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Five Questions About . ..

Customer Loyalty
with Jill Grithn

Corporate adviser and author of Custormer Loyalty (Jossey-Bass, rev. ed., 2002)

he longer customers stay

with a company, the more

valuable they tend to
become. But getting them to stay
can be problematic; customer defec-
tion is more likely to occur just after
the first purchase than at any other
time. How can companies turn first-
time buyers into repeat business?
Update asked consultant Jill Griffin,
who has helped companies such as
Dell Computer, Deloitte & Touche,
Advanced Micro Devices, and Sub-
way Corporation.

1 o Why are companies particularly
vulnerable to customer defection after
winning new accounts?

First-time buyers are best thought of as
triers:they’re looking for confirmation
that their buying decision was wise,
particularly if the decision was a big,
expensive one. If they experience any
problems in postpurchase service—e.g.,
amissing product part or a service
delivered too late—they’ll regret their
decision and won't likely do business
with you again. Defection becomes
even easier if customers still have a rela-
tionship with a former supplier and can
easily return to that company.

2 « How can customer loyalty be culti-
vated after that initial sale?

You need to track every step at which the
company “touches” each customer—not
only receipt and fulfillment of an order
but also billing, returns, and postsale
service. Managers need to imagine each
touch point from the customer’s per-
spective and ask themselves, “How can

we coordinate these points to deliver a
seamless experience?”When customers
experience all their contacts with your
company as seamless, they feel appreci-
ated and reassured. And as customers
have grown savvier about their value to
your company, they’'ve beqgun expecting
more of these psychic rewards.

3 « Does the array of purchasing chan-
nels available today offer new oppor-
tunities to build customerloyalty?

It sure does. Recent research shows that
the more channels—for example, toll-
free phone numbers, Web sites, and
stores—that customers use to buy from
a particular company, the more loyal
they’ll be. | advise companies to create
cross-functional teams whose mem-
bers think about what it’s like to use the
different channels from the customer’s
viewpoint. Together, these insights pro-
vide the “big picture” of the customer’s
total experience and help team mem-
bers generate ideas for constantly
improving that experience.

Channel coordination also provides
opportunities to continually monitor
and evaluate customers’ experiences.
For example, firms can take cross-

sectional surveys of Web site customers’

ratings of the company’s service levels.
They can conduct focus groups with
store visitors, send an immediate
thank-you letter to new buyers, and
phone new accounts a month after the
initial sale to ask how things are going.

4. Do frequent follow-up contacts
with customers risk annoying them?
Definitely. Though systematic follow-up
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is essential, you need to make sure you
are adding value with every contact. You
need to show customers that you truly
value the fact that they are givingyou a
few moments of attention. For instance,
suppose you're an automobile sales-
person and you're sending a new cus-
tomer a follow-up thank-you note. You
might enclose an article about road
safety, with a note saying, “Thought you
might find this interesting.” Or you
could include a coupon for a free car
wash, or alist of tips about car care.
Your goalis to provide something that
makes the customer feel glad that they
took the time to speak with you on the
phone or open and read your letter.

5 « What do buyers value most about
their relationships with companies?
They value reliability—you provide
what you promised. They also value
responsiveness—you're willing to help
them, and you provide prompt service.
But new technologies have shifted con-
sumers’ perceptions about what
responsiveness looks like. Companies
have to constantly assess these percep-
tions—and then exceed them. For
example, if a 10-day turnaround for
delivery of a product is the standard in
your industry, evaluate whether a
seven-day turnaround could drive
greater loyalty.

But don’t try to demonstrate un-
rivaled responsiveness on every front.
Focus on what research shows matters
most to customers. For instance, if
you're aroadside-assistance company,
your customers are going to care most
about how quickly you send a tow truck
out to them after they call your help
line. They'll likely care less that the
paper work is expedited within 24
hours. Youneed to decide where
responsiveness is most critical in your
business, then focus on improvingitin
those areas. ¢





