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A little more than a year
ago, Dell, the technol-
ogy company, set up a
social media monitor-

ing centre in the company’s
headquarters in Round Rock,
Texas.

The “Social Media Listening
Command Center”, monitors
more than 25,000 daily posts and
Twitter messages related to Dell
using Radian6, an analytics tool
that enables the team to collect
and filter conversations, analyse
trends and problems and
respond quickly to customers in
any of 11 languages.

“Today a single customer
complaint from someone with
influence can have more impact
on your company’s reputation
than your best marketing,” says
Jason Duty, head of Dell’s glo-
bal social outreach service.

The company says it now has
a “resolution rate” of 99 per cent
customer satisfaction, that it
has increased its “customer
reach” significantly with the
same number of employees and
manages to convert more than a
third of its online critics to fans.

This proactive approach to
feedback and service recognises
that in an age of smart internet-
enabled consumers, being

“customer focused” is no longer
enough.

Some companies are using
new technology tools to attempt
to put customers at the “centre”
of the business, whether it is
customer-facing, such as retail
or commercial banking, or a
component maker in an
extended supply chain. This
means being ready to interact
with consumers via the commu-
nication channel they choose.

“Businesses previously
engaged in one-way information
dissemination with customers.
Today, multiway conversations
between consumers, with or
without the involvement of the
business, are the norm,”
observes Scott Clarke of
Capgemini Consulting.

He says there is now a cate-
gory of “super consumers”, or
“influencers” and warns that
traditional CRM (customer rela-
tionship management)
approaches, can be incapable of
interpreting or even spotting
the different signals from these
multiple customer contact
points and new stakeholders.

“Businesses require a social
CRM approach that enables
them to capture insights and
manage the customer relation-
ship successfully by [taking
advantage of] the ‘viral’ nature
of the medium,” he says.

Chris Webster, head of retail
consulting and technology at
Capgemini adds a similar cau-
tionary note about retaining
customers.

“It has been well known for

many years that acquiring cus-
tomers costs far more than
retaining customers,” he says,
“but organisations seem to have
been geared up to winning cus-
tomers rather than keeping
them.

“They seem to rely on inertia
to keep customers.”

The internet has made switch-
ing providers for banking, tele-
coms, utilities, insurance and
other services easier, while the

differences between what com-
peting providers offer are
becoming more transparent.

One of the key “touchpoints”
[consumer contact points] – and
often a source of irritation for
customers – is the call-centre.

Companies such as DHL –
the logistics company – are
trying to rethink their call-
centres, in DHL’s case to
deliver better service in the
220 countries in which it

operates (see case study, page 6).
In the US, Amerigroup, a

healthcare company, found its
customer care centres were
becoming bogged down by iso-
lated systems and complex
workflows that drove up operat-
ing costs, hampered growth and
stopped the company from being
able to deliver consistent serv-
ice.

“Our associates had to negoti-
ate many systems to help a

[customer], which made it diffi-
cult to support growth, innova-
tion and standardisation,” says
Russell Esposito, senior vice-
president of IT Services.

To address the problems,
Amerigroup’s 700 customer serv-
ice staff and nurses in three
sites are now using an inte-
grated system from Pegasys-
tems, a software company. Mr
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Esposito says average call han-
dling time has been cut by 15
per cent, training time has been
reduced and regulatory compli-
ance has improved.

Los Angeles-based Farmers
Insurance, another Pegasystems
customer, faced the challenge of
integrating customer service
systems following a series of
acquisitions.

“Processing more than 5m
inbound and outbound calls
annually, we developed contact
centres to centralise operations
and create economies of scale to
process claims efficiently,” says
Shohreh Abedi, who is in charge
of Farmer’s claim applications.

With Pegasystems, Ms Abedi’s
team developed a business proc-
ess system that automated some
decisions relevant to an individ-
ual caller’s claim.

“Today, calls are handled
more effectively and with
higher levels of customer satis-
faction, yet operational costs are
down,” says Ms Abedi.

But these companies may be
the exception. Many still only
seem to pay lip service only to
“customer-centric” business
models. But Kyle McNabb of
Forrester Research says busi-
nesses can no longer rely on tra-
ditional areas of competitive
advantage.

“You can’t easily control the
relationship between you and
your customers,” he says, “your
customers have more power,
and more choice, thanks to
smart devices, gaming systems,
digital video recorders, and the
software that runs on them.

“Organisations that say they
are ‘customer centric’ are miss-
ing the point. You can’t antici-
pate customer needs, let alone
deliver to ever increasing cus-
tomer experience expectations,
by being customer centric.”

Forrester’s research suggests
that to thrive in today’s hyper
competitive marketplaces, “com-
panies need to be obsessed
about their customers and
invest differently to build great
customer knowledge that fuels
great relationships”.

Mr McNabb says that “big
data” – the massive volume of
information collected, for exam-
ple, from point of sale terminals
– presents opportunities and
challenges to organisations hop-
ing to improve their customer
insight.

The challenge, he suggests, is
how to access and make the
most of customer data held both
inside the business and outside.
If this customer knowledge is
put to good use, though, this
can create great competitive
advantages.

“Truth be told, technology is
not the biggest problem,” says
Mr McNabb. “We are finding
that most organisations can’t
easily make sense of their cus-
tomer data.”

In addition he says many are
still not prepared to put the data
into more hands, which could
help them identify different
ways to engage with and serve
customers.

“Giving more people access to
customer data to help the organ-
isation innovate, calls into ques-
tion many of the policies and
procedures IT has in place,” he
says.

As a result some businesses
risk falling behind one of the
most important technology
trends, where those at the front
of the pack focus on their cus-
tomers and use that knowledge
to beat the market.

Customer
must be
king in
web world
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Who are our best customers?
Which products or services do
they regularly buy from us?
What offers or promotions
would best persuade them to
spend more?

At many companies, getting
answers to questions like these
can be a long, drawn-out affair.

Customer data must first be
pulled from a range of opera-
tional systems.

Then, it must be reorganised
in an enterprise data warehouse
(EDW).

Running a query against that
EDW, meanwhile, can take
hours or even days, depending
on the complexity of the query.

It is a painfully slow process,
and by the time results are
delivered, they can hardly be
expected to offer the most up-to-
date view of current buying pat-
terns.

In the age of “big data”, how-
ever, stale reports on historical
purchasing patterns struggle to
satisfy business needs, says
Stephen Gallagher, a business
intelligence (BI) expert at PA
Consulting.

For a start, he says, many
companies want to gather infor-
mation about customers and
their behaviour “from an ever-
expanding range of fast-moving
channels”, from recordings of
calls made to customer-service
agents to complaints or praise
posted on social media sites
such as Twitter.

“At the same time, there is a
growing need to respond faster
to changing customer demands
by making use of real-time
analytical techniques,” he
adds.

In-memory analytics technol-
ogy promises to solve the prob-
lems of time-delay associated

with traditional approaches to
customer analytics.

The main way it achieves this
is by keeping data in the main
memory of a server, rather than
on a database spread across
physical disks on a separate
machine. In this way, data are
kept closer to where they are
“crunched”.

Three recent developments in
server technology have made in-
memory computing a viable
proposition for mainstream cor-
porate IT.

One is the emergence of 64-bit
architecture, which makes more
of a server’s main memory usa-
ble for purposes beyond simply
running that server.

The second is multi-core sys-
tems, which use multiple cen-
tral processing units (CPUs) to
boost the speed and power at
which a server can perform a
computing task.

The third is the falling cost of
RAM [random access memory],
which can now be bought for
about $20 for 1GB,
compared with $150 just a few
years ago.

Eliminating the mechanical
processes of writing data to
disk-based storage elsewhere
(and reading it back again) –
sometimes referred to by suppli-
ers as the ‘input/output (IO) bot-
tleneck’ – and substituting it
with in-memory processing can
result in enormous boosts in
analytic performance.

Take, for example, Japanese
electronics supplier, Yodobashi:
it has reduced the time it takes
to calculate monthly incentive
payments to 5m loyalty-card
holders from 3 days to 2 sec-
onds, according to executives at
SAP, the company that supplies
the in-memory database used by
Yodobashi.

In fact, analysing customers is
the number one reason that
companies have invested in
Hana in-memory computing
since its launch in December
2010, says Steve Lucas, execu-
tive vice-president of business
analytics and technology at
SAP.

“Customer analytics is the top
scenario for Hana right now,
and the reason is because in the
current economic environment,
companies really need to under-
stand what their customers are
buying and what products to
sell to them.

“ I can’t think of a better use
of in-memory technology right
now.”

Executives at database giant
Oracle, meanwhile, are thinking
along the same lines; they
announced the company’s
own in-memory analytics appli-
ance, Exalytics, at its San Fran-
cisco conference in October
2011.

“I’m proud to say our Exalyt-
ics machine not only handles
relational data, not only multi-
dimensional data, [but] also

analyses unstructured data at
the speed of thought. Nothing is
faster. There is no response
time,” said Larry Ellison, chief
executive of Oracle, in his key-
note speech.

But the considerable head
start that SAP has seems to be
serving the German company
well so far; in its 2011 fiscal
year, sales of Hana reached
$160m, well ahead of the com-
pany’s target of $100m in reve-
nues.

That suggests a buoyant mar-
ket in the year ahead for in-
memory analytics.

At Forrester Research, an IT
market research company,
James Kobielus, an analyst,
expects 2012 to “boom”, not just
for customer analytics, but all
forms of data analysis.

At a time when businesses
rely more than ever on fresh
and plentiful data to respond to
opportunities and emerging
trends, in-memory analysis
looks set to become “the pre-
dominant architecture for all
users, uses and data,” he pre-
dicts.

It pays to keep data near where they are crunched
Analysing customers
Jessica Twentyman
explains ‘inmemory
analytics’, which
give much quicker
insights into behaviour
and preferences

‘There is a growing
need to respond faster
to changing customer
demands by making
use of realtime
analytical techniques’

All customers are valuable but
some are more valuable than
others.

The time-honoured problem
for retailers and wholesalers has
been how to separate the wheat
from the chaff.

Technology, in the form of
customer relationship manage-
ment (CRM) systems promised a
lot but delivered rather less.

The systems were often
clunky and depended too much
on human involvement – on
salespeople filling in forms, for
example.

Today’s systems, however, are
beginning to show the potential
of CRM to give companies much
more knowledge about their
customers.

Peter Grambs, head of the cus-
tomer solutions practice at Cog-
nizant, a US group that provides
CRM for business to business
and business to customer com-
panies, says the term today has
a broader meaning.

“CRM has really evolved.

Originally it made lots of prom-
ises and did not necessarily ful-
fil those. The tools today are
better and much easier to work
with. Everybody is more experi-
enced in thinking about and
devising strategies for CRM and
how to implement it – and it
really is a complex beast”.

Today’s CRM systems essen-
tially scan and analyse each and
every source of information
about a customer to build an
overview of their “needs, wishes
and aspirations” – frequently in
pictorial form.

There have been two impor-
tant advances. First, technology
that automates the scanning
and analysis of the data and sec-
ond, the ability to dig into social
media to extract informal, often
unstructured, information.

Cognizant, for example, has,
as part of its product, a “senti-
ment analyser” that connects to
public social networks and
extracts and analyses key infor-
mation such as company names
and products, interpreting how
customers feel about a brand.

Mr Grambs says: “We are
going to see more and more that
relationship analysis has a
social component. More and
more these systems will lever-
age social media for brand
building and awareness”.

So, for example, Verint, a US
group that has won several
CRM awards, specialises in cre-
ating business intelligence by
analysing structured and
unstructured communications –
gossip, phone conversations,
emails and social media such as
Twitter.

Its “Voice of the Customer”
portfolio has four elements.

First, speech analytics, soft-

ware that listens to and tran-
scribes telephone call recordings
looking for trends and patterns
– failures in your organisation,
for example, or information
about your competitors’ activi-
ties.

Second, text analytics, which
does the same job for unstruc-
tured written material.

Third, an automatic system
that solicits feedback at the end
of a conversation with a cus-
tomer and fourth, enterprise
feedback, a traditional way of
gathering intelligence based on
email and customer surveys.

Helen Murray, Verint’s direc-
tor of consulting, says O2 Ire-
land used Voice of the Customer
to monitor the success rate of
campaigns to encourage custom-
ers to top up their phones.

It discovered that they quickly
forgot about top-up promotions.

An SMS reminder fired off
towards the end of each month
resulted in substantially greater
revenues.

Paul Broome, chief technology
officer for Torex, a European
supplier of systems to the retail,
hospitality, convenience and
fuel markets, places his empha-
sis on linking analytics to a cus-
tomer’s point of sale (POS) sys-
tems.

The company is launching a
software product it calls “Snap-
per” which, Mr Broome says,
used in conjunction with the
company’s POS systems, will
enable a client company to man-
age promotions and marketing
campaigns across social media
channels and monitor a corpora-
tion’s reputation on social
media networks.

He points out that response
rates to campaigns on Twitter
or Facebook are typically four
times higher than using email –
a reflection of the fast changing
retail world where POS systems
are already being readied for
contactless transactions with
electronic wallets.

Helen Rutherford, a director
of the UK services group 2e2,
accepts the importance of col-
lecting information about cus-
tomers. “It’s easier to sell to an
existing customer than a new
one,” but in using the new CRM
products such as Eloqua or Mar-
keto, she argues that it must be
a two-way street.

“If I go on to a bank site and
use their mortgage calculator,
that is telling them I’m probably
about to apply for a mortgage.
The customer gets value from
using the tool while the bank
gets market intelligence.”

“That is where things are
going. But tracking individuals
without giving them something
in return is unacceptable.

“Services and product provid-
ers will find they get better con-
sumer and customer engage-
ment by building value-added
online services such as Lloyds
TSB’s Money Manager,” – a free,
internet banking service – she
says.

Eloqua, which claims to have
pioneered marketing automa-
tion, integrates with conven-
tional CRM systems to track
interactions automatically.

“By doing it automatically we
have got over the age-old prob-
lem of why salespeople do not
fill in CRM forms,” Ms Ruther-
ford says.

“CRM was supposed to give a
360 degree view of the customer.
This newer technology makes it
completely possible. But if cus-
tomers can now be decon-
structed down to their compo-
nent parts,” she wonders,
“where do we go from here?”

Pulling wheat
from chaff gets
a little easier
Evaluation
Alan Cane notes early
customer relationship
management systems
were clunky. Today’s
appear to have much
more potential

‘If customers can
now be deconstructed
down to their
component parts,
where do we go
from here?’

Spend too much time look-
ing in the rear view mir-
ror of your car and you
risk ploughing into an

obstacle ahead. Analysing cus-
tomer behaviour is similar.

Hindsight is useful, but there
is no guarantee that what hap-
pened in the past will continue.

The challenge is to predict
customer behaviour and
demand, says Nick Felton, head
of business analytics at
Advanced Business Solutions, a
management systems supplier
in the UK.

“At the moment, 90 per cent
of companies doing analysis are
looking at historic data. This
gives some insight, but it means
they are always being reactive
and responding retrospectively.”

What they need to do is com-
bine historical data with knowl-
edge of what is happening in
real time, or even what is
expected to happen.

Charles Randall, solutions
marketing manager at SAS, the
US-based software company,
agrees that using past experi-
ence to make forecasts has lim-
ited potential.

“It works well for predicting
demand for commodities such
as tins of beans, but is trickier
for fashion and movies,” he
says.

Figures on Die Hard 1 or other
Bruce Willis movies could help
forecast the popularity of Die
Hard 2, says Mr Randall. “But
more accurate results can be
gained by analysing the volume
and nature of the buzz on social
networks, tweets, blogs, post-
ings, articles in the media and
online feeds.”

“This type of analysis tells us
much more about trends and
where customers are heading.”

The next step is to use behav-
iour analysis and predictive
modelling to adjust pricing or
provide other incentives in real
time, says Steve Black, business
intelligence expert at PA Con-
sulting.

For example, when a compu-
ter game goes on the market,
the system could begin assess-
ing how much volumes might
increase with a 10 per cent price
drop. Similarly, call-centre
agents can key in information
about customers while talking
to them, says Mr Black.

“The software can compare
this with what it already knows
about the individual and sug-
gest fresh offers the agent can
propose during the conversa-
tion.”

Casinos are among pioneers in
prediction. SAS has imple-
mented a system for Caesars
Entertainment – a gaming com-
pany.

It spots which customers are
likely to visit rival casinos by
using its knowledge of personal
demographics, hotels and res-
taurants used, betting habits,
and comparisons with historic
data on similar customers.

This lets it predict the “poten-

tial” value of the customer, com-
pare it with actual betting activ-
ity, and determine whether the
customer is likely to be visiting
other casinos or placing smaller
bets than expected.

“For customers conducting a
significant amount of gaming
elsewhere, [a casino] can pro-
vide inducements to stay on
site, such as complimentary res-
taurant food, show tickets or
play bonuses,” says Mr Randall.

Real time analysis techniques
are now widely used in online
advertising, to measure
response rates to words and col-
ours, which can be quickly and

easily changed. “Google has put
lots of effort into this. It is enor-
mously powerful,” says Mr
Black.

Systems are also becoming
more subtle. In the past, the
focus has been on “product max-
imisation”, says Mr Randall.

“The industry has become
good at short term boosts to
sales. But we are becoming
more sensitive to long term
profitability.”

A supermarket voucher might
offer a discount for an expensive
shampoo to a customer unlikely
to buy it in the long term.

“A better approach is to take
into account personal prefer-

ences and try to maximise
customer satisfaction.”

Predictive analytics give you
insight, but are only as good as
the follow-up activities, says Mr
Felton. “This is where some
businesses fall down.”

Mr Randall agrees, especially
when customers are offered
vouchers or discounts for items
that are not available. “It is
essential to ensure the offer is
tied in to your forecasting sys-
tem so that there are products
on the shelf.”

The problem with introducing
predictive models is that many
businesses often do not know
what data are missing or have
not been gathered.

Mr Felton says: “Typically, 75
per cent of the information is
there, but the rest has to be
found to fill the gaps. This often
delays return on investment.”

Despite improved prediction
techniques, companies still get
it wrong.

Research In Motion, which
makes the BlackBerry, wrote off
$485m last year for discounts on
its troubled iPad rival, the Play-
Book tablet.

Hewlett-Packard pulled the
plug on its tablet, the HP Touch-
Pad, last year and ended up sell-
ing its huge stockpile of the
devices at $99, well below cost.

Apple got it right with the
iPad because it built lots of ver-
sions for people to test, says Mr
Black. “With physical manufac-
turing, you have to commit to
making 100,000 products, unlike
putting an ad on Google. There
is nothing you can do with ana-
lytics that overcomes having to
build prototypes.”

Businesses strain to gain
insight from social media
Prediction
It is becoming easier
to forecast which
products will win fans.
Jane Bird reports

‘At the moment,
90 per cent of
companies doing
analysis look at
historic data’

Old approach: data on ‘Die Hard’ helped predict the popularity of sequels. Now, the buzz on social networks can give more accurate results AP
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The best-known examples
of customer relationship
management technology
come from businesses that
sell services to consumers
in large volumes.

But while the priority for
a company such as Ama-
zon, the online retailer or
BT, the UK telecoms com-
pany, is to automate as
many dealings with custom-
ers as possible, the situa-
tion is rather different for
companies that sell to other
businesses.

“We will do many, many
transactions with the same
customer, and that cus-
tomer will have organisa-
tions spread all over the
world,” says Justin Ker-
shaw, chief information
officer for the industrial
sector at Eaton Corpora-
tion, an Ohio company that
makes components for mar-
kets that include aerospace,
automotive, and power gen-
eration.

“In the consumer model,
the consumer is usually in
one location.

“We’re handling a single
relationship with customers
spread all over the world.
That brings complexities
when it comes to providing
service agreements and
handling issues [and] is
quite different to a con-
sumer model.”

As a manufacturer of
industrial products, Eaton
has direct sales staff for
large customers, and an
account management and
distributor-based sales
channel for smaller mar-
kets. Tying that together
relies increasingly on tech-
nology.

“We keep a vast array of
information about our cus-
tomers and our markets,
and technology is used to
analyse that and help us
manage it,” says Mr Ker-
shaw.

“We use technology
to interact with the cus-
tomer and to capture the

transactions we are process-
ing.”

Businesses selling to
other businesses are turn-
ing more to IT, to provide
both better levels of cus-
tomer service and to help
form a more accurate pic-
ture of their relationships.

For companies operating
internationally, and in mul-
tiple markets, CRM technol-
ogy is also helping to pro-
vide a single view of the
customer, in much the
same way banks and retail-
ers are attempting to do for
consumers.

“Companies want to
deploy CRM systems for
two reasons: to automate as
much as possible of the
business process and to
improve the ‘visibility’ of
the way the business inter-
acts with its customers,”
says Anthony Lye, senior
vice-president for CRM at
Oracle, the technology com-
pany.

When it comes to complex
business-to-business rela-
tionships, he says, this is
not just about identifying
transactions, but helping
sales staff to spot accounts
their colleagues are
involved with.

It is also about simplify-
ing workflows, and bringing
together data from an ever-
larger number of sources.

Increasingly that also

includes information from
external sources, such
as social media.

Consumer brands might
be concerned about reputa-
tion on Twitter or Face-
book, but business-to-busi-
ness vendors are increas-
ingly sensitive to discus-
sions about their products
in forums such as user
groups.

“One technology change
we are seeing is a greater
use of moderated user
groups, and the encourage-
ment of peer to peer sup-
port,” says Charlie Simp-

son, an expert in customer
management systems at PA
Consulting. “[Businesses]
are using social media to
get customer feedback more
quickly.”

There is a trend for busi-
ness-to-consumer and busi-
ness-to-business CRM to
converge and this is driven
in part by easier-to-use
technology, and in part by a
growing emphasis on cus-
tomers in industrial and
other businesses.

“The idea that B2B and

B2C requirements differ is
stuck in the ’90s,” says Alex
Dayon, executive vice-presi-
dent for CRM at Sales-
force.com, a software com-
pany.

“It is true that B2B and
B2C are developing at a dif-
ferent pace. But there are
different complexities to the
relationships and differ-
ences in the number of peo-
ple involved.”

Business - to -consumer
relationships tend to
involve large volumes of
lower-value, simple transac-
tions.

When businesses sell to
other businesses they might
be selling highly complex
products or services – one
transaction worth a million
dollars, rather than a mil-
lion one-dollar transactions.

But this masks the wide
variety of relationships
companies have with their
business customers. Some
deals are complex, and best
described as partnerships.

“There is a lot of informa-
tion you might share with a
business partner, and com-
plexity around what knowl-
edge to share, or not. You
may have to expose some of
your systems for the proc-
ess to run end to end,” says
Duncan Barnes, from the
CRM team at Deloitte the
consultancy.

Others are simple, repeat-
able interactions that are
much closer to those that
businesses might have with
consumers, and that may
lend themselves to automa-
tion.

They may include cus-
tomer self service, an idea
borrowed from systems
developed for mass-market
consumer brands.

At Eaton Corporation, Mr
Kershaw describes this as
“leaning out” the customer
relationship. “It is not pri-
marily for ourselves but for
the benefit of the cus-
tomer,” he says.

“There is a vast amount
of information that is
required to make purchas-
ing agreements or decisions
to buy. If we can take
cycles out of that, and have
more questions answered or
more issues resolved in one
touch of the customer, or
two, that is the most effec-
tive way.”

Managing business clients
can be a complex matter
CRM
Stephen Pritchard
notices convergence
with businessto
consumer systems

‘The idea that
requirements differ
for B2B and B2C is
stuck in the ’90s’

Easy to package: automating customer interaction is a
priority for a company such as Amazon Getty

In recent years, it has
become fashionable
among marketers to
talk about “empow-

ered customers”.
As Robert Bloom, a

former advertising boss,
points out in his 2010 book,
The New Experts, the inter-
net has handed customers
three powerful weapons:
instant access to informa-
tion on products and serv-
ices; immense choice; and
real-time price comparison
tools.

Brand loyalty is dead, Mr
Bloom argues, and custom-
ers are now calling the
shots.

It may be more construc-
tive, however, for market-
ers to think about today’s
customers as “chatty”.

The internet has changed
advertising and marketing
for good and digital media,
in particular, have trans-
formed the interactions of
brands with target audi-
ences from a one-way street
of marketing messages to
something more akin to a
two-way conversation.

To start that “conversa-
tion”, however, brands need
to find a way to break the
ice.

At Belron, an interna-
tional windscreen repair

and replacement company,
customer service agents are
using social media tools
from Radian6 (owned by
Salesforce.com, a software
company) to identify and
approach potential custom-
ers.

David Meliveo, marketing
director of Autoglass, Bel-
ron’s UK brand, explains:
“We monitor social media
sites such as Facebook and
Twitter for mentions of the
Autoglass name.

“But at the same time, we
also search for people talk-
ing online in more general
terms about vehicle glass.
So if you post on Twitter
and your update includes
the term ‘broken wind-
screen’, it’s likely that
you’ll get a tweet from us,
asking if you need help,” he
says.

In this way, the company
is able to initiate a conver-
sation with customers who
may not be familiar with
the Autoglass brand but are
likely to need its services.

From that initial contact,
customers are typically
directed to the Autoglass
call-centre or to its website,
says Mr Meliveo.

If customers choose the
website to complete a trans-
action, that should not
mean the conversation is
over, says Ashutosh Roy,
chief executive of eGain
Communications.

In addition to tools used
by call-centre agents, the
company sells software that
enables online shoppers –
on sites owned by retailers
such as Asos.com, Gymbo-
ree and Timberland – to ask
for help or advice in com-
pleting their purchase.

“Shopping cart abandon-
ment is a big problem for
online retailers,” says Mr
Roy.

In fact, he adds, analysts
at Forrester Research, an IT
market analyst company,
believe that as many as
83 per cent of online pur-
chases are abandoned
before the transaction is
complete.

“People get confused by
the process itself or they

simply get overwhelmed by
choice,” he says.

“In that situation, it’s
vital that the business can
jump in and guide them
through the sales process –
if that’s what they want.”

But it is not just the con-
versations that take place
between a brand and pro-
spective customers that

help convert browsers to
buyers.

At BT, the UK telecoms
company, Bian Salins, the
head of social media inno-
vation, believes the conver-
sations customers have
with each other can be just
as valuable as those
they have with the pro-
vider.

That is particularly true
when it comes to service
and support, she says.

“Our social media strat-
egy is twofold. First, we
take our conversations to
where our customers are,
such as Twitter.

“Second, we host a com-
munity forum on our site,
where customers can dis-
cuss the service and sup-
port they’re receiving.”

While this community
forum, based on software
from Lithium Technologies
and launched in January
2010, is primarily aimed at
existing customers, she
says, it has proved valuable
in attracting new ones to
BT.

“Over time, the more

prominent the community
has become and the more
word-of-mouth has spread,
we find that people who
aren’t currently BT custom-
ers are registering for the
community to ask about
service quality, pricing,
that sort of thing,” she
says.

In fact, all companies
should be thinking of doing
more outside the confines of
the traditional marketing
department in order to
engage chatty, empowered
customers for whom tradi-
tional “push” advertising is
increasingly irrelevant,
according to a recent report
from McKinsey, a manage-
ment consultancy.

“In today’s marketing
environment, companies
will be better off if they
stop viewing customer
engagement as a series of
discrete interactions and
instead think about it as
customers do: a set of
related interactions that,
added together, make up
the customer experience,”
the report’s authors argue.

Monitoring Conversations, vendors and experts proliferate

Kitted out with smartphones
and addicted to social
media, many customers are
more empowered than ever
to voice their opinions, for
better or worse.

Brand advocates can
cause sales to surge as
grassroots enthusiasm
quickly spreads, while a
damaged piece of baggage
can trigger a “viral”
backlash against an airline
overnight.

“This is the
democratisation of self
expression,” says Jeff
Dachis, chief executive of
the Dachis Group, which
makes a social media
monitoring tool.

“Everyone has an HD
[high definition] camera in
their pocket right now. It is
the largest shift in
communications in the
history of mankind.”

More than 1bn people are
expected to be on Facebook
by the end of the year,
while Twitter has more than
100m active users.

On each of these two
social networks, companies,
products and brands are
often among the hottest
topics of discussion.

Now, desperate to keep
tabs on this proliferation of
public dialogue about their
products and services,
companies are employing a
sophisticated arsenal of
monitoring tools.

“It just continues to
blossom,” says Scott Monty,
head of social media at Ford
Motor Company.

“The conversations are
voluminous, which means
there’s more to sort
through. Similarly there are
more vendors to sort
through, and more and
more people claiming to be
social media experts.”

Ford, a pioneer in the field
of social media monitoring,
has developed a system
that combines its inhouse
expertise with an array of
social media monitoring
products from different
companies.

“There’s lots of stuff we
have built in house already.
The off the shelf tools are
integrated with a variety of
services across the web,”
Mr Monty says.

“What we do have is a
system that is cobbled
together that serves
different audiences here at
Ford.”

Its customer service team
uses tools from 3CSI, a
software company, that help
it identify crises online and
intervene when necessary.

Ford’s communications
team uses Evolve24, a
product from Maritz
Research that monitors the
sentiment and volume of
customer feedback over
time.

Other tools used by the
Ford team include Radian6,
one of the original social
media monitoring tools, and
Crimson Hexagon, a
company that aims to
measure the impact of a
company’s social media
presence and marketing.

Each of these tools has
its own unique attributes.
But Mr Monty says there is
no one product that can yet

do it all. “There is no one
sizefitsall tool out there.”

Instead, what is important
is to use such products to
build relationships with fans
and detractors, in a bid to
influence “conversations”
about a brand.

“This is the essential
notion behind building
trust,” Mr Monty says,
noting that results take time
to achieve.

“You have to do things for
6 to 9 months before it
starts to stick, before people
really start to trust what
you’re saying.”

In a test of its strategy,
Ford recently invited 150
bloggers from 60 countries
to Detroit for the US Auto
Show.

Knowing who was going
to be covering its cars
allowed it to focus its social
media monitoring efforts.
“We knew who our news

sources were,” Mr Monty
says.

“We would plug them into
our systems and watch
what they were saying. It
allows us to get much more
granular, and helps us
gather insights and draw
conclusions based on those
insights.”

The Dachis Group has a
different strategy,
attempting to derive broader
insights about the
effectiveness of a
company’s marketing effort
based on social signals.

It is a new development
of the original breed of
social media monitoring
software, which was
“reactive”.

“All of that constant
engagement and sharing
generates an enormous
amount of unstructured
data,” Mr Dachis says.

“If we can understand
how to measure that
engagement we can deploy
dollars against it.”

By better understanding
what people are saying
about a company and
products, a chief marketing
officer, for example, may be
able to make more informed
decisions about what areas
demand more marketing
dollars.

“CMOs are going to
demand that their
employees are going to
have some data source to
justify allocations,” Mr
Dachis says.

Yet, whether companies
are monitoring burgeoning
public relations crises,
engaging with brand
advocates, or deriving
broader lessons about
efficacy, the goal, says Mr
Monty, is to establish
deeper ties with customers
online.

“We’re able to keep an
eye on things to a certain
extent with a number of
monitoring tools, but as we
continue to forge
relationships with people on
the online community, we
become part of the
community itself,” he says.
“We’re not an outsider,
we’re actually part of the
community.”

David Gelles

‘This is the
democratisation of
self expression.
Everyone has an
HD camera in
their pocket now’

Retailers
experiment
on ways to
win loyalty
New customers
Jessica Twentyman
says shoppers are
much more ‘chatty’
than they were and
looks at how to
listen and respond

‘Shopping cart
abandonment is a
big problem for
online retailers’

Clear advantage: companies may look at your tweets and offer help on that basis
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The Connected Business

One of the pleasures of
shopping locally is being
recognised and valued for
your custom. DHL is trying
to emulate this experience
in the world of interna-
tional parcel delivery.

It sees customer service
as the key to differentiating
itself from competitors
FedEx and UPS.

“We want customers to
feel we know and appreci-
ate them because that is
how we win their loyalty,”
says David Richard, com-
mercial systems director.

“It may be a truism, but
it really is easier to keep an
existing customer than to
go out and win a new one.”

This is the goal of DHL’s
global customer centre
upgrade programme,
launched last April, and
being rolled out across 20
countries by 2013.

Swift response is another
aim. The company answers
90 per cent of calls in three
rings on average, it says.

This statistic masks the
fact that response times are
often quick in the morning,
but can be up to three min-
utes by the end of the day,
says Adam Faulkner, found-
ing director of Sabio, the
systems integration com-
pany implementing the
DHL system.

“Typically, when delays
occur, call-centre staff start
shouting for help answering
the phones, by which time
queues have already devel-
oped,” says Mr Faulkner.

The new system predicts
call volumes based on his-
torical information so staff
can be drafted in from other
activities in advance of
being needed.

“This makes life better
for agents too, because they
are not talking to an irate
customer who has been
holding on for ages,” Mr
Faulkner says.

A priority is to route call-
ers to agents they have pre-
viously spoken to, and new
callers to someone who
speaks their language,
based on where the call
originates. The goal is to
increase the proportion of
calls that are resolved first
time and without transfers.

Customers who have indi-

cated a preference not to
speak to a person will be
automatically routed to
interactive voice response.
“We want to give them the
choice,” says Mr Richard.

Those who choose to con-
tact DHL by email should
also notice improved
responsiveness thanks to
prioritisation of emails,
rather than simply answer-
ing them in turn.

Customers who have que-
ries when using DHL’s web-
site will be able to click a
“web chat” option, on trial
in the US. The company is
keeping a close eye on Face-
book and Twitter in case
customers want to be in
touch that way.

“Integration with social
media would help agents
know more about callers
and respond in a more per-
sonalised way,” says Mr
Richard. At present, callers
are only identified by name.

This year the company
also plans to evaluate real
time speech analytics. Soft-
ware will identify key
words and phrases used by
customers during their con-
versations with agents, to
understand their concerns.

The idea is to escalate
problems to managers while
customers are talking to
agents, says Mr Faulkner,
“so we can respond immedi-
ately rather than agents or
managers having to call
people back”.

Another plan is to reduce
the number of screens
agents need to consult
when answering unrelated
queries, for example on
invoicing, shipment and
bookings.

“Getting everything on
one screen might be a chal-
lenge, but we hope to mini-
mise the number, so agents
are able to deal with a
broader range of queries
more quickly,” says Mr
Richard.

‘We want users
to feel they are
appreciated’
Case study
Jane Bird finds out
how DHL upgrades
its service centres

DHL hopes to deliver better
customer service

Online customers
seeking advice
from Schuh, a
shoe retailer

based in Scotland, can click
an on-screen button for a
text or video conversation
with a sales assistant.

The web chat, which was
introduced last October, is
proving popular, says
Karyn Stevely, customer
service manager.

“Response has been fan-
tastic. We are taking as
many calls via live help as
through the phones. Feed-
back comments show that
people like its simplicity
and speed of reaction.”

Consumers are familiar
with video calls, online
chat, instant messaging and
downloading apps on to
smartphones and tablets,
says Natalie Keightley, con-
tact centre product market-
ing lead for business part-
ners at Avaya, the business
collaboration and communi-
cations tools company.

“They expect companies
to recognise them and
respond according to their
preferred channel. The
drive for multi-channel
service is coming from
them.”

A study of consumers in
2010 by Accenture, the con-
sultancy, found that 66 per
cent thought service had
improved in the past five
years, thanks to growing
use by companies of chan-
nels such as automated
phone attendants, live inter-
net chats and self-service
options on websites.

But a common mistake is
companies moving too fast
and not making it easy for
customers, says David
Klimek, a senior executive
in Accenture’s customer
relationship management
group.

“Many organisations rush
to have a website, online
chat, Twitter and Facebook,
but they forget to think
about how they all interact
and are integrated.”

Some companies that are
really good on the web are
poor on mobile, he says.
Instead of multi-channel,
they should be thinking
about cross-channel.

The goal is to be able to
identify customers and
know all their details and
customer history, however
they get in touch, says Mr
Klimek.

“If customers phone back
after having spoken to an
agent and talk to interac-
tive voice response (IVR)
that is unaware of their pre-
vious interaction, you lose
the trust of those customers
and they won’t want to
come back.”

Businesses also need to
ensure they are able to
adopt new channels
quickly, says Ms Keightley.

“If Facebook can go from
nothing to $1bn in six
years, who is to say that in
another six it will even still
be there? So companies
need a flexible system that
can adapt to dynamic fast-
changing customer expecta-
tions.”

Gathering feedback is
crucial to providing good
customer service, says
Jamie Thorpe, head of com-
mercial relations for learn-
ing and measurement at
Grass Roots, a “perform-
ance improvement” com-
pany.

But you cannot rely on

customers volunteering to
do so and you should avoid
requesting it too often,
especially for basic items
such as shower gel, he says.

“The other problem is
that if customers take part
in market research and
express dissatisfaction,
they expect a response,
and they are much less
forgiving on timescales
than previously. They want
instant responses.”

Many companies engage
in dialogue with customers
on Facebook, but inviting
comment on social media
can be dangerous, says Mr
Thorpe.

“Objectors say that such
feedback tends to be largely
negative.

“Often a single interac-
tion gets a lot of coverage

in the trade press, and if
companies respond, it can
turn into an online row
with competitors.”

More useful are satisfac-
tion surveys conducted
within two days of a cus-
tomer’s interaction with a
contact centre, typically by
IVR or text message, says
Mr Thorpe.

Grass Roots does this for
clients such as Santander,
the bank.

“It gives them a constant
and up-to-date picture of
how good the customer
experience was, how likely
customers are to come back
and spend more, and their
propensity to recommend.”

Customers are also assert-
ing themselves on when
and how they interact, for
instance wishing to deter-
mine the time of day at
which they are contacted
and the channel.

They also want to design
how information will be dis-
played to them on a com-
pany’s website, says Mr
Klimek.

“For example, they want
to say which parts of their
phone bill are included on
the first page. In future,

we’ll see a lot more control
shifting to the customer.”

Companies used to look
for ways to save money on
customer service, but now
they see it as a differentia-
tor, says Mr Klimek. To
make the most of this
opportunity, they need to
rethink the role of service
staff and decide whether
they are going to use the
same set of people, because
a different set of skills is
required.

“When an increasing
amount of customer contact
is through IVR, online and
mobile, this usually means
calls to the agent are more
complicated or require a
greater level of skill, and
more relationship build-
ing.”

Time also has to be taken
to walk people through self-
service systems.

Companies struggle to
understand the additional
time involved, says Mr
Klimek. “But it is worth it
because you can invest 60
seconds now to save 50 calls
in future.”

The primary goal is keep-
ing customers loyal, but a
byproduct is saving money.

Don’t rely on customers to volunteer views
Service
Jane Bird looks at
options for
gathering feedback

‘If customers take
part in market
research and
express
dissatisfaction, they
expect a response’

Social channels: many companies engage in dialogue with customers on Facebook Alamy


