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[bookmark: _Toc7731203]Introduction
In this module in class we talked about how and what factors influence the customer experience within a business setting. During this time I learned that customers are influenced by a variety of factors and how multiple factors combine to give an overall impression of a service or a first visit can be a complex matter. 
The content learned in class also helped me reconcile and corroborate some long time held beliefs I had created during my professional work in the retail sector. 
In this report I will firstly describe what I learned during class, delve into the theories behind customer service and my findings from online literature and then I will assess these factors in light of what I have seen during my time at work. 
After reviewing all the information from classes and internet research and analysing them in light of work experience I will provide a conclusion on what I feel after my research, is the optimal strategy for a business to develop its customer experience given all small details. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731204]Factors affecting customer experience
As I learned during classes and to some extent knew from my previous work experience, customers, like most people, somewhat similar to credit scores, are affected by a large variety of factors that could be summarised simply as being affected by everything! 
However, if that were the discussion topic for this report it would be considered and unsolvable problem and left at that. Instead, the approach I took was one of simplifying the vast number of factors into a few main ones and describe those in depth and try to show connections between them. 
During my research I found a clear and concise way of representing these different factors in a format called the “Customer Experience Framework”. In it, nine main factors influencing customer decisions are presented in a graphical format where levels of quality can also be measured. 
[image: http://www.jagannemani.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Customer-Experience-Framework1-1024x750.png]
Figure 1 – Customer Experience Framework (Jagan, 2019)
In this format, customer experience can be mapped into nine main factors. These being: requirements, availability, price, support, convenience, quality, fashion, brand and social responsibility. And the level of competence that the company fulfils each factor can be classified as subpar (being below what the average customer expects), ordinary (being the average standard that is expected) and best in class (above the reasonable expectation of most customers). 
[bookmark: _Toc7731205]Requirements
Lets start from the top of the circle and move clockwise. Requirements in this context are the different needs that different customer types will present us. And of course, these requirements are also likely to change depending on the industry we focus on. 
Let give a concrete example with the requirements of a customer in an Indian oriented retail shop. They (the customer) are most likely to want something that is in line with the current Bollywood trend. This might be the newest dress style or saree design. 
A company if they wish to be successful must satisfy these basic requirements. Otherwise, what reason would the customer have to put their money in that business. (Jyn, 2015)
Therefore, meeting the basic customer requirements is the primary step to providing a good customer service. 
Once this first step is met, the business can then focus on other aspects such as price, availability, etc. And this is perhaps on of the new areas where an over-supply might be considered a good thing. More on this later. 
It does however often happen that businesses will provide more than the customer stated requirements when producing something for a large audience. This is because, otherwise all the effort put into that product would only serve a niche of customers and this not a reliable business strategy and the alternative gives flexibility to provide goods to another customer group should it be needed. (Day, 1997)
[bookmark: _Toc7731206]Price
Pricing, the break or make factor for most customer out there. Often, most customer will search for the lowest price possible. 
For example, shopping for office supplies, it is likely that the staff members assigned to the job will also have been directed to get the cheapest functional material possible. Thus their objective will be to reduce the price factor. 
However, not everyone is looking for the lowest prices available under the sun! In another example, lets present a customer who is going a wedding and needs a suit. Wherever he goes to buy the suit, it is likely he will want quality and be willing to a fair price for that quality and actually be relieved when paying a few hundred pounds instead of less than a hundred. 
Pricing is a factor that greatly affects customer experience and as shown in the examples above it can have different impacts depending on the overall scenario and the type of customer. 
From a customer point of view, when they enter a shop, be it physical or a web-store, they will have in their minds what products they want, what that products requirements should be and ultimately have a subconscious idea of how much it should cost. A good customer service therefore, consists of being able to make that connection between expectation and pricing, reduce the sticker shock effect, and make the customer feel that they have found the right place for their requirements. (Kaura, 2015)
Often business will invest a lot of resources into investigating this relationship and try to maximise it, such that they can charge the maximum price while still keeping the customer comfortable and away from sticker shock.
[bookmark: _Toc7731207]Availability
We have all experienced this in one form or another, often we will find in google searches or on websites such as hotdealsuk a lovely promotion going, we following the trail of links and clicks to get to the product page to ultimately be faced with a message stating that the item is currently out of stock.
It can just as easily happen in a physical store, where on TV adverts it was said that a product would be sold for a set price only to find that the stock for that promotion ran out within a day or two. 
This can be very disappointing for the customer who after seeing the initial advert is likely to have formed an expectation that product would be available as the advert she has seen is so recent. If it took a significant effort to find that particular item, the disappointment can be further compounded and they may dismiss future promotions and adverts from that shop.
This can also apply for services. Lets take an example of a subscription based service, a phone contract. When a customer buys a phone contract they expect the service to meet the basic requirements for that product, in this scenario this would be being able to make a call of reasonable quality anytime of the day and reasonably expect good signal coverage well populated areas such as cities and small towns. If the service providers fails at this, this can be considered lack of accessibility for the service. And as with out of stock items, the effect is felt directly by the customer and is likely for them to remember the incident which than acts as multiplication for customer dissatisfaction.  
When the availability criteria is not met, it may not always be the businesses fault, but for a customer it means a memorable negative experience and quite possibly jumping ship and going to the competitor! (Chiu, 2015)
[bookmark: _Toc7731208]Convenience
The next important factor in customer satisfaction in our list is convenience. This can be described as the customer being granted the ability to access the goods or service anytime and anywhere, as far as reasonably possible. 
This is actually a very important factor affecting customer behaviour that has been exuberated in recent times due to the advent and phenomenal progress of online retailers such as Amazon. In the past customers would have expected a reasonable standard for availability to be to drive to the local supermarket or go the mall, browse for a while and maybe find what they wanted. However, the vast variety offered online and ease of delivery that is available have generally skewed everyone’s expectations more and more towards the one click and next day delivery culture. (Chou, 2015)
On the positive site it is great that customers expect such high standards, it forces business to adapt and improve themselves. However, this also poses a soft barrier to new and small business trying to start. 
So far we have talked mostly about business offering physical goods, as this will be discussion topic for the next section of my report. However, convenience is also people more and more expect from online services such as, but not limited to, Netflix, YouTube, Mobile Apps, Productivity software such as Word, etc. In those cases its more about convenience of use rather than physical availability. But the basic concept is similar. Customer expect things to be simple, one click solutions and fast and this has lead to some very interesting and beneficial solutions from many companies who thus redesigned their products and made them much simpler. An example of this would be that basic smartphone interface today is much less convoluted and stream lined that they were some ten years ago. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731209]Support
The next big one that can make a huge different in customer experience is the amount of support provided by the business. To keep this report simple we will include both pre-sales and post-sales support as one bundle. 
In a typical retail environment support for the customers are simple things such as helping someone find the correct size, by for example, checking the backroom storage and getting back the customer or helping a customer carry a heavy good to their car or handling a return diligently and listening to their complaints about why the good is being returned. 
The key factor that gives support the chance to be a major influence on customer experience is that it creates a window for direct interaction between the customer and staff (who can be in a way be called the representatives of the company) and often when customer reach out for support is because they are need or having difficulties. A few kind words and helpful actions to someone in that position are likely to be memorable. Being unhelpful in that situation is also very likely to remembered by the customer. This can easily influence their future purchase decisions. (Antreas, 2000)
Lets give a concrete example, Amazon is renowned for having a superb customer service. If you purchase something by mistake, they make it super easy to return it. For IT products they often provide simple check-lists that let the customer to a quick diagnosis themselves. For high end expensive products they even provide the option to get a call back from their tech-support team to help the customer. I know this from first hand experience, and this has increased my confidence when buying something from Amazon significantly. 
Not all companies will be able to provide the level detailed support as the tech giants however, the simpler options mentioned earlier is well within the reach of every business given that they train their staff adequately. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731210]Quality of goods and services
When purchasing a good or service, customers are likely to have a pre-defined idea of how much they expect to pay for it and just as likely they will expect a satisfactory level of ability of that good or service to fit its purpose. This is different from the definition of requirement we set out earlier, the requirements are the fundamental step that must be met, quality of a measure of how well those requirements are met. 
For example, when a person buys a television they expect it to work without any major complications for at least three to four years and not  have unexpected breakdowns during the middle of important events such as a world cup match. 
It can be argued that customer get what they pay for, and mostly it holds true. However, on the expectations when a good or service stops works unexpectedly it can be very frustrating for the customer. As in the example of the world cup match, it would leave the customer very disappointed and angry and would be likely to associate the brand of that TV set with bad quality from there on after and avoid buying one of the same brand. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are companies that have built up a good reputation with the public in providing quality above all else. Examples of some companies that focus a lot on quality are Mercedez Benz, Dyson, Nike, etc. This is manifested in customer attitude towards goods of these brands, the customers are ok to pay extra, often a significant premium, for the brand. 
Most companies aim for satisfactory quality, enough to get through the regular usage because it can be expensive from the production side to maintain a high quality standard. And given that quality of a brand is dependant a lot on the reputation built over many years and it can be costly to develop and hard to maintain and further the resulting increase price is likely to drive some customer away. (Yu, 2009)
[bookmark: _Toc7731211]Fashion
Fashion in this context is the customers fondness for a particular design or feature that might not necessarily be functional and purely of cosmetic nature. This is a more subjective customer experience influencing factor. It is difficult to grasp, partly because different customer are likely to have different tastes. 
I work in the retail sector and I see just how very clear the impact of fashion actually is. Some customers will not look twice at what something looks like, however they are a minority and they usually don’t spend enough money to be of great importance to a retailer. The younger generations on the other hand are very picky when it comes to how they look. This might include clothes that feature a particular slogan, colour combination, or with features such as rips in jeans etc. They do not add any function to the clothes they buy but they are likeable by the customer and his or her peers. (Kim, 2012)
The reason behind is largely social, in the sense that people want to be seen by others as someone who is similar to them and be accepted into their social groups. 
In the area of services, something being fashionable can be similarly though as being something that is liked by others and is often used commonly by others. For example, services such as Facebook or Instagram are fashionable because lots of people use them and they have built a general perception that using these services is popular. 
Fashion can also be attributed to goods that are generally not though of as cheap retail goods or free apps. For example, even with cars their design changes over the years often are dependant more on the lines that look nice rather than the shapes that make the car most fuel efficient. 
Ultimately, from a business side, cashing the most fashionable goods and services is important given that the majority of customers want the fashionable goods. However, this is a never ending chase where they must constantly adapt and chance their services to stay in line with current trends in what is popular. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731212]Social responsibility
This is a relatively new development in business. As customer become more aware of the effects of their shopping habits on the environment and the ethical ramifications of how the goods they buy are sourced which often are made by people working in very poor conditions, the customers then start to demand more information about where their goods come from and demand also that the sourcing be done ethically to product the workers along the supply chain and reduce the environmental impact of the production process. (Mandhachitara, 2011)
This is a very good development in the consumer thinking. It forces companies to be more responsible about how their production processes and waste are handled and to some extent also improve the quality of work for the often third world workers that are part of the supply chain. 
Most companies have been quick to act on the changing customer habits and now actively advertise how the products on display are advertised. In restaurants, recyclable cups and similar objects, will often be emphasised in their marketing schemes. Some coffee shops have actually turned a profit out this by offering customer a small discount in coffee when their bring a reusable cup instead of using an one time paper or plastic cup. 
Another aspect of social responsibility is also the impact a business has on the local social and economical environment. For example, some construction companies will often include the number of jobs they have created locally from their projects as a means to promote their brand image. 
The crux of social responsibility is that it will make the customer ultimately feel that they are doing a positive action by purchasing from that company as some of the proceeds will go into the responsible things mentioned above. For the newer generation of customers this is a particularly strong deciding factor.
[bookmark: _Toc7731213]Brand image
The last point our list, brand image is the value that is associated with a companies name. From the customers point, brand image can be thought of as the combined effect of all the points mentioned above. 
It’s a bit similar to the effect of fashion, the various different factors such as price, quality, social responsibility, all come together and create a “feel” for that brand. And this is a potent persuasion tool to get customer to buy a particular brands products.
For example, Apple invests very heavily in their image to the point where their physical shops are specified to the smallest detail such as the height of their display tables, all to create an ideal image of the company that is associated with quality above all. Other brands, for example Primark or Poundland, on the other hand will try to present a outward image of being the cheapest place to buy from. Alternatively, a company such as Patagonia which aims at niche marker for outdoor nature activities actively presents an image of being responsible for the environment. 
Ultimately, the brand image is an aggregate of all that the customer associate with that brand and companies invest a lot of capital in attempts to make this image fit what they want it to be. (Manhas, 2015)
[bookmark: _Toc7731214]A critical look at how customer experience is managed at my work
The previous section covered a brief introduction to some of the factors that affect customer experience and we looked briefly into how these can be optimized. However, in the real world often multiple factors combined together contribute the decision making process of an average customer. 
Ultimately all the different factors create a “feeling” for a brand and in the this section I will try to explain how I managed customer experience at my workplace based on what has been said so far. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731215]A mixed bag
As stated many times throughout the report, in a real situation customers will be simultaneously affected by a variety of factors and their ultimate decision to buy something or not depends a fine balance of it all. 
Take for example at my workplace, I work in a high street retail shop specialising in Indian clothes. We see customers who come to out shop to buy Indian wedding dresses. Someone doing shopping for such a special occasion generally do not care too much about the price. This, from a business increasing point of view, allows us to increase the price of some of the dresses above what they should be and instead see something very strange, customers often go for the more expensive ones!
In these purchases, quality and fashion is scrutinised often to unreasonable limits. Sometimes the soon to be brides will look up side down with the seams of the stitching to make sure everything fits and have a small fashion show in the trial room and compare their photos from social media pictures of the latest trends. 
In these situations factors such as price as mentioned, convenience support take lesser importance compared to quality and fashion. It is also rare that people think of social or environmental responsibilities when making such one off purchases. 
So in these cases we aim to maximise the things that customers will actually be looking for. In the wedding dresses section we have policies in place to go through and inspect any and all such occasional dresses to make sure that when a potential customer inspects them they won’t find any minor faults such as tailoring seems being off with lines coming off and carry out research online to get a better idea of the price that we should aim for. As mentioned, in these cases people are often loose with their budget and actually providing low prices can be seen as low quality as that is the most common interpretation of low prices. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731216]Balancing the quality of customer experience with other business needs
In the previous chapter we discussed that there are different levels of customer satisfaction, subpar, ordinary and best. In a situation where a business had no other constraints and the employees are free to spend all their time trying to do the best service for their client, the employees could indeed be tasked with this. However, in a retail business there are other things to keep in mind, for example regular re-shuffling of the merchandise to make things look new, ironing, general house keeping etc. The managers don’t always the time to balance between socially responsible projects while doing market research for the ideal prices. 
Areas such as availability and convenience where large companies such as amazon can invest millions into, become much less developed at small scale business such as where I work. 
So what smaller business do, what I have seen the managers at my work do, is prioritize the factors that affect our customers the most. As described in the example about the wedding dress, that particular set of customers have a high budget and are looking for fashion actively. We can provide with pre-sales support in the store by showing them the dresses, however in that situation our help is generally not needed because customer will likely have done extensive research beforehand. Likewise, they want to look the best for a once in a life time event, and in such circumstance it can easy to let go of their environmental consciousness for a few days if every other of their requirements are met.
It is at the end of the day a balancing act for us, between using our available resources as best as we can while trying to keep the customer sufficiently satisfied so that they have a good image of us and bring future business. 
[bookmark: _Toc7731217]Conclusion
This module was a very interesting learning experience. In class and the research conducted for this assignment helped me consolidate much of the knowledge I carried forward from my work experience. 
During the research I was able to look more in depth on what some of the factors affecting customer experiences are and I was able to analyse how some these factors influence people opinion and decision making in real life and for the second part of the report I also analysed how customer experience factors affect how my workplace is ran and managed and what motivates some of the decisions that my bosses make. 
In the end, the conclusion that I can make after having researched and analysed in workplace is that although almost all factors affects a customers experience in some way. An efficient business should be able to narrow down the things that will have the most positive effect for the amount of effort needed to provide that service and optimize those factors while keeping the rest just sufficiently satisfactory. Thus, poetizing the use the their resources, both capital and human.
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