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[bookmark: _Toc523439140]Introduction
This subject we studied in class was based on learning about the factors that influence a costumers level of satisfaction with a product. What those factors and how this information can be used to drive business growth.
We studied detailed theories on what increases or decreases costumer value, regarding a product. This included topics such as quality of service, gaps between costumers expectation and perception, the timing of the service provider, the pricing strategies, etc. 
In this report I will briefly describe what each of these principal factors are that affect a costumer’s experience when purchasing a product.
[bookmark: _Toc523439141]What is the costumer and why is it so important?
There are many definitions for what a costumer is. In the literature found some detailed explanations and definitions that are used to describe different types of costumers in a specialized niche industry such as finances. However, for the scope of this report I will stick to the more universal definition given by Woodruff. (Woodruff, 1997)
He stated that a costumer can be summarized as any person or another business or any other entity that demands and benefits from the products or services provided by another business or entity. The costumer usually remunerates the providing business with monetary payments. 
A very obvious example of a costumer would us walking into a Sainsbury and buying a loaf of bread. On our way the cashier tells us the amount of money we owe for the load of bread. We provide the money and we take the product that we want. In this scenario we are the costumer and Sainsbury is the business that is providing with an everyday commodity. 
However, there can also be a situation where we are working in a large company. We work in the data analysis department and produce from a large list of potential costumer contact details, the ones who are most likely to purchase our product. The direct aim for our department in producing this list was to deliver it to the marketing department. Who’s the costumer here?
Technically, the list is going to the marketing department. However, the costumer would be management team or CEO above the data analysis team who ordered the list to be produced and are also the ones who will send through our payment for the service, our salary at the end of the month.
Another example of a costumer relationship could be us helping out a friend to for him to return the favor when we move out. In this case we would be costumers. We pay with our time and muscle and in return we get a service that is assistance when we move out.
These are some generic examples of what kind of costumer relationships that can be considered if we take the definition of a costumer. In some specialist markets such as financial ones, it can be at times become difficult to keep track of who the paying costumer is due to all the different way financial products are masked.
Another interesting example of a costumer business relation that we can think of is that of politicians and the public. Politicians are a business that provides the public with hopeful thoughts for the future, all sectors of the public have their different interpretation of what that hope is. They focus their product to those segments to satisfy the costumers and when they produce good pre-sales marketing they can expect to be remunerated with votes.
The one common trend among these costumers is that they are either internal or external. In the case of Sainsbury, we are clearly external costumers who have no stake in the business. In the case of the data analysis, the CEO or the marketing team are internal costumers as they have a stake in the business. (Gartenstein, 2018)
Regardless of the costumers being either internal or external, or in a confusing state such as with our friend or in the financial industry or politicians. They are vital for a business to function, produce profit to pay for its employees, and for the business to grow. (Forbes, 2017)
A good and well managed company will plan its strategy in such way that it focuses on growing and or retaining its costumer base. A good company will try at all costs avoid losing costumers.
[bookmark: _Toc523439142]My personal experience with costumer management and business growth
I work as shift manager in a local Indian high street retail shop. A large part of my job is to directly handle costumer related issues. These can range from marketing, to processing returns, offering advice for special purchases such as wedding dresses. The job also involves training the sales floor staff to be able to do the basic functions of the business but also to train their interpersonal skills to help promote a better shopping experience for our costumers. 
We promote many strategies in our business in terms of mass online marketing, direct personalized text message marketing, in store rapport building, providing advice of sizes and fittings for younger costumers who are at time unfamiliar with how traditional dresses should fit them, and many other small but consistent optimizations. 
In the following sections of the report I will discuss and critically analyses the measures our business has taken to improve costumer experience, in light of the new theories about costumer experience that I have learned about in class.
[bookmark: _Toc523439143]Maximizing costumer value and driving business growth
[bookmark: _Toc523439144]How can we interpret costumer value?
In class we spoke a lot about providing value to the costumer. If a costumer buys something from us and he finds that product valuable he is very likely to buy from us again or even better, recommended us to his friends and family. This is an easy way to guarantee costumer loyalty ensuring a continuation of repeat costumers and good reviews attracting new costumers.
A popular definition of costumer value coined by Woodruff states that it is the value that a product or service has in helping the costumer achieve his intended objective. For example, a costumer who wants something to clean his house, a vacuum cleaner would have a good value for him where a floor brush would perform a similar function but have reduced value as it doesn’t provide the ease and speed of the vacuum cleaner. (Woodruff, 1997)
The costumer value that a product has can be divided into two categories: desired and perceived. 
In the example of the vacuum cleaner the desired value are the features that allow the product to clean the house.
The perceived value is the satisfaction gap that the costumer experiences after he has used the product. 
As it can be seen here, the total value of a product depends heavily on what the costumer thinks the machine to be capable of doing. If the costumer wants a product that can clean the dust and dirt off a carpet, there will generally not be a large difference between the desired value and perceived value. However, if they want a machine that also remove long hairs or pet fur off the carpet and do not buy and appropriate product then there would a big gap between the desired values and perceived values. Not that in this case, the desired values would not have matched the features of the product from the beginning. Regardless, most average costumers would still have a low perceived value of that product. (Monroe, 2012)
The main point I’m emphasizing with this is that many times the value of a product is not defined by the quality of its features but how the costumer perceives it.
A clear example of this are smartphone. Take an iPhone and a generic brand. For the same price the generic brand will have many more features and overall a more advanced phone. However, due to marketing and general human behavior in wanting what they believe others think is good, the iPhone will have a higher costumer value. (Padhiyar, 2018)
[bookmark: _Toc523439145]The five dimensions of costumer value
There are five primary dimensions that relate to creating costumer value that were studied in class. These dimensions include: conforming to requirements, product selection, pricing and branding, extra services that add value and costumer relations. (Maleki, 2013)
[bookmark: _Toc523439146]Conforming to requirements
As the name suggests, this means providing a product that the costumers demanded. However, the crucial element for a business if the find out exactly what the costumers asked for and to what quality do they want their product to be built.
A successful business will need to excel in this task. The risks of not meeting the costumer requirements are many. An example of such risk could be that a business under predicts what  the costumers want and orders for production a product that has much less demand. The consequence of this that now the company is stuck with a full inventory of products that are not in demand. The products have manufacturing and storage costs associated with them and these costs need to be recovered in some fashion if not the profitability and growth potential of the company will suffer. (Robertson & Robertson, 2012)
On the opposite side, if the company were to predict the product correctly but then manufacture in too large quantity and as result the quality of those batches were reduced, again they would be stuck with an inventory that would be problematic. The first days the sales would be good but once the reviews came out the volume of sales would drop dramatically. 
In our niche Indian retail business predicting costumer shopping patters is facilitated by having staff that are knowledgeable of the many Indian sub continents religions and cultures. Given we know from a few months ahead of time when Eid, Diwali, Jolsa or other festivities are coming around. The wedding seasons are also generally predictable, with the majority of them happening during spring or summer months, the volume of wedding sales during the winter season is generally very small. 
Aside from the shopping seasons, the other factor that influences costumer demand are the fashion trends. Luckily again, this too can be somewhat easily predicted. With the Indian fashion industry Bollywood has been the primary trend setter since I was a child and it unlike to change. While in the US and Europe there are separate fashion shows where famous designers promote their latest and bizarrest designs, in the Indian sub continent despite there now being some such similar events, most of the youth and older generations still follow the trends displayed in hit movies. 
For us to keep up a good idea of what fashionable and in demand clothes will be, we watch movies. Not literally during work hours. When researching on which products to order in our next batches, we will compile a list of new movies out in the theater and go through some posters and snapshots of the movies where we can see a good visual of the dresses. We then try to match those as best as we can with our suppliers catalog. And then comes to difficult bit, knowing how much of what product to order. 
Our costumers demand products that are fashionable but the exact number of much we will sell in each season is not so straight forward to predict. For this we an online analytics tool that is a subsidiary of SalesForce. The platform is provided with our past sales records and from the information the software is able to make predictions on what the gross sales volume are likely to be in incoming season. The best thing is that it also has tools that allow it to account for possible shipping costs, costumes and storage cots, and also add in a safety factor for unforeseen events. This allows us to make the most well though out decisions possible with regards to buying stock. 
These are all internal processes that the costumer will never see or be aware of. But the ultimate goal is to provide the costumer with exactly what they want. The products that are fashionable and no more or no less than what would buy.
[bookmark: _Toc523439147]Product selection – specializing in niche areas
Some companies chose to sell a bit of everything and anything they can. Take for example a large online retailer such as Amazon, the goliath of our times. You are able to find every single conceivable product in its listing. Due to this large selection they are able to attract costumers from all sectors looking for products with the most varied applications from USB cables for the everyday user to customized built computers that can be very expensive. Having a large costumer base means more gross revenue, however the logistics trail also grows exponentially the more products you sell. (Ramsey, 2010)
In contrast, a company specializing only furniture such as DFS Sofas attract a smaller volume of costumers. but also much smaller logistics trail which reduces their operating costs. Additionally, by branding a company as specialist in that field you are more likely entice those costumers who have a very particular and well defined idea of what they want. (Reis, 2005)
As mentioned in the previous sections, we specialize in traditional and neo traditional Indian clothing. In this manner we have an incredibly smaller logistics trail then retailers such as Next or Primark and by promoting our selves as one stop expert shop for traditional clothing we have the loyalty of costumers who need such traditional clothes for special occasions or parties. 
Our product selection is based on what the costumers will want in those particular religious holidays and for everyday parties. These revolves mainly around three piece dresses, sarees and lehengas.
When we have decided which particular designs to order, we will then assess the availability and practicability of the products. This is how much it will cost us to import, how long it will take to be delivered and if our competition has large stocks of similar product. 
Delivery time is something of particular importance when considering the restocking needs in the near future. If we need to restock during a busy season, we would ideally want a supplier who is able to produce and dispatch the products within a week. For example we do see medium increases in sales during the summer season and it is therefore important to have good restocked quickly to meet costumer demand during that time.
What all of this planning behind selecting the products to order and to choosing the suppliers to use allows us to better respond to costumer demand by providing what they want within the time time spans they are happy with and to adapt when costumer demand changes by being able to restock quickly.
[bookmark: _Toc523439148]Pricing and Branding
Pricing and branding go hand in hand with any industry. Generally, the trend is that more popular and respected a brand is the higher prices it can set for its products. The perception of quality of brand will keep costumer demand high. Again, iPhones are a classic example this. (Jensen, 2008)
Some of the bigger brands in retail such as M&S and JonhLewis have had an established presence for a long time and have built a brand that is associated with quality. While other brands such as Primark chose purposefully to be associated with lower quality but cheaper products.
In our shop, we have been implanting strategies to build a brand name. However, due to the small size of the business and the over saturation of other traditional clothes retailers in our local area, branding as become difficult. 
Our strategy is to promote a brand that reflects high quality, not quality on the luxurious level rather above average quality. Our research has shown that in our local area this is the price point that most costumers are will to pay for. 
For this purpose we have carried out a few online campaigns, targeting directly the facebook profiles of some of our clients in hopes that they see and associate the brand image we are trying to foster and introduce their friends and family to the website. We have carried out direct SMS marketing by promoting products at prices that would be what they would expect from an upper middle quality range shop.
Overall, our pricing and branding strategy is was decided upon from data surveyed from the local costumer base that we target. It is an ongoing process that if the costumer base changes will also change. 
[bookmark: _Toc523439149]Value Added Services 
Value added services are minor additional services that a company can chose to offer to further increase costumer satisfaction. For example some retailers in amazon have automated systems that send automated emails to clients who have purchased their product. However, the software used is very clever and can mask the email to seem as if it was written by a person giving the costumer the perception that some one within the company actually took time to write them an email. Such post sales contacts are likely to be replied with actionable feedback that goes straight to the seller and is not displayed publicly, which can be beneficial if the costumer reports any issues with the product. (SalesForce, 2018)
We provide a similar service to costumers making high value purchases. This is predominantly aimed at wedding events. We understand that is a once in a life time event and that they are spending a lot of money and feel responsible to go the extra mile for them. Our value added service entails advice on custom fittings, ways to optimize the cost of the dress while maintaining the design and quality. This can involve suggesting using a less expensive fabric in areas that are not externally visible or perhaps allowing a longer time for the dress to be produced and delivered allowing it to be out on a lower priority shipping and therefore providing some added value to the costumer. 
This level of attention is not something we would provide to someone purchasing a simpler item as it would not be cost effective. However, we have often found that this added level of service has gotten us many referrals, their friends and family being recommended out shop as they have built a confidence with out level or service. 
[bookmark: _Toc523439150]Costumer relationship 
Many companies try to build a relationship with their costumers and in turn make them loyal to their brand. There are many strategies used to appeal to costumers such as providing post sales support in such a way so the costumer builds trust with the company. 
In our shop we try to achieve this rather directly on an employee-costumer level. We encourage the employees to chat with the costumers, chat about anything that would create a good mood for the costumer, it may be news, movies, food, etc. Our aim is to make the costumer perceive that they are treated specially in our shop. This would aim to retain their regular visits to the store and with every visit there’s a small chance of purchase, which we try to maximize. 
[bookmark: _Toc523439151]Our quality assurance process to meet costumer requirements and demands
In class we discussed what steps can be taken to ensure that quality control is meeting up with costumers demands. We discussed costumer perception, costumer satisfaction and assurance of service quality. (Paratec, 1994)
[bookmark: _Toc523439152]Costumer perception
As in the earlier definitions of what costumer value is, quality or value of a product is very much dependent on what the costumer believes. We used the example iPhone many times to this effect. The factors affecting their perception can be external such as opinion of their friends, some article they read on social media, how well they understand the technical details of the product, and very importantly what they believe or expect the product to do.
Costumer perception has been discussed multiple times over the course of this report. It is largely out of our control, expect the few moments during an advertisement or direct chat that we can influence their perceptions.
In the in shop chats with the costumers we will try demonstrate the full design and quality of the products on display and try to alight their expectations with the products that can be realistically obtained at their desired price points.
[bookmark: _Toc523439153]Costumer Satisfaction
However, when it comes assuring costumer satisfaction much more concrete and controllable steps can be taken. For example the American Costumers Satisfaction Index measures the levels of costumer satisfaction across the nation by surveying thousands of people and produces numerical tangible results that businesses can use to increase their performance. (ACSI, n.d.)
In our case, we use a similar system, albeit on a much smaller scale and sophistication. Given that our employees spend a lot a time facing the costumers directly, over time they develop the interpersonal skills needed to implicitly deduce what the costumer is thinking. For example a costumer might be looking to buy a saree but keeps going through all of the designs and flicking back and forth to compare sarees of similar and contrasting colors. We can deduce from here that the costumer is looking for an easy to compare to two different products. We then train our employees to pro actively ask the costumer if what they deduces is what the costumer is actually trying to do, “are you trying to compare those two sarees?” and then assist the costumer by simply holding the two sarees side by side. 
We have observed that costumer satisfaction can be significantly increased by small actions such as this. It also goes a long way towards making the costumer feel special and build loyalty to the brand.
[bookmark: _Toc523439154]Assurance of service quality
This refers to costumers demand of having their expectations met or alternatively have a small expectation gap.
For existing repeat costumers, we can provide this easily as they are aware of the products they have bought in the past and know that they worked very well for their indented purposes.
The challenge with assuring quality is when we are dealing with completely new costumers. Costumer who just happened to walk in the store without knowing much about the products we sell. The key characteristics that these new costumers will be looking for are reliability, guarantees, quality of the facility and the quality of the staff. 
[bookmark: _Toc523439155]Reliability
To demonstrate to new costumers that our products are reliable, the idea that we had was to have a large TV installed that showed slideshows of our website. Showing the products that we have in stock and also the reviews we have received in the past for those products. 
This way, the new costumer can be assured that previous costumers bought here and found them to fit for purpose and of good quality.
[bookmark: _Toc523439156]Guarantees and assurances 
In the retail industry this generally translates to being allowed to return a product a if it doesn’t fit or is otherwise damaged. This is a given in many of the larger retailers, however in Indian retailers this is rare. As a business, we also need to keep in mind loss prevention. Due to the nature and size of our business, allowing people to refund their purchases would not be viable unless the business grew past a critical size. 
We noticed that was a point of contention for any of our costumers, so we compromised. If the product was damaged in a way that the shop staff or the costumer could not have reasonably seen the defect at the time of purchase, we would offer a partial refund and in store voucher. In other cases we would offer a voucher only.
After implementing this strategy we continued to have occasional arguments with clients. But our satisfaction surveys showed overall costumers were more confident shopping here given that in the event of an issue they swap the product.
[bookmark: _Toc523439157]Concluding remarks
Through these various adjustments to our business we are able to provide continually improving service to  our customers. 
Our biggest measurement of success is that if we measure the number of new costumers coming in and the overall volume of sales, they have both been steadily increasing over time.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The other benefit on doing this report was that it helped cement some ideas about costumer service that I had found rather confusing during classes. These concepts of dimensions of costumer service when tackled individually did allow to be see my business a different light. It is something I will try to use in future strategy decision making.
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