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Understanding and Engaging in the Customer Experience
Introduction
The aim of the following essay is to critically analyse the factors that influence Superdrug’s ability to maximise customer value. It will also identify the systems that support Superdrug’s quality processes and provide a critical understanding of the extent those systems are effective in meeting customer requirements. To do this, the essay will first examine the 5 dimensions of customer value – conformance to requirements, product selection, price and brand, value added services, and relationships and experiences. Then, it will explore the 5 dimensions of service quality – reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy and responsiveness. An engagement with the 5 dimensions of customer value and service quality would enable one to recognise various factors and tools that encourage customer value as well as aid in meeting customer requirements. For instance, before a customer buys a product or a service they would look at whether the item will be able to do the job required, how it is better than those similar in the market, whether the price and brand match the quality of the good as well as observe the overall service and experience received. 
Conformance to Requirements
Conformance to requirements is one of the 5 dimensions of customer value. It is defined as a technique “that delivers the result that falls within the acceptable limit set by the quality requirement” (Alby, n.d). In other words, conformance to requirements is the idea that the product or service provided should meet the needs and expectations of the customer or client. The higher the conformance, the more likely it is for the product to meet the customers’ specification. In the case of Superdrug, the company ensures that its goods conform to the specification or description outlined on the product, website or catalogue. The products sold by Superdrug must be “fit for purpose intended” (Superdrug, n.d.a) and safe to use in order to comply with the concept conformance to requirements. For instance, Superdrug sells its own branded Oat & Coconut Oil Enriched Cream which intends to provide the same moisture as an oil-based product, easily absorbed and leaving the skin feeling smooth, nourished and soft. To measure the product’s conformance to requirements one would need to look at whether there is a supply and demand for such products – do customers need these products? If it is something that customers use and wish to purchase, then one would need to explore if the product fulfils the desired specification in order for these products to sell in the market. 
Product Selection
Another dimension of customer value is product selection which refers to the process of choosing an appropriate product that can be brought to a market for a particular audience or client, ensuring it fulfils their needs. For any business venture product selection is an integral component as the product must be worthy enough to be offered in a market. In other words, the product should work as desired as well as meet the needs of its users. Most businesses ensure that the products they offer should be available in various colours, styles, options and shapes. This is to make sure that the products appeal to customers or users of all backgrounds, personalities and taste. Having a large variety means that end-users are not restricted to a particular colour or style, hence it makes it easier to meet the requirements of a larger audience. For instance, Superdrug retails L’Oreal Men Expert Moisturiser – it is available in 7 different options; Anti-Ageing, Anti-Fatigue, Hydra Sensitive, Hydra Energetic, Anti-Shine, Anti-Spot, Anti-Wrinkle (Superdrug, n.d.b). This particular product is available for different skin types to appeal and attract customers who may have a set desired outcome they wish to fulfil. Thus, a product may be offered in the market in a range of skin type, colour and suitability so that all customers are able to find what they need. According to Simchi-Levi, products that come in a larger range typically “compete in the market and while it may be easy to predict the aggregated demand level across... it is difficult to predict demand for [a specific type of product]” (Simchi-Levi, 2010: p23). He further adds, “such product proliferation leads to high inventory levels” (ibid). Having variations of the same product means that people are more likely to purchase from the selection available. It is evident that online retailers offer a larger range of product selection as they aim to provide their customers with a choice of similar products. This is so that the customers can compare the similar items available and choose what they believe would be best suited to their needs and requirements. Whereas, physical stores are more restricted in what they offer as they often select and display their bestsellers and what they believe customers are more likely to buy. As a result, “brick and mortar retailers offer a smaller subset of the same products” (ibid), which in most cases mean that product selection online is much greater than what is available in retail stores and departments. 

Price and Brand
The price and brand is also considered as one of the dimensions of customer value. Price is defined by the cost of a product which “must match the value consumers perceive that they get when they purchase that product” (Gunelius, n.d.). Here, brand is extremely important as “effective branding can allow “premium” branded products to sell at a premium price” (ibid). Often, customers are willing to pay a higher price for branded products as they believe it is worth the price and would deliver in terms of fulfilling their needs. Likewise, Simchi-Levi claims that “the price of products is an essential dimension of customer value” (Simchi-Levi, 2010: p26). It is also important to consider that although price is not everything for a customer, they often have a set price range in mind for certain products. Thus, they are able to assess whether a certain product matches the price tag businesses claim it to be. For example, if a consumer was to buy a Men’s Suit from Next one would expect the cost to range from £80 - £150. However, if the same consumer was to buy a Men’s Suit from Hugo Boss it would most likely range from £350 - £800. The price and brand play a huge role in consumer’s purchase decision. Gunelius argues that consumers compare price and brand with other similar products and brands. This is known as reference price or competitive pricing whereby consumers have a reasonable price in mind to pay for a particular brand or product. As there are many brands and products available in the market, consumers use this to “create a frame of reference... and the consumer tries to fit each brand into a comfortable position in his/her mind based on that frame of reference” (Gunelius, n.d.). In some cases where the pricing of a brand or product do not match or fit well in the frame of reference, customers are reluctant or even refuse to make a purchase. For example, customers would expect Superdrug branded perfumes to be relatively cheap and they are retailed from £8 - £10. Whereas, they would expect Chanel branded perfumes to have a much higher price tag due to the brand being well-known and established. However, consumers would refuse to pay that same high price tag for a Superdrug perfume because they are well aware and informed of the quality and ingredients in that product. In most cases, luxury branded products whether that is perfume or clothing tends to use high quality ingredients and material which explains the high price tag. Many companies also spend money on branding, packaging, advertising and service – which affects the final cost of the product. 

Value Added Services
Another dimension of customer value is value added services and although it is quite a common practice in marketing and business, “its meaning is somewhat unclear, not to say vague” (Meyer and Blumelhuber, 2000: p112). However, a widely accepted definition is that the term “tends to only mean those complementary services with a performance character, so-called secondary services” (ibid). These services play a vital role as they shape consumers purchasing decisions. Consumers also use these services to compare the products offered by various brands and companies. As a result, scholars claim that value added services “do not just support sales, but are often the very factors that determine sales and loyalty” (ibid). In sum, the services offered aim to “encourage and simplify customer integration” (ibid, p118). By providing value added services brands and companies are able to build a relation with their customers as well as form loyalty among their consumer base. In some ways, it ensures that customers return and make further purchases as they leave satisfied, having all their needs and requirements met. Meyer and Blumelhuber further argue that the value added services “is something that the customers really expect and/or are prepared to reward, and [it] compensates for any weakness in the core elements of the package offered” (ibid, p119). This implies that the complementary service is an effort to make up for anything that was lacking in the customer service provided. It also adds value to their overall experience and personalises the buying and selling process. In the case of Superdrug, it offers a Health and Beauty card service which provides exclusive deals to members, developing a loyal customer base. Members of this service are able to use their card online for incentives and promotions. Usually, members are informed of star buys and deals before non-members. This service helps Superdrug “gain customers and – above all – win their loyalty” (ibid, p113). It also demonstrates that Superdrug works to fulfil the needs and expectations of its customers as well as ensure that it is providing better services compared to its competitors. 
Relationship & Experiences
The final dimension of customer value is relationship and experiences which refers to a company’s effort to maintain its connection with its customers. It also focuses on the overall experience the company offers to its customers by providing a tailored and unique service and shopping experience. Having a strong relationship with customers and providing them with an excellent service and experience would aid in enhancing the sales and ensure they return to make another purchase. In order for a company to build a good relationship with their customers, it requires time and understanding. If this is done correctly then customers are less likely to buy products or use services from other competitors. It may be argued that the option to return items, leave feedback and have a tailored service all aid in developing customer relationship and enhancing their experience. It is important to consider that “the ability to provide good customer experience is very different from the ability to manage customer relationships effectively” (Simchi-Levi, 2010: p31). This is because providing good customer experience cannot be measured as it involves the whole process of selling and buying – from when the customer enters the building up until when they leave after purchasing their product or service. Whereas, customer relationships involve how the customer is treated, the product or service they are interested in purchasing, price, packaging, quality and marketing. For instance, Superdrug tries to build its relation with its customers as well as provide a good experience by offering deals that would not be available in its competitor stores such as Boots. In some cases where certain products are not available, they would offer similar, alternative products to demonstrate that they value their customers and would go above and beyond to ensure their needs and expectations are met. They even offer an online service whereby a customer could leave their email address and Superdrug would send them a notification informing them when a product has come back in stock. This enhances customer experience and makes it easier for consumers to easily access a particular product or service they are interested in. 
Reliability
Reliability is defined by the business or company’s ability to “perform a service correctly the first time” (Pakurar et al, 2019: p5). It also demonstrates a company’s effort “to fulfil promises and pay attention to results” (ibid). One should take into account that customers want to be able to trust their service providers. For instance, if Superdrug sold a particular product to its customers promising several benefits – however, upon purchase customers realised that it does not even meet the intended purpose. This would lead in customers losing trust and confidence in their service. Therefore, it is extremely important for brands and companies to maintain reliability as part of their service quality because all consumers value reliability. Brands, businesses and companies should be completely honest with their customers as that helps to build good customer relations and provides consumers with a good overall experience. Reliability also enhances customer retention because if customers note that the services provided work and are of high quality. They will always return for the service or product. It would also prevent them from using other providers who offer the same product or service. Thus, reliability is a key aspect of service quality because it does not only lead to the sale of products and services but also helps enhance the company’s reputation in the eyes of the consumers. 
Assurance
Another dimension of service quality is assurance. This refers to “employees’ courtesy and knowledge, and their capacity to transfer confidence and trust to customers” (Pakurar et al, 2019: p5). Here, communication is key as service providers need to listen and understand the needs of their customers to ensure they provide an adequate service. It also means that the service providers should be able to address and respond to any customer queries and concerns. In some cases where products may be out of stock or service is no longer available, it is the right of customers to be fully informed so they are able to explore alternative options that may be suitable for them. Assurance is strongly linked to the “attitudes of the employees and their behaviour, and the company’s ability to provide friendly, confidential, courteous, and competent services” (ibid). Thus, service providers must be able to fulfil the needs of their customers by not only providing them with the product they need, but also by giving consumers all the relevant information which would influence their purchasing decision. The attitude and behaviour of the service provider should be the same towards all customers – they should all receive fair and equal treatment regardless of their age, background or gender. 
Tangibles
Tangibles are one of the dimensions of service quality which is defined as “the physical image of the service that customers will use to assess quality” (Pakurar et al, 2019: p5). It refers to any tools or machines that are needed to provide excellent quality service. Tangibles are considered as “an important aspect of the service delivery process... as it plays a substantial role in affecting customer attitudes and behaviours” (Schneider and White, 2004: p36). This is because the tangibles offered assist in ensuring the buying and selling process runs smoothly and also helps provide customers with ease of access. For instance, in Superdrug we offer card and cash payments which means there is more flexibility for customers as they are able to choose one of the two payment options. In most Superdrug stores there are approximately 4 – 5 counters which mean customers are able to take advantage of quick and efficient check-out services. The busiest Superdrug have extended opening hours which means customers with very busy schedules are still able to visit the store during later hours of the day. Again, this strengthens the relation between the consumers and the service providers as it demonstrates empathy and consideration towards the people that use their service or product. 
Empathy
Empathy means to appreciate and understand customer’s feeling (Leland and Bailey, 2011: p231). If companies and service providers express empathy towards a customer especially in a difficult situation, it would ease the atmosphere as well as calm the customer down. For instance, if a customer is angry about a certain product being sold out and demands for the product to be ordered and is not willing to hear what the provider has to say – in such situations showing empathy would reduce the conflict and tension present. By expressing empathy, customers are able to see that you understand their point of view and as a result, this builds a rapport between the company and customer. According to Stevens, “empathy is essential because it is one of the best ways to defuse emotion, which is crucial when dealing with angry customers” (Stevens, 2012: p15). Once companies are successful in assuring their customers, it becomes easier to reach a solution that works for both parties. This is because empathy allows one to connect with the customer and show that the company wishes to help and offer their assistance only if the customer allows it to understand the whole situation. An empathetic attitude is vital if a company wishes to offer good customer service as well as maintain customer retention. 
Responsiveness
Responsiveness refers to companies’ “willingness and eagerness to meet customers’ specific needs” (Humphrey, 2010: p153). This could be demonstrated through store locations – how easily can consumers reach that location, opening hours – can people with busy schedules still visit the store or use a particular service, tools and systems available – how easy is it for customers to navigate through the store and make use of the systems in place. Brands and companies are able to express responsiveness by “making customers feel welcome, reacting promptly to customer requests, and ensuring that proper action is taken” (ibid). For example, if a customer complained about a Superdrug employee, one would expect for the manager or supervisor to act responsive by taking an account of the complaint as well as apologise to the customer for any inconvenience. The person handling the case should give the customer ‘undivided attention’ and respond in accordance to the customer’s request (Pakurar et al, 2019: p5). Another part of responsiveness is to follow up the request or complaint. This means that the company should make contact with the customer after the first contact (Humphrey, 2010), informing them of any new updates or actions you took in response to the customer’s request or complaint. This shows the customers that it is not only about selling a product or a service, but the company values its customers and wants to do its best to satisfy their needs. 
The Customer Gap
The customer gap is known as “the most critical service quality gap which is the gap between customer expectations and customer perceptions” (Roy, 2018: p62). Customer expectations are beliefs and assumptions that customers have formed based on their personal experience, background and knowledge. Whilst, customer perceptions are “how consumers feel and regard an organisation’s product or service after experiencing their offering first-hand” (TTI Global Research, 2017). The gap exists because the customers’ experience and perception do not always meet customers’ expectations. This may be because consumers felt that there was something lacking in the customer service provided. For instance, if a customer feels he/she is unable to express or put forward their view to the service provider, they may decide to walk away and use another provider who offers the same service or product. 
The Knowledge Gap
The knowledge gap is defined as “the gap between management perception and customer expectation” (TTI Global Research, 2017). This gap occurs when management fail to truly understand the needs and requirements of their customers. They seem to assume that they know what their customers want and need, but their assumptions are far from what customers really expect from the service or product. It is only by communication and research that management is able to meet the needs of their consumers. It is clear that customers wish to feel valued in the selling and buying process and to ensure this happens management and his/her team should interact and offer their assistance to customers at every step. This makes the process easy for consumers and makes them want to return again as they felt they were in safe hands. 


The Policy Gap
The policy gap is the “gap between management perception and service quality” (Stevens et al, 2006: p172). This gap exists because management often fail to translate customers’ needs and requirements into actual policies within the company. Due to this, the service offered to customers may not always be the best which means that customers are often left with a poor service. If this is not resolved some customers may even look for alternative companies who offer similar or same products and services. A poor and flawed service would mean that customers are reluctant to return for another product or service. It also leaves the company with a bad name and reputation who fail to meet the needs of its customers or respond to their concerns. 
The Delivery Gap
The delivery gap is the gap between the quality of the service and the delivery of the service. In other words, the gap highlights employees’ behaviour and actions that may turn customers away from using a company’s product or service. For instance, if management fail to train employees properly then it means that they are not offering the best customer service they possibly can (Allen et al, 2005). Employees would lack the skills and knowledge that would have allowed them to increase sales and offer excellent customer service. It may even mean that employees cannot meet the needs and requirements of their customers because they find it difficult to explain the service or product they offer or fail to respond to any product-related queries customers may have. 
The Communication Gap
The communication gap is the gap between service delivery and external communications (Shahin and Samea, 2010). This gap occurs as businesses and companies are unable to fulfil the promises they made in statements and advertising (ibid). Customers expect for brands and companies to act on their words and ensure the products and services they offer actually do what they promise. Therefore, it is important for companies to only advertise what they can achieve so that customers are not left disappointed or let down by the service provided. If customers feel they cannot trust the company and the service, they offer then they are less likely to use their service again. This would negatively affect the overall growth and development of the business or company. As a result, this gap needs to be minimised and reduced because without meeting customers’ needs, companies would not be able to achieve their desired outcomes. 
Conclusion
To conclude, it is evident that the 5 dimensions of customer value are core aspects of a business or a company. An engagement with each of these dimensions demonstrated how they are able to influence Superdrug’s ability to maximise customer value. Conformance to requirements ensures that the product meets the intended purpose as well as fulfils the needs of the consumers. Product selection offers customers with a variety of options to choose from and makes sure that it can meet the requirements of a larger audience. For instance, a person may wish to buy a product in one type, whilst another may wish to buy the same product but in another type. They both are able to purchase the products and meet their needs even though they had different sets of criteria. Price and brand is also crucial in maximising the customer value as they have a significant impact in shaping consumers’ decisions on whether they should make the purchase or not. It is important for the brand or product to set appropriate prices as customers tend to compare and consider such factors before deciding to buy. Consumers also have expectations that companies, and brands must consider before putting a price on the product. In other words, customers would not expect for a Superdrug branded item to cost anything more than £20. Whereas, if they were buying from a luxury store or department one may expect the starting price to begin from £50. Other dimensions such as, value added services and relationship and experiences are key in maximising customer value. It builds and develops a loyal customer base between the service provider and consumer. It also enhances the overall sales made by the company or business as well as strengthens the company’s reputation in the market. Another aspect to take into consideration is the service quality provided by businesses and companies which involve exploring terms such as reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy and responsiveness. An engagement with this aspect ensures that businesses, brands and companies are effectively working towards meeting and even exceeding customer needs and requirements. 
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