


Executive Summary


Selectra is a utility comparison website, with operations in 8 different countries. The U.K. operation was launched in 2017 and is based in Madrid, Spain. The company’s key values are to provide outstanding customer service. With the main goal of the company in mind, senior management have requested an emergency project team to come up with a sustainable strategy to creatively reshape Selectra’s strategic direction and to discover a new way forward that would help deliver innovative customer care. 

A strategic analysis of the internal and external environment in which Selectra U.K. operates in is conducted using appropriate management tools. The analysis concludes that the company operates in a highly competitive market, that is characterised by few barriers to entry and a service that has little differentiation, with low customer loyalty. The analysis also highlights that the company has good internal resources, that can perform better with the implementation of better coordination between internal departments, and through investment in data analytics and A.I.

It is important that the company changes its customer service in order to provide a more personalised customer care service to its customers. It is quickly becoming the norm and is becoming an expectation from customers. Personalising its customer service experience will Selectra to have a comparative advantage in a market with high competition. It is suggested that the company implements a few internal tools to better equip customer care agents and offer better training and hiring processed to have the right people. It is later suggested to invest in data analytics and A.I. It is also important that an omnichannel is developed for a more personalised customer care service, all the while considering legislation on data privacy. 
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1. Introduction

Selectra is an e-business that was started in France, in 2007 the U.K. operations was founded in 2017 (Our mission: inform the customer, selectra.com, 2020) and is based in Madrid, Spain. The company is a utility comparison website that allows users to compare prices of utility providers and switch their providers in order to have a cheaper more affordable utility bill/cost. Its main focus is on gas and electricity providers, but also has boiler care, tv, insurance, bank account, broadband and mobile provider comparison services (Appendix 1). The company’s key values are to provide outstanding service to customers, build trust with customers and it values its staff as being humble and empathetic (Ibid), two qualities highly valued in customer facing roles. 

In 2012 Selectra started offering contracts for utility providers in both France and Spain, due to the office already being established in Spain and with the large number of native English-speaking expats living in Spain, Selectra opted to base their U.K. operations in Spain, a further advantage is the lower minimum wage in Spain when compared to the U.K.

Senior management have requested an emergency project team to focus on creatively reshaping Selectra’s strategic direction to discover a new way forward to deliver innovative customer care that will ensure future resilience and sustainable competitive advantage. This report conducts a thorough strategic analysis of Selectra, and then proposes strategies the company can take in order to deliver a more personalised customer care. For strategic planning to work, management needs to only consider the context of the current competitive environment but also within the context of the future competitive environment (Hill, Schilling and Jones, 2017, p.27). 

Strategy is defined as the ideas, decisions and actions that enables a firm to succeed (Dess
, Eisner and McNamara, 2016, p.60). Porter (1996) defined strategy as the creation of a unique and valuable position, involving a different set of activities. Without strategy a company would lack direction and would lack competitive advantage in the market. 

2. Strategic Analysis

Using a SWOT analysis, value chain analysis and Porter’s 5 forces we can analyse both the internal and external environment in which Selectra operates in.

2.1 SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis has been selected as an appropriate analysis tool due to its ability to allow the company to analyse both its internal (strengths and weaknesses) and external (opportunities and threats), it further allows the company to match the company’s resources to the competitive environment (Gurel and Tat, 2017). SWOT analysis has been praised for its simplicity and thus is still in use (Phadermrod, et al., 2019). 

a) Strengths

Some of the strengths of Selectra are its website that is easy to use and navigate, it’s SEO and presence on Google that allows it to have a constant flow of inbound calls. The work culture is flexible and attractive to young people. The small size of the company means it is agile and speedy in decision making. Large team, due to lower wages there are many customer service agents available. Good reviews on Trustpilot Reviews (Appendix 2). 


b) Weaknesses 

Due to being a small company, the company has limited funds available in comparison to competitors. The company is relatively new in the market therefore has a lack of reputation in the market. Inexperienced staff and high turnover due to low salaries. 

c) Opportunities
Many calls coming in due to people wanting to speak to an actual human being, as they cannot get through to their actual utility providers. Due to large number of customers being dissatisfied with customer service of actual provider many are looking to make a switch. Many energy providers in the market do not offer benefits for loyalty therefore consumers are looking to switch. Opportunities to partner with larger reputable energy providers.

d) Threats
Many new competitors due to the ease of entering the market. Selectra is only partnering with a few providers whereas other comparison websites have more options available. Compliance regulations are changing and becoming stricter in the U.K. Brexit means it could be harder for U.K. citizens to work in Spain, the lack of U.K. citizens in Spain would affect the number of employees as the majority of them are native English speakers from the U.K. There is a lack of English skills in the Spanish workforce. 

The SWOT analysis shows that the company has many strengths that can help it take advantage of opportunities available in the market. The growing need of customers to talk to an actual human being and the dissatisfaction of customer service received from large utility providers allows Selectra to tap into a market that has large potential. Being located in Spain it has access to large number of English speakers that cannot find similar work in the market, these workers are also available at a cost lower than it would cost in the U.K. Due to the company’s small size, it is very agile and can change itself in order to compete with similar services in the market, being backed by a company that has experience in other European markets it can use this knowledge to compete effectively in the U.K. Selectra although not as reputed as some of its competitors, it is gaining traction with good investment into SEO and google ad words. By providing good customer service the company can generate income through upselling. 

However, because the salaries offered are so low there is large labour turnover in the call centre, this increases costs of training. Average training of an agent is 1-week paid training, and further training on the job, this combined with uncertainty due to Brexit could mean not having access to the English-speaking customer care agents that the company depends on. 

The SWOT analysis is a simple tool to analyse the internal and external environment, however it must be noted that it is subjective, it is also not possible to rank the importance of each factor on the overall performance of the business (Ibid). It is still a useful tool as it allows companies to focus on significant factors in both the internal and external environment (Omer, 2019). 

2.2 Porter’s 5 Force Analysis
Michael Porter states that an organisation’s attractiveness is influenced by the economic environment it operates in, therefore a sustainable strategy must be developed keeping the in mind the competitiveness of the sector (Livia, et al. 2020). Porter’s Five Force Analysis allows us to analyse the competitiveness of the industry by taking into account the following: competitor’s rivalry, suppliers’ power of negotiation, buyers’ power of negotiation, threat of new entrants and threat of substitutes (Ibid). It allows us to systematically evaluate all of the activities that a firm performs and examine how they interact (McPhee and Wheeler, 2006). The framework revolutionises the way in which businesses can analyse the competitive environment by analysing specific forces that drive industrial competition, it is one of the most popular business strategy tools (Isabelle, et al. 2020). 
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Figure 1 - The Five Competitive Forces That Shape Strategy (Dess, Eisner and McNamara, 2016, p.110)

Below is an analysis of Selectra using Porter’s 5 Forces
a) The Bargaining Power of Suppliers
Supplier’s bargaining power is very high. This is mainly due to the fact that Selectra’s business model is based on generating income by selling partner products. The company’s main income is generated by selling energy contracts, it works with one energy supplier, although there are 56 energy suppliers in the U.K. (Number of active domestic suppliers by fuel type (GB), Ofgem, 2020), there are only 6 known as the big 6 that are well-known and have the majority of the market share (Large energy suppliers (Big Six), Ofgem, 2020). It is in Selectra’s interest to work with the Big 6, its far simpler to sell and they have a high level of customer service. Selectra is heavily dependent on its supplier. There is also the threat of the supplier integrating forward, Selectra sells contracts for EDF energy by allowing consumers to compare their current tariff with that of EDF, if EDF launch marketing campaigns advertising their new tariffs, customers may be able to make comparisons on their own and purchase directly from EDF Energy.

b) The Bargaining Power of Buyers
The bargaining power of Selectra’s customer base is very high. This is mainly due to three factors. The first being that the product offered is undifferentiated from that of competitors, there are several rivals that offer the same, with even more providers available on their websites. Secondly, backward integration is possible, if consumers take the initiative to compare their current utility prices, against those available from the supplier directly, they can overgo the service done by Selectra, as consumers become more informed due to them become more informative, this can become more common place. Thirdly, the prices offered by Selectra are the same offered directly by the supplier, if consumers go directly to the supplier, they will receive the same benefits as they do by going through Selectra.

c) Threat of Potential New Entrants
The threat of new entrants in the market is also very highly. Mainly due to the following factors: there is little product differentiation of the service offered by comparison websites, it does not require a large capital investment to set up a comparison service, there is zero switching cost involved with changing comparison websites these services are almost always free, as an online service there is no problem with regard to distribution anyone who has access to the internet can access any of these services, there isn’t much government policy in place to control new entrants as the market is small and complied of many SME businesses. 

d) Threat of Substitutes
There is a threat of substitutes in the market, as it is quite easy to enter the market, setting up a comparison website often does not involve a large investment. However, Selectra has a large call centre that attends customers directly which other firms do not offer. Selectra is able to do so mainly due to their offices being based in Spain, thus having access to cheaper capital. 

e) Competitive Rivalry 
In the e-business industry the competitive rivalry is very high this is mainly due to the fact that it is very difficult to differentiate the service (Lynch, 2015, p.88) provided by Selectra company with that of its competitors. The majority of Selectra’s rivals offer the same comparison service, end users don’t experience much difference in the service received by Selectra or its competitors. Therefore, there is little to no customer loyalty. 

We can conclude that the market in which Selectra operates in is highly competitive. There are few barriers to entry and the services offered by competitors are very similar, there is little to no loyalty of customers. 

Porter (1979) stated the essence of strategy formulation is to deal with competition, but we focus on competition too narrowly, using the five forces analysis enables us to have a more holistic view of the competitive market Selectra operates in. Although some authors may argue over the relevance of the framework in today’s world, it still enables us to understand and analyse the competitive environment. 


2.3 Porter’s Value Chain Analysis
The value chain is a set of activities that are performed to design, produce, market, deliver and support its products to create value for its customers (Koc and Bozdag, 2017). Grant (2016, p.134) states a value chain analysis allows a firm to identify a sequential chain of the main activities undertaken by it. The approach allows the firm to understand the components of the company that contribute towards its competitive advantage. The value chain consists of 9 categories, that are divided into primary activities and support activities. The primary activities involve the physical creation of the product and its sale and transfer to the buyer and also include after sales services. The primary activities consist of the following: inbound logistics, operations, outbound logistics, marketing and sales and service. Secondary activities support the primary activities and each other by providing purchased inputs, technology, human resources, and various firmwide functions. Secondary activities can be categorised as follows: procurement, technology development, human resource management and firm infrastructure (Koc and Bozdad, 2017). 
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Figure 2 – The Value Chain (Lynch, 2015, p. 120)

Below is a value chain analysis of Selectra:
Primary Activities
· Inbound logistics – involved with storing goods from suppliers, as Selectra only sells services, there is no inbound logistics.
· Operations – This is involved with the products of the product. Selectra’s product is its comparison website. Operations is involved with developing and maintaining the website, this is handled by its IT team.
· Outbound logistics – As Selectra sells a service, it does not have a distribution cost. Grant (2016, p.121) states that for service companies this service is consists of the cost of bringing customers to the service. In the case of Selectra being an online webpage, the cost of bringing clients to the service would be how it does its SEO and marketing to get customers to its website.
· Marketing and Sales – Selectra conducts the majority of its advertising online. Marketing is done by SEO and Google AdWords; this is how the marketing team get visitors on to the site. The sales are done either directly through the website online, or through an agent at the call centre when the clients phone in.
· Service – Customer service falls into this category, it is how Selectra is able to educate customers about their current electricity bills and make them understand how they can reduce their bills by using Selectra’s comparison service.

Support Activities
· Procurement – Selectra has a group of managers that work directly with suppliers in order to secure their services, they work to maintain a good relationship with existing suppliers on the website and on onboarding new supplier. 
· Technology development – The company is always updating their technology. With the COVID situation, it was able to allow all agents to work remotely by assisting them in having VPNs and all other software they would need to work remotely. The company is also always updating resources available to agents, training agents on new tools and updating tools at the disposal of agents that allow them to effectively handle customer queries with ease and as quickly as possible. 
· Human Resource Management – The human resources of the U.K. department is quite small, they are mainly involved in recruiting, training, and reward structures. They work to hire the best talent for each role in the company, and ensure training is done properly and work to retain talented staff, among other roles.
· Firm Infrastructure – The support activities in the company include its finance department and head office that oversees the performance of the company. This also includes compliance that regulates the quality of all calls in the call centre are not in infringement of any laws especially data infringement which is very important in Europe. Currently compliance is monitored by a compliance team, without the assistance of A.I. 

The value chain analysis helps us to understand that all the departments in the company contribute towards the value of the final product. Without HR the company would not have the right people working in the customer care department, without the right people, good customer care service would not be achievable. Without marketing proper SEO and Google Ads words would not take place, therefore the Selectra would not be known in the marketplace. 

There is room for improvement in the value chain in Selectra, many of the secondary services can be further enhances by investment in data analytics and A.I. Human resources can hire better, compliance can analyse calls with more ease if more A.I. is used. The marketing department is however using data analytics effectively to do better SEO. 

2.4 Main Findings from Strategic Analysis
The main findings from the strategic analysis concludes about the external analysis from both the SWOT analysis and Porter’s 5 Force Analysis is that the environment in which Selectra operates is highly competitive. Due to the lack of barriers of entry, low set up cost and homogeneity of the services offered by competitors we can see that the market is highly competitive and there are threats of new entrants in the future. The internal analysis through SWOT and the Value Chain Analysis allows us to conclude that Selectra has a good partnership with suppliers, this allows it to compete in the market, its SEO and Google Ad word campaigns have allowed it to secure a good position in google searches and has potential to grow. The company has been very agile and responded well to the COVID crisis by facilitating employees to work from home, without hindering performance. The majority of the employees of the company are engaged in customer care, they are also the ones that upsell to the clients calling in. Therefore, it is in Selectra’s best interest to differentiate itself from competitors by providing a more personalised customer care. 

3. Strategic Options for A More Personalized Customer Care

McKinsey and Company (2020) outline that hyper personalisation of customer care will become the core focus of companies’ customer care strategy. Being a small firm and having only existed in the U.K. market for the past 3 years, Selectra has done well in prioritising its customer support centre. The company continues to meet training goals and provide agents with continuous training. Given that the company is small, and the market has a lot of competition, it is important that Selectra differentiates itself from competitors, although the web development side is easy to implement, the customer care aspect maybe harder to change. Below is an outline of what Selectra can focus on in order to have a more personalised customer care service.

3.1 Leverage AI 
Artificial intelligence is at the forefront of revolutionising the marketplace (Henkel, et al. 2019). Van Doorn et. al. (2017) states that based on predictions in the marketplace of 2025, technology will be melded into numerous service experiences. Many of the calls Selectra gets is because customers cannot reach their providers as there are long call waiting times and they prefer to speak to an actual person as opposed to speaking to an AI bot. How can Selectra use AI to better its customer service offering. McKinsey and Company, (2020) states that companies can use AI to help agents be more empathetic, we often see that customer care agents sometimes lack empathy and are unable to relate to customers feelings, we can implement AI that can understand customers feeling through their tone and prompt agents on how they should response. Should agents change their tone, change line of questioning, AI can help customer care agents be more empathetic and thus provide a more personalised customer care service. Courey (2020) states companies like Oberve.ai can automatically review 100% of calls, at the moment compliance only analyses one call per agent per day, with software like this, no call will go unanalysed. 

3.2 Improve Data Analytics
Selectra uses Zoho (a cloud-based CRM programme) to capture customer details and profiles. McKinsey and Company (2020) states data analytics can help customer care agents predictively identify opportunities to delight customers. If agents are already aware of call history, customers calling in will feel that Selectra is aware of their problems and is concerned with their issues. When a customer phones in the agent can see the customers details and previous call history if there was any. However, agents are not effectively capturing customer details. Only details such as their reason for calling, current provider, name, phone number are being taken down. This can be taken a step further by capturing details about what the customer is like, what they are interested in. This can help data analytical programs to understand to help customer care agents on how to deal with the customers problem effectively and efficiently. 
 Chen (2016) states it is important that companies effectively analyse customer call quality, at the moment call quality is part of the compliance department. The compliance department rate customer calls by noting if calls by agents are hitting compliance KPIs and calls are given a score out of 70% for this, however the KPIs for call quality (politeness, empathy) only carry a 30% overall weight of this call. Separate KPIs should be implemented for call quality and more importance should be given to call quality so agents feel the need to focus more on quality and not only data compliance. Using these analytics can help Selectra understand where agents are lacking, just gathering the data won’t be enough. This data needs to analyse and processed, together with HR this can provide a means for the two departments to work together on more targeted training courses that help agents become better. 

Louro, el at. (2019) state that it is important the data that is captured by agents are correct. We often see that the data captured by agents is incorrect, it’s important to analyse when this is happening and inform agents of their mistakes, so they do not happen again. Compliance officers send out reports to agents with mistakes they make, however like mentioned above the implementation of AI could further help the company do this. Compliance officers only listen to one call per agent per day, AI could listen to every one of them.

3.3 Omnichannel Customer Care
Due to rapid technological advancements, customers now have access to a multitude of ways to interact with company or product (Barwitz and Mass, 2018). Zendesk (2020) defines the omnichannel as a customer experience strategy that creates connected and consistent customer interactions across all channels. 

McKinsey and Company (2020) state successfully adopting an omnichannel strategy would reduce the time it would take for an agent to handle an inquiry. Agents would be able to see all interactions the customer has had with the company, be it through the website, or social media before they phoned in to the call centre, agents would already be aware of what the customers problem is, it can delight in the customer by giving them a more personalised service. TBC Bank in Georgia successfully uses the omnichannel to prevent customer dropping out of the onboarding process, if they start the process online, they can then continue offline by going to a bank or by calling the call centre (Vrigillito, 2017).  

In order to build an omnichannel strategy, McKinsey and Company (2020) states leaders should identify and prioritize the most important cross channel journey to focus on. In the case of Selectra, the majority of the calls that come in are after a customer has been on the website, this could be the omnichannel to focus on. Agents would know what information customers have been looking up on the website prior to them phoning in, there could be different phone numbers based on the requirement of the customer and these calls could be routed to agents that are specialised in handling such issues.



3.4 Improve Training
At the moment when a customer care agent is hired the company provides them with a 1-week intensive paid training, after that they receive on-going training sessions. We often see that after the one week of intensive training, customer care agents still have many doubts. Once they complete their one-week training, they work in training teams for a further 2 months with a team leader who is a specialist in training agents. Training during the intensive week is usually just an overload of information, but employees’ knowledge is not tested enough till they are actually on the phones. Gamification of training could help this problem. Gamification allows Selectra to test knowledge of agents after their training period, machine learning can also help agents have trial calls with real customer problems. Trees (2015) states although enterprise social networking has appeal to many Millennials, it does not provide sufficient motivation for participation. Gamification has encouraged more of the younger generation to engage in enterprise social networking, which furthers their knowledge on how to improve how they work. 

Malhotra, et al. (2019) state that customer care agents are an excellent source of ideas on how to enhance customer service, by involving agents in the process of developing these training programs, Selectra can identify where agents think more training is needed. 

Customer care agents should also be trained more on what is going on with Marketing, unless they are aware of every channel and the message marketing is using to connect with customers, customer care agents will not be able to provide a personalised service without being informed. Marketing could send out weekly updated that give update information on what is going on in the market, things agents should be aware of and information about current marketing campaigns.
3.5 Hire and Retain the Right People
McKinsey and Company (2020) states it is important that companies hire the right candidates, in the past customer care was only seen as an entry level job for anyone looking to join a company, but it does not have to be the case anymore. Instead of viewing customer care as a support activity, we need rethink how we view the department. By offering better salaries, Selectra can attract qualified candidates for the positions and reduce employee turnover rates. By reducing customer care employee turnover rates, the company will be able to reduce costs of onboarding and training (Dixan et al, 2017). McKinsey and Company (2020) states strategy and operations will continue to be guided by the voice of the customer; therefore, it will put a premium on employees with a customer first mindset. Bahadur, Aziz and Zulfiqar (2018) states that the lack of empathy and inability to understand customers perspective damages any service encounter and results in customer dissatisfaction.

HR can use people analytics to hire the candidate with the right attributes necessary to be good customer care agents, by making customer care agents aware of how they can progress within the company, through career paths, they are more likely to stay on in the company (Ibid). More senior agents have been in contact with thousands of customers and can really understand what the end customer is looking for, it is in the company best interest to try to retain them.

Gamification can also help to recruit the right people, companies such as PwC use gamification to simulate what it is like to work there (Meister, 2015). 

3.6 Make Simple Tools Easier to Use
Selectra currently has a few tools available to customer care agents that guide them through the call, such as a FAQ sheet, sheets on how to tackle certain problems customers may face, a compliance scorecard. However, there is too much information scattered around everywhere. This needs to streamline, IT could put together one place where everything every agent would need is made available. 

Benjamin (2019) states many top performing companies have built data lakes that as a single source of all data on customers, products and agents. Instead of having multiple documents that agents need to go through their call, there could be a simple programme that guides them through the call, that prompts each step of the compliance and quality scorecards, so all agents are meeting their KPIs. As for the information from FAQs this information could be complied and set into a simple to use intranet, an agent would only have to type in the subject and all the information they need could readily be available at their fingertips. 

4. Recommendations

As Selectra is still growing and competing against larger companies in the U.K. market, it is important that the strategies for a more personalised customer care experience are implemented. Bearing in mind the financial constraints faced by a start up the company can start off by implementing some of the easier more inexpensive strategies in order to leverage and benefit from hyper personalisation of customer care. Once these strategies have been implemented, other strategies can be implemented. Below is a roadmap of the order in which Selectra can start implementing the above-mentioned strategies. 
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Figure 3 – Customer Care Personalisation Road Map

The first and simplest strategy to implement are those that can be done inhouse making use of Selectra’s software developers and agents in house.  By leveraging their skills, all of the information already available can be organised into a single location that can be accessed by all agents. Improving training courses and hiring and retaining the right people can also be implemented inhouse by the HR department. This may take a while longer to implement gamification to improve training, however defining ideal characterises of customer care agents and hiring and retaining them can be fixed as soon as possible. Higher budgets may be required to increase salaries of customer care agents in order to attract and retain the best talent.

Even though data analytics is currently being done in a simpler way, it can be enhanced. Better data analytics will allow Selectra to understand types of calls and better equip agents on how to handle them. It is an investment that is critical for providing a more personalised customer service.

The implementation of omnichannel customer care will require investment in AI, however this is critical as it will be the norm and expectation of all customers in the future. The implementation of an omnichannel customer care will go hand in hand with AI. Investment in AI can revolutionise the way agents handle calls and improve empathy which in turn will hyper personalise customer care. 

However, with the implementation of these strategies Selectra must also be weary of privacy concerns. When companies are use customer data there are concerns over data tracking and privacy (Walch, 2019). 

5. Conclusion

Personalisation of customer care is not a single piece of technology that can be installed immediately and work for every organization. It involved a strategy that affects multiple elements in an organisations’ business. It is crucial that an organisation develops a roadmap on which personalisation element should be implemented, including when and how (Deloitte, 2020). 

Selectra operates in a market that has a lot of competition and more to come in the future as more customer turn online and want to become better informed about their utility suppliers. Therefore, Selectra needs to adopt strategies that allow it to maintain its market share and competitive advantage. Customers are now expecting and demanding a more personalised experience (Hyken, 2017). By implementing some of the strategies listed above, Selectra will be able to provide a more personalised customer care experience, which will allow it to continue to compete with larger competitors and succeed in the market. 
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