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[bookmark: _Toc523392239]Introduction
In this module we studied how costumer behave, what they expect from businesses, how their buying patterns can be influenced, how to assure quality of a product and market that confidence to the target audience, and other factors that help a business engage the costumer and in turn increase the profitability of the business.
[bookmark: _Toc523392240]Definition and importance of the costumer in terms of business
We begin by giving a short description of what a costumer is: it is any person or other entity such as another business or organisation that purchases a service or physical goods or electronic products from another business in exchange, usually, for a monetary value. (Woodruff, 1997)
Costumers within a the business context can be subdivided into two categories: external and internal. The external category is what we are most familiar with, it is what most of us to all the businesses that engage with. Some one external to the company places an order for a product. 
The other category are internal costumers. These would be costumers who belong to the same company but provide services or products within that companies other departments. For example, the design team in taxi manufacturing company that provides the drawings and engine specifications to the marketing department. The marketing department, could in theory, be considered costumers of the design team. In this case the currency would not be money, but rather statement to the CEO saying that all is in good order. 
Costumers, internal or external, are crucial for the functioning of a business. They are purpose of the business. The staff of the business serve their costumers and in return they get paid. Without costumers a business would be pointless, producing goods and services that one uses and that will not generate a profit. (Goodman, 2009)
It is therefore, very important that a company have a stable supply of costumers. The costumers that a company interacts with can be subdivided into three categories: new costumers, repeat costumers and lost costumers.
The new costumers are usually the ones most board executives will look to attract with promotions. This is specially the case with telecommunications companies, where lots of extra benefits are offered to new costumers. (Entrepreneur, 2015)
The repeat costumers can be large source of income if the products are purchased on a regular basis
The lost costumers are those that the stray away from the company, either due to being attracted by their competition or having lost trust in the company due to low service quality.
New and repeat costumers both have their places in business. For example, in a real estate business its unlike the real estate agents will look for repeat costumers. However, in a grocery story store as Tesco or Aldi, they would be largest segment of their revenue. 
In each company the managers need to decide who they want to attract and promote costumer value strategies based on those criteria. This is a very competitive and sophisticated field where there are many high tech solutions for managing and analysing costumer data. 
[bookmark: _Toc523392241]Woking in the taxi cab business 
I currently work as middle manager in a local taxi cab company. We serve mostly local costumers via out website and on the phone. Our business is particularly costumer focused as even at the manager level with deal with the directly. 
Because of this emphasis of customer focus, we train out drivers to extra polite and attentive when working, especially disabled people or children. 
In this report I will discuss a few selected topics on how we increased costumer value within the business and what steps we can take to further improve our business. 
[bookmark: _Toc523392242]Factors that affect my organisations ability to maximise costumer value
[bookmark: _Toc523392243]Background theory
What is costumer value? This is a somewhat abstract concept, made up many sub ideas about what the costumers want in product. 
Robert Woodruff’s theory is often cited in business papers when talking about costumer value. He stated that it’s the value in a product that costumer desires to help him or her achieve what ever goals they want the product for. (Woodruff, 1997)
This theory is particularly interesting as it then in a somewhat hidden way divides costumer values into two sub categories:
- Desired values: things that the costumer knows and what to see in the product and expects the business to be able to provide to the satisfactory level as advertised 
- Perceived values: these are to some extent the emotional response that the costumer experiences after having purchased a product and depends on the gap between their desired product value and the actual value
Lets give an example of this. Say a costumer sees an MacBook Air and hears some his co-workers talk about its features and how its cutting edge design from Apple. He builds up a high expectation from the product and these expectations are his desired values in that product. However, after purchasing the computer and using for a few days realises that most of the software works at almost the same speed if not slower than his older computer. In this case, there is a large gap between his perceived value and desired value with respect to technical functionally. With respect to design and elegance, the gap would most likely be narrower. (Haselton, 2017)
This is a subject that businesses need to pay attention to be successful. If this gap between desired value built up by marketing is lower than the perceived value, the costumer will be frustrated and the likelihood of repeat business will be greatly diminished. However, if the opposite happens, the perceived value is higher then the desired value, the costumer would be very much likely to carry out repeat business. 
However, this the gap can not be allowed to grow to large. In the first instance the company potentially loses a costumer. In the second instance the company potentially over sells, lower profits and increasing the customers expectations even higher, to point where it may not be feasible to sustain such quality. (Phelps, 2017)
In class we studied five primary dimensions to creating costumer value. These can be listed in the following order: conformance to requirement, product selection, price and brand, value added services and costumer relationships and experiences. 
In the following sections I will discuss how each of these dimensions apply to my work in the taxi cab industry and what I can do improve the company’s current business model.


[bookmark: _Toc523392244]Conformance to requirements
Costumers will generally have their requirements for a product they want purchase. They will want it to be fit the intended purpose. Their requirements of technical specifications can be somewhat moulded by the marketing. Regardless, for a business to successfully sell it needs to conform the requirements that costumers demand of it. (Farry, 2000)
A successful business will need to predict the market or costumer demand accurately and produce products that meet those demands. To probe market demands companies usually have on staff or hire external consultants to carry out market research.
This brings us to market mediation. Market mediation is the ability to predict and accurately use the chain of supply to reply in a manner appropriate to current trends. (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2015)
In our case for example, this means being able to predict how many costumers will be calling for a cab fare and then plan the on call staff for the next month accordingly. If we fail to predict this accurately, we may have too many drivers going long stretches of time without any fares. This obviously is not viable, there are costs associated to having a business licenced cab on the street and if the company fails to provide sufficient work to the drivers they will be frustrated. This is situation that I am responsible for minimizing. 
The method that I chose for this analysing costumer data from previous seasons and previous years. Research on events happening in my local area that might bring in more or less people. This would include reading up on any large sporting events happing locally, such as bicycle races, big football matches, or cricket matches. These tend to be events that effect our business volume. The disruptive events such as street bicycle races obviously lower our work volume and force us to make changes in the way in we work and routes we take. Large events where people are often intoxicated however, is a business boom for us as now days people are getting ever more safety conscious and choosing to pay cab ride home after heavy drinking instead of attempting to drive them selves.
These are the market demands that drive our business. Through my pro active research I can stay ahead of the unfolding events and increase or reduce capacity as needed.
In some occasions, certain events also call for differences in how we handle our costumer service. For example, when serving intoxicated young people, usually coming from a night club or such, we instruct our drivers to take extra care and make sure a video recorder is turned on. We have had incidents of rude behaviour and failure to pay in the past. Although, not necessarily a demand of the costumer, it is something that the market demands of us. Otherwise, claims and counter claims can be get out hand and legal costs of these can be detrimental to the companies profits. 
Some of our larger competitors such as Uber are able to set their own conditions that the costumers have to agree before hoping on a ride. In such situations they are able some extend, dictate what the costumers can demand of them. We however, being a medium sized company do not have resources for such and are much more dependant on market demands. (Couts, 2012)
[bookmark: _Toc523392245]Product selection
Product selection is the primary product or service that a business sells to its costumers. There can be companies such as Intel who focus solely on producing computer chips. Or there can be companies that try to deliver all kinds of products to their costumers, a good example of this would be a large online retailer such Amazon or Ali Baba.
We as a cab taxi company, sell as our primary product transport for the costumer himself from one location to another. That is our speciality. However, to a limited extent, we do offer services such as food deliveries or transport for other people aside from the paying costumer. 
We have some regular costumers that often used our services. We strive to build a good business rapport with them. As a result of our efforts we will at times get a job that requires picking up a person or package from one location to another. The costumer paying for this service would not be involved with this order. 
And at time we help alleviate shortfall of delivery capacity for local restaurants during busty periods such bank holidays or religious holidays where there usually a surplus of people going to restaurants. 
These could be considered the three main products or services that we provide.
Each of them require different kind of preparation and each of them have different costumer expectations. We need to predict when each type of product will be ordered and be ready for it as we need to make sure we match our service the costumer expectations. 
For example when providing a pick up service for one of our regulars, for example picking up their children from school in a day they are busy and unable, we will send a driver who has personal contact with that costumer. For this service the most important factor is having the costumers trust and confidence that their children will be fine and safe. 
For this kind of jobs, I would predict what times this might happen at. Which is usually around two to four pm. During that time I will try to match demand by having our more senior drivers called in.
For the food delivery services. We will try predict when this might happen, usually at night around dinner time during busy holiday season. For this service we will call our drivers ahead of time so that they be prepared and have their cars set up insulating boxes and or linen clothes to prevent any possible leaking of food on their cars. 
These would be the jobs we allocate to the new drivers, so that they can gain experience in a low stress setting. Low stress in terms of the content they are delivering and low stress also in terms of road conditions. 
For the regular day jobs, I will base my judgment on past experience. Using costumer data in our data management systems I will analyse how busy this time of the year or month generally is and if there are likely to be any differences from previous data, such as any engineering works to the public transport system. This allows me to reasonably predict the market demand in that time of the day and call in drivers accordingly. 
Additionally, I also monitor real time events such as accidents that could affect transport. And in the event of bus or tube accidents, I would call in extra drives as it would be likely to increase market demand. 
Out products and services are not similar to what most businesses provide, and our response time to market demands is also much shorter than other businesses. For example, a high street retail would have much longer time spans to react to market demands and adjust their products accordingly. (BigMarketing, 2018)
[bookmark: _Toc523392246]Price and brand
There are some industries where it is difficult to differentiate products by price alone. In highly competitive industries, rather then lowering the price for costumers, companies will often try to lower their manufacturing costs to increase their profit margins. A nice example of this example would be the games console industry. The play station and x box are priced in very much identical fashion, the competition and costumer loyalty is then driven drive not by price but by quality of service and brand recognition via marketing. (Kain, 2018)
In our line of business, neither price nor brand recognition are a major factor. It should be noted that larger carriers such as Uber or Addison Lee have a different strategy. However, as discussed due to their size they have a privileged position in the market and have the resources to promote their brand a normal business. 
Aside from our regular costumers and the restaurants which who we contracts with, brand recognition is not the most sought after thing in the business. 
Our costumers are rather more interested in the pricing. We will get a call asking for the price of a ride from say for example from Clapham Junction to somewhere in Mitcham or from Mitcham to Heathrow, and we have noticed over many years of experience that costumer almost always make their minds based on the price that we quote. 
It should be taken into account that the price that we quote also takes into consideration the cost sending the vehicle out to their location. Implicitly, this means that those closer to our drivers hub will get a better deal.
This is counter intuitive to the most common business development strategies used by most companies, however over time it was deemed to the best suited for our niche markets.
Despite brand recognition not being the most sought after thing in our line of business, it is something we try provide to increase the portion of repeat business.
[bookmark: _Toc523392247]Value Added Services
Value added services are extra features that a company offers to its costumers that add value for the costumer. These are also features that help them distinguish from their competitors. These can be something simple such giving a costumer who has bought a new computer, extra IT support for the first two weeks to make sure they are able to set it up properly. Simple as they be though, they serve as post sales marketing and create brand loyalty. (Ashe-Edmunds, 2018)
With our tax cab business we provide some similar extra services. For example, many of our clients will go on return trips, from the airport to a hotel and back and perhaps some other stops along the way. We have trained our drivers to be courteous and start small conversations with costumers and subliminally ask about their travel plans to see if return journeys are possible. This is a service that benefits both us and adds value for the costumer. If they are going to other subsequent journeys we can plan and allocate our driver accordingly and have someone ready to pick them at their next destination and then while that driver goes on another job we can send another driver to pick up the costumer from the next location. This keeps our drivers busy and on the move and reduces the wait time for our costumers. 
For most people, a ten or fifteen minute wait is not too bad. However, for someone on a business these small breaks can add up to hours of the day lost waiting for transport. 
Further, we have been trying to foster relationships with similar regular in providing discounted fares that use our services in a similar manner.  
[bookmark: _Toc523392248]Costumer experience
Costumer experience is a make or break for many industries. Specially, given the increased reliance of costumers on reviews from other costumers. If a single costumer has a bad experience and they write an online review about it, the effects can then be felt over a long period of time as potential new costumers read that bad review. (Dixon, 2013)
For online sellers this is particularly important. In a large online retail platform such as Amazon or Ebay it is not viable for costumers to identify and recognise each individual seller and associate a brand name with those sellers. Instead the majority of costumers will first look at the price and then immediately after read the reviews on the product that other costumer wrote after having purchased and experienced the product. A good balance between the two are the most likely factor to lead to purchase. 
For us, the costumer experience starts from the moment they phone or book online a cab with us. We aim to reply any online quote requests within minutes, quotes over the phone are done in real time. This makes reduces the time a costumer has to wait to make a decision and therefore provides a good experience. 
To further increase costumer we train our drivers to assist costumer with simple things such as helping them carry heavy luggage or other things they might have with them. This in addition to a professional and courteous approach. These are examples of things we do better the costumer experience of first time costumers. For repeat costumers we would look more into providing additional services and discounts to better their experience and grow their loyalty. 
For our business, we do have an online presence that allows people do book directly online via their phones. However, most costumers find us first on search engines such as google and therefore our reviews on google are rather more important than reviews written in our own website. For this are planning on hiring some web developers to integrate our websites reviews section with reviews on google and other similar websites and to also work in reverse, to link existing reviews into our website. 
The aim with this is to increase the confidence a new costumer would have in using our service. 
[bookmark: _Toc523392249]The effectiveness of our quality process in meeting costumer requirements
[bookmark: _Toc523392250]Background into quality assurance
Quality assurance is important for a business as it helps build the costumers confidence. In manufacturing companies such as Airbus they would have very strict quality assurance protocols, given that a defect in in their products could be disastrous. In other companies such as Sainsbury a lapse in quality control might not be disastrous, but sustained lapses in quality control can lead to very public negative marketing and in turn lose costumer confidence. (Fox, 1993)
Regardless of what industry we refer to, the dimensions of costumer that shape quality of a product to costumers are similar. These are: costumer perceptions, costumer satisfaction and service quality.
[bookmark: _Toc523392251]How do costumer perceive quality?
As mentioned earlier, the things that add value to a product in the eyes of the costumer can be varied. In the iPhone example, value is large derived from the emotional satisfaction in owning a premium device. In the case of Airbuses costumers, value would perceived through quantifiable metrics such as fuel consumption, price, passenger capacity, etc. How costumer perceive quality of a product varies depending on industries. However a common factor in all of them is the practical functionality of the product. Without this all of them would perceive the product as low quality. (Aaker, 2018)
For our taxi business, the main function that we have is delivering people and as mentioned previously, sometimes food and other goods, to a defined location within a reasonable time. 
If a costumer, one of our regulars, asks us to collect their children from school. That costumer would then perceive quality of the service in terms of confidence, comfort for the child and timing. If we can project to the costumer that we can be trusted with their children, if we know how to work with children in terms of not making them feel intimidated and also not letting them run wild, and if we can collect the child on time and deliver back to home without many delays. These would be things by which our costumer would perceive quality.
[bookmark: _Toc523392252]How to assure costumer satisfaction
There are many ways in which a business can check on the satisfaction level of its costumers. The American Costumer Satisfaction Index is metric developed for this purpose. The organisation carries out surveys to thousands of costumers and asks them directly about their level of satisfaction regarding the products they have purchased. (ACSI, 2018)
From their finding, the factor in costumer satisfaction is the gap between the costumers expectations of the service and what they actually experience after the purchase. Not that the satisfaction refers to what the costumers experience and not what the product actually is that drives costumer satisfaction. A key example to illustrate this situation are smartphone with the older generation. Despite having many advanced features, many senior citizens are unlikely to appreciate fully things such as high definition cameras high speed internet. For them the satisfaction will be driven by what they experience, the feel of the device the clearness of voice calls. 
We measure our costumer satisfaction directly and we do this continually and in a hidden way. Our drivers are instructed to when engaging with costumers to randomly ask short questions such as how was your journey, did we arrive late or time after your call, do you think the car is making any strange noises. Simple things that can be incorporated into small chat.
We found that asking for feedback directly can influence the accuracy of their answers. This way the feedback we get is much more natural. 
[bookmark: _Toc523392253]How to assure service quality?
Perhaps the main thing costumers look for when buying a new product for the first time. In simple terms it is the costumers judgment of the overall service. In class we discussed that the five dimensions of service quality are reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy and responsiveness. 
After having critically analysed the structure of our cab business, it seems that most of these things are very much correlated to each other.
Reliability and assurance are things that we focus on continually improving, specially as they are the best indicators of repeat business. 
To make a connection on a personal level with the costumer and demonstrate empathy and responsiveness, we train our drivers to be courteous and help out with luggage and similar things and provide the quickest service possible to reduce costumers waiting. 
And through our continual costumer surveying we aim to better understand the needs of the costumer and upgrade out services, including the quality of our vehicles as demanded by costumers. 
[bookmark: _Toc523392254]Conclusion
This report was a great excursive for me to get an overall picture of how to approach costumers in order to increase their trust and grow the business. 
I critically analysed many such measures we take at work and how they effectively increase our business. 
I also came to the realisation of the importance of something that on my first day of work seemed useless, such as the small talk and questions for the costumer. This is something I will try to develop further in the future. 
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