking
over the phone.
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ADVANTAGE EXAMPLE IN CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY

Potential for building customer relationships:
Some technologies enable interaction to take place
between the customer and organisation directly. In
other words two-way communication can take place,
creating a foundation for a relationship to develop
between the customer and organisation. Going hand
in hand with technology is permission marketing,
whereby customers agree that an organisation can
interact with them directly.

A customer complaining about a cloth-
ing store on Facebook gets an
immediate response from the organisa-
tion. As these two parties interact with
one another, the organisation has an
opportunity to solve the problem and
build a long-term relationship with the
customer.

Ability to store a large amount of consumer data:
Technology enables organisations to build up a large
database of their customers. They get to know their
likes, tastes, preferences, behaviour, etc. All this infor-
mation is stored and is just waiting to be analysed so
that organisations can better address the needs of
customers.

A clothing store is able to gather a lot of
information about its customers. If it
knows, for example, that a customer
bought a pair of boots the previous
year, the organisation can send the cus-
tomer a SMS about a promotion on
boots for this year’s winter season.

Adapted from Boshoff (2014:199–200); Cook (2015:3); Hudson & Hudson (2013:205–206); Terblanche et al.
(2013:268,274); Zeithaml et al. (2013:16, 252)

Now let’s look at some of the disadvantages of using technology in customer service.

TABLE 4.2
Disadvantages of using technology in customer service

DISADVANTAGE EXAMPLE IN CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY

Privacy, confidentiality and ethical concerns: Prob-
ably one of the most worrying concerns when it
comes to technology relates to privacy, confidential-
ity and ethical issues. People are scared that the
information that they share about themselves can be
used against them (for example being targeted for
advertising) or be sold to third parties. Identity theft
is also a major concern.

Receiving an SMS from an organisation
that you have never heard of, or never
gave permission to contact you, about a
new life insurance policy. You always
wonder where they got your details
from.

Security concerns: Closely linked to privacy, custom-
ers are also concerned about security issues.
Customers are particularly concerned about transac-
tions taking place over the internet and the
information that they need to share. To give custom-
ers peace of mind, organisations can put reliable
authentication and protection processes in place that
show customers that their credit card information
and personal information will be dealt with safely
and securely.

Customers are hesitant to buy groceries
online as they are concerned about pro-
viding credit card details and physical
address details for delivery on the inter-
net. The organisation should put the
necessary authentication and protection
processes in place to show customers
that their information is safe.

Competition from across the globe: Instead of just
competing with a similar organisation down the road,
with technology today organisations are competing
with other organisations from across the world. Cus-
tomers are willing to support organisations based in

A customer has a query about a book
and sends a message to both a local
and an international online retailer’s
website. The international online retailer
responds within minutes and within an
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DISADVANTAGE EXAMPLE IN CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY

the UK, for example, if they know they will get a bet-
ter product, better price or even better service than
from a local organisation based in Johannesburg.

hour the book has been bought and is
on its way. The customer only gets a re-
sponse from the local online retailer the
following day.

Price comparison is becoming easier: Technology
makes it easy for customers to compare the prices of
different products and services without driving from
one store to the next. A customer can pick up a
phone, send an e-mail or go to the internet to com-
pare prices and find the organisation offering the
product or service at the best possible price. One also
finds that more and more websites are emerging that
allow customers to directly compare different com-
petitors’ product or service offerings on one website
(for example a website comparing different insurance
packages and prices from different insurers).

A customer wants to buy a new televi-
sion set and starts their search on the
internet. They identify a specific televi-
sion set and then search for the retailer
selling the set at the best possible price.
They can do this by phoning a few re-
tailers, sending them e-mails or even
visiting their websites to find the best
price.

Less control over what customers are saying: Cus-
tomers are increasingly becoming the ones in charge
of the purchasing process and are increasingly turn-
ing to the internet and social media to either read
about other customers’ experiences or complain
about their own experiences. They tend to trust and
pay more attention to what other customers are say-
ing about an organisation than to what the
organisation is saying. If not managed quickly and ap-
propriately, customer feedback on the internet or
social media sites can have damaging effects on an
organisations’ brand and reputation.

A customer wants to take his girlfriend
to a new fancy restaurant and turns to
the internet to see what others are say-
ing about it. Some customers are
complaining about the bad service,
others are complaining about the food
that wasn’t prepared to perfection and
others compliment the chef on a job
well done. With a rating of 6 out of 10,
the customer decides to go and eat
somewhere else instead. His decision is
purely based on what other customers
said about the restaurant.

Keeping up to date with new changes in technol-
ogy: Technology changes at an extremely rapid rate
and organisations are challenged to stay ahead and
up to date with these new technologies. But imple-
menting them and getting them accepted within an
organisation takes time, money and effort.

A bank that has just launched online
banking over the internet is already be-
hind its closest competitor, which just
launched a mobile banking app for mo-
bile devices.

Ability to data-mine: One of the advantages of us-
ing technology is the vast amount of information
that organisations can collect. It can also serve as a
disadvantage if the information is not properly ana-
lysed and used to benefit the customer.

A grocery chain store with a loyalty card
programme knows a great deal about
its customers and should utilise this in-
formation to better address the
customers’ needs. For example, the
store can identify all pensioners and of-
fer them a personal shopper service to
assist with their shopping.
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DISADVANTAGE EXAMPLE IN CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY

Employees can be reluctant to accept or integrate
technology: Some people are more open to using
technology than others. For example, employees can
sometimes feel threatened by technology as they
might see it as a means of replacing them. Custom-
ers, on the other hand, may be reluctant to adopt
new technology as they feel they don’t know how to
use it, or can’t trust it.

A bank might find that employees are
angry and upset about the introduction
of a new mobile banking app, as they
remember how many people lost their
jobs when internet banking was first in-
troduced. Customers are very reluctant
to download and use the new mobile
app as they are sceptical of sharing their
personal information on a mobile
device.

Loss of human contact: As was mentioned earlier, as
more technology is introduced, less human contact
and interaction occurs, which might have a detrimen-
tal effect on employees’ and customers’ quality of life
and human relationships. People use technology to
sort out problems, communicate and socialise, but
when placed in a face-to-face situation, they are
sometimes uncomfortable dealing with it.

A customer sends an e-mail to a store
manager about the bad service they re-
ceived from the store. The store
manager responds by means of an e-
mail. The customer interprets the e-mail
as insincere. The manager would have
made a better impression if he had
phoned the customer directly and spo-
ken to them on a person-to-person
basis.

Adapted from Boshoff (2014:200-201); Cook (2015:3–4); Hudson & Hudson (2013:205–208); Terblanche et al. (2013:274);
Zeithaml et al. (2013:15–16)

Note: You should be able to define technology, explain the important role that technology
plays in customer service and highlight some of the advantages and disadvantages of
using technology to deliver customer service.

This concludes the basic introduction to technology and the important role it plays in customer
service. Attention now turns to the different technologies that organisations can use in customer
service delivery.

4.2 TECHNOLOGIES USED IN CUSTOMER SERVICE DELIVERY

Study the section that follows

Whether to use technology or not is not even a question any more. The question now is which
technologies to use and to what extent to use them. While different types of technology are used
in different ways in the marketing field – for example technology for product improvement, better
logistical systems and stock control, online shopping, marketing communications through the
internet and social media, in-store electronic point-of-sale systems, etc. – the focus in this study
unit falls on the different types of technology that are used in customer service. This industry has
been greatly affected and enhanced by the introduction of technology (Harris, 2013:80).

Organisations today can choose from a wide spectrum of communication channels to stay in
touch with customers (Cook, 2015:3) and while it would be good to discuss all of them, we have
to limit our discussion to the more popular types of technology. For the purpose of this study unit,
the various technologies have been grouped together according to the main communication
device used. These technologies are illustrated in Figure 4.2 and are briefly discussed in more
detail in the sections to follow.
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FIGURE 4.2
Types of technology used in customer service

Adapted from Boshoff (2014:198); Harris (2013:80); Machado (2014:87–100)

Organisations need to familiarise themselves with these technologies and think of ways in which
they can use them to improve their customer service delivery (Harris, 2013:80– 81). Let’s look
briefly at each one of these technologies in more detail.

4.2.1 Telephone
You have just bought a new cellphone. When you get home you switch it on but can’t seem to
find a network. For some reason, your new phone is not yet registered on the network. Not being
able to use your new cellphone, you turn to the landline to call the service provider’s customer
service line. Although you could have gone back to the store, logged on to the service provider’s
website and logged a request for a call-back, or sent an e-mail, picking up the phone and step-by-
step talking through the registration process is just so much easier and quicker to do. Telephones
are therefore still a crucial tool that customers use to interact with organisations and are often one
of the first media they turn to when they have a problem or question. The importance of the
telephone should therefore not be underestimated. While cellphones are also seen as a type of
telephone, this section specifically addresses the more traditional landlines. Cellphones are
discussed under section 4.2.3: Mobile technologies.

Organisations still rely on telephones as a way to communicate with internal and external
customers on a daily basis (Lucas, 2012:313). If the telephone is used effectively, it can save
employees and customers time and effort since they don’t have to drive around to other locations
to get the service that they need (Lucas, 2012:313). By just punching in a telephone number, you
can connect to anywhere in the world within seconds (Lucas, 2012:303). Telephone as a customer
service technology holds a number of advantages, including convenience, ease of communication,
cheapness, and being more efficient, since problems and questions can be addressed immediately
(Lucas, 2012:313). Probably the biggest disadvantage of the telephone is the fact that the two
participants cannot see one another (Timm, 2011:55) and therefore have to interpret what is being
said by listening to the other person’s tone of voice, how the message is conveyed, the volume
with which the message is conveyed and the timing of the message (for example. fast or slow)
(Nyberg, 2015:10). In the end the two participants must make sure that the other party actually
understands the message as it was intended (Nyberg, 2015:10).

Another major disadvantage of using the telephone in customer service delivery is the fact that
very few people have learned the basics of using the telephone properly and how to be courteous
and effective in conveying an organisation’s image (Timm, 2011:55). How one speaks to a friend
over the phone compared to how one speaks to a customer are two completely different
telephone techniques, and organisations employing people to work in call centres need to ensure
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that the employees obtain the necessary skills (Timm, 2011:55). If customers perceive the sales
agent to be rude, uninterested, not knowledgeable or sending a customer from pillar to post, the
customer will be dissatisfied and will probably take their business somewhere else. The opposite is
also true, if the call centre agent is friendly, helpful and knowledgeable. Study unit 2, section 2.2.4
provides some guidelines on answering telephone calls successfully.

In addition to ensuring that employees are equipped to deal with customer service issues over the
telephone, organisations should also ensure that the necessary telephone equipment is in place to
handle all inbound and outbound calls (Machado, 2014:91). When installing the necessary
telephone equipment, organisations should clearly specify what their requirements are in terms of
the number of lines that they want and the functions that the phone system should have (for
example call forwarding, call hopping, interactive voice response (IVR) function, taking messages,
etc.) (Machado, 2014:91). When an organisations’ telephone system fails, whether because of
faulty lines, not enough lines to handle the number of calls coming in or poor sound quality, a
customer can become frustrated with the organisation and the situation, causing them to have a
negative customer service experience (Machado, 2014:91). Imagine how frustrated you would feel
if you phoned a bank and had to hold for 5–10 minutes, or just as the call agent answered the
phone the call was dropped, or even if you were sent from pillar to post with nobody being able
to give you an answer to your question.

When using telephones to deliver customer service, organisations can set up either inbound
telephone calls, outbound telephone calls or both types of call (Lucas, 2012:313). With inbound
telephone calls, the customer phones the organisation, while with outbound calls the organisation
phones the customer (Du Plessis et al., 2010:339). Figure 4.3 illustrates the difference between
these two types of call and provides an example of each.

FIGURE 4.3

Inbound telephone calls versus outbound telephone calls

Source: Based on the theory in Du Plessis et al. (2010:339); Lucas (2012:313). Images are sourced from Shutterstock
(2016a, 2016b)

In today’s day and age, whether organisations are set up for inbound or outbound telephone calls,
call centres and IVR systems can be used to handle the calls (Boshoff, 2014:199). These two
telephone-related technologies are explained in the following two sections respectively.

4.2.1.1 Call centres
Call centres are centralised telephone answering services that either place or receive high volumes
of calls to deal with sales, marketing, telemarketing, technical support, customer service and other
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specialised business activities (Timm, 2011:67–68). Refer to Activity 4.2 for practical examples of
where call centres are used. These call centres (sometimes known as contact centres) can be either
organisation-owned and managed, or can be outsourced to third-party organisations that
specialise in setting up and managing call centres (Timm, 2011:68). Refer to the case study below
on call centres being outsourced to the Philippines.

ACTIVITY 4.2

Provide practical and everyday examples of how call centres are used to interact
with customers.

FEEDBACK

These are just some examples of how call centres are used to interact with
customers:

● phoning a central reservation system to book an airline ticket (inbound call)
● phoning a centralised reservation system to book accommodation (inbound

call)
● phoning an insurance firm to find out more about a life insurance package that

was advertised on television (inbound call)
● phoning the technical support team when your cellphone is giving problems

(inbound call)
● phoning an online home retailer to order a new set of bedding (inbound call)
● a non-profit organisation (for example a children’s home) phoning individuals

to raise funds for their cause (outbound call)
● a new medical aid organisation phoning customers to ask whether they want

to sign up for a new medical aid fund (outbound call)
● a clothing store phoning a customer after she visits the store to find out

whether she enjoyed the shopping experience (outbound call)
● a company doing research about what people use their cellphones for (out-

bound calls)

Mention any other examples of how call centres are used to interact with
customers.

Case Study: Outsourcing call centres and the threat of technology
More and more organisations (particularly multinational organisations) are out-
sourcing their call centres to countries like India, the Philippines, Latin America
or even South Africa as a way to cut their labour costs. Until recently, India has
been the biggest player in the call centre outsourcing field, but has now been
overtaken by the Philippines. More than 1.2 million Filipinos are employed by
call centres and other outsourcing-related businesses, which account for ap-
proximately 8% of the Philippines’ GDP.

Organisations prefer outsourcing to the Philippines for a number of reasons,
including:

● The telecommunications industry in the Philippines has been deregulated,
meaning fewer restrictions from the government’s side, opening up the in-
dustry for more competition and resulting in lower costs for the
international clients.

● To reduce the cost of operating call centres in the Philippines, the govern-
ment has reduced their taxes, a saving the call centres then pass on to their
international clients.
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● Organisations want to enlarge or expand their call centres beyond India.

One of the major problems of outsourcing to another country like the Philip-
pines is the difference in time zones; with more than 70% of their customers
being in the US, the Filipinos working in call centres have to work night shifts.
This is still a lifestyle that many of them have to get used to (for example,
sleeping during the day and having less family time). While the call centre in-
dustry is exploding in some countries, and many other countries are looking to
get a piece of this pie (including South Africa), the threat of technology taking
people’s jobs is right around the corner.

A number of European technological organisations are starting to develop ro-
bots to take over the repetitive work that call centre agents are currently doing
(for example call-handling and data-processing). Western organisations are
even starting to encourage customers to engage with them by means of e-mail
or online chats, which can both be easily handled by means of robots and
done more quickly, cleverly and cheaply. Only time will tell what impact these
technologies will have on the call centre industry in the Philippines.

Source: The Economist (2016)

A call centre is typically a large room with a number of work stations, each with its own computer
and telephone set (or headset, as is illustrated in Figure 4.3) (Timm, 2011:68). The people working
in the call centre are known as call centre agents (or customer service representatives) and are
trained and equipped to deal with high volumes of outbound or inbound calls (Timm, 2011:67–68).
When making or receiving calls, the same guidelines explained in study unit 2, section 2.2.4 for
answering calls successfully apply to call centre agents. To assist them, call centre agents are
provided with a script to help them respond to the questions that might arise (Koekemoer,
2014:348). Sophisticated telephone and computer technology provides call centre agents with
some guidelines and the right answers to some of the FAQs that customers have (Machado,
2014:92; Timm, 2011:68). The goal is to equip the call centre agent to be able to handle any
questions and/or queries that may come their way.

Call centres are increasingly becoming a popular communication medium to use, particularly as
the pace of business increases (Koekemoer, 2014:248; Timm, 2011:68). To deal with the many
more calls and queries that organisations receive from customers on a daily basis, organisations
need to look at more effective ways of servicing customers and call centres are one of the ways in
which to do it (Koekemoer, 2014:248). As businesses continue to grow, organisations can expand
their call centres by adding more workstations and telephones or even employing and training
more call centre agents (Timm, 2011:68). When call centres are outsourced they become even
more cost-effective, as the costs associated with staff salaries, maintenance of staff and
administration of staff are outsourced (Koekoemoer, 2014:248). With today’s customers becoming
more demanding, sometimes even knowing more about an organisation than the call centre
agent and expecting the right answers at once, the need for an effective and efficient call centre
to service customers immediately cannot be emphasised enough (Lucas, 2012:293; Timm, 2011:68).

When a customer interacts with a call centre agent and they get the feeling that the call centre
agent doesn’t know a lot about the company or is not knowledgeable enough to deal with the
particular service call, it can lead to a negative customer experience, particularly if the call has to
be transferred to a more knowledgeable colleague, which might take some time (Machado,
2014:93). The opposite is true when a call centre agent is knowledgeable and able to answer the
customer’s questions. Having trained call centre agents and an accurate script to follow is
therefore crucial in delivering a great customer service experience (Machado, 2014:93). Another
annoyance that customers often experience when phoning a call centre is needing to work
through a menu of different channelling options. This concept is discussed in more detail in the
following section.
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4.2.1.2 Interactive voice response systems
How many times have you phoned a call centre and been greeted by an automated voice giving
you a menu of options to choose from (Harris, 2013:82)? It can sound something like this:

Automated voice: Good day. Welcome to Fast Meds Pharmacy.
If you want to speak to a pharmacist, press 1.
If you want to refill your prescription, press 2.
If you want to talk to a beauty therapist, press 3.
If you want to speak to a healthy-living consultant, press 4.
Alternatively, hold the line for an operator.

This technology is known as an IVR system. It is a type of technology that uses voice or touch-tone
keypad input from the caller’s phone to guide them through a list of options, with the intention of
putting them in touch with the right department as soon as possible in order to deal with the
customer’s query (Boshoff, 2014:199; Buttle & Maklan, 2015:278). IVR is increasingly being used by
organisations, big and small, as a way to deal with queries more efficiently, but also as a way to
save cost in terms of employing fewer people to deal with telephone calls (Harris, 2013:82;
Machado, 2014:93). Through IVR systems, organisations can deliver service 24/7 and ensure that a
consistent service is delivered every time a customer phones in (Lucas, 2012:298). When
implementing an IVR system it is important that organisations regularly check the system to see if
the information is still accurate, whether the menu options are still working and whether callers
are directed to the correct departments (Harris, 2013:82).

IVR systems sometimes work well but at other times can be more of a frustration than anything
else. Let’s look back at the Fast Meds Pharmacy example. If the purpose of your call was to speak
to a pharmacist, then this process will work well since you will go through to the pharmacist
immediately and get an opportunity to ask all the questions you might have. However, if the
purpose of your call was only to find out what time they closed, you might have felt a bit
frustrated as you had to go through the whole menu, only to hold on for another two or three
minutes to speak to an operator. Customers also tend to get frustrated when they have to listen
to an impersonal IVR system rather than a human being (Machado, 2014:93). Organisations should
therefore think clearly about how to use IVR systems to their advantage so that they become an
asset to the organisation, while at the same time offering customers a good service experience
(Harris, 2013:82). IVR systems can be used for both inbound and outbound calls (although less for
outbound calls).

This concludes the discussion on call centres and IVR systems. Before explaining some of the more
popular online technologies that are used for customer service purposes, let’s look at one last
telephone-related technology, namely voicemail.

4.2.1.3 Voicemail
Voicemail is a concept that you are already familiar with. You record and save a message on your
phone to inform the caller that you are not currently available and asking them to leave a
message. For example:

Good day, this is the phone of Simon Mahlangu. I am currently unavailable to take your call, but
please leave your name, number and a brief message and I’ll call you back as soon as possible. Thank

you for calling. Goodbye.

Simon is then able to retrieve the message at a later stage (Harris, 2013:83).

Like your own voicemail message that you record on your phone, organisations can also install a
voicemail or answering machine service that allows customers to leave a message (Harris, 2013:83).
While it seems like rather simple technology, many people have difficulty dealing with it (Lucas,
2012:321). But since it is a technology that you might come across on a daily basis, customer
service providers should familiarise themselves not only with their own organisation’s voicemail or
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answering machine service, but also be comfortable with leaving messages on customers’
voicemail services (Harris, 2013:83). Probably the biggest advantage of voicemail is that detailed
messages can be left when customers are not available, resulting in faster feedback; the opposite
is also true when customers leave detailed messages for an organisation (Harris, 2013:83).

So, for example, if a customer phones a hair salon and leaves a message asking for an
appointment for a haircut on Tuesday at 12:00, the hairdresser can first check availability and then
phone back to confirm whether they will be able to assist with a haircut or not. Compare this with
a customer phoning a hair salon and just saying they want to make a booking for a haircut, but
not giving a preferred date or time. The hairdresser first needs to phone back to find out the
preferred date and time and can only then confirm whether they will be able to assist with a
haircut or not. The more detailed the message is, the faster the feedback can be.

When leaving a message on a customer’s voicemail, keep the following few tips in mind as a way
to increase customer responsiveness (Harris, 2013:83):

● Speak slowly and clearly so that the customer can understand the message.
● Explain the reason for your call.
● Explain to the customer what the next step should be (for example should they call you back,

will you call them again, should they wait for more information, etc.).
● Provide your name again (in case they missed it when you introduced yourself) and provide a

contact number where you can be reached.
● Thank the caller and close on a positive note.
● Keep in mind that you only have a short time to leave a message, so keep the message brief

and to the point.

Let’s apply it to a practical example.

ACTIVITY 4.3

Assume you work as a pharmacist assistant at Fast Meds Pharmacy and you have
to phone Mr Mahlangu to inform him that his medication is ready for collection.
Unfortunately, Mr Mahlangu is not currently available and you have to leave a
message. Write down the message that you will leave on his voicemail.

FEEDBACK

The answer can be something in this line:

Clayde Tshbalala: Good morning Mr Mahlangu. (Professional greeting)

This is Clayde Tshabalala from Fast Meds Pharmacy.
(Introducing himself)

I am phoning you to let you know that your medication is ready
for collection. (Reason for the call)

You can come and collect your medication at the pharmacy’s
collection counter as soon as is convenient for you. (Action that
will be required from Mr Mahlangu)

If you experience any questions or problems, please do not
hesitate to contact me, Clayde Tshabalala, on 012 856 8989.
(Provide a contact number and repeat your name)

Thank you Mr Mahlangu and have a great Monday. Goodbye.
(Thank the caller and end on a positive note)
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Looking at voicemail from a customer service perspective, customers tend to get frustrated when
they have to interact with a machine rather than a human being, and they might get even more
frustrated if they leave a message and nobody responds to it (Harris, 2013:83). So, when using
voicemail or an answering machine service, make sure it works properly by phoning it yourself
and make corrections if necessary. Also ensure that the recorded message is up to date and clearly
communicated – customers become agitated when it is the end of January and the recorded
voicemail still states that the organisation will be closed from the 15th of December to the 5th of
January.

This brings the discussion on telephone technologies to an end. Our attention now turns to some
of the more popular online technologies that organisations use in delivering customer service.

4.2.2 Online technologies
The internet has forever changed the way consumers communicate, shop, do business and
socialise. It has become such a big part of our everyday lives that we can’t imagine a world
without it anymore (Harris, 2013:81). Think about yourself – how many times a day do you interact
on the internet? You might search for information, request an insurance quote, send an e-mail, do
online banking, search for driving directions to Unisa, see what your friends are up to on Facebook,
upload pictures on Instagram, etc. The possibilities are endless. Let’s define the concept and look
at how it can be used from a customer service point of view.

The internet is an interconnected network of computers across the globe that offers a variety of
information and communication services to the millions of users around the world (Du Plessis et
al., 2010:377). Through the internet, organisations are able to interact with their customers and
other stakeholder groups who have access to the internet from anywhere in the world and at any
time of the day, literally 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and 365 days a year (Boshoff, 2014:199).

The internet is probably the first place where customers search for information. Just think of how
many times a day you browse online for a restaurant, your closest pharmacy or trading hours for a
store. Because of this, organisations need to ensure that the information they provide on the
internet is accurate, up to date and accessible to customers (Harris, 2013:81). Organisations also
need to be continually on the lookout for new service opportunities that they can employ on the
internet as a way to improve the customer’s experience even further (Harris, 2013:81).

The concept of the internet is often confused with the term “World Wide Web” (more commonly
known as the “Web”) and it is therefore necessary to clearly explain the difference between the
two concepts (Du Plessis et al., 2010:378). The internet is the hardware (for example: telephone
and cable lines, satellites, cable networks, etc.) that connects the various personal computers
around the world with one another to establish this global network (Du Plessis et al., 2010:378).
The World Wide Web, on the other hand, is the platform where individuals, organisations and
institutions can creatively present important data and information through the internet. In other
words, the World Wide Web needs the internet to exist and not the other way around (Du Plessis
et al., 2010:378). In a way, it can be compared to a television set and programming. The internet
can be seen as the physical television set, while the World Wide Web represents the programming
that is creatively developed and shown on television. The World Wide Web and the role it plays in
customer service delivery are explained in more detail in the following section.

4.2.2.1 World Wide Web
The Web is the platform where individuals and organisations can creatively share important
information with different audiences (Du Plessis et al., 2010:378). It can be seen as the multimedia
section of the internet that gives people across the globe access to an enormous amount of
information. For this reason, it is also sometimes termed “the information superhighway” (Du
Plessis et al., 2010:379). Websites play a crucial role in delivering great customer service and can
be used to support customers before and after a sale is made. It is therefore important that the
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information on the website is accurate, up to date, well presented and easy to navigate (Harris,
2013:81; Timm, 2011:73).

ACTIVITY 4.4

Provide practical and everyday examples of how organisations use websites to
deliver customer service.

FEEDBACK

Here are just some examples of how organisations use websites to deliver
customer service. You can:

● Purchase clothing, television sets, music, books, groceries, etc. from different or-
ganisations’ websites and have the goods delivered.

● Share your experience with other online communities, by providing feedback
and details about your shopping experience.

● Lodge a complaint about the terrible service you received at a bank.
● Access a vast amount of information about an organisation and its products

(for example: an insurance policy and the warranties going with it).
● Keep track of the delivery of products ordered via the courier organisation’s on-

line tracking site.
● Learn about promotions, new movie releases, special movie days, etc. from a

cinema complex’s website.
● Do online banking by making payments, scheduling payments, setting up ben-

eficiaries and tracking transactions.

Mention any other examples of how websites are used to deliver customer service.

Let’s look at four ways in which organisations can use their websites to deliver better service to
their customers. These activities are explained in Table 4.3 and each activity is applied to a
practical example of a grocery chain store offering online shopping.

TABLE 4.3

Website activities that are used to deliver customer service

ACTIVITY EXAMPLE

Self-service general answers:
This activity involves a database of standard
answers to questions that customers fre-
quently ask. Over time, organisations find
they get the same type of question from dif-
ferent customers, they then put these
questions and their related answers in a da-
tabase and make the questions and answers
available on the website.

For example: The grocery chain store website
has a FAQs section specifically for its online
shopping process. The section can include ques-
tions like the following, with their corresponding
answers:

● How does online shopping work?
● Can I use my loyalty card for my online

shopping?
● How long will delivery take?
● Do you deliver in my region? etc.
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ACTIVITY EXAMPLE

Delayed answers:
The majority of websites also include a de-
layed answer activity, which requires
customers to send specific questions directly
to the organisation either via e-mail or by
leaving a message on their websites. Cus-
tomers usually follow this route when they
can’t find the answers in the FAQs section.
The organisation then responds to the mes-
sage as soon as possible.

For example: The grocery chain store’s website
provides a “Contact us” section, where a custom-
er can provide their name, contact number, e-
mail address and a short message asking a rep-
resentative to contact them. Alternatively, the
customer can send an e-mail to a dedicated e-
mail address dealing with enquiries or phone
the customer care line. They then have to wait
for a response.

Live answers:
This activity involves Web chat or Live chat,
in which the customer service employee is
dedicated to answering questions on the
website in real time. It is like a conversation
taking place between a customer service em-
ployee and a customer. A customer types a
question and within seconds gets a response
from the customer service employee.

For example: The grocery chain store’s website
offers a live chat feature. The customer clicks on
it and immediately a customer service represen-
tative asks what she can help with. The
customer types their question, for example:
“How can I redeem my loyalty card points with
online shopping?” Within seconds, the customer
sales representative responds with the answer.

Self-serve, personalised answers:
In this activity customers are able to obtain
customised, real-time information about
their specific problem or transaction. This in-
formation is usually customised according to
the customer’s needs and enables customers
to keep track of their transactions and busi-
ness dealings.

For example: Assume you have made an online
purchase from the grocery chain store’s website.
You are now able to see on the website which
products were not available, what they have
been replaced with, how far your delivery has
progressed and approximately what time you
can expect delivery. This is customised specifi-
cally for your transaction.

Adapted from Timm (2011:73–76)

When organisations use their website to deliver customer service, they need to keep a few
guidelines in mind to ensure that customers are satisfied with the service they receive. If an
organisation fails in any one of these aspects, it might lead to a negative customer experience,
which can have detrimental effects on the organisation’s reputation. Throughout this process, it is
crucial that organisations keep their customers’ expectations in mind and ensure that they
manage them appropriately. In order to ensure that customers are satisfied with the service they
receive through their websites, organisations need to keep the guidelines illustrated in Figure 4.4
in mind.
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FIGURE 4.4
Guidelines for ensuring customer satisfaction through websites

Adapted from Timm (2011:76–78)

Organisations need to pay careful attention to how they develop, design and manage their
websites in order to ensure a pleasant customer experience. If they fail in this, customers won’t
think twice about going to a competitor’s site, which is literally just a click away (Timm, 2011:76).
In addition to websites, another online technology that customer service can’t do without is e-mail,
which is explained in more detail in the following section.

4.2.2.2 E-mail
E-mail (electronic mail) is the electronic version of a written letter and is defined as messages that
are sent from one person to another through electronic computer networks (Du Plessis et al.,
2010:380). It is a form of communication that is widely used in the business environment and
more specifically in customer service. Organisations send e-mails to customers to confirm an order
that has been placed, inform customers of expected dates of delivery, confirm that the order has
been delivered, ask for feedback once delivery has taken place, send terms and conditions for
using a software package, send information about a new life insurance policy, etc. (Harris, 2013:81).
Figure 4.5 shows a typical example of an e-mail message that an organisation can send after an
online purchase has been made.
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FIGURE 4.5
Example of an e-mail sent to a customer after an online purchase has been made

NEW MESSAGE

To: hilda_molefi@gmail.com

Subject: Order and Payment Confirmed (Order: HMO8943)

Order number: HMO8943 Ordered on: 2017-12-14

Dear Ms Hilda Molefi

Thank you for ordering from BooksOnline.co.za

We have received your payment for order number HMO8943.

We are busy processing your order and will ship it as soon as it is ready. Your estimated delivery
date is 5 January 2018.

A SMS notification will be sent to confirm your delivery date and time.

You can track your order by clicking on https://booksonline.co.za/delivery/track and following
the step-by-step instructions. Use the order number to track the parcel.

Thank you for shopping with us and happy reading.

Regards,
BooksOnline

Order details:

Deliver to: Hilda Molefi
5991 West Street
Johannesburg

Estimated delivery date: 5 January 2018

Delivery method: Economy

Payment method: Credit card

Item ordered: Customer Service in Perspective
By: D Collin R250.00

Delivery R50.00

Total R300.00

Contact us: customercare@booksonline.co.za / 0860 541 8977

E-mail has a number of advantages which make it an effective medium to use for customer service,
including some of the following (Du Plessis et al., 2010:382; Harris, 2013:81– 82; Koekemoer,
2014:453; Machado, 2014:98):

● E-mail saves time and money as it is a relatively cheap form of communication and can reach
the recipient within seconds.

● More and more people have e-mail addresses, making it convenient to communicate with
them through this medium.

● It is easy to send a message via e-mail.
● Although e-mail eliminates the need for paper-based messages (for example memoranda and

letters), it holds the benefit of creating a “virtual paper trail”, which means employees and cus-
tomers can look back at a message if needed.

● Customised messages can be sent to large targeted audiences.
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● E-mail can generate immediate feedback and response from employees and customers.
● E-mail is a digital medium, which means that it can be stored, forwarded, replied to and used

to send attachments (for example: files, documents, photos, videos, etc.) to recipients.
● E-mail is used in conjunction with an organisation’s call centre and website, thereby extending

the organisation’s communication channels.

E-mail is a very important communication tool to use and you can refer to study unit 2, Table 2.3
for guidelines on how to compile an effective e-mail message. But more than that, customer
service employees need to understand how their organisation’s e-mail system works and be
familiar with the necessary policies and guidelines on what is allowed and what is not (Harris,
2013:81). Today, customers expect a fast response time and can literally sit at their computers
waiting for a response (Harris, 2013:81). So when using e-mail as one of your customer service
tools, ensure that customers’ expectations are managed and they know by when to expect a
response, but still try and reply as fast and effectively as possible (Harris, 2013:81–82).

A technological tool that helps in managing customer expectations is an e-mail response
management system (ERMS). These systems are designed to manage all incoming e-mail by
receiving, acknowledging, interpreting, routing, responding to, storing and analysing the content
of the e-mail safely and securely and then forwarding it to the right department to address the
question (Buttle & Maklan, 2015:276). Let’s apply it to an example. Sipho wants to apply for a loan
account and sends an e-mail to the bank’s general enquiries’ e-mail address. Within seconds,
Sipho receives an automated e-mail response from the bank to thank him for his enquiry and to
inform him that somebody from the loan accounts department will be in touch with him within
the next 48 hours. An EMRS was used to send this response. A day later, Sipho receives an e-mail
from Caroline, who is a financial consultant working specifically on loan accounts; she addresses
Sipho’s initial concern/question and answers Sipho’s additional questions. By making use of an
EMRS, the bank was able to direct Sipho’s enquiry to the correct department, while at the same
time managing his expectations.

This brings the discussion of e-mail as a customer service tool to an end and attention now turns
to the dynamic new world of social media.

4.2.2.3 Social media
Online technology that has an influence on customer service is social media. While one would
think that social media were set up for connecting, sharing and communicating with family and
friends, the impact it has had on businesses is unbelievable – particularly from a customer service
point of view. Before looking at how social media affects customer service, let’s start off by
defining what social media is.

Social media are web-based networks that facilitate the conversations taking place between
groups of people (Lamb, Hair & McDaniel, 2014:306). Through these networks, individuals are able
to set up a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system and invite friends to join this
network, or connect with other friends who have already joined the network (Du Plessis et al.,
2010:386). Friends can then connect with one another and post comments, send private messages,
and share photos, videos and links to sites that are of interest to them (Du Plessis et al., 2010:386).
The purpose of these social networking sites is to bring together people with common interests
(for example: friendship, relationships, hobbies, education, professional connections, etc.) to share
information, ideas and personal messages (Du Plessis et al., 2010:386). In addition to being a social
platform through which friends and families can connect with one another, marketers are
increasingly seeing the potential of social media as a marketing communication tool and a tool to
generate conversation with customers on a one-to-one basis (Koekemoer, 2014:443;d Lamb et al.,
2014:306).

Organisations today canot afford not to be on social media, especially when they want to interact
with customers from the younger generations. The following case study gives an indication of
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what the social media landscape looks like in South Africa and justifies why it is necessary for
organisations to be a part of this landscape.

Case Study: Social media in South Africa
World Wide Worx, in partnership with Fuseware, releases a yearly report on the
social media landscape in South Africa. By looking at consumer data from sev-
en popular social networks, and conducting a survey amongst some of South
Africa’s biggest brands, World Wide Worx can paint a clear picture of how so-
cial media is changing, year on year. From the numerous studies that they
have done thus far, it is clear that social media is growing at an immense rate
and will probably continue to do so in the next few years.

Let’s look at some key findings that they reported on in their 2016 social media
landscape report:

● Facebook grew by 8% from 12 million users in 2015 to 13 million users in
2016.

● Twitter grew by 12% from 6.6 million users in 2015 to 7.4 million users in
2016.

● YouTube, which has been a very popular social network since 2014, grew
by 15%, from 7.2 million users to 8.28 million users.

● Instagram saw the biggest growth of 133%, with user numbers increasing
from 1.1 million to 2.68 million.

● Of the 13 million Facebook users, 10 million (77%) access Facebook via their
smart phones, 1.6 million use their basic feature phones and 1.4 million
users access it through their tablets.

● Social media apps dominate the free download category in all three major
app stores (Google Play, Apple App Store and Windows store), with What-
sApp taking the lead in both the Google Play store and the Apple App
store.

From these results, it is clear that social media and mobile devices (particularly
cellphones) play a crucial role in customers’ daily lives. It is therefore imperative
for organisations to be actively involved in these social media platforms and al-
so to actively engage with their customers on these platforms. With mobile
technology putting social media into customers’ hands – anywhere they go,
any time of the day – complaining to family and friends or recommending an
organisation to family and friends becomes one of the easiest things to do.

These are only a few of the key findings that World Wide Worx reported on in
the South African Social Media Landscape report of 2016. Access the complete
executive summary of the 2016 report from: http://www.worldwideworx.com/
wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SA-Social-Media-Landscape-2016-Executive-sum-
mary.pdf

Previous reports are also available at:

● World Wide Worx. (2015). South African Social Media Landscape 2015: Execu-
tive summary. Available from: http://www.worldwideworx.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/11/Exec-Summary-Social-Media-2015.pdf

● World Wide Worx. (2014). South African Social Media Landscape 2014: Execu-
tive summary. Available from: http://www.worldwideworx.com/wp-content/
uploads/2013/10/Exec-Summary-Social-Media-2014.pdf

Source:World Wide Worx (2016)
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Social media have a number of implications that organisations should keep in mind, especially
from a customer service perspective, including the following (Cook, 2015:128; Lamb et al.,
2014:306).

● Organisations have no control over what customers are saying about them on social media
sites.

● The speed with which customers can share their experiences and thoughts with such a large
group of people can intensify the impact of word-of-mouth on an organisation’s bottom line,
whether good or bad.

● Through social media, organisations are able to “listen in” to what their customers are saying.
For example, very few customers will complain in-store, but prefer to tell the whole story to
friends and family on social media sites. The opposite is also true when they had a positive
service experience. This enables marketers to identify problems and/or possible opportunities
that they can act upon.

● Social media allow for more accurate measurement in terms of the conversations taking place
on these social media sites.

● Social media also facilitate much more direct and meaningful conversations between the or-
ganisation and customers.

Customers today are looking for excellent customer service and expect organisations to be at the
top of their game (Cook, 2015:128). This puts organisations under immense pressure to perform
and to perform fast. Adding to this pressure is the presence of social media and the fact that
customers can literally say what they want, about whoever they want, to an enormous group of
people. Through these social media channels, customers can spread good and bad news about an
organisation like wildfire (Cook, 2015:128). From an organisation’s point of view, it is imperative to
appoint an employee who is purely responsible for managing the good and bad news that comes
their way – whether it is explaining how the problem will be resolved in the case of bad news, or
thanking the customer for a compliment in the case of good news. People are always looking for a
response from the organisation. A study in Zeithaml et al. (2013:114) states that 25% of customers
who complain on Facebook or Twitter expect a response within an hour and 6% expect a
response within 10 minutes. This just shows how much pressure organisations are under to
monitor and keep track of what is going on, on the numerous social media platforms.

Probably one of the best advantages of social media from a customer service point of view is that
organisations can find out, first-hand, what their customers think, how they feel about the
organisation, what they like about the organisation and what they don’t (Zeithaml et al., 2013:113).
If not for social media like Facebook and Twitter, organisations would have to spend millions to
get this sort of information from market research (Zeithaml et al., 2013:114). With this information
at their fingertips, organisations can hear complaints, deal with them immediately, make
improvements based on what customers are saying and find out who of their followers are loyal
to the organisation (Zeithaml et al., 2013:113). Organisations can also engage in direct
conversation with customers and start building a relationship with them through social media
(Zeithaml et al., 2013:113).

Social media are here to stay, at least for a while longer, and organisations need to familiarise
themselves with the different social media platforms, so that they can deal with customer service
issues and problems as soon as they arise.

The last online technology that is discussed in this section, which in a way combines telephone
technology and mobile technology, is Voice-over-Internet Protocol (VoIP).

4.2.2.4 Voice-over-internet protocol
Another technology that is increasingly being used by organisations today is VoIP. This
technology enables individuals and organisations to make and receive voice calls over the internet,
rather than using a traditional landline and/or cellphone (Machado, 2014:94; Unuth, 2016).
Probably the greatest advantage of using VoIP is the cost saving that it brings about. It is much
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cheaper to make and receive calls over the internet than to make calls using landlines and
cellphones. In fact, in some cases calls are even made for free, worldwide. The only cost involved is
your normal monthly bill for internet use (Unuth, 2016). Other advantages of using VoIP are that
digital features, such as video, can be used to enhance the quality of interaction with others; it is
possible to record and store the conversations taking place between two parties; and the system
can be automated to send and receive calls (Machado, 2014:94). Probably the biggest drawback of
using VoIP is the security concerns that come with using the internet (Unuth, 2016).

Anybody with a computer, microphone, speakers and a good internet connection can
communicate using VoIP, and the fact that this technology relies on using the internet enables
people to communicate no matter where they are (Unuth, 2016). Two of the more popular VoIP
services that organisations and individuals use are Skype and WhatsApp (Skype, 2017; Unuth,
2016; WhatsApp, 2017):

● Skype is probably the most popular and well-known VoIP service. It allows people to make
voice calls, video calls, group calls, send instant messages and share screen images and presen-
tations with other Skype users instantly, using an internet connection.

● WhatsApp is an instant messaging service developed for smartphones that enables people to
communicate with other WhatsApp users based on data costs no matter where in the world
they are. WhatsApp initially started using text, but has now expanded their features to include
WhatsApp voice calling and WhatsApp video calling. With voice calls, WhatsApp users can
communicate with other WhatsApp users using voice, while video calls allow WhatsApp users
to communicate with one another on a face-to-face basis, using the smartphone’s video capa-
bilities. Both these features use internet connections to transact messages between the parties
involved.

Using VoIP from a customer service point of view will open up more and more ways to
communicate effectively and efficiently with customers, while cutting the communication costs
involved.

This concludes the discussion of some of the more popular online technologies that organisations
use for customer service purposes. While online technologies usually use wired technology, the
following section looks at wireless/mobile technology.

4.2.2.5 Mobile technologies
Just when people thought the internet gave them all the convenience that they needed, a set of
new technologies was introduced, namely mobile technologies, making life even more convenient.
Can you imagine a world without your mobile devices? Can you imagine a world without your
cellphone? Let’s put it in perspective.. It is the first thing that you look at in the mornings when
you wake up and it is probably the last thing that you look at before going to bed at night. You
use it to make calls, send WhatsApp or text messages (for example SMSs), check e-mail, browse
the web, post on Facebook, watch YouTube videos, take photos –the list can go on and on. What
do you like about your cellphone? How do you feel when you leave your cellphone at home?
Given the important and ever-present role that mobile devices and more specifically cellphones
play in customers’ lives, it is no wonder that organisations are looking for ways in which to deliver
fast and efficient customer service via mobile technology.

Mobile technologies/devices are hand-held devices that are small and lightweight enough to be
carried around and have their own operating systems that enable them to connect to a network
such as Wi-Fi or 3G (Koekemoer, 2014:450;). These devices can be used for a specific period of time,
after which the battery needs to be recharged (Koekemoer, 2014:449). The most popular mobile
device today is the cellphone, but others include tablets, laptops, GPS navigational systems,
electronic readers, digital cameras, personal digital assistants and hand-held gaming consoles
(Boshoff, 2014:199; Koekemoer, 2014:449). These mobile devices are wireless, which means they
do not have to be connected to a socket in order to work (Du Plessis et al., 2010:371, 397) and can
access the internet from anywhere (Boshoff, 2014:199). Since cellphones are the most widely used
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mobile devices today, this study unit focuses mainly on cellphones as a technology for customer
service delivery.

The cellphone in its most basic application can be classified as an audio and visual device (Shankar,
Venkatesh, Hofacker & Naik, 2010:112). In terms of audio, people can hear conversations and
music, while in terms of the visual application, people can see text, data, pictures and videos
(Shankar et al., 2010:112). As a mobile device, cellphones have the following characteristics that
organisations can use to their advantage when delivering customer service (Machado, 2014:94;
Shankar et al., 2010:112–113):

● Cellphones are small and lightweight, making them easy to carry around. For as long as a cell-
phone is with you, has battery power, Internet connection capabilities and has data or a Wifi
connection you are connected.

● Cellphones are able to indicate their exact location, making them easier to track. Organisations
can capitalise on this feature by sending marketing messages if a customer is in the vicinity of
their store, for example.

● A cellphone can be connected to either a computer or laptop to transfer information, photos
and videos from one device to the next, but it can also be used as a tool on its own without
being connected to any other device.

● Cellphones are part of people’s everyday life, and in a sense can be seen as an extension of
them.

● They are used to facilitate personal and social experiences (for example communicating with
family and friends, listening to music, searching for information, shopping, etc.).

Although cellphones present organisations with a number of marketing and customer service
opportunities, they also hold a number of challenges, including some of the following (Shankar et
al., 2010:113):

● A cellphone’s small screen and font size sometimes make it difficult to navigate, and older
users might not like using cellphones for that reason.

● Customers’ privacy can also be invaded when organisations send unsolicited or unwanted mar-
keting messages to customers’ phones.

The characteristics of cellphones make them a great tool to use for customer service purposes as
customers are always connected wherever they go. Whether customers use their cellphones to
make a call, access a website, share a bad service experience, track a parcel or receive an SMS,
they present an opportunity for organisations to interact and engage with customers. Customers
today are busy, time-strapped, demanding, and expect good service immediately, and these are
the exact advantages that cellphones have to offer. Two more specific technologies that
organisations can use to deliver service through cellphones are text messaging and applications
(apps); they are briefly explained in the following two sections.

4.2.2.6 Text messaging
Text messaging (also known as texting or SMS, which is the acronym for short message service)
(Machado, 2014:94) refers to 160-character text messages that are sent to and from cellphones
(Lamb et al., 2014:321). It is an increasingly popular and effective tool that organisations can use
to communicate with customers (Harris, 2013:84) and organisations mainly use it to stay in touch
with customers and build relationships with them (Du Plessis et al., 2010:383–384).

Text messaging is a good tool to use since it has a number of benefits for the parties involved
(Machado, 2014:94–95). It is a relatively cheap and easy medium to use, messages can be sent and
received from either a computer or a cellphone, messages can be stored and can even include
pictures or short videos (Machado, 2014:94-95). Text messages are also less intrusive than a phone
call, and customers can read and respond to them when it suits them (Machado, 2014:95).
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There are various ways in which organisations can use text messages to improve their service
delivery process, such as the following (Du Plessis et al., 2010:384, Harris, 2013:84; Lucas,
2012:295):

● Banks send customers SMSs every time transactions go through on their credit cards and other
bank accounts, and to inform customers of their bank balances or even outstanding amounts
due on their credit cards at the end of the month.

● Your cellphone service provider sends you a SMS on your birthday wishing you a happy birth-
day (an example of relationship building).

● A fast-food outlet sends SMSs to all customers who are in the vicinity of the outlet to come
and enjoy breakfast.

● A restaurant sends an SMS to selected customers, offering them a R50-off discount voucher on
their next meal.

● A doctor sends a text message to a patient to inform them of their blood results, or sends an
SMS to tell the patient that the prescription is ready for collection.

● A customer sends a text message to their hairdresser to make an appointment and the hair-
dresser confirms this appoint with a text message.

● A dentist sends a text message to remind a customer of their appointment the following day.
● Schools send SMS messages to parents and scholars to inform them about an important school

event that has been cancelled.
● A customer receives a text message from a courier service that indicates the reference number

of the parcel and the expected time of delivery.
● A clothing store sends a text message to a customer and asks them to rate their service.
● A dry cleaner sends a text message thanking a customer for using their services.

These are just some examples of how organisations can use text messages in a customer service
situation; there are many more. Go through your own text messages and look for other creative
ways in which organisations are using texting.

ACTIVITY 4.5

Provide five examples of how a clothing store can use text messaging to
communicate with its customers.

FEEDBACK

Five ways in which clothing stores can use text messaging/SMS:
● Send an SMS to inform customers of their operating hours during the festive

season.
● Send an SMS to inform a customer that they have a discount voucher that

needs to be redeemed before the end of the month.
● Send an SMS to inform customers about a sales promotion that they are run-

ning over the weekend.
● Send an SMS to clothing account holders informing them of the balance out-

standing on their accounts.
● Send an SMS to a customer to wish them a happy birthday.

Other examples can be provided as well.

In addition to text messaging, organisations are also starting to look at ways in which they can use
applications or apps to deliver customer service.

4.2.2.7 Applications/Apps
Applications, more commonly known as apps, are other mobile tools that organisations can use to
improve the customer service delivery process. Apps are small computer programs or pieces of
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software that are designed for a specific purpose. These apps are usually downloaded onto mobile
devices and must be upgraded every now and then as technology advances, in order to function
properly (Koekemoer, 2014:451).

Different apps have been developed for different purposes (for example weather, gaming, health,
music, video, photos, social media, etc.) and while some might focus more on entertainment, a
number of apps have also been developed to assist organisations with their customer service
function: for example, allowing customers to check their bank balances, check for specials or
coupons at their local store, find out what time the next train is leaving for Johannesburg, etc. So,
for example, a medical centre can even develop an app whereby customers can access their
medical history, blood results and previous prescriptions, make appointments, etc. The following
case study explains how a grocery chain store developed an app to add convenience to
customers’ shopping experiences.

Case Study: An app for shopping convenience
A grocery chain store developed an app to enhance customers’ shopping ex-
perience and also help customers manage their loyalty card benefits. The app
includes a number of features to make shopping for groceries more convenient
and to use the loyalty card to its full benefit. Some of the features are:

● the ability to compile personalised shopping lists that customers can save
and use time and time again

● a barcode scanner which enables customers to add products to their shop-
ping lists by simply scanning the product’s barcode

● informing customers of in-store promotions that are currently running
● the ability to swap loyalty card points for cash, and soon the ability to swap

loyalty card points for airtime
● viewing shopping histories, loyalty card balances and managing loyalty

card accounts in terms of communication preferences and personal details
● the ability to redeem exclusive vouchers that are linked to the customer’s

loyalty card
● donating customer loyalty card points to the grocery chain store’s non-

profit partners
● viewing upcoming events and tickets that have been bought for previous

events
● locating the nearest grocery store based on the customer’s current location

The app enables customers to better manage their loyalty cards and capitalise
on the benefits that the loyalty programme has to offer. If not for the app, cus-
tomers would either have to ask an employee to assist, know how to use the
loyalty programme self-service kiosk, remember to use the self-service kiosk
before entering the store or alternatively lose out on the benefit. This app pro-
vides the organisation with a good foundation to build on and to expand on
the services that it can offer to customers, resulting in better customer service
delivery.

Source: Pick ‘n Pay (2017)

This concludes the discussion on mobile technologies; attention now turns to a few other
technologies that are used in customer service delivery.

4.2.3 Other technologies
In addition to the abovementioned telephone, online and mobile technologies, there are other
technologies to improve the customer service delivery process and provide the consumer with
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even more convenience. Four additional technologies are briefly explained in Table 4.4 and
applied to a customer service example.

TABLE 4.4
Other technologies used in customer service

TECHNOLOGY DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Self-service
technologies

Self-service technologies assist customers
in using and creating the service them-
selves, without any direct interaction with
the organisation or its employees. Through
these technologies, responsibility and cost
are transferred to the customer. Self-serv-
ice can occur through:

● web self-service (for example online
banking)

● IVR systems (for example checking your
account balance for your cellphone by
following the step-by-step procedure
and using your keypad to select the dif-
ferent options)

● kiosks/self-service machines (for exam-
ple buying movie tickets at a self-
service kiosk)

● self-checkout (for example checking
out of a hotel)

● apps (for example an online retailer
app making online shopping possible)

For example: A bank can make
use of a number of self-service
technologies. Customers can
log onto the website to do on-
line banking, download the
banking app on their cell-
phones and do mobile
banking, or visit the ATM (a
self-service machine) to com-
plete a transaction.

Database
marketing

A database is a software program that or-
ganisations use to capture data about their
customers (for example contact details,
preferences, tastes, etc.). Database market-
ing is the process that organisations go
through to capture, hold and analyse the
data contained in the database. By turning
the data into information, organisations
are able to better address customers’
needs.

For example: A clothing store
can access its database and
identify all the female custom-
ers whose birthdays are in
August, and offer them a R50
discount coupon for Women’s
Month.
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TECHNOLOGY DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

Smart cards Smart cards are plastic cards, the size of a
credit card, that contain a built-in micro-
processor enabling the card to store
valuable information about the user. They
differ from a credit card in that a credit
card is just a piece of plastic with a mag-
netic strip, while a smart card has
processing capabilities. Smart cards can be
read by devices by direct physical contact
or through short-range wireless connectiv-
ity by near-field communication. Through
these smart cards, organisations can gath-
er a lot of information in terms of
customers’ usage behaviour and preferen-
ces, which can be used to deliver better
customer service.

Smart cards are also popular among public
transportation services, as can be seen
from the following two websites:
● http://join.gautrain.co.za/GeneralInfo.

aspx
● https://mg.co.za/article/2016-03-31-

taxi-industry-tries-to-usher-in-smart-
card-system

For example: The sim card in
your cellphone is an example
of a smart card that needs to
be in direct contact with the
device in order for the informa-
tion to be read. Some banks
have changed their credit cards
to smart cards. This enables
customers to pay with their
credit cards at certain stores by
waving the card above the
credit card machine and the
transaction is processed. The
devices make use of near-field
communication, since the bank
card does not have to be in di-
rect contact with the credit
card machine.

Virtual point of
sale

Another technology that organisations are
starting to use to add convenience to the
service delivery process is virtual point-of-
sale technology. This is a digital payment
platform that provides an easy, safe and
convenient way of making payments.
These technologies enable a person to use
their own cellphone as a point-of-sale de-
vice by which customers can pay for goods
and services delivered. This is a particularly
helpful technology for organisations that
are “on the move” and need to process
payments wherever they are delivering the
service.

To learn more about virtual point-of-sale
technologies refer to the following article:

https://website.vcs.co.za/mastercard-and-
virtual-card-services-launch-vpos-south-
africas-first-virtual-payment-solution/

For example: A plumber uses
his cellphone, which is con-
nected to the internet, as a
point of sale device. This means
customers can pay him by
means of a credit card immedi-
ately after the service has been
delivered.

Adapted from Boshoff (2014:199,254–255); Koekemoer (2014:287,297); Machado (2014:96), Smith (2016); TechTarget
(2017)

Note: You should be able to differentiate between the different technologies that organisa-
tions can use to deliver improved customer service and apply them to a customer
service scenario.
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This brings the section on the different types of technology to use for service delivery to an end.
The technologies that have been discussed here are just a few of the more popular technologies
that organisations use today and there are many others to choose from which are beyond the
scope of this study unit. The last section in study unit 4 addresses the process that is involved in
deciding which technologies to acquire.

4.3 MANAGING THE ACQUISITION OF TECHNOLOGY

Study the section that follows

The last section of this study unit looks at the process that organisations go through when
deciding which technologies to adopt and implement for improved customer service delivery.
Taking everything that you have learned up to this point into account, there is no doubt that
organisations need to adopt and implement technology to better address their customers’ needs.
Customers today are time-strapped, busy and demanding and by implementing the right
technologies, organisations are able to better meet customers’ need for convenience.
Organisations therefore need to identify the technologies that will help them deliver the
convenience that customers are looking for.

Deciding which technologies to acquire, adopt and implement should not be done haphazardly,
since it can have devastating effects on an organisation’s reputation and operations if not done
properly (Machado, 2014:100). Organisations should therefore take the time and effort and
strategically plan what they want to do to improve customer service delivery and which
technologies can be used to make this possible (Machado, 2014:100). Once they know what they
want to achieve and what is necessary for it to happen, they can start identifying, adopting and
managing the technology acquisition process.

As part of the technology acquisition planning process, organisations need to ask themselves
three questions to direct their planning process and to make sure they are on the right track.
These questions are (Window, n.d.):

● Why does the organisation want to acquire new technologies? What are the reasons for
needing new technologies? Most of the time, organisations want to implement new technolo-
gies as a way to be more effective, efficient, save time, save money and deliver better service.
In a way, this serves as the set of objectives the organisation would like to achieve with the
new technology.

● What process should be followed in acquiring these new technologies? When planning to
acquire new technology a number of factors should be considered, including budget available,
schedules in terms of when it will be done, processes involved in getting the new technologies,
training that will be needed, and how to get employees and customers to accept the new tech-
nology. Machado (2014:101) gives some guidelines in terms of where to start this process and
some of the steps to follow:

– Start off by identifying where customers interact with the organisation (for example the
customer touchpoints) and critically analyse whether the service is successfully delivered at
each of these touchpoints. Identify possible opportunities for improvement.

– Having identified the various customer touchpoints, think of different technologies that the
organisation can implement to improve the service delivery at each touchpoint. When com-
paring different technologies, think of the cost involved in each, how much training will be
needed, how difficult they are to use, how long the technology will be around and whether
the technology can be used for more than one purpose.

– Critically evaluate each identified technology by weighing the strengths and weaknesses of
each in relation to the cost involved and possible return on investment that it can bring
about.
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– Decide on the best technology to implement.
– Obtain the technology from the best possible supplier, one which offers the best value for

money and after-sales service.
– As the technology is being implemented, organisations have a very important role to play

in gaining acceptance by employees and customers. Employees need to be reassured that
their jobs are safe and that they will be sent for the necessary training. Customers need to
be informed of the new technology and the benefits that it will hold for them; how it will
work; when it will be implemented; possible hiccups that might occur during the launch
phase; and a contact number that they can call in case of problems.

● What needs to be done once the technology has been implemented? Organisations then
need to evaluate whether the technology is working as it is supposed to. Organisations should
decide right at the start of the planning process how to evaluate the success of the newly im-
plemented technology. When you know what you want to achieve, it is easy to determine
whether you have achieved it or not. During this last stage, organisations need to (Machado,
2014:101):

– Monitor whether the technology is working correctly and identify any problems or issues
that might hamper the functioning thereof, and where necessary, make adjustments to im-
prove the process.

– Measure whether the new technology is achieving the return on investment that was ini-
tially predicted, and make changes to the benchmark if needed.

– If the technology just needs a few changes and tweaks, adjust accordingly and evaluate
again. If the technology is failing altogether, start the process from scratch.

Based on what the organisation requires it for, technology falls into three broad categories based
on customer service categories (Machado, 2014:100):

1. Operational technology is technology which forms part of the service delivery in that it runs
customer service activities such as the call-centre software, the databases of customer com-
ments, the in-house tracking of parcels, and the store’s website. These technologies make up
the processes which deliver the customer service.

2. Collaborative technology refers to technologies which enable the customer to perform part
of the service, such as buying tickets at the movie theatre at the self-service ticket machines,
or keeping track of the delivery of a product. Customers then become involved in the proc-
ess and are able to collaborate with the service organisation in delivering the service.

3. Analytical technology is the technology which analyses aspects within the service process,
for example capturing data on customers’ age, purchasing preferences, purchasing patterns,
or usage. The data gathered from analytical technology allows an organisation to customise
its services. Based on the data collected (perhaps through a loyalty card programme) the or-
ganisation can tell that most people buy the majority of their groceries at the end of the
month and only purchase daily necessities such as bread and milk during the month.

Let’s apply these steps to a practical example in the following activity.

ACTIVITY 4.6

A public transport organisation (Buses4All), responsible for managing the bus
service in a country, is looking for new ways to make their service offering more
convenient for customers. Currently, customers have to purchase tickets either
from the bus driver as they get on to the bus, or from dedicated retail outlets.
Customers can buy daily, weekly or monthly tickets. Buses4All is thinking of
implementing new technology to make ticket purchasing more convenient for
customers. Apply the steps in the technology acquisition process to Buses4All’s
situation.
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FEEDBACK

The three questions and corresponding steps can be applied to the
abovementioned scenario as follows.

Source: Adopted from Window (n.d.) and Machado (2014:101)

By carefully planning and managing the technology acquisition process, organisations are able to
implement a whole range of technologies that can improve the customer service delivery process.
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Once the new technology has been implemented it is crucial that organisations monitor the
success thereof and make adjustments if needed.

Note: You should be able to explain the process involved in technology acquisition and ap-
ply it to a customer service scenario.

This brings study unit 4 to an end. The next study unit looks at service failure and how it can be
rectified.

4.4 ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
1 Define the concept of technology and explain the role that technology plays in customer

service.
2 Explain three advantages and three disadvantages of using technology for service delivery,

and apply them to a bank of your choice.
3 Clearly differentiate between inbound calls and outbound calls and provide an example of

each.
4 Explain how a cellphone service provider can use call centres, IVR systems and voicemail to

deliver service to their customers, and provide a practical example of each.
5 Explain how a clothing store can make use of websites, e-mail and social media to improve

their customer service delivery process, and provide a practical example of each.
6 Briefly explain what text messages or SMSs are and explain how Tommy’s spaza shop can

use them to deliver better service to his customers.
7 Give five examples of self-service technologies.
8 A university wants to make the student registration process more convenient for students by

implementing some form of technology. Briefly explain the technology acquisition planning
process and suggest a technological solution to their problem.

4.5 REFLECTION
Before you continue to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 How do you think you will be able to use the skills you learned in this study unit in your pro-
fessional life?

2 What did you find difficult about this study unit? Why do you think you found it difficult? Do
you now understand the concept you were struggling with, or do you need more help? How
will you find more help if you need it?

3 What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4 How long did it take you to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do

you need to adjust your study programme?

4.6 SUMMARY
Can you imagine a world without technology? Closer to home, can you imagine a world without
your cellphone? Technology has changed the way we live, socialise, communicate and do
business and organisations need to jump on this bandwagon if they want to compete successfully
and be profitable in today’s marketplace. Today’s customers live busy lives, are time-strapped and
demanding. Where in the past they would stop and go into a store or service facility, today they
don’t have the time to do that. They want convenience and they want service, and they want it
now. This has led organisations to look at different technologies that they can implement in order
to give customers the convenience that they are looking for, when they want it and where they
want it. Although there is a whole list of technologies that organisations can use, this study unit
only looked at some of the more popular, which include telephone-related technologies (for
example call centres, IVR systems and voicemail); online technologies (for example websites, e-
mail and social media); mobile technologies (for example cellphones, text messaging and apps);
and other technologies such as self-service technologies and database marketing. Organisations
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wanting to implement new technologies have to carefully plan and strategise what they want to
achieve, and carefully monitor the technology acquisition process. Failure to do so can have
devastating effects on an organisation’s reputation and brand.

This concludes study unit 4. The next study unit looks at service failure and addresses ways in
which organisations can rectify these problem areas.
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GLOSSARY

● Technology: The application of knowledge, science and engineering to develop machinery,
devices and infrastructure for practical purposes

● Call centres: Centralised telephone-answering services that either place or receive high vol-
umes of calls to deal with sales, marketing, telemarketing, technical support, customer service
and other specialised business activities

● Interactive voice response (IVR): A type of technology that uses voice or touch-tone keypad
input from the caller’s phone to guide them through a list of options, with the intention of re-
ferring them to the right department as soon as possible

● Text messaging/SMS: 160-character text messages that are sent to and from cellphones
● Applications/Apps: Small computer programs or pieces of software that are designed with a

specific purpose in mind. Apps are usually downloaded onto mobile devices and must be up-
graded every now and then as technology advances.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS:

QUESTION 1
Which of the following are advantages to using technology in customer service?

a low cost
b potential for building relationships
c security concerns
d convenience

Choose the correct combination:

1 a and d
2 a, c and d
3 a, b, and d
4 a, b, c and d

QUESTION 2
An insurance organisation phoning a customer to inform them that their policy will expire within
the next six months is an example of a(n) _______________.

1 voicemail
2 outbound call
3 inbound call
4 around-about call

QUESTION 3
John phones Unisa to ask a question about registration. A voice answers and gives him a few
options to choose from, for example:

Good day. Welcome to Unisa.

If you want to find out whether you qualify to study at Unisa, press 1.

If you want to find out more about registrations, press 2.

If you want to pay your account, press 3.

etc.
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This is an example of a(n) ____________________.

1 call centre
2 voicemail
3 outbound call
4 IVR system

QUESTION 4
Which one of the following guidelines is NOT a guideline for ensuring customer satisfaction
through websites?

1 Respond quickly.
2 Make the site navigation easy.
3 Be there and be quick.
4 Always link social media to the website.

QUESTION 5
An ATM allowing customers to draw and deposit money is an example of a(n) ________________.

1 self-service machine
2 smart card
3 app
4 database

MULTIPLE-CHOICE ANSWERS
1. 3
2. 2
3. 4
4. 4
5. 1
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INTRODUCTION
What technology can do for the service provider in the service environment was discussed in the
previous unit. Issues surrounding service delivery pertaining to communication, the servicescape
or the technology are discussed in this study unit.

Can you imagine (or maybe this has happened to you before!) standing at the till of a busy
supermarket or fast-food chain and handing the cashier a R50 note, only to have them frown at
you because the item you wanted to buy costs R13.90?

“Don’t you have a smaller note?” the cashier asks.
“No sorry, all I have is this R50”, you reply.
“Ag, don’t you have any change?” the cashier asks whilst handing you nearly all the bronze
change in the cash register. “Here is all the change I have!”

How do you think you would react or feel in that situation? Shocked? Embarrassed? What would
cause an employee to provide such unprofessional and inappropriate customer service? (Toister,
2013:8-9).
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Does this type of story sound familiar to you? We have all been victims of poor service delivery far
too often and it is unfortunate that many employees seem to not to take customer service
seriously.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
In this study guide so far, we have explained what service is and why it is so important for
business success. However, we live in a world where service delivery is often very poor. South
Africa, particularly, is frequently accused of poor service delivery. Think about your own
circumstances when you last purchased a product or service from a store or supplier. Was the
salesperson interested in you? Did the salesperson provide you with professional assistance? Did
they answer all your queries in a clear and patient way? Was the service quick? Did you get what
you wanted? If there was something wrong with the product, were they willing to help you by
willingly repairing it or replacing it? Were they friendly and courteous? Unfortunately, the answer
is often no!

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to:

● explain what service failures are
● define service recovery
● describe how service failures and recovery are managed
● practically apply how customer complaints are handled

KEY CONCEPTS

Having worked through this study unit, you should be able to explain or define the
following concepts:

● Service failure
● Service recovery
● Private and public complaints
● Customer complaints
● Various service recovery dimensions
● Customer dissatisfaction
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5.1 SERVICE FAILURE

Study the section that follows

The importance of customer service before, during and after a purchase cannot be stressed
enough. In terms of relationship marketing, a customer’s level of expectation of this provision of
service plays a vital role in determining the success of the customer service received (Berndt & Tait,
2014:60). Customers form their own perceptions about how customer service must be carried out,
and therefore it is the organisation’s responsibility to understand these expectations and how best
to satisfy them.

Organisations have realised that loyal customers are more profitable in the long term, and
consequently a lot of emphasis has been placed on relationship building and finding ways to
make customers more loyal towards an organisation/brand. Loyal customers are therefore taught
to expect a certain standard of service quality through extensive relationship-building strategies
(Berndt & Tait, 2014:60).

However, even with the best of intentions, a customer service employee or salesperson may slip
up and not meet a customer’s expectations because, for instance, they forget to order a product
for a customer or incorrectly repair a faulty product (Machado, 2014:50–51). The organisation itself
might have a record of decent customer service but these occurrences could have a negative
impact on the customer’s experience.

Service failure can be defined as “a flawed outcome that reflects a breakdown in reliability”, or in
other words the delivery of service was below the level of service that the customer expects (Berry
& Parasuraman, 1991:46). The concept of service failure can be divided into two components,
namely the way in which the service was presented to the customer and the end result the
customer received.

5.1.1 Types of service failures
In the complex world of service delivery, there are several explanations for poor service delivery
that are ultimately service failures. Let’s use an example: you live in a small town in the North West
province and you desperately want to buy a new cellphone that has just been released. The only
store that stocks this cellphone is in Johannesburg, three hours’ drive from where you live. Some
of the service failures that you could experience are explained in Table 5.1 (Grenacher, 2015).

TABLE 5.1
Examples of service failures

Service failure Example

Services do not exist Image you are the customer and you live in a small town three
hours away from Johannesburg. You take two weeks to plan
your trip to Johannesburg to buy the cellphone and travel all
the way there only to find out that the cellphone is out of
stock. You probably feel very disappointed and frustrated.

Poor service management You go on the store’s website and find out that the store
opens at 08:00am on weekdays. But when you get there at
08:00am, the doors of the store are not yet open and several
employees are still busy setting up and getting ready for the
work day. Like any customer, you will be annoyed as you don’t
have time to waste.
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Service failure Example

Salesperson does not respond
to the customer’s implicit or ex-
plicit needs

The salesperson assisting you does not use their initiative or
ask you questions to help you decide which model of the cell-
phone will best suit your needs or lifestyle.

Faulty tangible cues It’s the middle of summer. The air conditioning in the store,
which happens to be a warehouse, does not work and there-
fore it is incredibly hot inside. You feel uncomfortable and
irritated due to the excessive heat.

Unclear return/refund
procedures

You ask the salesperson what the return/refund/repair policies
are in case the cellphone is faulty, but they give you a vague
answer which makes you question whether you should buy
the product, as you might be taking a big risk.

Unacceptable employee
behaviour

You have been instructed to wait by a salesperson whilst they
go and check in the store if there is stock available, only to
find out that the employee went on a tea break without tell-
ing anyone.

Insufficient data-capturing and
administrative systems

You call the store and place an order for a specific cellphone.
The salesperson tells you that it will arrive at the store within
five days and that you can come it pick it up on the sixth day
at a specific time. When you arrive at the store and give your
details, the sales employee cannot find your order on the sys-
tem and explains that the product has not been ordered for
you.

Purchase price listed is
incorrect

When you get to the till and the product barcode is scanned,
the price is significantly higher than what was advertised on
the store’s television advertisement. The cashier is adamant
that the price on the cash register is correct and is unhelpful
in getting assistance from the store’s manager.

Confusing/misleading market-
ing communication

The store advertises that its store credit account is interest-
free, but when you receive your first account for the cell-
phone, the store charges you interest.

The product is faulty Once you get home after purchasing the cellphone, you plug
it in to let it charge only to find that after charging for 24
hours it does not want to turn on. You have travelled all this
way only to buy a product that does not work!

Some customers might experience a service failure that is related to the service product itself
(technical service) and not, for example, how the salesperson provided the service to them
(functional service) (Machado, 2014:52). An example of a technical service failure is if a client is
unhappy with the services offered by a company that offers funeral services (technical services
related to funeral cover, burial services, funeral arrangements, grocery benefits); functional
services relate to how the service was provided to the customer. The functional services include
following up queries by customer service employees, telephone etiquette and the ease of use of
the company’s website.

It is very dangerous place to be for an organisation if it becomes notorious for poor customer
service. For an organisation to be successful and to avoid a poor service reputation, it is crucial to
identify which service failures are prone to occur within their customer environment (Baer, 2016).
One way to do this is to make service employees aware of the importance of taking customer
complaints and criticism seriously – those that are spoken and unspoken. Some customers can be
very accommodating and will not complain if they have only experienced a small inconvenience
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whilst being served by an employee (Dinnen & Hassanien, 2013:85). However, more serious service
failure instances can cause customers to become very agitated and upset if they feel the situation
puts them at a disadvantage.

It is important to remember that service failures can occur in many different instances and are not
only caused by face-to-face interactions with people. For example, some service failures are the
result of operational or technical faults. Figure 5.1 shows the service environment and how the
three marketing mix elements related to services (namely people, physical evidence and process
of delivery) can be affected by service failures:

FIGURE 5.1

The service dimensions during the service encounter

Adapted from Machado, 2014:54

It is common for service failures to occur in any three of the service dimensions illustrated in
Figure 5.1. These frequent occurrences reveal just how hard management needs to work to
prevent poor service delivery.

ACTIVITY 5.1

Can you think of a real-life example of a service failure that could occur in the
following service dimensions:

● process of service delivery
● physical evidence?

FEEDBACK

Brief feedback is provided below, but you must think of other examples that you
have experienced.

● Process of service failure: can occur with steps being missed in the process due
to human error, or technology fails such as the ATM being out of order or the
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system being down so payment information cannot be viewed at the retail
store

● Physical evidence failure: can occur where the equipment is faulty, such as bro-
ken conveyer belts at the bulk processing section of a wholesaler, or the
website being under construction.

5.1.2 Types of complaint
Management should always be concerned about how a customer will behave when they receive
bad service – will the customer react publicly or privately? (Machado, 2014:51). Public complaints
can in many ways be more damaging to the reputation of the organisation, as third parties
become part of the situation (Van de Walle, 2016:837). Complaining is considered to be
“expressing discontent, dissatisfaction, protest, resentment or regret” and can be related to the
service environment where customers feel dissatisfied with the service and voice their
dissatisfaction in some manner (Hoffman & Bateson, 2017:345).

There are two types of complaint based on expected outcomes:

● Instrumental complaints are complaints which are made in an attempt to change the current
situation or state of affairs. For example, when a customer complains to a department store
that they were overcharged for an item they bought, they expect the salesperson to assist
them by rectifying the situation.

● Non-instrumental complaints are complaints that are raised but with the customer having
no expectation that the current situation will be changed. For instance, a customer might walk
into the bathroom of a movie theatre and complain to the friend who is with them about the
foul drain smell in the toilets. The friend probably will not take it upon themselves to fix the sit-
uation and the complainer does not expect their friend to do so.

Customers voice their opinion for a number of different reasons, which can include an emotional
release for their frustration. The two types of complaints relate to source of service failure
(Hoffman & Bateson, 2017:345):

● Ostensive complaints – complaints made by a customer that are focused away from the cus-
tomer and towards another person/object or situation. For instance, a customer orders a pair
of shoes. When they arrive at the shop to pick them up, they say “The salesperson ordered the
wrong colour!”

● Reflexive complaints – complaints that are made by an individual which are directed at them-
selves, thus taking responsibility for being the source of the problem. For example, a customer
goes to pick up the shoes they ordered and says “I wasn’t clear about the colour shoes I
wanted”.

Public complaints occur when customers speak out about the problem they had or the
inconvenience they experienced. Generally, these public responses occur far less often than
private responses, as the majority of customers normally voice their opinion about a service
experience privately. Some examples of public complaints are:

● The customer voices their dissatisfaction to the manager of a store or customer service depart-
ment and demands a response/explanation.

● The customer writes to a newspaper or magazine to express their disappointment in the or-
ganisation’s customer service (Baer, 2016).

● The customer goes onto social media and the internet and uses platforms like Facebook and
Twitter to get the word out about their negative experience (Van de Walle, 2016:839).

● Organisations such as the Consumer Complaints Commission or the Provincial Consumer Af-
fairs Office in South Africa can be notified by the customer.

● The customer could make a case and take legal action against the organisation, for example to
claim for damages (Baer, 2016).

However, private responses could leave the organisation with a potentially bigger problem
because management are in most cases unaware of the customer’s dissatisfaction and are
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therefore unable to rectify the situation (Dinnen & Hassanien, 2013:73). Private reactions include
(Baer, 2016):

● The customer expresses their disappointing experience with friends and family using word-of-
mouth.

● The customer refuses to support the organisation again (i.e. boycotting).
● The customer decides to switch brands, hoping to receive better service elsewhere (Van de

Walle, 2016:837).

ACTIVITY 5.2

Have you ever experienced the types of complaint that we discussed above?
Explain the following types of complaint using real-life examples.

● instrumental complaints
● non-instrumental complaints
● ostensive complaints
● reflexive complaints
● public complaints
● private complaints

FEEDBACK

Each student will have a different example for each type of complaint. Ensure that
you are on the right track by checking the definitions of each type of complaint.

5.1.3 Types of complainers
Based on extensive research into customers’ reactions to service failures, most industries
experience the four main types of complainers explained below. It is important to note that
customers will not always remain in a set category because their behaviour will change
depending on the purchase they are making: for instance a major, high-risk purchase such a car or
house or a less important purchase such as groceries (Machado, 2014:55).

1. Passive complainers
Passive complainers are not aggressive and are customers who are dissatisfied with the
organisation’s service but generally will not voice their opinion. These customers believe that
communication with the organisation will be of no use, for several different reasons including
personal values, and they believe that the time and effort they put into complaining will not be
beneficial (Layman, 2010).

2. Voicer complainers
These are customers who are generally very loyal to the organisation and believe that voicing
their complaints will benefit not only the organisation but also society at large. This group of
customers is very valuable to the company, and therefore the organisation should value their
feedback and have channels in place for them to voice their complaints. Voicers are vocal about
the poor service they received, but because of their loyalty to the company, they will not speak
negatively about the organisation in public or to friends and family.

3. Irate complainers
This group of customers are alienated from the organisation and generally frustrated, and look for
every opportunity to spread negative word-of-mouth to friends and family about the poor service
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they received. Like voicers, they will complain to the organisation but they are not brand-loyal and
will switch suppliers if necessary (Layman, 2010).

4. Activist complainers
Going public and involving not only friends and family with negative word-of-mouth, activists are
on a mission to spread the news about their poor experience to a third party (for instance, the
Consumer Complaints Commission). These customers genuinely believe that that their complaint
will have a positive effect on service recovery, yet they are viewed as “terrorists” by most

5.1.4 Complainer types
How an organisation views complaints and the different complainer types is essential to the
success of their overall customer service strategy. Customers that form part of some of the
complainer-type groups have the potential to cause more damage to an organisation’s reputation,
whereas other groups can be used as benchmarks to measure different aspects of customer
service. The question is: on which types should an organisation focus its attention?

Table 5.2 discusses the four major types of complainer (Dinnen & Hassanien, 2013:73).

Based on how the organisation reacts to the complainer, they may either continue to purchase
from the organisation (stay) or decide to purchase from a competitor (brand switch).
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It is obvious that if management is not aware of a complaint, it cannot respond or set in motion a
service recovery mechanism, which is why is important for a customer to feel that they can voice a
complaint to the manager or customer service department if necessary. Can you think of a tool or
outlet that customer service employees can use to measure customer service or feedback instantly,
without running the risk of the customer walking out of a store and responding publicly?

ACTIVITY 5.3

Give four examples to explain to someone what passive complainers, voicer
complainers, irate complainers and activist complainers are.

FEEDBACK

1. Passive complainers
Passive complainers are not aggressive; they are dissatisfied with the
organisation’s service but generally will not voice their opinion.

2. Voicer complainers
These are customers that are generally very loyal to the organisation and
believe that voicing their complaints will benefit not only the organisation
but also society at large. This group of customers is very valuable to the
organisation, and therefore the organisation should value their feedback and
have channels in place for them to voice their complaints.

3. Irate complainers
This group of customers are alienated from the organisation and are
generally frustrated; they look for every opportunity to spread negative
word-of-mouth to friends and family about the poor service they received.

4. Activist complainers
Going public and involving not only friends and family with negative word-
of-mouth, activists are on a mission to spread the news about their poor
experience to a third party (for instance, the Consumer Complaints
Commission). These customers genuinely believe that that their complaints
with have a positive effect on service recovery, yet they are viewed as
“terrorists” by most companies.

5.2 SERVICE RECOVERY

Study the section that follows

Despite an organisation’s best efforts and thorough planning, we know that life sometimes
happens and therefore it is impossible to keep all customers happy all of the time. For example,
imagine it is the festive season and the books you ordered online for your friends and family are
stuck on a Canadian ship that is passing through a huge storm in the Atlantic Ocean. This will
certainly cause delays in getting the products to you on time because the organisation will
probably miss the shipping deadline, despite the two-week delivery time the organisation
promised during this peak season.
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Any organisation that takes pride in customer service should be willing to rectify service failures,
whether by finding a solution to a problem, reimbursing or compensating the individual who was
disadvantaged or apologising for the inconvenience caused (Verma, 2012:514). Boshoff and Du
Plessis (2009:341) describe service recovery as “a thought-out, planned process for returning
aggrieved customers to a state of satisfaction with the organisation after products or services has
failed to live up to expectations”. The ultimate goal of this activity is to increase and maintain
customer satisfaction levels.

5.2.1 Steps in the service recovery process
Organisations that are able to recover well from a service failure will definitely have a detailed
service recovery strategy in place.

FIGURE 5.2

Steps in the service recovery process
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TABLE 5.3
Steps in the service recovery process

Action Description Practical example

Step 1 Anticipate
and wel-
come
com-
plaints.

Organisations must be open to hear-
ing the opinions of customers and
receiving feedback from them regard-
ing the service they received. Formal
research in the form of customer in-
terviews or focus groups can be used,
or informal methods such as com-
ment cards or follow-up e-mails or
SMS questionnaires, which are free to
the customer. These methods will im-
mediately notify the organisation if a
customer has a complaint and if it will
be necessary for service recovery to
take place.

A car hire company that places
comment cards in the glove
compartment of a hire car for
customers to fill in shows that
the organisation is open to re-
ceiving suggestions, requests
and complaints if there are any
problems.

Step 2 Act quickly
to solve
the
problem.

Customer complaints must be taken
seriously and solved timeously by the
organisation using the procedures set
in place, to avoid further inconven-
ience to the customer. A formal
procedure could include responding
to complaints over the telephone or
by e-mail, whereas informal proce-
dures can be handled by a
salesperson on the sales floor.

Stores should have a dedicated
customer service employee or
department where customers
can go to resolve issues about
service, to ask questions or to re-
turn faulty goods.

Step 3 Empower
employees
and cus-
tomers.

Empowering employees with the nec-
essary training and the understanding
of how to handle a customer com-
plaint is crucial. A customer service
employee who can anticipate a po-
tential problem and address it
immediately will reduce the need for
a service recovery action. Also, cus-
tomers who are well informed about
how to use the item they purchased
correctly and how to channel their
complaints/feedback to the right de-
partment can empower them to
resolve their own issues without
much fuss.

Employees who interact with
customers regularly should at-
tend customer service training
sessions that should be organ-
ised on a regular basis to make
sure that they have the knowl-
edge to deal with things such as
frequently asked questions that
affect their industry or area of
trade.

Step 4 Learn from
recovery
experien-
ces.

Successful managers will view com-
plaints as learning experiences and
benchmarks not only for improving
service recovery procedures but also
as opportunities for employees to
better their problem-solving skills.

Managers should keep note of
customers’ frequently asked
questions and other issues or
service faults that occur regularly
on the sales floor. These issues
should be addressed so that
sales employees are equipped to
deal with these issues before
they happen. Service recovery
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Action Description Practical example

procedures should be put in
place to deal with service fail-
ures that occur regularly.

Step 5 Learn from
recovery
and lost
customers.

Asking questions to learn about the
situation will assist the organisation in
determining how important the cus-
tomer is/was.

1. Identify who the customer is.
2. Determine the worth of the

customer.
3. Determine the costs associated

with losing the customer.

Customer service employees
should be good listeners and
have excellent interpersonal
skills. When sales people are em-
pathetic and take the time to
listen to customers, customers
will feel that they are being
heard and the employee will
have a better understanding of
how to solve the problem.

Step 6 Determine
fail-safe fu-
ture
services.

Management should always strive to
improve on service delivery for both
tangible products and intangible/
service products.

Improving products should not
be the organisation’s only focus.
Bettering intangible/service
products, for example updating
the interiors of doctors’ waiting
rooms, having more parking fa-
cilities, a wider range of
payment options at a restaurant
and having online appointment
facilities, all add up to having
good customer service that will
secure future sales.

(Machado, 2014:61–62)

5.2.2 Service recovery dimensions
As we mentioned previously, customer complaints and suggestions are necessary in helping an
organisation point out and identify possible service gaps. Once these gaps or failures have been
identified, the organisation must carry out an effective service recovery that must consist of the
following dimensions explained in Table 5.4 (Boshoff & Du Plessis, 2009:341–342).

TABLE 5.4
Service dimensions during the service encounter

Time The amount of time between a service failure and the service recovery is very
important – the quicker an organisation can react to resolving a problem or
apologising, the potentially higher customer satisfaction levels are and the
more successful the service recovery effort will be.

Apology Most customers appreciate a personal apology from the sales employee or
manager they dealt with more than a corporate apology in the form of a letter
from head office. The apology must show that the employee recognises the
inconvenience caused to the customer and give an explanation of the cause
of the service failure (Verma, 2012:514).

Empathy The way the apology is approached and how the customer is addressed have
the potential to speak more than the actual apology. A customer must feel
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that they are receiving individualised attention and that the employee truly
does have empathy with them and the situation that they are in.

Atonement Atonement is the “value-added compensation” that customers could expect
from the organisation once they have experienced a service failure. An exam-
ple would be if the organisation offered to cover the shipping costs as well as
the repair costs of the product that is faulty (Verma, 2012:514).

Follow-up It is imperative for a manager to follow-up a customer once the service recov-
ery process has taken place. This extra effort can increase customer
satisfaction levels and reduce the likelihood of brand switching; it can even re-
store the customer’s positive perception of the organisation (Baer, 2016:nd).

As we explained before, customers do understand that an organisation’s processes and
procedures do not always run perfectly. However, they do have a certain expectation of how
service failures must be treated (Verma, 2012:514).

Case study: iFly airlines
Thabo took an iFly flight from Johannesburg to London earlier this year. It was
a fairly long flight, so he had planned to catch up on work using the airline’s
WiFi. Unfortunately, things did not go as planned.

The signup process went well. He entered his credit card number for the R65
Wi-Fi charge; however once the transaction went through, nothing else
worked. He looked at the man across the aisle from him, and he was having
trouble too. He then checked his wife’s cellphone and she was having no luck
either. He called a flight attendant, and told her the Wi-Fi was not working. She
was pleasant but began explaining basic connection concepts, as she was ob-
viously used to dealing with operator error. After a minute or so, he convinced
her that the three of them knew what they were doing and that the Wi-Fi sim-
ply was not working. She went to investigate, and after another five to ten
minutes, she returned to tell Thabo that the Wi-Fi could not be repaired in
flight and that he would have no Wi-Fi service on this trip. Since he did not
have Wi-Fi to receive e-mail, he was not even sure if the R65 charge had gone
through, so he did not worry too much about it. The flight attendant was very
customer-focused and made sure to offer free drinks to make up for the
inconvenience.

A few days later, Thabo discovered a charge for R65 on his credit card from iFly
Airlines; the charge had gone through! After seeing the charge, he added “call
iFly for a refund” to his To Do list. The charge was very small, Thabo thought,
but still it annoyed him as he was extremely busy and did not have time to sit
down and call the company.

So, imagine his surprise when a few days later he received the following e-mail
from iFly Airlines:

Dear Thabo,

Our records indicate that we experienced some technical difficulties with our in-
flight Wi-Fi service during your recent flight, and we apologise for any
inconvenience this may have caused. Since your Wi-Fi session was not representa-
tive of the high-quality product we are proud to offer, we have refunded the
R65.00 you paid for the service.

We hope you will try our inflight Wi-Fi again the next time you are on board one
of our Wi-Fi enabled aircraft.
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Sincerely,
Your friends at iFly Airlines

As you can see from the e-mail above, iFly proactively determined who had
paid for WiFi on the flight and reimbursed Thabo. This is a great example of
proactive service and recovery!

Adapted from Toporek (2014)

5.3 MANAGING SERVICE FAILURE AND RECOVERY

Study the section that follows

Being error-free and expecting employees and systems to deliver flawless service to customers all
the time is an unrealistic view to have as a manager. However, managing service failures and
recovery requires a well-thought-through strategy that is applied by all front-line employees (Baer,
2016). The following tips can be used to make sure that service failure and recovery are managed
correctly and professionally:

● Give a voice to customers – As we discussed previously, it is better for a customer to voice their
opinion or dissatisfaction to an employee of the organisation rather than on a social media
platform or via word-of-mouth. For this reason, it is imperative to make tools available for cus-
tomers to voice their complaints; for example, having a manager on duty at all times, giving a
follow-up call to a customer a few days after they purchase a product or having a suggestion/
complaints box visible at the cashier.

● Take the customer seriously – it takes time and effort on the part of the customer to complain
and it is important to respond to the query immediately and to thank the customer for taking
the time to contact the organisation. Assuring the customer that the complaint will be taken
seriously and explaining possible solutions to the problem can also set the customer at ease.

● Ask the customer – front-line and customer service employees should understand the impor-
tance of customer complaints and their potential and therefore look for opportunities where
they can make it possible for customers to voice their opinions.

● Customer service training – proper customer service training can in many instances make or
break sales and have a huge impact on customer satisfaction levels, so front-line employees
must be equipped to deal with a range of customer-related issues.

● Customer complaints strategy – every employee must be aware of and be able to apply the or-
ganisations’ complaint response procedure.

● Discern complaints – it is important that front-line employees are able to handle a range of dif-
ferent customer queries and complaints and are able to discern the significance or seriousness
of the issue. In most cases, complaints are about standard issues and are easy to resolve, but
there will be instances where customers seem to be unnecessarily difficult and these cases
need to be treated in the same professional manner.

● Manager on duty 24/7 – Customers who want to complain or raise an issue normally want to
speak to the manager. The manager appointed therefore has to have the authority and the
ability to make a final decision about how the customer’s complaint is solved.

● Gesture of atonement – It is not wrong for management and customer service employees to
admit their fault and apologise to the customer if they did commit a service failure. However, it
is important that management goes the extra mile and physically shows the customer that
they really are sorry for the inconvenience that was caused. Giving the customer something
tangible such as a store gift voucher can be a symbol of atonement (Verma, 2012:514).

● Standardise frequent complaint procedures – Management needs to be aware of the common
complaints that customers make frequently and have a strategy to either eliminate the
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problem altogether or a have a procedure in place to do damage control if they do not have
the capacity to resolve the problem themselves.

● Fair treatment from both sides – The saying “the customer is always right” only goes so far, as
management needs to be clear that customers cannot cross boundaries when in contact with
customer service employees. Management should not condone hostile, abusive behaviour
from any customer.

5.4 HANDLING CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS

Study the section that follows

Customer feedback can be a snapshot of some of the organisation’s biggest lessons and biggest
triumphs. Management should therefore view customer complaints as an opportunity to learn
and improve on current customer service strategies. To use these lessons effectively as a stepping
stone, management must first understand why customers complain and why they do not (Olga,
2014).

The most common reasons why customers complain are (Baer, 2016):

● Promises by the organisation/salesperson are not kept.
● Frontline employees are rude or unhelpful.
● Customers need a platform to vent or release frustration, so they complain to the manager or

to friends and family (third party).
● Making a statement that they will complain to the manager in a public place (in the store)

could show the customer who else agrees with their action and that they are not the only one
who feels this way.

● Making this same statement can give them an ego boost and lift their self-esteem if they felt
they were personally disadvantage by a service failure.

On the flip side, Piercy (2012:355) explains that there are also several reasons why customers
decide not to complain:

● Customers don’t think that their feedback will carry any weight or mean anything.
● Customers don’t think it will be worth the energy.
● Customers question themselves and think they could be overreacting.
● Some customers do not like conflict situations and avoid them at all costs.
● The customer is unsure what the process is or to whom they must complain.

As a rule of thumb, management should think about how they would like to be treated, put
themselves in customer’s shoes and give customers the same experience that they would want
(Piercy, 2012:356).

“Although your customers won’t love you if you give bad service, your competitors will”. – Kate
Zabriske, Business Training Works.

The importance of how customer complaints are received and handled by customer service
employees cannot be stressed enough. The following ten points will give you a better
understanding of how these situations must be approached (Stirtz, 2008:33):

1. Give your full attention to the customer. Listen attentively to what the customer is saying
and block out any distractions. After they have spoken, repeat the problem to them to make
sure you have come to grips with the situation they have brought to your attention.

2. Give them time to blow off steam without interrupting them. Sometimes a customer just
needs to vent and let go of their frustration, especially if they are very angry.
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3. Body language speaks. Your body language and facial gestures speak volumes to a customer,
and it is important that you don’t come across as being negative or unprofessional in your
stance or expressions.

4. Approach an unhappy customer. Front-line employees should be confident and should not
shy away from confrontation. If you can see that a customer is upset, you should approach
them in a friendly manner and ask if everything is fine.

5. Apologise and mean it. At this point it is important to put yourself in the customer’s shoes.
As a customer, you would probably also expect a sincere apology from someone if you re-
ceived bad service.

6. Resolve the problem. Most customers would like to give their own input when it comes to
making things right. Ask the customer what they want – most of the time they just want
someone to listen to them and take them seriously. If a set strategy is in place to deal with
the issue, explain the process to them.

7. Assurance. Explain to the customer that you understand their complaint and why they are
upset. Assure them that action will be taken to rectify the problem.

8. Escalate the matter. If you cannot solve the problem, transfer it to someone who can. Just as
you took the time to listen to the customer, take time to explain the issue to the manager
and make sure that they fully comprehend all that is said.

9. Thank the customer. As we explained previously, customer feedback (positive or negative) is
important to any organisation and this must be communicated to the customer. Show them
that you appreciate the fact that they took the time and effort to communicate with the
organisation.

10. Be sure to follow up. Many organisations promise that they will be in touch after an incident
like this, but few only a few follow through on this promise. This step is part of the service re-
covery process and one simple phone call to the customer can help an organisation win
back a previously unsatisfied customer.

5.5 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
The following questions are very good examples of what you can expect in second level
examinations. Work through them carefully and compare your answers with the feedback given in
the prescribed book.

1. Define service failure.
2. Think back to instances where you experienced a service failure. Can you categorise three of

the service failures you have personally experienced and explain why you categorised them
in the manner you chose?

3. What is a public complaint? Give a practical example of two public complaints.
4. Describe in your own words what the goal of service recovery is.
5. Name and explain five dimensions of service recovery and give a practical example to ex-

plain each dimension.
6. Imagine that you are a manager who is responsible for the training of front-line employees

in your store. Give these employees tips that they can use to make sure that service failure
and recovery are managed correctly.

7. What are three of the most common reasons why customers complain? Give an example of
each reason.

8. Go on the internet and look up the service recovery policies of well-known companies. Can
you identify how the theory we have worked through in this unit can be applied in real life?
Give an example.

5.6 REFLECTION
Before you go on to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 In what areas of your professional life do you think you will be able to use the skills you have
learnt in this learning unit?
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2 What did you find difficult in this learning unit? Why do you think you found this aspect diffi-
cult? Do you understand this aspect now, or do you need more help? How will you go about
finding more help?

3 What did you find interesting in this learning unit? Why?
4 How long did you take to work through this learning unit? Are you still on schedule, or do

you need to adjust your study programme?

5.7 SUMMARY
In this study unit, you were introduced to the issues associated with service failure and service
recovery. We then looked at what complaints are, the various types of complaint and the
categories of complainer. Having service recovery procedures in place is vital for any organisation
and so we discussed the different dimensions of service recovery. We also provided you with
some advice on how to handle complaints and then looked at customer dissatisfaction. Managing
the service recovery process, we argued, is crucial for business success.

In the next study unit we look at how you should design your service system.
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INTRODUCTION
Building long-lasting relationships with customers and developing a base of loyal customers
becomes more vital every day. As rivalry in the majority of industries increases, organisations must
work harder to prevent their customers from switching to their competitors’ products and services.

It is therefore unfortunate that South Africa is known as a country with poor service delivery,
particularly in the government sector and service industry. From major corporations to the
smallest retail store, customer service is always a topic that receives a lot of attention.
Management’s commitment to understanding and valuing customer insights is crucial in ensuring
good service delivery. Good service delivery is a crucial part of any organisation, as it has the
potential to give an organisation “the edge” over its competitors. For this reason, understanding
the importance of and valuing customer insights is crucial not only for improving customer
service but also in the design of the service delivery design.
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OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
The previous study units looked at issues like communication in service, technology in service and
managing service-related issues – all to try to improve the service delivery of the organisation. In
this study unit, we look at several issues that help the organisation manage the delivery of service.
As you will see throughout the unit, each issue that is covered contributes in some way to a
greater understanding of what needs to be done to ensure good service delivery and meet
customer needs and expectations.

This study unit builds on the preceding study units. You will have difficulty working through this
study unit and understanding where it fits in if you have not thoroughly studied the study units
that lead up to this one.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to:

● define and explain service encounters
● identify moments of truth
● explain remote encounters
● clarify frame of reference
● practically apply what service context is
● describe the cycle of service
● practically apply service blueprinting

KEY CONCEPTS

Having worked through this study unit, you should be able to explain or define the
following concepts:

● service encounter
● moments of truth
● high-contact service
● medium-contact service
● low-contact service
● remote encounters
● indirect encounters
● direct encounters
● frame of reference
● service context
● cycle of service
● congruence
● service blueprinting
● service mapping
● service flow chart
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6.1 MOMENTS OF TRUTH

Study the section that follows

As marketers, it is important to understand service as a process or activity that revolves around
the interaction between a customer and an organisation. These are key concepts that will help
you understand the specific elements of service and the process by which service is delivered,
which are discussed below.

6.1.1 Defining moments of truth
Jan Carlzon, former president of Scandinavian Airlines, explains that a moment of truth (MOT) is
any contact a customer has with the organisation that provides an opportunity for the customer
to form an impression of the organisation. The “moment of truth” literally means that this is the
time or place where the organisation has the opportunity to demonstrate the quality of its service
to the customer (Carlzon, 1987). For example, among the service encounters a hotel customer
experiences are checking in to the hotel, consuming a restaurant meal and checking out (Baum &
Henkel, 2010:37). The service encounters a store customer experiences include waiting to be
helped by a salesperson, asking the sales consultant for advice on, for instance, appliances or
furniture, or engaging in the actual transaction and making delivery arrangements.

“When the moments of truth go unmanaged, the quality of service regresses to mediocrity.” Karl
Albrecht and Ron Zemke, Service America (Baum & Henkel, 2010:37)

It is in these encounters that customers receive a “snapshot” of the organisation’s service quality,
and each encounter contributes to the customer’s overall satisfaction and willingness to do
business with the organisation again. As the saying goes, “a picture is worth a thousand words”
(Thomas & Applegate, 2009:238). If we look at a retail store as an example, a MOT could include
not having stock of the product a customer is asking about, lack of delivery services or waiting an
hour to be helped by a salesperson.

Imagine you walk into a store where you want to buy running shoes. What would some of the
MOTs that you as a customer would encounter when walking around the store? Also, what
recommendations would you make to sales employees about managing the customers’
experiences when they interact with customers?

6.1.2 The service encounter
Good customer service means different things to different people, but essentially it comes down
to treating customers the way in which they expect to be treated. By implication this should mean
that an organisation views its customers as important and values their patronage and support.
This also means that sales employees should be aware of the service encounter throughout the
whole service delivery process and be prepared to go the extra mile for their customer.

The service encounter is the period of time in which a transactional interaction takes place
between one party (for instance a salesperson, teller or sales agent) and a customer. Service
encounters range from simple gestures such as making a doctor’s appointment over the
telephone or taking ride in a taxi to planning an international conference at a world-class
conference venue. During this interaction, the customer has direct contact with the business by
purchasing a product, service or even making an appointment (Félix-Brasdefer, 2015:50).
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There are four specific characteristics which play a role in how a customer interacts with and
reacts to service encounters, and ultimately how their perceptions of the service they receive is
shaped. Table 6.1 highlights these four characteristics (Boshoff, 2014:184–185).

TABLE 6.1
The impact of four characteristics on service interaction (Monger, 2013)

1. The customer’s five
senses

Imagine you are going to have dinner at an expensive restaurant.
When you walk in, your five senses are immediately stimulated.
Soft, romantic music is playing in the background (hearing); you
can smell the food that is being prepared in the kitchen (smell);
the fabric on your chair is soft and comfortable (touch); when your
food arrives it is hot and delicious (taste); and the beautiful art-
work on the walls complements the sophisticated feel of the
restaurant (sight).

2. Total or partial
service

Customers can be quick to make assumptions and judge the total
service experience based on a specific service encounter. For in-
stance, when a customer calls to make an appointment for a
dental checkup and the receptionist is rude or unhelpful, the cus-
tomer could make the assumption that the dentist is
unprofessional or will deliver bad service as well.

3. Encounter occurs be-
fore or after point of
purchase

Some service encounters can occur before or after the purchase of
the product or service. For example, a customer could sign up for
medical aid over the telephone but they will only experience a
service encounter once they claim from the medial aid.

4. Indirect/remote
encounters

Technology has replaced most direct or face-to-face interaction
with organisations. You can now shop online or draw money from
an ATM without having to be in contact with other people.

These characteristics show just how complex it can be to manage service delivery efficiently and
effectively. It requires a well-thought-out process and a systematic effort from all customer service
employees to deliver quality service to customers. The case study below of Dreamland Waterpark
shows how important it is for management to consider every service encounter that could occur
between customers and front-line employees (Boshoff, 2014:184–185).

Case study: Dreamland
Dreamland, a very successful, internationally recognised theme and water park,
attributes much of its success to its long-standing commitment to providing
the best possible service for its customers. From its earliest days, Dreamland
appreciated that each and every customer interaction was of huge significance,
with an opportunity to create “magical” experiences that would make custom-
ers want to return again and again.

To create a world of magical customer experiences, Dreamland pioneered the
following philosophy for water parks:

● The front-line employees who served customers every day need to
think like those customers.

● At each moment in the customer journey, employees need to ask them-
selves the question: “If this was me, what would I be thinking and feeling
about it?”

STUDY UNIT 6: SERVICE SYSTEM DESIGN



● With a true customer mindset established and employees empowered to
implement improvements, infinite customer interactions could be continu-
ously examined and magical experiences created.

The impact has of course been phenomenal. Dreamland attractions have re-
mained the most visited entertainment resorts in the world, with over one
million customers selecting the destination every year.

Adapted from Quo Creative Change (2017)

6.1.3 Types of service encounter
Service encounters that customers can experience vary due to the nature of the product or service
they are looking for. Table 6.2 shows the types of encounter a customer can have, ranging from
high to low contact (Boshoff, 2014:183).

TABLE 6.2
Classification of service encounters

Level of contact Description and example

1. A high-contact or
pure service

● Pure service means there is a comprehensive service encounter.
● The servicescape plays a very important role in the delivery of the

service.
● For instance, visiting a hospital means that patients have many in-

teractions with the employees of the hospital.
● This is an example of a high-contact encounter because patients

come into contact with doctors, specialists, nurses, administrative
employees and security.

2. Medium-contact
service

● There is a lower degree of interaction because the time frame and
level of contact of the encounter are considerably less.

● The only interaction that generally takes place is if a customer
needs to pay the bill or is picking something up or dropping
something off.

● For instance, a customer who drops off or picks up dry cleaning at
a laundry store only has a short interaction with a few employees,
such as the salesperson and cashier. Visiting a movie theatre or
supermarket is another example.

3. Low-contact
service

● There is little to no personal interaction.
● Everything is distributed electronically through indirect channels,

for example through the internet.
● An example of this is satellite or cable television service providers,

or electronic banking.

Due to the rapid increase of technology, advancements such as such as self-service technologies
(SSTs) are making it easier to switch from high to medium to low contact levels of service. This
gives customers the option to customise the service they receive; for example, airlines and hotels
are now giving customers the option to self-checkin and self-checkout (Boshoff, 2014:183). SSTs
make it possible to eliminate service delivery inconsistencies and failures because there is no need
for front-line employees.
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There are three major types of service encounter that a customer can experience when in contact
with an organisation. They are:

● The remote encounter, which takes place indirectly and therefore no physical contact is in-
volved. Since more and more services are delivered through technology, particularly through
the World Wide Web, this type of encounter is becoming increasingly more important. Exam-
ples are doing online purchases, repair and maintenance troubleshooting for products,
shipment tracking or using an ATM to draw money (Monger, 2013).

● The indirect personal encounter involves verbal interaction but no human contact, such as a
telephone or a cellphone encounter. For many organisations, this is the most frequent type of
encounter with end customers. Important judging criteria for this encounter include the tone
of the employee’s voice, the employee’s knowledge and their effectiveness in handling cus-
tomer issues. For instance, a salesperson calls a customer a week after they have bought an
expensive product such as a dishwasher to make sure that the customer is happy with their
purchase (Boshoff, 2014:185).

● The direct personal or face-to-face encounter, where the customer comes into direct con-
tact with an employee of the organisation, such as the salesperson working in a store who is
responsible for giving face-to-face guidance and advice to customers (Monger, 2013).

ACTIVITY 6.1

Think about the interactions you have had with a bank – can you identify five
moments when you formed opinions about the service delivery of that bank?

FEEDBACK

Important MOTs for you could have been:

● visiting the bank’s website
● entering the bank’s premises
● dealing with the front-line employees, such as cashiers and financial advisors
● phoning or e-mailing the call centre for help with a banking issue

You can search for more examples of MOTs on the internet!

Have a look at this video about the zero moment of truth that is making a big impact on how
marketers look at service encounters: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g40rrWBx2ok

6.1.4 Components of a moment of truth
A positive overall experience for a customer is likely to encourage repeat business, while an
overall negative experience may result in the customer going to a competitor to shop or do their
business, which is not something that management wants to see happen. Management, therefore,
has to put effort into ensuring that the many MOTs the customer experiences when interacting
with their business are positive.

We now look at the three aspects that make up a MOT. It is important that management and staff
are aware of these components, namely service context, frame of reference and congruence, so
that the level of service that is delivered is maintained at the desired level.

Service context
The service context is described by Berndt and Tait (2014:68) as the “collective impact of all the
social, physical and psychological elements that happen during the moment of truth”. In short, the
service context is the encounter between the organisation and the customer that occurs within a
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specific context or setting. It is important that front-line employees have a clear understanding of
mental and physical aspects that could potentially have an impact on service delivery during the
service encounter (Berndt & Tait, 2014:68). For example, the busiest time at the kiosk of a movie
theatre is five to ten minutes before a movie starts; therefore it is important for front-line
employees to understand the customer’s point of view and the customer’s frame of reference so
that they can interact well and achieve a favourable result.

Frame of reference
Their mental framework, thinking processes, attitudes, feelings and behaviour will shape the
customer’s frame of reference in the service encounter and ultimately their evaluation of the
service delivery they received (Machado, 2014:73).

A number of factors, including beliefs, expectations, past experiences, social norms and customs,
will influence the frame of reference of both the customer and the service employee. For instance,
during a service encounter the inputs that create the frame of reference for a customer may differ
from the inputs that create the service employee’s frame of reference; this could mean that the
MOT can be viewed from two different perspectives (Berndt & Tait, 2014:69).

As illustrated in Figure 6.1, possible inputs that create customers’ frame of reference include their
past experiences with the organisation’s service employees, their opinion of the organisation,
positive or negative word-of-mouth from friends and family, and their own personal beliefs,
expectations, past experiences, social norms and customs (Machado, 2014:73).

FIGURE 6.1
Inputs that create the customer’s frame of reference

Source: Berndt & Tait, 2014:68–69

The same is true when it comes to inputs that create the service employee’s frame of reference,
which is illustrated in Figure 6.2. The frame of reference of service employees is affected by inputs
that include the briefing and instructions given to the employee by the organisation, the rules and
regulations of the organisation, the employee’s emotional and social intelligence, their
expectations of customer behaviour based on past experiences, the employee’s own personal
beliefs, expectations, past experiences, social norms and customs, and the tools and resources (or
lack thereof) that the employee can use to deliver the service (Machado, 2014:73).
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FIGURE 6.2
Inputs that create the service employee’s frame of reference

Source: Berndt & Tait, 2014:68–69)

Congruence
Congruence as a component of MOT requires that there is a working compatibility and alignment
between the service context, the customer’s frame of reference and the service employee’s frame
of reference, as shown in Figure 6.3. When there is no alignment or agreement (that is, when the
customer’s frame of reference and that of the service employee differ too much from one another),
the MOT and ultimately the service encounter can be greatly affected (Blankson, 2015:271).

FIGURE 6.3
Congruence as a component of a moment of truth

It should be clear that service employees have to be able to understand the customer’s point of
view and the customer’s frame of reference to be able to interact well and achieve a favourable
result. This means that there should be some congruence, or compatibility, between the
participants and the frames of reference. In cases where there is a lack of congruence, conflict,
negative emotions and service problems will occur (Blankson, 2015:271).
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ACTIVITY 6.2

Can you think of any instances where there was little congruence between you
and the service provider or employee of an organisation? Give an example and
explain how you felt in the situation and what the outcome of the service
encounter were.

FEEDBACK

Each student’s answer will depend on their own experience.

6.2 CYCLE OF SERVICE

Study the section that follows

Before moving on to the topic of service blueprinting, it is important to familiarise yourself with
the concept of the cycle of service. Like much of the marketing jargon, the term is thrown about
by many people who unfortunately do not always have a clear understanding of what it actually
means.

As we have discussed above, it is vital that the customer is satisfied with the organisation’s level of
service throughout the cycle of service, which Thomas and Applegate (2009:238) explain as the
continuous chain of events that the customer goes through as he/she experiences the service.
They also explain that the cycle “starts off specific need and ends when that need is fulfilled” and
the ultimate end goal would be “to have the customer experience every moment of truth as
positive” (Thomas & Applegate, 2009:238).

A visual illustration of the cycle of service is demonstrated in Figure 6.4 using the example of a
bank customer in Activity 6.1.
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FIGURE 6.4
The cycle of service and MOTs experienced by a bank customer

Adapted from Thunder Safe (2017).

Figure 6.4 shows the MOTs that are experienced by a customer who plans to open a bank account.
The figure shows the logical sequence of MOTs that occur one after the other as the customer
experiences them. It depicts the cycle of service, with the customer at the beginning with a
neutral attitude or opinion and ending with a positive attitude due to the positive MOTs they
experienced during the cycle (Thunder Safe, 2017). This example shows that all the MOTs the
customer experienced changed the customer’s opinion of the bank from a neutral attitude to a
positive attitude.

The cycle of service is the depiction of the service the customer receives as the customer
experiences it. It is made up of several MOTs, reflecting the movement of the customer through
the organisation and its processes. The importance of this is that only by identifying the cycle of
service do we see the MOTs that affect the customer in totality, and not just as isolated instances
(Baum & Henkel, 2010:37–38).

Often an employee can feel that they have given good service, but the customer is the one who
goes through the whole cycle of service and may meet varying levels of understanding and care
in meeting their needs. Each time that the customer comes into contact with various service
encounters, they make a judgement and do a mental evaluation of the way they were treated.
Each evaluation is regarded as a MOT (Baum & Henkel, 2010:37–38). As shown in Figure 6.4, the
customer normally begins with a neutral attitude at the beginning of the cycle of service and as
they experience positive MOTs throughout the service encounter, their attitude to the
organisation becomes positive. Alternatively, if the customer experiences negative MOTs one after
the other during this cycle they will conclude that they received bad service, which leads to
customer dissatisfaction.

It is therefore vital that the organisation sees the total cycle of service, and finds ways to improve
the meeting of customer expectations or empower the front lines to perform better or reduce the
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time taken to deliver service. Establishing what the customer’s expectations are at each MOT and
making sure that the service delivered meets these expectations is critical (Berndt & Tait, 2014:72).
Specific aspects such as service employee skills, decision-making abilities, time, knowledge,
equipment and authority all play a role in delivering a service encounter and the outcome of a
MOT.

Let’s look at a practical example in Table 6.3, which shows a simplified view of a service map as
experienced by a customer who is visiting a restaurant.

TABLE 6.3
Example of cycle of service and service suggestions for a customer visiting a restaurant

Moment of truth Restaurant response

Arrival at the restaurant The customer drives into the parking lot of the restaurant and parks
their car. The customer walks to the front door of the restaurant
and the hostess opens the door and greets the customer.

Arrival at the front desk The hostess looks for their reservation in their reservation book. The
waiter for the table greets the customers and escorts them to their
table.

Arrival at the table The waiter introduces herself, hands the customers a menu each
and takes their drinks order. The waiter then leaves to prepare the
drinks at the bar.

Serves drinks order The waiter returns with the drinks, serves them to the customers
and takes their food order. The waiter then leaves to order the food
from the kitchen.

Serves food order Their waiter serves their food order and takes another drinks order.
The waiter then leaves to prepare the drinks at the bar.

Remainder of the service The waiter returns with their second round of drinks and asks if the
food is satisfactory. A few minutes later, the manager of the restau-
rant also comes to the table to make sure that the couple is
satisfied with the service.

Asks for bill The customer asks to pay the bill for the meal. The waiter returns
with the bill and takes all empty glasses and dirty plates from the ta-
ble. The customer checks the bill, adds the waiter’s tip and the
waiter processes the bill.

Departure The waiter walks the customers to the restaurant door. The hostess
opens the door for them and bids them farewell.

Adapted from Berndt & Tait (2014:84)

ACTIVITY 6.3

Use the example of the layout of a cycle of service and service suggestions as seen
in Table 6.3 and draw up your own cycle of service for a customer who goes to
stay in a five-star hotel for one night. Start the cycle of service when the customer
arrives at the hotel and end the cycle of service when the customer leaves the
hotel.
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FEEDBACK

Each student will have a different cycle of service for a five-star hotel.

Creating a service map can help management get a better idea of MOTs that occur during the
service encounter and also identify recovery loops where service failures can occur. In the next
section, we take the idea of service mapping further by discussing the service flow chart and the
service blueprint.

6.3 SERVICE BLUEPRINTING

Study the section that follows

As discussed above, the priority for a customer is to have their needs met and expectations
fulfilled. The extent to which the product or service meets those needs determines the level of
satisfaction. So how is this extent of satisfaction determined? By comparing the service delivered
with the customer’s expectations of the service to be experienced. This section focuses on
designing the service offering to meet those customer expectations.

6.3.1 Defining service flow chart, service blueprinting and service mapping
In order to make sense of a complicated service delivery process, tools such as the service flow
chart have been developed with the aim of visually representing the sequence of the service
delivery process. Boshoff (2014:143) explains that the service flow chart shows the whole
experience that customers go through and divides each service encounter into either “core
services, or core services that are supplemented or complemented by other services”. For example,
a core service at a restaurant is the meal that is served, and the supplementary services are the
interior design, the parking facilities, the bathrooms and background music. The service flow chart
is able to show the steps that are followed in delivering customer service and can identify those
moments where the customer and the business actually interact.

Service mapping, on the other hand, is a more complicated process as it involves establishing the
activities that customers, service employees and support employees need to perform. Mapping
differs from the flow chart because the service flow chart only shows the steps in the service
delivery process (Boshoff, 2014:136)

A service blueprint is defined by Boshoff (2014:136) as

a map that shows the whole service delivery system so that those people involved in it can
understand it because it portrays the process of service delivery, the customer contact points,
the different roles of customers and employees and the visible elements of the service from
the customer’s point of view.

It is a valuable tool that identifies and specifies the precise details of a service and enables
management to determine the service encounters that are prone to causing a service fault or
failure. It is important to note that the rapid advancement of technology also requires
management to put greater emphasis on utilising technology within service design (Berndt & Tait,
2014:71).

STUDY UNIT 6: SERVICE SYSTEM DESIGN



ACTIVITY 6.4

Watch this video about an example of a service blueprint so that you can get a
better understanding of how it is used in real life: https://www. youtube. com/
watch?v=gE_SNjP7Pik

The blueprint can also communicate to all business functions where the function affects the
customer, and can be used as a tool to highlight potential problems and areas needing
improvement in terms of the customer experience. It also shows where the customer should be
presented with evidence to support the perceptions of service.

There are five components that make up the service blueprint (Boshoff, 2014:136–137):

1. Customer actions: This includes all actions and choices made on the part of the customer
whilst they purchase, consume and evaluate the service encounter.

2. Onstage employee action (contact person – onstage): The service employee(s) who respond
(s) to the customer when they first enter the door.

3. Backstage employee action (contact person – backstage): The service employee(s) who per-
form invisible actions such as preparing a meal in the kitchen, ordering stock or planning an
action.

4. Support processes: These are all internal processes that assist in facilitating and supporting
onstage service employees. For instance, all administrative work, answering the telephone,
cleaning the facility, making sure that payment systems work.

5. Physical evidence: Tangible elements that support the level of service delivery, for example
certificates of good service, qualifications and safety.

If you are a barber, then when the customer enters your shop, your certificates and awards for
good service and recognition should be visible – this is what is meant by evidence. An example of
the service blueprint of a barber is shown in Figure 6.5:
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ACTIVITY 6.5

Use the example of the service blueprint illustrated in Figure 6.5 to draw up your
own service blueprint for a customer who has dinner at a restaurant. Start the
blueprint at the point where the customer arrives in the parking lot of the
restaurant and end the blueprint when the customer pays the bill and leaves the
restaurant.

FEEDBACK

Each student will have a different answer based on the chosen restaurant and type
of service described.

6.3.2 Designing a simple service blueprint
The set of rules for service organisations are completely different to that for organisations that
manufacture tangible products, such as a car manufacturer or a company that makes furniture.
For this reason service organisations need to focus on service delivery, as they produce intangible
products and experiences and therefore their service blueprint is more complex as it highlights
customer contact points, the roles of the customer and employee and the visible elements that a
customer sees during the service encounter (Berndt & Tait, 2014:84). Table 6.4 shows the steps in
designing a service blueprint.

TABLE 6.4
Steps in designing a simple service blueprint

Step Label Description Example

Step 1 Collect informa-
tion and establish
the script of the
customer and the
service employee.

● Collect information from
both customers and service
employees about their per-
ceptions of how the
sequence of events in service
delivery should be
performed.

● Establish where the scripts
(record of service percep-
tions) overlap and where
they differ.

● A restaurant manager who
wants to draw up a service
blueprint will use the infor-
mation he gathers from
customers, waiters, the
chef and all support em-
ployees about how service
delivery takes place in the
restaurant.

Step 2 Identify potential
service failures.

● Classify possible service fail
points.

● Develop appropriate strat-
egies to manage service
failures.

● Possible failure points in
the restaurant could in-
clude the waiter taking the
wrong order or the hostess
forgetting to write down a
table reservation in the
diary.

● Strategies need to be de-
veloped to make sure that
orders are correctly re-
corded and table
reservations are confirmed
with customers.
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Step Label Description Example

Step 3 Determine the
time frame for
execution.

● Develop a time frame for im-
plementation of service
components.

● For instance, the time that
is required for the chef to
prepare different items on
the menu needs to be de-
termined, as some items
will take longer than
others.

● The restaurant must deter-
mine the standard time a
customer must wait to re-
ceive their order.

Step 4 Evaluate costs
incurred.

● Determine how service de-
sign affects profit margins.

● Forecast costs involved in im-
plementation of service
failure strategies.

● The chef makes the food
and the waiter delivers the
food to the customer – if
the chef had to cook and
deliver the food it would
waste time.

Adapted from Boshoff (2014:137–140)

The original plan and formula for drawing a simple service blueprint as seen above has been
added to and fine-tuned over the years by many different scholars and organisations. In the next
section, we look at a more complicated service blueprint that can assist management to ensure
that service employees understand and can improve service encounters.

6.3.3 Drawing up complex service blueprints
We now look at the step-by-step process that is involved in drawing up a complex service
blueprint. This process includes not only bringing together functional activities and support
process, but also gathering information from customers and employees in order to build a
successful service blueprint.

The first step is establishing the process that will be blueprinted and the starting point of the level
of the blueprint that will be drawn up. Step two is establishing the target or customer segment,
because the needs and expectations of various customer groups will need variations in product
and service features. The third step is mapping the service from the customer’s perspective by
recording the actions and decisions that the customer performs and experiences. This action will
help management to steer away from putting time and effort into strategies and processes that
do not have an impact on the customer or service encounter (Boshoff, 2014:137–140).

Establishing clear lines of interaction and mapping out visible and invisible service activities is step
four. Step five is to create links between customer and service employee activities and the various
internal support functions in order to show the direct and indirect impact of internal actions on
customers. Finally, Step six involves adding the proof of service to the blueprint in order to show
what the customer actually experiences (Kumar, 2010:165– 167). For instance, let’s look at the
barber example again: the certificates and awards for good service, qualifications from well-known
beauty schools and industry recognition should be visible on the wall of the barber shop when a
customer walks in.

Table 6.5 highlights the steps involved in designing a complex service blueprint
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In order to improve and uphold a high standard of service delivery, it is important to ensure that
the whole organisation and every employee is on board with the organisation’s service strategy
and will work to continuously analyse and improve on service problems. Creating a customer-
centric culture will motivate employees to help customers whether they work in the front lines of
the organisation or in the background in a supportive function.

6.3.4 Issues in service process design and delivery
There are certain components that need to be considered when designing a service blueprint.
Service managers should not be forced to design a system just for the sake of having a system in
place that will not be beneficial in the long run. Time and careful consideration must be given to
the process of designing a service process.

The five components that play a major role in service process design and delivery are (Money
Matters, 2017):

● The degree of interaction required

Customer participation in the delivery of the service needs to be considered because some
services require the presence of the customer and there is close interaction between the
service employee and the customer: for example, services that are provided at a nail and
beauty salon, at a barbershop or a dentist. In recent years, the introduction of self-service
technologies (SSTs) means that customers can be serviced over the internet: for example,
buying movie tickets and airline tickets.

● The degree of accessibility

It is crucial for service managers to prioritise the location of premises and distribution, as these
can affect the accessibility and availability of services. For instance, services such as plumbers
and electricians will provide services where the customer is located; however, other public
services such as banks and dry cleaners should be easily accessible for customers. Support
services such as parking, escalators and elevators all increase the accessibility of services.

● The degree of standardisation

The level of customisation of the service must be determined, as it will indicate the number of
steps and how complex the service process is. Generally, services that can be customised
require a greater level of skill on the part of the service employee and more resources on the
part of the organisation. For example, services that require a greater need for customisation
include interior design, counselling and tailoring of clothes.

● The degree of technology used

It is becoming more and more common for technology to be incorporated into service
processes. Some of the benefits of using technology include fewer service failures, higher
levels of productivity and lower costs to the organisation. For example, companies that have
developed apps for cellphones where customers can log in to customise their accounts, pay
bills and send through any queries.

● The degree of visibility

In some instances, it is important for the customer to be able to view the service process and
transaction as it is being carried out. For example, dog parlours are usually open plan or have
clear glass windows to that customers can see how their pets are being groomed.

6.3.5 Service process redesign
As we discussed at the beginning of this chapter, rapid advancements in technology in most
industries have meant that competition is fierce and even cutthroat. Most companies are trying to
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exceed their competitors in every aspect and most of the time customer service is a determining
factor in the success or failure of an organisation.

It is therefore of utmost importance that service managers are open to doing service process
redesign in order to revise and improve on process maps that may have become old and flawed (Z.
S. Patel College of Management and Technology, 2016). In the majority of cases, service process
redesign should occur not because the design itself is flawed, but because changes in technology,
customer needs, added service features and new products and services have made existing
processes inadequate. The main reasons why it is necessary to do service process redesigns are (Z.
S. Patel College of Management and Technology, 2016):

1. Eliminate service failures
Identifying possible causes of service failures and eliminating from the service process should be
the first priority for any service manager. Overcoming certain service failures altogether will allow
increased customer satisfaction levels, lower costs and increased employee motivation.

2. Save time and increase productivity
Time is a valuable asset for customers and therefore an organisation does not want to be known
for wasting people’s time. A good route to follow is using technology to implement strategies,
processes and systems that can save time and streamline processes that can eliminate non-value
adding steps.

3. Redesign to become more productive
Working smarter, not harder, is the philosophy of most successful service-orientated companies as
it can not only increase the profitability of the organisation, but also raise customer satisfaction
levels. Introducing self-service options for customers can reduce the need for interaction and
allow the service manager to look for linkages between other functions or departments within the
organisation that can support one another in order to improve productivity.

4. Increase customer satisfaction levels
The ultimate goal of any service process is to improve customer satisfaction levels as this has a
direct impact on customer loyalty. Service employees should use every opportunity to build on
the customer’s feelings of trust and good faith in order to show them that the organisation does
care about their needs by adding a human touch.

This concludes the chapter on service system design. In the next study unit, we look at developing
service employees who are responsible for carrying out service activities.

6.4 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
The following questions are very good examples of what you can expect in the examination. Work
through them carefully and compare your answers with the feedback given in the prescribed book.

1 Define “service encounter”.
2 Name and explain the four characteristics that can have an impact on the service interaction

as experienced by customers.
3 Imagine you have your hair cut at a hair salon or barbershop. What are some of the MOTs

you will experience there? Give an example of two MOTs.
4 Describe in your own words what the following three terms are and give a practical example

of each one: a remote encounter, an indirect personal encounter and a direct personal or
face-to-face encounter.

5 Name and explain the three components of a MOT.
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6 Imagine that you are going to visit the dentist for your annual check-up. Discuss the MOTs
that you will experience whilst at the dentist.

6.5 REFLECTION
Before you go on to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 In what areas of your professional life do you think you will be able to use the skills you have
learnt in this study unit?

2 What did you find difficult in this study unit? Why do you think you found this aspect diffi-
cult? Do you understand this aspect now, or do you need more help? How will you find
more help?

3 What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4 How long did you take to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do you

need to adjust your study programme?

6.6 SUMMARY
The focus in this study unit was on service system design – designing the service offering from the
customer’s point of view to deliver customer satisfaction. A number of important issues were
addressed independently, but as you worked through the unit you would have seen that they all
need to be considered together in order to ensure that the service meets the expectations of the
customer. The first concept that was covered was the MOT and the types and components of the
MOT. Attention was paid to the cycle of service concept in order to give you greater insight into
how customers’ expectations count in the design of the service offer. Next to be addressed was
the service blueprint. The importance of this concept lies in the fact that without knowing what
the customer experiences and the role-players in delivering that experience, the service cannot be
managed to improve it or make it more effective. Study it well. The final concept to be covered
was that of the steps to follow in designing a blueprint for service, in order to win customer
satisfaction.

In the next unit we deal with the role of employees in service provision, and how an organisation
can manage employees to enhance the perceived quality of service. The focus of this unit is on
managerial tasks of finding the right employee, training them and rewarding them to help drive
the service focus of the business.
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INTRODUCTION
Can you recall any instances when you have been blown away by customer service and made to
feel like a truly valued customer, instead of just another ticket that needs to be dealt with? Every
company will tell you customers are their number-one priority, but few “walk the walk” when it
comes to delivering the kind of remarkable service that keeps customers coming back.

In a service organisation, the front-line employees can make or break the customer experience –
and as such are a very important part of the service strategy of most companies that have
interactions between their employees and customers. Think back to the last time you had a bad
service encounter at a retailer – chances are that it was a result of the interaction between you
(the customer) and the retail service employee. The issue is not often the product itself – unless
there has been a product failure – but more often it revolves around the behaviour or lack of care
and understanding of the retail employee!

To provide excellent customer service, a culture of serving customers must permeate throughout
the organisation. When all customer service employees understand that pleasing customers is
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connected to the success of the business, they will take the initiative to create a superior customer
experience.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
This study unit deals with the role of employees in service provision, and how an organisation can
manage employees to enhance the perceived quality of service. The focus of this unit is the
managerial tasks of getting the right employees, training them and rewarding them to help drive
the service focus of the business.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to:

● identify the responsibilities of employees in service firms
● describe the process of selecting suitable service employees
● clarify the training required for service employees
● differentiate between employee empowerment and rewarding employees to

ensure service delivery

KEY CONCEPTS

Having worked through this study unit, you should be able to explain or define the
following concepts:

● support employees
● front-line employees
● boundary spanners
● responsiveness
● reliability
● assurance
● empathy
● selection
● empowerment
● monetary rewards
● non-monetary rewards
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7.1 RESPONSIBILITIES OF SERVICE EMPLOYEES

Study the section that follows

Have you ever dealt with service employees and thought to yourself “My goodness, this person
should not be dealing with customers at all!” or “This person has excellent customer service skills!”
These statements illustrate the importance of having the correct customer service employees,
knowing what their responsibilities are and how they can influence how a customer evaluates the
overall service offering of the organisation. The competencies that we uncover in this unit are
important because all organisations have some part of their offering that revolves around service
– and sometimes it is only the employees and their skills at delivering service consistently that
differentiate one business from its competitors. In the context of South Africa, these competencies
are crucial because it is generally agreed that the level of service provision in the country needs to
be improved, and getting the process and systems right cannot ensure service of an acceptable
standard if the employees delivering service are not adding value for the customer. In an informal
survey on customer service levels in South Africa, none of the respondents gave above 6 out of 10
for customer service (Dlamini, 2015). This is a mediocre score considering that good service is no
longer an option, but an essential part of the success of an organisation (Machado & Diggines,
2012:6–7).

Employing the right service staff is so important! Watch at this video on YouTube which shows
how service employees can produce poor customer service: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=W6yXonvwRVs

7.1.1 Types of service employee
Service-orientated organisations normally employ two types of personnel, namely customer
contact employees (also referred to as front-line staff) and support employees. The two categories
of personnel are discussed in more detail below:

Customer contact employees
Customer contact employees are responsible for the front-line activities, also known as onstage or
visible actions, for example a furniture salesperson working on the floor of the store. Front-line or
customer contact employees actually interact with the customer and are an important part of the
organisation’s service drive, because they represent the business to the customer and are
important in influencing how the customer evaluates the quality of the service. Employees include
customer service employees, sales employees, the receptionist, call centre employees and
accounts employees (Beisse, 2015:89–90). In a bank, for example, the front-line employees could
be the receptionist, the person operating the enquiries desk, the tellers, security or even the bank
manager!

Due to their frequent interaction with customers, front-line employees play an important role in
creating a positive perception in the minds of customers. As discussed in the previous unit,
customer contact employees create moments of truth for organisation and therefore must be
customer-orientated and know what the needs and expectations of customers are and how to
meet them (Cook, 2011:188). It is therefore crucial that the organisation carefully selects front-line
employees who have the right skills, attitude and personality to deal with customers every day.
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Support employees
Support employees (also known as back-end employees) are rarely seen by customers or interact
with them, but are known for being “the engine” that drives the organisation. The responsibility of
support employees is to ensure the internal production process delivers the product to customers
up to technical expectations and ensures that the customer does not just get a “smile” but no
substance in terms of the product offering (Beisse, 2015:89–90). This group has been employed for
their technical skills and therefore it is not as important for these people to have good customer
service skills. However, all employees should know how to greet customers, have good manners
whilst being patient and polite and answer any common questions customers might have.
Examples of support employees are administrative employees, maintenance and cleaning
employees, technical support employees, human resources and finance employees.

ACTIVITY 7.1

Assume you are going to stay in a hotel or bed-and-breakfast. Who would you
identify as customer contact employees? Who would you identify as support
employees? List two employees per category and give a reason for your answer.

FEEDBACK

Customer contact employees include the hotel manager, receptionist and desk
clerk, bellboys, hotel waiters, bartender, room service employees and the events
coordinator.

Support employees include cleaning employees, restaurant chef, electricians,
plumbers, accountants, hotel administrative employees, the IT manager and the
human resource manager.

7.1.2 The responsibilities of customer contact employees
Every employee plays an important role in delivery service to customers. The following
characteristics are essential for a customer contact employee to possess (Machado, 2011:109–110):

1. Customer contact employees personify the organisation/brand in the customer’s eyes, as
what happens between them will influence the customer’s view of the organisation. For in-
stance, a nail technician or beauty therapist produces the service herself.

2. They represent the organisation’s brand therefore must reflect and live out the brand val-
ues. The Dreamland case study we discuss further below shows how vital it is for
management to be aware of every customer interaction that customer contact employees
are involved with.

3. They perform the role of marketers because they can, through their service, promote the
business in the eyes of the customer as they perform tasks, communicate with and deliver
value to customers. As a result, many organisations such as car manufacturers and news
broadcasting channels in South Africa have decided to outsource their call centre activities
to companies which are located overseas, not only to save on costs, but also because these
companies have a proven track record of providing this specialised communication skill to
customers.

4. They can help transfer information both from the customer to the business (the cus-to-
mer’s expectations) and from the business to the customer by delivering the service promise
to the customer in a superior manner. This interaction with both the external and internal as-
pects of the service encounter is termed boundary spanning, and those employees who
perform this function are called boundary spanners. Boundary-spanning personnel are also
considered to be the organisation’s representatives.

Even organisations that are customer-driven and have employees who focus on delivering
valuable customer service will unfortunately have to deal with conflict situations from time to time.
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In the next section, we look at conflict and how service employees, especially boundary spanners,
should handle difficult situations.

7.2 SOURCES OF CONFLICT
As we discussed above, boundary-spanning employees are responsible for a range of different
tasks which include being able to bring together personal and organisational roles successfully.
There is great pressure on these employees to fulfil their role and that is why it can lead to conflict
and stress. There are three major sources of conflict, as shown in Table 7.1.

TABLE 7.1
Major sources of conflict

Source of conflict Explanation

1. Conflict between
the organisation
and customer

● This type of conflict occurs between the service employee’s two
superiors – the organisation and the client.

● For example, the employee knows that they must deliver accord-
ing to the organisation’s standards, produces and processes.
However, the customer makes excessive demands that could vio-
late the organisation’s policy.

● This situation becomes more intense when a sales consultant relies
on the customer for income/commission, because there is a great-
er motivation to satisfy the customer.

2. Conflict between
the person and
the role

● Some situations are conflicting for service employees because
their responsibilities are not in line with their own personal beliefs,
values, or personality.

● For instance, the organisation requires the employee to dress in a
certain manner or to wear a uniform that is not comfortable for
the person.

● Also, the employee could be instructed to remain polite and help-
ful even when they feel personally attacked by a customer who is
rude or shows them no respect.

3. Inter-client
conflict

● This type of conflict occurs when the service employee must deliv-
er service to a range of customers with different expectations.

● For example, a bank teller who is assisting customers sequentially
in a queue could be spending additional time, customising the
service and being flexible in order to satisfy the needs of the cus-
tomer they are dealing with; but at the same time the customers
waiting in the queue could become impatient because they feel
they are not being assisted fast enough.

● A customer in a gym class could feel that the instructor, who is re-
sponsible for serving many customers simultaneously, is not
giving them the attention or assistance that they expect.

● Unfortunately, this type of conflict can lead to a lot of stress for
the employee as they feel they are not meeting the expectations
of the customer. This in turn can lead to the workload taking its
toll on the individual, who ultimately becomes burnt out because
of emotional stress.

Source: Hoffman & Bateson, 2017:262

MNM1502/1 189

STUDY UNIT 7: Developing service employees



190

Service employees need to be informed and trained to deal with these types of conflict as well as
having the skills to deal with rude, uncommunicative and abusive customers. The points discussed
below could assist service employees with handling conflict situations (Beisse, 2015:79):

● Employing people who have a high emotional intelligence, high self-esteem and a likeable per-
sonality is just as important as the necessary skills set the job requires.

● Management should train employees to ensure that they are emotionally prepared to carry
out the tasks required of them.

● The physical environment and space should be comfortable and contribute to creating a posi-
tive working experience for service employees. For instance, many organisations have
relaxation or game rooms where employees can take a break if they feel overwhelmed or need
to let out their frustrations. These facilities give service employees an opportunity to get out of
the conflict situation.

● When service employees feel they are unable to deal with a specific situation or an extremely
rude or demanding customer, there must be a channel for them to refer the customer to a
manager or supervisor.

● As a customer service employee, you should always have as your goal to steer a difficult situa-
tion to a successful conclusion. The employee must realise that they will never be able to
change the customer, but they can do what they can to gather as much information as possi-
ble, to be as polite and as helpful as possible and provide excellent customer service until the
situation is resolved.

Management should monitor their customer service employees very closely in order to make sure
that do not become emotionally unstable or burn out because of the pressures of dealing with
customers; if this happens it will affect the level of service the organisation produces.

7.3 SELECTING SUITABLE SERVICE EMPLOYEES

Study the section that follows

Management cannot expect a service employee to work well with customers if the employee does
not like working with people or is very introverted or shy. That is why the next section about
recruiting and selecting the correct employees is so important. Potential employees must have the
right service orientation to be able to deliver consistent service. Customer-centric organisations
must strive to get the right employee, with the right orientation, for the right job. There are a
number of behavioural aspects to look for in service employees that are important in shaping
customers’ perceptions of service quality:

● Responsiveness

The employee should show a personal willingness to help and be prompt in handling customer
requirements. Think of your own shopping experiences – some employees in retail stores ignore
you completely, while others go out of their way to help meet your needs and satisfy your
requirements (Makanyeza & Mumiriki, 2016:1). If, for example, a customer goes to a cellphone
store in search of a specific cellphone, the salesperson should promptly assist the customer by
going to find out if the store has stock of the product, or if other branches of the store have the
phone in stock.

● Reliability

We mentioned that the service must be delivered as promised, so if anything goes wrong, the
service employee must be able to use their discretion to determine the best way to recover the
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service experience (Makanyeza & Mumiriki, 2016:1). For instance, if a customer complains to a
waiter about the food, the employee must know what to do and how to solve the problem.

● Assurance

Service employees must be able to communicate credibility and gain the customer’s confidence
that they can deliver the service as promised. This is even more important for a new business,
because the first customer experience will be largely shaped by the interaction with service
employees and will either enhance or detract from the reputation of the organisation (Makanyeza
& Mumiriki, 2016:1).

● Empathy

The employee must be able to listen well and adapt to be able to deliver service to individual
customers. The employee must show that they understand the customer’s view of things and be
able to provide caring, individualised attention to the customer (Makanyeza & Mumiriki, 2016:1).

Read the case study on African Nails that shows the importance of employing the right people for
the right task.

Case study: Client service superstars
Ben Tshabalala, owner of African Nails beauty parlour franchise, says that client
service has become even more important as a result of the recent recession.
He says, “Because budgets are tight, most organisations are looking to get the
most value from the money they spend. When you provide top-notch custom-
er service, it reinforces the buying decision and demonstrates to clients that
their ‘rands’ go further with us.”

When employees at the different stores receive comments from clients citing
specific employees or instances of excellent customer service, Tshabalala often
forwards these comments to all his stores. He believes encouraging employees
in this way helps keep client service top of mind for them. “We publicly recog-
nise our employees for outstanding service based on comments we receive
from clients,” he notes. “It reinforces the importance of what they do for our cli-
ents, which motivates them to provide even higher levels of service.”

Tshabalala feels that most of the ability to offer excellent customer service is in-
nate and not a “trainable” trait. That’s why it’s critical to hire the right people in
the first place, he says. “Client service is a large part of each of the positions for
which we hire. Thus, it is not only important for the candidate to be a skilled
beauty technician but also a strong communicator and listener.”

Adapted from Half (2017)

Take some and time and visit the www.hellopeter.co.za website and see how many of the com-
plaints are about employees who are rude or do not seem to care – you will be surprised at how
often these two things are mentioned when customers complain.

7.3.1 How to select the right service employee
Service employees have the power to make or break the customer service strategy of an
organisation and for that reason, time and care needs to be taken when service employees are
recruited. The guidelines in Table 7.2 can help management and human resources select the best
employees for the tasks that need to be completed.

MNM1502/1 191

STUDY UNIT 7: Developing service employees

https://www.roberthalf.com/employers/hiring-advice/employee-recruitment/hiring-plans/the-costs-of-a-bad-hire
file:///C:\Users\prinsck\Google%20Drive\Work%20related\My%20Modules\MNM1502\Study%20guide%20recreation\Learning%20units%20in%20progress\www.hellopeter.co.za


192

TABLE 7.2
Guidelines in selecting service employees

Guideline Explanation

1. Interviews When interviews are conducted, it helps to have more than one
interviewer in the room so that one can ask the questions and
the other can listen to and observe the candidate’s responses.

2. Employee accolades
and awards

Check on the candidate’s curriculum vitae if they have won any
customer service-related awards, as this is can be an indicator
of their skill level. If they have, ask the candidate to explain
what they received the award for.

3. Simulate possible
service situations

Create a service situation where the interviewer pretends to be
a customer with a complaint and the candidate pretends to be
the service employee who has to try and solve the customer’s
problem. The second interviewer can observe the situation in
order to evaluate the candidate’s actions and responses.

4. Complete personality
and psychometric tests

Ask the candidate to complete a personality test and a psycho-
metric test so that the interviewer can do a proper analysis of
the candidate’s personality traits and skills levels, so that they
can assign them to the right department or job.

5. Job shadowing Before a candidate is employed, it is a good idea for them to be
exposed to real-life situations in the workplace for a day or two
with potential colleagues. In this way the candidate can experi-
ence what the job really entails before the final decision is
made to hire them.

Adapted from Wirtz (2016:399–400)

It is important that the strengths and weaknesses of a candidate are fully understood by their
employers. Psychological profiling methods or personal assessment tools in the workplace can
assist managers to distinguish between the various personalities, traits, characteristics, strengths
and weaknesses of employees. These tools are especially important when it comes to assigning
tasks and responsibilities to individuals, as a manager should focus on utilising the strengths of
each individual to ensure and sustain high levels of motivation.

Using the guidelines discussed above, management can increase its chances of selecting a
suitable candidate for the vacant positions. Once the right employee is selected, the process of
training these candidates can commence.

7.4 TRAINING SERVICE EMPLOYEES

Study the section that follows

Think back to some of your own customer service experiences – can you remember a time when
you could spot someone who either could not do the job (for example could not ring up the items
competently) or just did not seem to have a clue about anything you asked of them? These are
symptoms of a lack of training.

Training is about getting the right knowledge and skills to do the job right. Employee
development, on the other hand, differs from training in the sense that employee development is
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focused on the activities directed at the future needs of the employee and which equip them to
perform well in the future. A service employee can be expected to perform many different roles –
either as a formal part of the job description or as part of the fundamental job skills needed to
some extent in a service job. Lovelock and Wirtz (2011:317–318) highlight some of the aspects
that need to be covered during the training of new service employees, as shown in Table 7.3:

TABLE 7.3
Training aspects for new service employees

Aspect Details of area

1. Organisational aspects ● This aspect relates to the core functioning and purpose of
the organisation.

● Service employees need to know what the mission, vision,
values, strategy and culture of the organisation is.

● This will help align the new employee understand their
role and purpose within the organisation.

2. Human and interpersonal
skills

● The way in which a service employee communicates and
interacts with customers and fellow colleagues is vital

● The employees behaviour, actions and speech needs to be
in line with the organisation’s philosophy

3. Technical skills ● Technical skills are about having a good understanding of
processes, policies and organisational regulations

● Also, service employees need to be skilled at making sales,
marketing products and representing the organisation
well as a brand ambassador.

4. Knowledge about the or-
ganisation’s products and
services

● Service employees should be well acquainted with the
marketing strategy of the organisation and the positioning
of the product/ service in the marketplace.

● Having an awareness of competitors and substitute prod-
ucts will give the employee a well-rounded understanding
of the industry they work in.

5. Service system skills ● Employees who have come to grips with the organisation’s
service system and process will be able to deliver better
service at a higher quality.

● Being able to align the service process with the customer’s
individual needs will produce a high value on the part of
the customer

6. Teamwork skills ● “One-man-shows” in organisations are rare and therefore
employees must be able to function effectively in a team
environment

● The employee must be able to work with colleagues who
have different skills, personalities, strengths and
weaknesses

Teamwork makes the dream work in successful organisations!

7.4.1 Service employee skills
Once the broader areas have been covered in training sessions with the new employee, it is
necessary for the employee to be trained in order to gain specific skills that will be required of the
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service employee to complete and to perform each of these roles. These include (Machado,
2011:109–110):

● Order taker. The employee is the actual front-line between the organisation and the customer
and therefore the employee needs to understand the customer and have sufficient back-
ground knowledge of the industry. In a bank, this could be the teller.

● Advice giver. The customer would expect the employee to advise them about a certain prob-
lem or situation and possibly offer a solution. Again, the employee must have a good
understanding of the industry they function in. Again, in a bank, this could be the investment
officer.

● Image maker. Customers could judge the organisation on tangible cues such as how the em-
ployee is dressed, their appearance and actions.

● Service deliverer. The last point of contact with the customer is made by the service deliverer.
In a bank, this could be the bank manager or security employee who greets the customer as
they leave.

● Complaint handler. The first contact point is often when the complaint is voiced, so this
would be a relevant skill for all service employees. The bank manager at a bank, for example,
who is skilled emotionally to deal with a significant customer complaint.

● Therapist. The customer wants to be supported and be given relevant advice. For example, a
bartender often has to be a good listener and therapist for some of the clientele in a pub or a
hairdresser who listens to her clients’ life stories while doing their hair.

● Trainer. The service employee must be able to deal with customers who may not be compe-
tent or have difficulty meeting their own service role. For instance, the employee may have to
explain how to fill out a specific form at Home Affairs when a customer wants to apply for an
identity document.

● Coach. Many customers need confidence building to ensure they get a good customer
experience.

The case study below about Dreamland waterparks explains how the organisation successfully
recruits and trains hundreds of employees every year.

Case study: Training at Dreamland
Dreamland, an internationally renowned water park and resort, recruits more
the 200 employees a year to work at the waterpark, hotel and catering facilities
for a six-month season. Approximately a quarter of 2016 employees returned
for the new season in 2017. Other employees were recruited by word-of-mouth
from the friends of recent employees and the families of customers. The chal-
lenge for each year is to train up to 100 new employees how to deliver the
Dreamland experience, in less than 10 days. The training is conducted at the
Dreamland conference centre, Dreamworld Events. As soon as the employees
arrive, they are greeted and treated like guests, following exactly the same
schedule with breakfast, lunch and dinner. The new employees adopt different
roles, taking it in turns to be customers and then employees, and teams of
chefs prepare the same meals that customers will eat on their holidays.

Each employee learns his or her role during this intensive period, and depart-
ments have written job lists to help them ensure that Dreamland’s operating
standards, even in an informal, fun environment are maintained. Neo Sibaya,
the training manager, explained that treating the employees as customers was
the most effective way to show them the customer experience. The success of
Dreamland is built on customer satisfaction and loyalty- with a 71% of sales re-
peat business.

Adapted from Bowie & Buttle (2011:388)
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7.5 EMPOWERING SERVICE EMPLOYEES
It should be the dream of every manager and supervisor to have empowered and motivated
service employees working under them. Most managers want the teams and departments they
manage to be enthusiastic and show initiative that is in line with the organisation’s mission, vision,
values and culture. Leadership is therefore key in making this need a reality in the workplace.

The definition of empowerment revolves around management actions to get employees
committed and productive by participating positively in organisational decisions. This places a
greater responsibility on employees to participate and get involved, and there may be some
employees who do not want this – they may want to only work their eight hours and go home
(HR Zone, 2017).

Empowerment, in summary, therefore relates to increasing service employee performance by
encouraging participation and in decision-making. It is however unfortunate that most managers
feel that they cannot trust employees with decision-making and therefore do not delegate this
task to service employees in their departments. Table 7.4 looks at some of the benefits and
drawbacks of empowering employees in the workplace.

TABLE 7.4
Benefits and drawbacks of empowering employees in the workplace

Benefits of empowering employees Drawbacks of empowering employees

1. Employees are more focused and confi-
dent and therefore can provide
speedier service, speedier responses to
customers and solve problems quicker.
This is especially true in terms of service
recovery situations where a service fail-
ure could have occurred.

1. The organisation needs to look after serv-
ice employees who are well-trained and
heavily skilled in customer service and this
means that they would need to pay them
more and avoid losing them to other or-
ganisations that are head hunting.

2. Empowered employees tend to feel
better about the job and this reflects in
their attitude towards customers. These
employees take pride in their work be-
cause they are know that their
managers and supervisors, and ulti-
mately the organisation, trusts them to
make decisions which positively reflects
in how they treat customers.

2. Empowered employees tend to customise
the service process for individual custom-
ers, which could add time to the service
delivery and impact on consistency. Con-
sider a franchise – could it let its
employees customise products for cus-
tomers? Would that not damage its ability
to deliver standard products quickly in a
friendly manner?

3. They can also be useful in identifying
new ideas or areas of opportunity for
the organisation. Empowered employ-
ees are proactive and attentive to
making the service process even better
and more effective.

3. When employees take time to customise
services for customers, it would definitely
have an effect on service turnaround times,
which could cause delays for customers,
who for example are in a queue waiting to
be serviced.

4. In short, empowered employees are
contentious, loyal and committed to
the organisation.

4. Customised services could cause inconsis-
tencies to occur in the service delivery,
which can cause customers to become up-
set because some customers might feel
that others receive better treatment than
them, or vice versa.

Source: Ritz-Carlton Leadership Centre, 2015.
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7.5.1 Levels of service employee empowerment
Because all organisations, and industries at large, are not created equal, the requirements and
levels of service employee empowerment will differ. Some organisations require a higher and
deeper level of empowerment whereas others can get with not intentionally empowering their
employees at all. As seen in Figure 7.1, the empowerment approaches can be illustrated in a
graph with shows a control orientated approach on the one end of the continuum and a more
involvement-orientated approach on the other. The three levels of decision making that an
organisation can follow is discussed below (Hoffman & Bateson, 2017:247–248):

1. Level 1 – Suggestion involvement
This level of empowerment is twofold as it allows service employees to make recommendations to
both management about the operations at the organisation and to customers about products and
services. In the first instance, the employee is allowed to suggest improvements on either a formal
or informal setting to management, verbally or through formal suggestion programs. For example,
a waiter recommended that the small portion sizes served at the restaurant be looked at as his
customers continually complain about the lack of value for money. In the second instance, the
employee is permitted to make suggestions to a customer about the organisations products and
service, for example, a sales representative for a specific brand of shampoo advises the customer
that they can purchase the product at any well-known grocery store.

2. Level 2 - Job involvement
The middle level in the empowerment continuum allows empowered employees to have more
freedom in terms of examining their role within the organisation and receiving more extensive
feedback from managers and supervisors. Job involvement requires that employees can work in
teams and use a wide range of skills to in the service delivery process. For example, at an events
company, the receptionist that answers the telephone and sets up appointments for clients
during the week can assist some of the other personnel with flower arrangements and setting
tables over the weekend if there is a wedding or function at the venue.

3. Level 3 - High involvement
This level of empowerment can be found at the involvement-orientated side of the empowerment
continuum (Figure 7.1). The main purpose of high-involvement level is for empowered employees
to be able to manage themselves, take responsibility and assume accountability for the work
assigned to them. It is therefore necessary for in-depth training and development with regards to
teamwork, problem solving and business operations and systems to take place. For this reason,
these employees are responsible also for the allocation and sharing in rewards and profit sharing.
As an example of high involvement is a senior manager who is responsible for the employees,
budgets, strategies and systems in a specific department.

FIGURE 7.1

The continuum of empowerment

Adapted from Hoffman & Bateson (2017:247–248)
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7.5.2 Factors affecting the correct empowerment level
Lovelock and Wirtz (2011:319) note that the following factors play a role in the decision that is
made by the organisation with regards to the level of empowerment management will follow.

1. The organisation’s business and competitive strategy. Service employee empowerment
is the right strategy for products and services which are highly differentiated, for example an
insurance company that caters for only for women because their service is differentiated
based on a small niche market.

2. The degree of involvement with customers. This factor relates to organisations that places
emphasis on relationship building with clients. For instance, social media and social market-
ing is a tool that more and more organisations are using in order to better communicate and
build relationships with customers.

3. The rapid advancement of technology. With the economy and business environment be-
coming more and more unpredictable everyday due to increased technological innovation,
service employees need to be more empowered and equipped to deal with change. Indus-
tries that rely on information technology for security, for example banks, need to train
employees to make decisions with regards to communicating new advancements to
customers.

4. Human resources. As we discussed previously, every employee and manager has a different
personality, strengths, weaknesses and leadership style and therefore teamwork is an essen-
tial ingredient is having success. Service employees need to know that they are valued and
that their supervisors believe in them enough to want to take the time to grow and develop
them.

Empowering employees not only requires input from the organisation’s workforce but also from
other sources such as departmental budgets, finance and human resources. For this reason, it is
therefore imperative to motivate and reward empowered managers, supervisors and employees
for embracing and building the vision and mission of the organisation.

7.6 REWARDING SERVICE EMPLOYEES
Every organisation must have a reward system in place that can be used to motivate, appreciate,
recognise and reward employees. This reward system is a great tool that can help improve the
level of employee performance by giving the service employee something that would be
considered valuable to them.

When deciding on an appropriate award for service employees, there are certain criteria or tests
that can be used to determine the effectiveness of the particular award, which include:

● Availability – they must be available and substantial.
● Flexibility – should be able to be given to anyone at any time.
● Reversibility – if given to the wrong people for the wrong reasons, they should not be life-long.
● Contingent – should be directly tied to desired performance criteria.
● Visibility – should be visible and be understood by all employees.
● Timeliness – should be given immediately following desired behaviours.
● Durability – the motivating effect of the reward should last for a long time.

The two main types of reward that can be given to a service employee are:

1. Monetary rewards
This type of reward is a money-based reward that can be used to reward employee behaviour and
performance that is in line with organisation’s goals. Money incentives include wages, salaries,
commissions, profit sharing and performances bonuses. A monetary incentive is usually given to a
service employee when they have met or exceeded the expectations of their manager or
supervisor and is given in the form of a bonus. The type of reward is effective if the employee is
motivated by cash.
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2. Non-monetary rewards
Non-monetary incentives can be allocated in the form of an opportunity, for example an invitation
to an awards evening, a vacation or time off from work. The same as monetary rewards, the
purpose of non-monetary rewards is also to reward the employee after the meeting or exceeding
organisational goals but can come in the form of recognition or praise from the organisation they
work for.

Throughout this unit, we saw the importance of service employees and the impact they have not
only on the organisation, but also on customers through the service delivery process. Therefore,
the main idea of the reward system is to give employees something of value in exchange for good
performance so that the standard is improved. In the next unit, we look at service quality and
satisfaction.

7.7 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
The following questions are very good examples of what you can expect in the examination. Work
through them carefully and compare your answers with the feedback given in the prescribed book.

1 Define customer contact employees.
2 You are a manager and oversee customer contact employees at a furniture retail outlet. Dis-

cuss the characteristics that are essential for a customer contact employees to carry out.
3 Name and explain three major sources of conflict boundary spanning employees could face.
4 What are the behavioural aspects to look for in service employees that are important in shap-

ing customers’ perceptions? Give a practical example of each aspect.
5 Imagine that you are speaking to a human resources manager. Explain in your own words

four guidelines that a human resource manager should follow when selecting service
employees.

6 Name and explain five of the service employee roles that require specific training and skills.

7.8 REFLECTION
Before you go on to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 In what areas of your professional life do you think you will be able to use the skills you have
learnt in this study unit?

2 What did you find difficult in this study unit? Why do you think you found this aspect diffi-
cult? Do you understand this aspect now, or do you need more help? How will you find
more help?

3 What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4 How long did you take to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do you

need to adjust your study programme?

7.9 SUMMARY
In this study unit, you were introduced to the different types of service employee and the
responsibilities of customer service employees. We then looked the three major sources of conflict
that these employees could face when dealing with customers. There are a number of behavioural
aspects that service employees must have, and we also discussed the guidelines that
management should follow when selecting service employees. Training is a crucial part of
ensuring successful customer service and therefore we looked at the specific areas where
employees could benefit from training. Finally, we provided you with the reasons why employee
empowerment and reward are crucial in maintaining motivation for customer service employees.

In the next study unit, we look at service quality and satisfaction.
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INTRODUCTION
Service quality is a concept that continues to attract considerable interest and debate in field
customer service research because of the difficulties of not only defining it but also measuring it.
In short, service quality is about ensuring that customers (both internal and external) get what
they want, whereas customer satisfaction is the feeling or attitude of a customer towards a
product or service after it has been used. Satisfaction and service quality are often treated
together as functions of the customer’s perceptions and expectations. So an important question
is: why should service quality be measured?

The competencies that we discover in this chapter are used by practitioners in all organisations
that are involved in delivering some form of service to the customer. In the South African context,
these competencies are crucial because in order to deliver a quality service, it is essential that we
first understand what the customer needs so that the service provided satisfies these needs.

OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY UNIT
This study unit begins by discussing the nature of service quality, followed by customer value.
Next customer expectations are examined as well as the effect of customer perceptions. In the last
sections of this unit, customer satisfaction and the various customer satisfaction measurements
are discussed.

This study unit unfolds as follows:

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing this study unit, you should be able to:

● explain what service quality is
● explain what customer values, expectations and satisfaction are
● explain how to measure customer satisfaction
● discuss the measurement of satisfaction

KEY CONCEPTS

Having worked through this study unit, you should be able to explain or define the
following concepts:

● service quality
● service quality dimensions
● customer value
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● functional value
● economic value
● psychological value
● customer expectations
● customer perception
● customer satisfaction
● SERVQUAL

8.1 SERVICE QUALITY
Quality is a term that we hear every day, but the question is: do we really know what it means? A
high standard of quality for one person might be considered low quality by another. In this
section of the unit, we look at the concept of service quality and its importance in customer
service. It is vital that you understand the contents of this section and do not confuse it with
customer satisfaction.

8.1.1 Defining service quality
William Davidow’s (in Mak, 2011:380) thoughts on service quality highlight some important points:
“Service standards keep rising. As competitors render better and better service, customers
become more demanding. Their expectations grow.” A number of factors have greatly influenced
the need for organisations to pay more attention to the quality of their service delivery. One of the
most influential factors in most of the large industries has to be the rapid advancement of
technology. This trend has created an exceptionally competitive environment where organisations
are forced to offer better-quality service than their rivals.

Service quality is defined by Panda and Das (2014) as “the judgement or attitude that is related to
the superiority of a service relative to offerings of competitors.” It can also be described at the
“customer’s overall impression of the inferiority of superiority of the organisation” and the services
it offers.

The dimensions of service quality are shown in Table 8.1.

TABLE 8.1

Service quality dimensions

Service quality dimension Description

Tangibles the appearance of all physical evidence, for instance facilities,
employees, communication channels and equipment

Reliability the ability to perform the service accurately and as promised

Responsiveness being prepared to help customers and provide quick and effi-
cient service

Assurance instilling confidence in the customer that quick and efficient
service will be provided by having trained and skilled employees

Empathy shown by service employees by giving individualised attention
to customers to convey their compassion and support

In the next section we look at the SERVQUAL model, used to measure service quality, which was
developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry in 1985.
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8.1.2 SERVQUAL model
The SERVQUAL model is an analytic methodology that is used to determine the strengths and
weaknesses of an organisation’s service quality. It uses up to 22 items to measure five service
quality dimensions, namely reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibility. These
dimensions and items therefore represent the core evaluation criteria for organisations when
measuring the quality of their service.

The aim of this methodology is to measure customer’s perceptions of service quality. However,
this is a very abstract concept because of the three characteristics that make up a service – namely
intangibility, heterogeneity and service performance. For this reason, most of the service quality
dimensions that are measured are very subjective and also personal to the respondent (Slideshare,
2013).

The SERVQUAL dimensions of service quality are:

1. Reliability
The dimension of reliability requires that service employees perform the promised service
dependably and accurately in a consistent manner. Organisations will be successful in creating
loyal customers if they perform the promised service within the time frame agreed upon and deal
with any complaints or concerns timeously and with great care. For instance, if a client is unhappy
with the service received, the manager will follow up with the customer immediately to rectify the
situation.

2. Responsiveness
Employees of organisations should show a personal willingness to help and be prompt in
handling customer requirements. Think of your recent retail experiences: some employees in retail
stores ignore you completely, while others go out of their way to meet your needs and satisfy
your requirements.

3. Empathy
The service employee must show compassion for the customer by listening attentively to their
concerns and sympathising with them. The service employee must show that they understand the
customer’s view of things and be able to provide caring, individualised attention to the customer.
If a service manager is helpful and continually asks if there is anything else they can do they can
assist the customer during the customer service experience.

4. Assurance
Service employees must be able to communicate credibility and gain the customer’s confidence
that they can deliver the service as promised. Service employees need to be well trained and have
the necessary skills and knowledge to put the customer at ease. This is even more important for a
new business, because the first customer experience will be shaped largely by their interaction
with service employees and will either enhance or detract from the reputation of the organisation.
Service managers convey reassurance to the customers when they show the customer that they
are in the “best hands” and that they will do everything in their power to assist them.

5. Tangibility
These are the aspects of a service that are visible and are used to improve customer satisfaction
levels. Each industry has a different set of tangibles that they rely on to do this. All structures,
facilities, equipment, staff and physical aspects are tangibles that organisations use to convey a
perception of high quality to customers.
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Of these five dimensions, reliability is regarded as the one that customers value most. This can be
related to concerns regarding the actual service outcome and the promised service – that is, if it
was delivered. The other four dimensions relate more to the development of the service.

8.1.3 Measuring service quality
Twenty-two items are used to measure five service quality dimensions, namely reliability,
responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibility, in the SERVQUAL model. These dimensions
and items represent the core evaluation criteria for organisations when measuring the quality of
their service (see Table 8.2).

In order to get an accurate result, the items should be measured twice. For example, the first time
the customer must be tested in terms of the level of service that the customer expects from the
service provider. The second time the customer should be tested on the actual service they
received. A conclusion must then be drawn based on the service quality perception minus the
expectation. The results show how well the service delivered matches the customer’s expectations.

TABLE 8.2
SERVQUAL dimensions used in measuring service quality

Tangibility

1. The technical equipment is completely up to date.
2. The physical facilities are visually appealing.
3. The employees are well-dressed and neat.
4. Tools and instruments used to provide the service are attractive.

Reliability

5. Promises to perform the service within a certain time are always kept.
6. Complaints and problems are solved with great concern and sympathy.
7. The service is delivered correctly the first time round.
8. The service is delivered at the time agreed upon.
9. Record-keeping such as orders and accounts is accurate.

Responsiveness

10. One cannot expect employees to inform customers as to the exact time of delivery.
11. It is not realistic to expect prompt service from the employees.
12. Employees are not always willing to help customers.
13. It is acceptable that employees are too busy to help customers immediately.

Assurance

14. Employees can be trusted.
15. Transactions with the employees feel safe.
16. Employees are friendly and courteous.
17. Employees possess the knowledge to answer the customer’s questions.

Empathy

18. Employees pay attention to each customer individually.
19. Employees pay personal attention to each customer.
20. Employees understand the specific needs of the customer.
21. Employees have the customer’s best interests at heart.
22. The organisation has convenient shopping hours.
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8.1.4 Service quality – expectations and perceptions
As discussed previously, all customers have an expectation of the service they will receive at an
organisation. For a number of different reasons, these expectations can be very low or very high.
These expectations could be affected by past experiences: for instance, if a customer had a
negative experience with an organisation, it becomes even more important for the customer to
have a positive service experience the next time they come into contact with the organisation.

Figure 8.1 shows the service experience and the factors that affect customers’ expectations of
what they will receive. It also shows that factors that might influence an individual’s perception of
a product, and the reasons why there might be a difference between the individual’s expectations
and their perceptions.

FIGURE 8.1
The service quality process

Adapted from Machado (2014:127)

In the next section, we look at customer value.

8.2 CUSTOMER VALUE
Service-orientated organisations should be concerned with creating customer value in such a way
that the consumer perceives them as superior to their competitors. This will result in the
consumer purchasing the organisation’s products or services and give the business a sustainable
competitive advantage over its competitors.

It is important to understand the concept of customer value. Like much marketing jargon, the
word “value” is thrown around by many who do not understand what it actually means and
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therefore it remains just that – jargon. Customer value can be defined as “benefits the customer
gets from a product”, which is calculated as the difference between the benefits (the total of the
tangible and intangible benefits) and the cost (Mansfield, 2014).

Customer value is a key concept that can be illustrated by the following equation:

Customer value = perceived benefits – perceived costs

Simply put, this equation explains that the customer will make purchases from the organisation
that is perceived to offer the highest customer-delivered value. This value is determined by
evaluating the benefits the consumer receives from purchasing the product against the costs
incurred in the process of deciding to purchase and actually purchasing the product. If customers
perceive the benefits as being higher, or more beneficial, than the costs incurred, then they
believe the purchase to be of value.

Figure 8.2 illustrates how customer value is created using three elements, namely quality,
customer service and marketing activities, which are closely related and linked. Let’s look at how
these elements work together:

FIGURE 8.2
Customer value

Adapted from Machado (2014)

When these elements work together, they become focused, value is created for the customer and
the objectives of creating service quality are met.

8.2.1 Sources of customer value
According to the definition of customer value just discussed, it is clear that different customers
perceive value differently and therefore there must be different sources of value. These sources of
value have an influence on the amount of value offered and thus the extent of service quality.

These sources of value can also be described as the perceived benefits and perceived costs that
affect customer value. As we explained earlier, the customer’s perception of value is derived from
the difference between the perceived benefits and perceived cost relating to the purchase of the
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product offering. The benefits are derived from the core product, supporting services and the
image of the chosen business. The costs to the customer are the time, energy, money and
psychological or emotional costs associated with the purchase and use of the product (FTMS
College, n.d.).

Perceived benefits or values that customers could experience are:
● Functional benefits. This is the value derived when the product performs its intended func-

tion: for example, a fleece jacket that provides warmth on a cold winter’s day.
● Economic benefits. These could be in the form of cost saving by purchasing a product at a

lower price from one specific furniture retailer than from a competitor whose price is higher.
● Psychological benefits. These benefits can be further divided into emotional, image and so-

cial benefits. For example, buying a very expensive car improves the customer’s level of self-
esteem.

● Experiential benefits. These are the benefits received in terms of the pleasure and enjoyment
associated with the particular product. For instance, buying scuba-diving equipment and going
scuba diving will give the customer an adrenaline rush.

Perceived costs or sources that detract from the value that customers could experience are:

● Monetary costs. This includes the costs incurred to obtain the product, that is, the purchase
price as well as any other monetary costs associated with the purchase and use of the product.

● Search costs. This refers to the time and effort needed to gather information on the product
to be purchased, to evaluate the alternatives and to go to the shop, queuing time and follow-
up phone calls to arrange delivery.

● Psychological costs. Many purchases can create stress and anguish. This applies particularly
to the purchase of expensive items that require significant financial commitment.

ACTIVITY 8.1

Assume that you are going to buy a brand-new car at a dealership. What are two
perceived benefits and two perceived costs you would experience when you
purchase the car?

FEEDBACK

The following perceived benefits and perceived costs are examples of what you
could experience:

A perceived benefit could be an economic benefit in the form of cost saving by
purchasing the car at a lower price from a specific dealer than from its competitor
whose price is higher. Another benefit could be psychological, because buying a
new car can improve your level of self-esteem.

Perceived costs in the form of monetary costs could be experienced because there
could be costs incurred in obtaining the car apart from the purchase price, for
example taking out insurance and paying for petrol. Also, search costs could occur
due to the time and effort taken to gather information on the product to be
purchased, to evaluate alternative cars or modes of transport and the time taken
to go to the different dealerships.

Achieving excellent customer service is a continuous process. Organisations should continuously
be active in redesigning, tweaking and improving their customer service. In a similar way,
customers’ expectations will also develop and evolve over time, thus making it essential that
service delivery keeps pace with customer expectations.
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8.3 CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS
As an organisation, it is very important to understand the role and consequences of customer
expectations and experiences as they have a tremendous effect on word-of-mouth marketing,
organisational reputation and organisational profits. Having a thorough understanding of how the
customer experiences and perceives an organisation will assist management in determining
customer value.

“Customer experience management can be defined as the management of all the interactions
with an organisation’s people, processes, systems and products with the purpose of generating
positive feelings or emotional responses on the part of the customer by such interactions” (Ma-
chado, 2014:133).

Every customer or potential customer has a preconceived idea of the type of service they will
receive before they even interact with the organisation. Customer expectations are the perceived
value that customers expect to receive when they purchase a product or service from a particular
organisation (Business Dictionary, 2017).

8.3.1 Levels of customer expectation
The five levels of customer expectations are shown in Table 8.3.

TABLE 8.3

Levels of customer expectation

Level of customer
expectation

Explanation and example

1. Ideal or unanticipated
level of service

Unanticipated service occurs when a customer experiences a lev-
el of service that they did not expect. This could include offering
a customer satisfaction guaranteed on all purchases or fast turn-
around service times when in contact with call centres. These are
surprise features and “flawless” service that can set organisations
apart from their competition and win the loyalty of customers.
Ultimately, as a business, this is where organisations need to gain
and retain loyal customers!

For example, when you go to the local health clinic, there is an
open parking space right in front of the entrance and the security
guard greets you in a friendly and sincere way.

2. Desired level of service This level describes what a customer would like to have, even
though it is not perfect, from the purchase and service
experience.

This might include, for example, pharmaceutical staff willing to
search in the back storeroom for a particular kind of medicine
that the doctor has prescribed, instead of merely saying “We do
not have it”.

3. Adequate level of
service

An adequate level of service is the level of service a customer will
accept and the minimum tolerable expectation they have.

For example, you arrive at the clinic half an hour before your ap-
pointment with the doctor only to be told that the clinic will be
closing early because of stocktaking by the municipality.

4. Expected level of
service

Expected service reflects the basic levels of service that a custom-
er anticipates when dealing with an organisation.
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Level of customer
expectation

Explanation and example

For example, at the clinic, a customer expects to see a clean and
hygienic consultation room with medical equipment that is in
good working order.

Source: Customer expectations of service (n.d.)

These levels of customer expectation and how they function and affect one another are illustrated
in Figure 8.3.

FIGURE 8.3
Levels of customer expectation

Adapted from Verma (2012:286)

As seen in Figure 8.3, the gap between the desired and adequate service is called the zone of
tolerance. It is defined as the extent to which customers recognise and are willing to accept that
service performance may vary across providers, across employees from the same provider, and
even by the same service employee. The zone of tolerance might be considered as the range or
window within which customers do not particularly notice service performance. It is important to
note that if the level of service drops below adequate, the customer can become upset and start
generating negative emotions towards the organisation (Customer expectations of service, n.d.).
However, the opposite is true: if the customer receives a level of service that is above the
adequate service line, the customer will be content.

Let’s use the following example. When you go the health clinic in town and you made an
appointment in advance, your desired level of service is that when you arrive at the clinic the
receptionist should greet you and you will have a ten-minute waiting time before the doctor sees
you. Your adequate service level could be if you are kept waiting for 30 minutes. In this experience,
your zone of tolerance would be if you are kept waiting for longer than half an hour, but you will
be dissatisfied if you have to wait longer than your adequate expectation level. Therefore, the
waiting period will cause your expectations to fall into the zone of tolerance.
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ACTIVITY 8.2

Assume that a customer is going to a bank to deposit money into their bank
account in five minutes. In the past, it was usual for a customer to wait 10 minutes
to make a deposit.

Explain the desired level of service, the adequate level of service and the zone of
tolerance in this context.

FEEDBACK

The range between 5 and 10 minutes is their zone of tolerance. If a customer is
serviced in under 5 minutes (desired level of service), they will be thrilled; however
if they have to wait for more than 10 minutes (adequate level of service), they will
be annoyed.

8.3.2 Levels of customer expectation
It is vital for marketers to have a thorough understanding of customer expectations and the
factors that influence them, as they play a very important role in how customers evaluate services.
If you ask any marketer, they will say that it would be ideal for them to have control over all these
factors so that they could determine customer expectations; however many of these forces that
create customer expectations cannot be controlled.

Figure 8.4 shows the different influences and factors that play a role in shaping customer
expectations. They are discussed in more detail below.

FIGURE 8.4
Factors that impact customer expectations

Adapted from Customer expectations of service (n.d.)
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8.3.2.1 Sources of desired service expectations
The two largest influences on desired service level are enduring service intensifiers and personal
needs.

a) Enduring service intensifiers
These are the personal views that customers have in terms of service delivery and service quality.
Organisations should use market research to determine the sources of derived service
expectations and their requirements. Market research can also be used to profile the personal
service philosophies of customers and this information can be used in designing and delivering
services.

b) Personal needs
Each customer differs in terms of their personal needs. This factor is unique to each individual and
is essential to the physical or psychological wellbeing of the customer. Personal needs can fall into
many categories, including physical, social, psychological and functional. Organisations should
focus on educating customers on ways in which the service addresses their needs (Berndt & Tait,
2014:54). For instance, if we use the example of a movie theatre, a customer who goes to the
movies regularly might go to the theatre expecting to buy a cool drink and popcorn at the kiosk
because they are hungry and thirsty. They will therefore hope the queues are not long and there
are attentive staff to assist them.

8.3.2.2 Sources of adequate service expectations

a) Temporary service intensifiers
This factor consists of short-term, individual factors that make a customer more aware of the need
for service. Personal emergency situations in which service is urgently needed raise the level of
adequate service expectation, particularly the level of responsiveness required and considered
acceptable (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54). For example, when a printer in a busy administrative
department breaks down in the middle of the day, a receptionist reports the problem to the IT
technician.

b) Perceived service alternatives
This includes all the other suppliers or service providers a customer can ask to assist them. If
customers have multiple service providers to choose from, or if they can provide the service for
themselves, their levels of adequate service are higher than those of customers who believe it is
not possible to get better service elsewhere. A garden service is an example of a service that
customers can also provide for themselves: they can either maintain their own garden or use the
garden services in the area. If they are not happy with the service the garden service provides,
they can switch to another garden service provider.

c) Self-perceived service role
This factor encompasses the degree to which customers exert an influence on the level of service
they receive. Customers must therefore know their role and play their part as the service delivery
takes place (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54). If a customer is at a restaurant and orders tea with hot milk,
and the waiter returns with their tea and cold milk, the chances are they will be more dissatisfied
than a customer who did not say how they wanted the milk with their tea.
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d) Situational factors
These are service performance conditions that customers view as beyond the control of the
service provider. They are uncontrollable situations that customers know the organisation cannot
be responsible for, such as a flood which results in water all over the shop floor.

e) Predicted service
This is the level of service that customers believe they are likely to get based on what they
anticipate receiving (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54). If customers predict good service, their levels of
adequate service are likely to be higher than if they predict poor service. Customers who travel on
low-budget airlines, for example, may expect poorer service than they would get on more
expensive, internationally renowned airlines.

8.3.2.3 Sources of desired and predicted service expectations

a) Explicit service promises
Explicit service promises are the statements about the service made by the organisation to
customers. These statements (promises) affect both the desired and predicted service levels. It is
therefore important that the organisation makes realistic and accurate statements about the
service it will deliver, and does not present an idealised version of the service. For instance, all
advertising and communication should be representative of the service that will be provided.

b) Implicit service promises
Implicit service promises are service-related cues or hints rather than statements or explicit
promises that give customers confidence about what the service should and will be like: for
instance, tangibles like prices, physical surroundings and layout of the store. The higher the price,
the better the quality of the tangibles should be: for instance a one-star self-catering guest house
might only have basic facilities compared to a five-star hotel that has expensive artworks on the
walls and designer furniture in the suites (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54).

c) Word-of-mouth communications
Customer word-of-mouth goes hand in hand with customer satisfaction because when a customer
is satisfied with the product, the chances that they will recommend it to friends and family
increase. Word-of-mouth is the statements made by parties other than the organisation about
what the service is like.

Just a thought
Nielsen’s Global Trust in Advertising report found that 92% of consumers say they trust recom-
mendations from friends and family above all other forms of advertising (Nielsen, 2012).

d) Past experience
Past experience is the customer’s previous exposure to service provided by the current provider,
competing providers or other providers in another industry. Organisations must use market
research to profile customers’ previous experiences with similar services in order to improve their
level of service (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54). For example, when a customer has had a bad experience
with a dentist, they might carry that experience with them when they go to a new dentist.

A marketing manager needs to use this information and the sources of expectation discussed
above and apply them to their customer base or segment. Some factors might be more relevant
than others during specific periods or seasons.
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8.3.3 Issues involving customer service expectations
Marketers should ask the following five questions in order to get a better understanding of
customer expectations (Customer expectations of service, n.d.):

1. What should the marketer do if customer expectations are “unrealistic”?
2. Should we try to delight the customer?
3. How do we exceed customer service expectations?
4. Do customer service expectations continually escalate in our organisation?
5. How can we stay ahead of the competition in meeting customer expectations?

Question 1: What should the marketer do if customer expectations are “unrealistic”?
The bottom line is that customers want service to be delivered as promised. It can sometimes be a
daunting task to step back as a marketer and ask customers what their expectations are, because
the results might seem impossible or unrealistic. Asking customers about their expectations does
not so much raise the levels of the expectations themselves as heighten the belief that the
company will do something with the information they uncover. When problems are brought up,
marketers should take the information gathered and use their resources to understand why
services are delivered below desired levels (Berndt & Tait, 2014:54).

Question 2: Should the organisation try to delight the customer?
“Delight” in this context means being in a positive emotional state because one’s expectations
have been exceeded to a surprising degree. This can result in gaining not only a competitive edge,
but also customer loyalty. However, this will come at a cost to the company because the
organisation must determine how long this feeling will remain with the customer, as it can then
determine how much effort the organisation needs to put in.

Machado (2014:139) explains that delight can be conceived of in one of the following ways:

● The bull’s eye. These attributes are found at the core of the basic function of the service. For ex-
ample, the lessons, teachers and classrooms are essential to the service that is provided to a
primary-school child.

● Satisfiers surround the bull’s eye “musts” and are the attributes that can bring more satisfaction
to the service. For example, caring teachers and safe play areas are considered satisfiers.

● Delights include all unexpected or surprising features that the customer did not expect, for ex-
ample the free school bag the child receives on registration.

Question 3: How do we exceed customer service expectations?
These strategies can assist the organisation in exceeding customer expectations:

1. Marketers must understand that it is almost impossible to meet customer expectations at a
fundamental level. Companies are supposed to be accurate and dependable and provide
the service they promised to provide; it is therefore difficult to “delight” a customer when an
organisation is doing what it is supposed to be doing.

2. Developing a customer relationship is one way of exceeding service expectations, because
when a marketer is aware of a customer’s needs, likes and dislikes, preferences and interests,
it is easier to “delight” the customer.

3. Deliberately under-promising and over-delivering are key in increasing the likelihood of ex-
ceeding customer expectations.

4. Position unusual service as unique rather than the standard, because for special circumstan-
ces or a special situation, the service will be altered from the norm.

Question 4: Do customer service expectations continually escalate in our organisation?
Desired-level service expectations are stable because they are driven by factors such as personal
needs and enduring service intensifiers; they tend to be high to begin with and remain high.
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However, adequate-level expectations can increase significantly as service delivery and promises
improve. Due to increased competition in most industries and rising customer expectation levels,
adequate service needs to be monitored closely.

Question 5: How can we stay ahead of competition in meeting customer expectations?
In order to have a competitive edge, an organisation must meet customer expectations better
than its competitors. The adequate service level reflects the minimum performance level expected
by customers, which is affected by personal and external factors. Organisations that provide
service below the adequate level will not have this advantage, and this could result in the
customer switching to another service provider. Organisations that are serious about gaining a
competitive edge must not only compete at a stage above the adequate level of expectation, but
aim to reach the desired level of expectation. This motive can see the organisation increase
customer loyalty and repurchase rates.

8.3.4 Customer perception
Another importance factor that influences service quality is customer perception. Customer
perception encompasses “the process by which a customer selects, organises and interprets
information/stimuli inputs to create a meaningful picture of the brand or the product” (MBA Skool,
2017). The way a customer perceives service is influenced by the following factors, as illustrated in
Table 8.4:

TABLE 8.4

Factors that influence customer service perceptions

Factor Characteristics

1. Service
encounters

These are the “moments of truth”: any contact a customer has with the
company, no matter how remote, that provides an opportunity for the
customer to form an impression of the service. They are any time or place
where the organisation has the opportunity to demonstrate the quality
of its service to the customer and from that moment, a customer will
form either a positive or a negative impression.

For example, service encounters that a hotel customer experiences are
checking in to the hotel, consuming a restaurant meal and checking out.
It is in these encounters that the customer receives a “snapshot” of the
organisation’s service quality, and each encounter contributes to the cus-
tomer’s overall satisfaction and willingness to do business with the
organisation again.

2. Evidence of
service

Customers look for evidence of service or a tangible when forming per-
ceptions about intangible services. The three categories of service
evidence are:

1. People – this includes the behaviour, actions and appearance of or-
ganisational staff and their interaction with service and salespeople
as well as other customers.

2. Process – how operations flow, if technology is used rather than
the human touch and the steps involved in specific processes.

3. Physical evidence – any tangible communication between the cus-
tomer and service employees, the location and facilities of the
organisation, guarantees and technology used.
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Factor Characteristics

3. Image Communication with customers via advertising, word-of-mouth, physical
images and actual experiences all contribute to the mental picture a cus-
tomer has of the customers’ perception of quality, value and satisfaction.

For instance, a positive comment from a friend about a specific service
experience could immediately create a positive expectation in the mind
of a potential customer.

4. Price The perception of quality, value and satisfaction is greatly influenced by
a service’s price because of the intangible nature of a service. Customers
tend to associate higher prices with higher-quality services; for instance,
a customer who wants to buy a cheaper, entry-level car will generally
have different expectations of quality to a customer who wants to buy an
expensive sports model.

Adapted from Kossman (2017)

As we show in this section about customer expectations, marketers need to identify customer
expectations and perceptions correctly in order to deliver a level of service that the customer
expects. In the next section, we discuss customer satisfaction.

8.4 CUSTOMER SATISFACTION
This section shifts the focus from identifying what service to deliver to the customer to how the
service is perceived, thus determining if the customer was satisfied with the service that was
delivered. Organisations that want to be one step ahead of their competition cannot wait for
dissatisfied customers to come forward with problems; marketers should be proactive in ensuring
high customer satisfaction levels across the board.

Customer satisfaction is a vital component in establishing lasting, successful customer
relationships. Oliver (2015:8) defines customer satisfaction as “the consumer’s fulfilment response.
It is judgement that product or service feature or the product itself, provided (or is providing) a
pleasurable level of consumption-related fulfilment, including levels of under- or over-fulfilment.”

The ultimate goal of customer-centric organisations is to achieve the highest level of customer
satisfaction, and in turn deliver products and services that exceed their customers’ expectations
(Best, 2012). When customers are satisfied with the products and services that they have
purchased, the chances of the customer making purchases in the future increase. They may also
recommend or speak positively to friends and family about the organisation or brand. In addition,
satisfied customers are less likely to switch to competing products or services.

When customer satisfaction levels are measured, they can give an indication of future customer
purchasing behaviour and are therefore crucial in retaining customers and building customer
loyalty (Ganesan, 2012:16). Sustaining high customer satisfaction levels will in most cases
positively influence bottom-line profits in the long term.
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8.4.1 The benefits of customer satisfaction to the organisation
An organisation can reap the following rewards when it satisfies and exceeds customer
expectations (Wiid, 2014:54):

● Customer satisfaction has a positive effect on sales and profitability because satisfied customers
are more likely to engage in repurchase behaviour, which increases sales and therefore results
in higher profitability.

● Customers who are satisfied spread positive word-of-mouth to friends, family and colleagues,
which can draw new customers to the organisation.

● A positive experience will result in repeat purchases, and in turn customer loyalty, because if a cus-
tomer is happy with the service they receive, they will want to return and have the same
experience again.

● Having a competitive advantage in the industry is an enormous asset because an organisation
must meet customers’ expectations better than its competitors to stay at the top.

● Employees want to work in an environment where they know customers are satisfied. A healthy
organisational culture should be the top priority of management; this is automatically created
when employees know that their work pays off.

● Being intentional about receiving and encouraging customer feedback is important as it can
help solve service delivery-related issues and show customers that the organisation really does
value their input in improving customer service levels.

8.4.2 The ingredients of customer satisfaction
A number of key ingredients are needed to ensure customer satisfaction. Table 8.5 summarises
these ingredients.

TABLE 8.5
Ingredients of customer satisfaction

Ingredient

1. Product and service
features

This ingredient relates to the core product or service that is of-
fered to customers. If the basic product or service is defective
and customers continually complain about service failures, it will
be impossible for the organisation to even think of building a re-
lationship with them and generating lasting customer
satisfaction.

2. The emotions and feel-
ings of customers

Organisations must always want to give customers a reason to
feel positive about the organisation’s brand, products and serv-
ices. If this basic element is done right, customer satisfaction
levels will automatically increase. However, some situations will
never be under the control of the organisation. For example, if a
customer arrives to speak to a salesperson in a bad mood (that
is not related to anything the organisation has done), the cus-
tomer’s pre-existing negative emotions can have an effect on
the outcome of the situation and in turn their level of customer
satisfaction.
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Ingredient

3. Taking responsibility
for service successes
and failures

A customer’s personal level of satisfaction can usually be traced
back to a responsible party, whether it be a positive or negative
experience. These responsible parties or attributors can be held
responsible for specific situations that can play a role in creating
the perception customers have. It is important to note, however,
that some reactions, both negative and positive, can be caused
by parties outside the control of the service provider. For exam-
ple, a customer can be dissatisfied by the service they received
at a restaurant because the waiters were rude and unhelpful.

4. Other people The way in which customers view or perceive the experience of
others can have a tremendous effect on how they evaluate serv-
ice. For instance, a customer being assisted by a service
employee overhears how another employee is treating another
customer unfairly. This experience could change the way the first
customer feels about the organisation.

8.4.3 The customer satisfaction process
We now bring together all the ingredients and elements we have discussed with regard to
customer perception and customer expectation in order to come full circle to the customer
satisfaction process again. Figure 8.5 shows the customer satisfaction process, which indicates that
customer expectations determine customer perceptions. To put it plainly, it is the customer’s
evaluation of the service they have received.

FIGURE 8.5

The customer satisfaction process

Source: Machado (2014:147)

Figure 8.5 shows that if expectations are equal to perceptions of the service received, customers
will be satisfied; but if they do not match, the customer will have a negative experience and as a
result be dissatisfied. Expectations as a step in the customer satisfaction process have the ability to
influence any future expectations a customer might have, and these future expectations are also
affected by perceptions that are formed during the service delivery.

MNM1502/1 217

STUDY UNIT 8: Service quality and satisfaction



218

The main point that Figure 8.5 conveys is that objective quality only has one link in this process. It
is true that customers only tend to take action when they have feelings resulting from their
interaction with the organisation and the technical parts of the service delivery. The step of
objective quality does therefore play a role in this process, but is not the customer’s foremost
point of evaluation of service delivery and measurement of satisfaction (Machado, 2014:147).

8.4.4 Why measure customer satisfaction?
All organisations, no matter how big or small or influential, should be serious about measuring
customer satisfaction levels. Understanding the present customer service situation will assist
management in making plans for the future, which could include redress strategies.

The reasons why marketers should measure customer satisfaction levels are (International Finance
Corporation, 2017):

1. For the sake of customers. It is important that customers feel important, and asking custom-
ers’ opinion sends them a message that the organisation values them and their feedback,
whether it is positive or negative.

2. They serve as a market indicator. Customer satisfaction levels can give an organisation a
good idea not only of their current standing compared to their competitors, but also what
their future in the industry looks like.

3. They provide warnings. No organisation wants to see its sales figures and overall profitability
decline; therefore it is vital for marketers to pay attention to what is happening, identify is-
sues and solve them as quickly as possible before further decline takes place.

4. They can indicate new opportunities in the marketplace. When going through customer sat-
isfaction results, marketers who are vigilant and awake will quite possibility pick up new
opportunities that the organisation can consider exploiting. These opportunities could even
become a competitive edge if competitors have not yet picked them up.

5. They can expose possible differences in service perceptions between the management of
the organisation and its customers.

In this next section, we look at how customer satisfaction is measured and the various tools
available.

8.5 MEASURING CUSTOMER SATISFACTION
As we have discussed previously, most successful organisations understand the importance of not
only measuring but tracking customer satisfaction levels on a regular basis. In order to do this
successfully, they need to have supportive measures in place; these are examined below.

Hoffman and Bateson (2017:292–293) explain that there are direct and indirect measures that can
be used to measure customer satisfaction.

1. Direct measures involve capturing data that is collected from a group of customers, for ex-
ample surveys that are made up of various questions, scales and data collection methods.

2. Indirect measures, on the other hand, involve “tracking and monitoring sales records, profits
and customer complaints” with the aim of using a more proactive approach than using di-
rect measures (Hoffman & Bateson, 2017:292). This measure is considered more proactive
because if most organisations do not hear from 90% of their unhappy customers, they might
have a false sense of success and believe that their customer satisfaction levels are good,
which can be completely untrue.

The following tools and procedures can be used to measure customer satisfaction, in either a
direct or indirect manner:

1. Informal surveys

This method can be used in a casual situation as it cannot produce statistical information or
measurable results, but can assist a marketer to determine the likes and dislikes of customers.
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An example is an employee who asks customers in the store to fill in a quick five-point
questionnaire.

2. Comment cards

This popular method is used a lot in hotels and by car hire services. A small comment card is
left either in the hotel room or in the glove compartment of a hire car so that customers can
provide immediate feedback to the organisation after the service encounter.

3. Verbal comments

This is another informal method that staff can use, capturing the comments that are made
by customers during or after the service encounter.

4. Sales

As discussed before, this indirect measure can be used as a starting point to determine
customer satisfaction as it uses the sales and purchasing patterns of customers. This method
must however be used in conjunction with another tool so that a more rounded result can
be created. Electronic loyalty cards that some large retailers give their customers can be
used to track the grocery purchases of customers and frequency of purchases.

5. Mystery shopping

This technique can give management a close insight into what is really happening in its
store and capture information about employee behaviour, attitudes, actions and level of
product knowledge. Trained personnel enter the store as normal customers and monitor all
the prerequisites set out by management. The person could ask the employee for assistance
or ask them questions about a product or service. These results can be used when training
new employees or during customer service refresher courses.

Case study: Trains4Africa: A mystery shopping case study
Trains4Africa is the largest train navigation authority in the Southern Afri-
ca and is responsible for over 2 000 miles of railroads across Africa. There
are around 50 million visits to Trains4Africa train stops each year and their
vision is that by 2030 they will have created an expanded and vibrant rail-
road network which will be regarded as one of the continent’s most
important and valued assets. Visitors will be delighted with the quality of
the experience and as a consequence many will become active
participants.

A mystery shoppers agency has carried out mystery shopping surveys for
Trains4Africa since 1999. The programme was designed in conjunction
with them to provide independent and objective monitoring of Train-
s4Africa achievement of the relevant customer service standards across
each of the nine business units and centrally at Head Office. The mystery
shopping assessments focus primarily on the people and performance
standards and the findings are reported to each department on a monthly
basis. The reports track Trains4Africa’s performance over the year; high-
lighting strengths and weaknesses and indicating areas of improvement
required to achieve the 100% target. The programme runs on a monthly
basis and measures customer service standards by visits to specific loca-
tions such as visitor attractions and train station facilities to monitor
upkeep, maintenance and safety features, and enquiries by telephone, e-
mail and letter.

A total of 324 visits, 360 e-mails, 360 calls and 180 letters were used in
their mystery shoppers’ report for 2017.
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6. Customer satisfaction Index (CSI)

This technique will measure customer satisfaction over a larger group of clients by using
standardised, structured questionnaires or interviews. Questions must be short, clear and to
the point in order to get a set of meaningful data and to ensure a high response rate.

7. SERVQUAL

As discussed at the beginning of this unit, the gap between customer perception and
customer expectations can be measured using the SERVQUAL method. SERVQUAL
encompasses five dimensions: tangibles, responsiveness, reliability, empathy and assurance,
and customers are asked to indicate their perceptions and expectations of each dimension
using the statements that they have been provided with.

8. The Gallup Service Quality Audit (QSA)

This method is similar to that of SERVQUAL: however, it can also measure service quality.
There are six components that make up QSA methodology, namely tangibles, accuracy,
availability, responsiveness, availability, credibility and partnership.

9. After-sales survey

Conducting a customer satisfaction survey when the service encounter experience is still
fresh in the mind of the customer is always a good idea. It will greatly assist management in
identifying areas that need improvement and could also activate the service failure recovery
strategy.

The data that is collected using the methods discussed above needs to be converted into a
format that management can use to make decisions. The following customer satisfaction
metrics and techniques can assist management in decision-making:

a Customer lifetime value (CLV)

This metric allows management to determine the current value of customers, but also
assists management to improve the value of customers over the long term. It is
described by Farris et al. (2010:155) as “the financial value of the customer relationship
based on the present value of the projected future cash flows from the customer
relationship”; in other words the present value of the future cash flows attributed to the
customer relationship.

b Customer acquisition and retention costs

The marketing department is responsible for acquiring new customers and top-level
management will always be interested in knowing how many new customers they
obtained within a specific period, especially in relation to the amount spent on
customer acquisition. It is a well-known fact in marketing that it costs more than three
times as much to acquire a new customer than it does to maintain or add value an
existing one, which is why marketers need to allocate their resources effectively (Best,
2012). Acquisition cost is defined as “the cost to acquire a customer”. One of the most
effective ways to increase profit margins is to focus on improving customer retention
rates.

c Customer retention rate

Higher customer satisfaction ratings mean that management will retain a higher
percentage of customers. Also, one of the most effective ways to increase profit margins
is to focus on improving customer retention rates (Warriar, 2008:69). Farris et al.
(2010:56) define retention rate as “the ratio of the number of retained customers to the
number at risk”.
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d Customer willingness to recommend

Customer willingness to recommend goes hand in hand with customer satisfaction,
because when a customer is satisfied with the product, the chances that they will
recommend it to friends and family increase. Measuring willingness to recommend is
important because “when a brand has loyal customers, it gains positive word-of-mouth
marketing, which is both free and highly effective”, and very beneficial for a customer-
centric organisation (Farris et al., 2010:56).

e Social communication

With the advancement of technology, organisations are able to communicate with
customers on platforms like Facebook and Twitter. Monitoring commentary and
customer posts about the organisation’s brand, products and service can give marketers
information about customer satisfaction levels.

f Focus groups

These communication groups require participants to talk amongst themselves about
specific topics relating to various levels of customer satisfaction, perception and
expectations, whilst answers are recorded for data collection purposes.

8.5.1 Factors influencing customer satisfaction measurement
There are always a handful of factors that can influence the quality and accuracy of the data that is
collected in a research project. For this reason, it is important that the research team is aware of
these aspects so that decisions are not made using incorrect information. The quality and
accuracy of the data collected for customer satisfaction surveys can be impacted by the following
factors, and therefore researchers should ask the following questions:

1. Information availability – is the information easily and readily accessible?
2. Can the data collection methodology that is used result in different responses?
3. Can the context, the way it is set and placed and the format of the questionmake the re-

spondents answer in different ways?
4. Could the survey timing affect the customer’s answer? For instance, if the customer answers

the questionnaire directly after a purchase or if they answer a few days later.
5. Can the customer’s social and cultural influences play a role in how the customer answers

and interprets the question?
6. Can the mood of the customer determine the frame of mind they are in and their attitude

when answering questions?
7. Can the respondent be biased? For example, an unhappy customer might give a one-sided

response which could skew results.

8.5.2 How can marketers manage and influence customer satisfaction?
Marketers can ensure positive customer satisfaction is sustained by ensuring that the following
points are addressed:

● Marketers need to have an understanding of what could possibly go wrong.
Even the best strategies can fail and therefore customer service employees should be
proactive in finding solutions to problems.

● Marketers need to emphasise controllable factors.
Some factors will always be outside the control of marketers, for instance the mood or attitude
of the customer, and therefore it is essential that the employee focuses on the factors that
they have control over – which is delivering a core product or service at a high quality.
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● Marketers must manage customer expectations.
Examples include being proactive in giving the customer advice about how they can best be
satisfied with the organisation’s offerings.

● Marketers should offer satisfaction guarantees.
Customer service employees are responsible for backing the organisations’ offerings with
satisfaction guarantees, with the goal of reducing the customer’s level of risk when purchasing
the offering.

● Marketers should make it easy for customers to complain.
Organisations cannot just listen to complaints; they need to be active in taking corrective steps,
otherwise customers will not return. Marketers who take complaints seriously will have a
greater chance of seeing customers return and repurchase the organisation’s products and
services.

● Marketing management should develop customer relationship programmes.
The idea behind customer loyalty programmes is to link and bond the customer to the firm,
and therefore marketers need to provide opportunities for customers to join a membership
programme.

● Marketers need to make the measurement of customer satisfaction an ongoing priority
in order to correctly understand the customer’s expectations and ensure long-term
satisfaction.

8.6 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
The following questions are very good examples of what you can expect in the examination. Work
through them carefully and compare your answers with the feedback given in the prescribed book.

1 Define service quality.
2 Discuss five dimensions of the SERVQUAL method.
3 Name and explain three perceived benefits o values that customers could experience.
4 What are the five questions marketers ask in order to get a better understanding of customer

expectations?
5 Give three reasons why marketers should measure customer satisfaction levels.
6 Name and explain four methodologies or tools that can be used to measure customer

satisfaction.

8.7 REFLECTION
Before you go on to the next study unit, reflect on the following questions:

1 In what areas of your professional life do you think you will be able to use the skills you have
learnt in this study unit?

2 What did you find difficult in this study unit? Why do you think you found this aspect diffi-
cult? Do you understand this aspect now, or do you need more help? How will you find
more help if you need it?

3 What did you find interesting in this study unit? Why?
4 How long did you take to work through this study unit? Are you still on schedule, or do you

need to adjust your study programme?
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8.8 SUMMARY
This study unit began by discussing the nature of service quality and customer value. Then
customer expectations and the effect of customer perceptions were considered. In the last section,
customer satisfaction and the various customer satisfaction measurements were discussed.

Customer satisfaction is achieved by having an understanding of customer service (Study Unit 1),
and being able to communicate verbally, non-verbally (Study Unit 2) and through tangible
elements in the service environment (Study Unit 3). The organisation must be able to capitalise on
technology to provide even better service (Study Unit 4), in addition to managing service-related
issues (Study Unit 5) by designing a service system (Study Unit 6) and training service employees
(Study Unit 7) accordingly. All the chapters in the study guide represent the people, processes and
physical evidence (additional Ps that make up the marketing mix for services) that must be
considered when striving for customer satisfaction.
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