
The recession has wiped the 
smile off the faces of many 
previously happy customers. 
As companies have cut 

back on budgets (and staff as a 
result), service levels have been put 
under increased pressure just when 

companies need to maintain 
their competitive 

advantage. 
Morale 

sinks 

among 
those 
who 
remain and 
customers 
don’t get the 
service they 
deserve.

But 
it doesn’t 
have to 
be like 
that, as 
Percepta, 
a 

Keep smiling

in the time they expect and keeping 
them up to date with progress are 
the two things that really drive 
satisfaction,” says Samantha.

The company implemented 
systems to identify customers in 
danger of becoming dissatisfied 
because their problems weren’t being 
solved quickly enough. And it found 
that making a courtesy call a few days 
after the problem was resolved also 
boosted satisfaction.

In Europe, this work increased 
customer “promoters” - those who 
speak highly of the motor maker 
- from 12 to 21 per cent and reduced 
the detractors from 26 to 14 per 
cent. The bottom line: £14m more in 
incremental sales.

Apart from leading car makers 
such as Volvo, Ford, Mazda, Jaguar 
and Land Rover, Percepta works 
its customer experience magic in 
industries as varied as agricultural 
equipment and white goods. 
Samantha makes the point that 
Percepta’s skills are also readily 
transferable to firms in other sectors.

Whether the recession continues 
into 2010 or not, the downturn has 
left plenty of disgruntled consumers 
in its wake. Finding ways to put the 
smile back on their face is going to 
be a business priority in the year 
ahead.

www.percepta.com

With the right organisation and training, customer 

service can be improved despite budget cuts.

“Solving customers’ problems 
in the time they expect and 
keeping them up to date with 
progress are the two things 
that really drive satisfaction”

partnerships and being involved 
in strategic decisions made about 
the direction of clients’ business 
projects,” she says.

Unlike many customer 
management companies which have 
their staff working on a range of jobs 
for an ever-changing list of clients, 
Percepta allocates dedicated staff to 
specific client projects. And those 
staff are more often than not located 
at clients’ offices rather than in 
remote call centres.

This approach allows Percepta 
to form genuine partnerships with 
clients, says Samantha. “Because 
our people are working cheek-by-
jowl with the client’s own staff, they 
understand the client’s business 
better,” she says.“Our people can 
develop the partnership more 
productively 
– for example, by 
making suggestions 
for improvements 
to our client’s 
customer 
experience 
management.”

And 
some of those 
improvements come with a 
handsome pay-off. For example, 
Percepta recently worked with 
two global automotive firms to 
change their mindsets from running 
conventional call centres – where the 
main success measure is how quickly 
calls are answered – to customer 
experience thinking that focuses on 
what really boosts satisfaction.

“If you don’t answer calls quickly 
you’ll lose customer satisfaction, 
but if you answer the calls on time 
you won’t necessarily improve it,” 
Samantha explains. Instead, Percepta 
focused on discovering the factors 
which turn “ambivalent” customers 
into buyers with a smile on their 
face. “Solving customers’ problems 

customer experience management 
specialist, has demonstrated at a 
contact centre it runs for a major 
motor manufacturer.

When it seemed as if cuts were 
unavoidable, Percepta re-organised 
the staff who remained. “We 
combined teams and responsibilities 
and focused on motivation and 
training,” recalls Samantha Lee, 
Percepta’s business development 
and marketing director. “We ran 
small incentive programmes and 
reviewed the  interactive voice 
response technology, redirecting 
back into dealerships and the client’s 
website so the remaining staff weren’t 
overwhelmed with calls.” As a 
result, an independent survey shows 
customer satisfaction in the company  
being maintained at its previous 
healthy levels.  

Percepta was founded back in 
2000 – a partnership between the 
Ford Motor Company and TeleTech 
Holdings, a customer management 
solutions provider. Today, Percepta 
employs 1,700 staff in 10 contact 
centres in Europe, North America, 

South Africa and Australia. A 
key to its growth has been its 

willingness to partner with 
clients, says Samantha.

“We value our 
long-term 
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When it comes to communicating 
with their customers, businesses 
today are not just spoiled for 
choice but spoiled by choice. 

The more communication channels that 
become available – phone, email, voicemail, 
text message, web site, web chat, social 
networking, not to mention letter and fax 
– the more difficult it is to maintain accuracy 
and consistency, control what’s said and how, 
and keep accurate records of communications. 
The business doesn’t put out a consistent brand 
message, costs grow unchecked, 
and above all customers don’t get 
a consistent experience.

“Multi-channel 
communications have been 
treated in a very fragmented way,” 
says Barry Osborne, a consultant 
for customer communications 
management (CCM) specialist 
Pitney Bowes Business Insight. 
“Often communications are only 
seen by the business operations 
that use them at an output level, 
they’re something that happens 
as part of a process. Rarely are 
communications managed in a 
proactive and  joined-up way 
across the organisation.”

What’s needed, argues 
Osborne, is a unified, business-
wide strategy for managing 
customer communications. The 
first stage, he says, is to step back 
from the delivery mechanism and define the 
business outcomes desired, such as customer 
strategy, customer objectives or operational 
cost efficiencies. You might, for example, want 
to convey highly personalised messages that 
vary with the stages of the customer lifecycle, 
or to be more proactive and increase revenues 
through cross- or up-selling. 

Having defined the business aims, 
you need to understand how customer 
communications are handled currently, which 

can mean everything from electronic and web 
based communications to traditional post, 
billing and contact centre voice calls. “Many 
communications processes have grown up 
piecemeal,” says Osborne. “They’re often 
complex and ill defined and rarely does 
someone within the business function have 
ownership over the way in which they’re 
managed, changed and delivered.”

Once the desired outcomes and 
communication processes are understood, 
the detail of the customer communications 

strategy can be designed. It’s only at this stage 
that you select the actual media. Thus you 
don’t say, “Web chat is the latest technology, 
we have to offer it”, but, “We want to reach 
very keyboard-literate young people, and web 
chat is more effective than email and cheaper 
than phone”.

A major part of this design is what 
Osborne calls the “business architecture”, a 
combination of the business processes and 
the technology needed to enable the way they 

work in practice. Business process definitions 
may need greater scrutiny at this stage: just 
saying “agent completes questionnaire” may 
not be sufficient if there are many variations 
and dependencies. The increased level 
of understanding this brings may enable 
significant efficiency savings, says Osborne.

The other key ingredient of a successful 
CCM strategy is measurement, says Osborne. 
This could include how long a process takes, 
how quickly changes can be made, or the 
specific return on investment. Accurate 

measurement is the final link in a 
continuous loop that ensures that 
the CCM strategy is constantly 
updated and kept aligned with 
business aims. 

“Having a CCM strategy 
can assist in improving customer 
retention, maximising the lifetime 
value of customers, personalising 
marketing communications, 
and maximising the customer 
experience across all touch 
points,” Osborne says. “And 
it affords a huge opportunity 
for business improvements and 
cost savings. The typical return 
on investment period is pretty 
impressive: even through small, 
incremental improvements, CCM 
can pay for itself in three to six 
months.”

In summary, says Osborne, 
“Communications strategy is 

about aligning the right communications, 
for delivery to the right people, with the 
right message at the right time, in a co-
ordinated way across the business. This enables 
communications to deliver the needs of the 
customer voyage, and optimise the customer 
experience in a consistent way across any 
contact channel.

Taming the many-
headed beast
Paul Bray looks at how the confusing muddle of multi-
channel communications can be tackled with a step-by-
step business strategy.

“Even through small, incremental improvements, customer 
communication management can pay for itself in three to six months.”


