Gold standards in service make all the difference
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This first year of Gold Standards Awards saw entries, which were very mixed when it comes to customer service. Both Intermediary and end consumer communications were described as ‘standard’ and ‘ad hoc’ leaving our imagination in many cases to determine what exactly this meant.

Quite simply this surprised us bearing in mind the importance of customer service today. Why is this? Well it is so difficult to stand out with a product led strategy – they are easily copied; competing on price usually results in a lot of pain as there is only one way to go, and that’s downwards; a performance driven approach works for only the few skilled enough to ride out the cyclical nature of investment markets.

Service is the one differentiator where you can really make your mark and sustain it over the medium to long term. Is the Financial services market really grasping this point? We think not. Service levels from product providers are at their lowest ebb. There is one IFA who told us recently that he invoiced a client for ‘2 hours listening to Vivaldi’ as he tried to get through to a Life Company to solve a problem for a client. Another direct online supermarket takes 3 weeks to transfer holdings into a new account – think how far the market can move in that time.

When we talk about customer service we talk from the perspective of the customer experience. There is much talk about the move into an ‘experiential economy’ where companies are competing on the way they interact with customers and how they leave them feeling. Financial services is being slow to make the move, evidence the way you can talk to a dozen call centres and feel like they are all the same the company. Chance is, in a lot of situations they are, as outsourcing has become prevalent in this area. Brands who have gone down this route should insist their values are manifested in the call centre experience in a consistent and tangible way to their other communications.

But what do we mean by Customer experience and why is it important? Firstly, we use the label as a short hand for the way customers feel as they interact at each customer touchpoint with an organisation. This interaction must be driven by the brand so the advertising promise fully integrates with the real life experience. Inherent in this experience is the quality of the product, the process and above all else the people who deliver it. Brands come to life when the customer experience really works across the whole organisation both during the purchase or sales process and, just as importantly, after the sale.

What makes a good customer experience? From a financial services viewpoint you have to consider the customer mindset to answer this. Most customers do not trust financial companies. They are anxious and confused about the subject and do not understand the complexities. Some brands are more trusted than others because they have treated customers fairly, introduced simplicity to their products and processes and transferred brand equity from other markets into financial services. They have invested in their people way beyond basic competency training. They have instilled the brand essence in the way their people act and talk to customers. This tone of voice speaks consistently to customers in all forms.

As margins are put under further pressure through Government and regulatory intervention it will become increasingly important to invest in the brand and customer experience as a way of differentiation and to sustain premium pricing. We look forward to next years Gold standard Awards to see just who has taken this on board.

