


Customer Service Operations: Track Overview
The SCPro™ Fundamentals Training Program at Columbus State has led to the development of short-term certification programs that can be completed online in as little as four weeks.  The program has been utilized by both incumbent workers and individuals seeking employment gain the skills and knowledge they need to advance their careers in supply chain management. 
CONTENT OVERVIEW
This track defines the concept of the supply chain and all of its components from raw materials extracted from the earth to retail products ready for purchase by consumers. The principles learned in this track provide the necessary foundation for fully comprehending the following certification tracks.

CONTENT ORGANIZATION
Customer Service Operations totals ~60 pages and includes the following 5 learning blocks:
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1. 
2. Customer Service Overview
3. Communication Skills in Customer Service
4. The Order Process
5. Returns and Reverse Logistics
6. Jobs and Legal Concerns in Customer Service


SAMPLE LEARNING BLOCK

[bookmark: _Toc478128784][image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Customer-Service-Icon.png]Learning Block 1: 
Customer Service Overview
[bookmark: _Toc478128785]Learning Block 1 Description
This learning block provides an introduction to the key elements of customer service that are necessary to ensure high levels of customer satisfaction. In addition to the introduction, various types of customers are explored, along with common barriers and approaches to addressing challenging customer situations that inhibit satisfaction. Finally, the customer order process, customer relationship management (CRM), customer life cycle (CLC), and maintenance of ongoing relationships are explored as processes for customer satisfaction.
Learning Block 1 Learning Objectives
Upon completing this learning block, the learner will be able to:
· Understand how customer service can lead to customer satisfaction
· Differentiate key steps in the customer order process
· Explain job roles
· Interpret legal concerns
· Recognize how service performance is measured
· Remember several key technologies used in CRM
· Implement the key aspects of maintaining and improving customer relationships


[bookmark: _Toc478128787]Unit 1: Customer Service Defined
Customer service can best be thought of as the set of processes and supports an organization employs to create customer satisfaction. Customer satisfaction, in turn, creates loyal customers, with whom maintaining relationships is key for continued sales and repeat business. Dissatisfied customers can serve as a roadblock to acquiring new customers and ultimately endanger the reputation of an entire organization. In today’s world, unhappy customers may turn immediately to social media and other means of communication to discourage others from doing business with the organization.
Customer service, or how an organization interacts with its customers, should take place before, during, and after a purchase. Customer service may occur when an employee performs a transaction for a customer, such as providing guidance during a sale or assistance with a return. Customer service can take the form of in-person interactions, phone calls to a call center, self-service websites, live Internet chats, and any other methods that help address customer questions and concerns.
Customer service is not solely the responsibility of the customer service department. In order to provide customer satisfaction at all levels, dedication to customer service should be integrated throughout a company by the organization’s culture; it must be the responsibility of every employee [image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Unit8-Customer-Satisfaction.png]during all customer interactions.
However, we must acknowledge that some companies’ management behavior and practices do not support or encourage good customer service. Examples of poor customer service practices include restrictive company policies, poor product warranties, inadequate return policies, and outdated procedures in dealing with customer issues.
It should also be noted that interactions between sellers and buyers can be quite different, depending on the industry, product, or service. For example, business to consumer (B2C) refers to supply chains in which businesses sell to end consumers (e.g., Apple sells an electronic device to an individual for personal use). Business to business (B2B) supply chains, meanwhile, are those in which businesses sell to other businesses (e.g., Kraft sells packaged food products to grocery stores).Figure 1. Customer satisfaction. Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.

[bookmark: _Toc478128788]Characteristics of Good Customer Service
The following are accepted characteristics of good customer service that can lead to customer satisfaction:
· On-time delivery: Products and services delivered as promised
· Politeness: Courteous, well-mannered interactions
· Professionalism: Efficient, competent, and effective
· Personalization: Skilled at making customers feel like special individuals
· Quality: Providing products and services that meet customer specification(s)
[bookmark: _Toc478128789]Types of Customer Service
Different forms of customer service are provided by businesses, which are typically focused on the type of products or services provided:
· Call center: This is one of the basic means of providing customer service. Call centers employ company representatives to work with customers and potential customers via telephone to take orders and handle customer questions and issues 
· Technical customer service: These are company workers who can answer technical and other specialized questions related to products or services and address issues associated with repairing or replacing products
· Customer service stations: Customers can go to these stations to return or exchange goods, ask questions, discuss issues, and ask for help with their shopping needs
· Live chat: Usually a pop-up option on an Internet site, this creates a virtual method of immediate communication between customer and company without the need for a telephone
· Email: This method is becoming outdated when a rapid response is needed, but it does enable customers and companies to communicate and transfer information; it is still useful in very detailed customer service issues
· In-person: While computers, tablets, and cell phones facilitate customer interactions, in-person interaction should remain a key approach to staying in touch with customers. This mode also facilitates nonverbal communication to obtain better assessments of customer feelings
[bookmark: _Toc478128790]Unit 2: Customer Service Barriers
There are a number of barriers to good customer service, including lack of proper personnel training and inadequate staffing in customer service, insufficient authority to manage requests, and the inability of personnel to handle stressful environments. Customers have certain expectations about customer service; for example, they pay close attention to how they are treated during their interactions with companies, how much time it takes to serve them, and the overall interactive experience.
[bookmark: _Toc478128791]Barriers to Good Customer Service
The following are examples of barriers that block good customer service:
· Lack of proper training and inadequate staffing: Companies that are generally perceived as having good customer service train their staff regularly and employ the right level of customer service providers. Training helps to prepare customer service providers with the ongoing skills and support to manage stressful and even combative situations.
· Insufficient authority to manage requests: Providing the necessary answers to customers’ issues is critical to success when dealing with dissatisfied customers.
· Inability to handle stressful environments: Customer service inherently involves working with dissatisfied customers much of the time, so it can be a stressful environment. Because of this, some individuals find they are unable to cope with working in the customer service field.
[bookmark: _Toc478128792]Customer Expectations
Customer service providers should set customers’ expectations early. It may be a complicated process, but customer service providers should reassure customers that they will attempt, in every way possible that is consistent with the organization’s policies, to not only meet but also to exceed customer expectations. Different steps these providers can take include:
· Following the organization’s processes and procedures to find the root cause of the problem
· Keeping an outward presence of calmness, respect, and empathy
· Assuring the customer that customer service providers will do everything within their power
· Solving the problem in the quickest and easiest way
[bookmark: _Toc478128793]Unit 3: Maintenance of Customer Relationships
Improving customer relationships should be a priority for any company; a good place to begin is with the old adage that the customer is always right. Catering to customer needs is the basis of any good customer relationship, and all customer transactions should be geared toward serving customers well. Giving customers what they want helps create satisfied customers who are likely to return for more products or services and recommend the company to others.
[image: C:\Users\Lizette\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\CSO-LB1-Figure 1.jpg]Devoting time to customers before, during, and after sales transactions is important. Undivided attention and care should be provided in ensuring customers are satisfied with their purchases, especially when making the initial sale. This type of customer service requires workers to handle any negative issues that may arise after transactions quickly and efficiently.
Staying in contact with customers is also a good method of improving customer relationships, which sometimes requires the use of different types of software. Using CRM software allows for the creation and maintenance of customer databases that can include contact information, mailing lists, and even notes about customers’ preferences. This data allows salespeople to better cater to their customers.
Technology can be also used effectively in CRM. Having an online presence via social media or other websites, for instance, can be used to improve customer satisfaction. Having a website establishes an online presence and allows the company to communicate important information rapidly. Connecting with customers and maintaining good customer relations is generally the result of engaging in ongoing conversations with customers.Figure 2. “…just calling to see how your new product is working out and if there is anything else we might be able to help you with.”  Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.

There has been an explosive growth in companies’ use of social media networks such as Twitter and Facebook to enhance their online presence. Companies can present new products and services, novel marketing ideas, and answer questions from customers. Improving customer relationships is also one of the best ways to ensure customers continue to buy products and services and to ensure customers are satisfied during and after a sale.
Companies also need to consider the power of social media for their customers, as it has become incredibly easy for customers to share their opinions, good or bad. Positive comments can obviously help promote future business; bad opinions, on the other hand, can drive potential customers to competitors.
[bookmark: _Toc478128794]Unit 4: The Customer Life Cycle
CLC is a term used to describe the steps firms follow in identifying, gaining, managing, and keeping customers. Customer life cycle management (CLM) involves controlling all aspects of the customer life cycle.
CLM is an approach that builds long-term value by ensuring that every part of an organization understands its particular role in serving customers well. This requires that individuals within the organization are focused on improving immediate customer satisfaction, trained to capture information about future customer needs, and aware of when and how to interact with other departments (Rouse, 2012–2015a). CLM is focused on responsiveness to customers; therefore, individuals within companies should be aware of customers’ needs and how to meet them effectively. The focus should be on meeting today’s customer demands while learning and communicating future needs.
[image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\customer_cycle.jpg]CLM also involves simplification. Because organizations often have overlapping systems and databases, the customer experience is not always positive due to delays and inaccuracies. CLM seeks to centralize all customer information by using integrated systems so all parts of the company are contributing to a single source of customer intelligence information and data. That way issues do not arise if departments like marketing, sales, and operations do not share certain customer information with other functional groups. With CLM, this information is shared and integrated automatically so it can be used to serve customers in the best way.
Finally, CLM is concerned with obtaining customer intelligence, performing analyses, and making decisions. Through CLM, companies seek to build customer profiles to highlight patterns, expose unmet needs, discover ineffective communications, reveal inefficient processes, find potential cost savings, and identify research and development opportunities. Well-designed CLM processes provide a strong foundation and approach for effective CRM.Figure 3. Customer life cycle. Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.

[bookmark: _Toc478128795]Unit 5: Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
CRM includes interactions between organizations and their customers. This concept also includes technologies companies use to manage and analyze customer interactions and data throughout the CLC, such as contacts, sales leads, contracts, and customers’ ongoing state of satisfaction. The goal is to improve business relationships to assist in customer retention and drive sales. 
[image: teamwork]
Figure 4. An effective professional image is important for customer relations. Acquired from pixabay.com.
CRM involves developing and defining strategies using CRM software to support a better and more effective customer experience. 
The following are key areas that should be understood when developing CRM strategies:
· Who are the customers? Companies need to understand the people with whom they are building customer relationships. This includes the type of industry served, the relative number of customers reached, the range of products required by customers, and any special service arrangements with particular customers like after-hours delivery, delivery in non-standard quantities, etc.

· How can both parties benefit from the relationship? Companies need to understand how their customers expect to benefit from the relationship. This benefit will depend on the nature of the products and services companies provide and customers purchase. For example, if customers are looking for support after normal business hours, then suppliers need to be able to provide this service while continuing to make a profit.

Processes and systems need to be designed and implemented so as to lead to quick and effective identification and resolution of customer-related issues. Relationships should improve through effective, timely communication with a focus on responsiveness. In CRM, it is the people who build relationships; the systems are there to support those relationship-building efforts.
One example of a leading CRM tool is a product called salesforce.com, which allows customer service personnel to easily log, manage, and analyze all customer activity in one place using a Web-based CRM software suite. Customer service personnel can continually monitor everything from sales leads and support tickets to channel marketing and website analytics.
[bookmark: _Toc478128796]Understanding Business and Supply Chain Relationships
[image: ]To understand CRM, it is important to grasp first that relationships in the supply chain are interactions between customers and suppliers over a period of time. If one or just a few interactions take place, this would not be considered a relationship (e.g., paying for the UPS or FedEx services to transport a package for a birthday).Figure 5. Employees working with customers. Acquired from pexels.com.

However, if many interactions occur between customers and suppliers over a long period of time, then all involved would refer to it as a relationship. Many companies acknowledge relationships exist once the parties involved move from transactional independence to ongoing interdependence (see Figure 5).
[bookmark: _Toc478128797]Tools and Technologies Used in CRM
[image: ]Advanced technologies are used by many companies in relationship management. Many of today’s best companies manage customer relationships electronically with CRM systems and software to handle a number of tasks:
· They help gather information about customers like buying patterns, preferred means of shopping, and spending amounts

· [image: ]They provide analyses of historical data obtained from customers’ shopping records to determine customer preferences and behavior
[image: ]
· They provide access to data across departments or even with partner firms

[image: ]
· They allow customers to have access to their transactions online

· They help communicate with customers in a personalized manner, as with texts, emails, and social media sites

CRM must be effectively supported by technology, which can even help track customers’ entire relationships with companies. For example, they can help track points of contact like letters or sales calls, frequency of purchases, and the amount spent by each customer. CRM programs can also be used to help track types of interactions; for example, they can track responses to emails or responses to marketing campaigns to ensure customers are receiving communications targeted squarely at their interests.
CRM software is used to support CRM. Effective CRM software provides an instant view of a company’s customers and prospects and all employee interactions with them. CRM software packages have decreased in price and scale, making CRM software now available to small- and mid-size businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc478128798]Types of Relationships
In industry, it is not unusual for businesses to segment their customers based on the overall customer service strategy since “not all customers are created equal.” There are thus three main types of relationships in the supply chain; transactional, collaborative, and strategic. Transactional relationships involve only a few interactions over a long timeframe; collaborative relationships develop when suppliers and customers work closely on an ongoing basis for mutual benefit and form close ties; strategic partnerships occur when customers interact with suppliers as an extension of their own organizations.
	Transactional Relationships
In transactional types of relationships, also known as arm’s-length relationships, suppliers could simply be sellers or providers of products or services, and firms only interact for needed purchases. One challenge with this type of relationship is the lack of close communication. Additionally, customers may spend large sums of money in expediting orders and in monitoring the quality of the incoming items, and suppliers may be inflexible in responding to customers’ requirements.

	Collaborative Relationships
A collaborative relationship is one of mutual benefit. There is a varying level of trust, but some trust is always required. Companies work together to increase savings and further innovations, though not necessarily on an ongoing basis. The challenge with this type of relationship is that buyers and suppliers must invest time in developing the relationship as opposed to other value-adding activities. There may also be higher switching costs if problems arise with suppliers.



	Strategic Relationships
In a strategic relationship, also known as a strategic alliance or partnership, firms cooperate closely to achieve mutual advantage. This type of alliance is usually based on relationships that are built up over time between both the firms and the specific people involved. This type of relationship is beneficial to both parties because it reduces uncertainty, improves communication, increases loyalty, and enhances business performance by all parties working together. The challenges with this form of relationship usually include significant resource commitments by participating organizations and the need to share intellectual property and information relating to finances, strategy, planning, and goals. These challenges expose all firms involved to a certain amount of risk, so most firms are very careful when sharing such details with other companies.


[bookmark: _Toc478128799]Unit 6: Service Performance Metrics
Service performance metrics should be viewed as critical components of an organization’s key performance indicators (KPIs). They should be based on good communication and a common understanding between suppliers and customers of what will be assessed and how it will be measured. 
For example, one customer might request metrics for errors on a specific order, while another might be more interested in errors for a specific line item in recurring orders on an ongoing basis. Performance metrics that help drive excellent customer service are becoming more important in helping achieve customer satisfaction and greater business success. A number of categories can be used when measuring service performance. The following are examples of common metrics that provide useful ways of examining and improving logistics and supply chain performance:






	Delivery
	
	Costs
	
	Quality

	· On-time delivery/receipt
· Order cycle time
· Response time
	
	· Total delivered costs
· Costs of goods
· Transportation costs
· Inventory carrying costs
· Material handling costs
	
	· Perfect order fulfillment
· Complete order
· Accurate product selection
· Damage-free
· Accurate invoices

	[image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Unit2-Service-Performance-Measurement-Time.png]
Figure 6. On-time delivery.  Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.
	
	[image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Unit2-Service-Performance-Measurement-Cost.png]
Figure 7. Costs.  Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.
	
	[image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Unit2-Service-Performance-Measurement-Quality.png]
Figure 8. Quality.  Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.


[bookmark: _Toc478128800]Learning Block 1 Summary
Customer service, when carried out as part of an overall organizational strategy, can lead to high levels of customer satisfaction. CRM is a process that enables multiple pieces of information to be accumulated about customers, sales, marketing effectiveness, responsiveness, and market trends. This information can help improve customer service, increase efficiency, reduce costs, increase overall profitability, and help improve and streamline sales and marketing processes. CRM is an approach organizations use to reduce costs and increase profitability by improving customer loyalty. 
[image: U:\LINCS\LMS & D2L\Graphics\CanStockPhoto\CSO\CSO Non-Photo\Customer-Service-Summary-Img_LG.png]Types of business relationships range from distant relationships to strategic alliances. Several measures exist for assessing service performance; the ones chosen should be based on a common understanding of what will be assessed and how it will be measured. A number of categories can be used when measuring service performance, including time, quality, and cost.
CLM is a term used to describe the steps firms take in identifying, gaining, managing, and keeping customers. This approach builds long-term value by ensuring that all parts of an organization understand their roles in serving customers well. Figure 9. Customer service. Developed by LINCS in Supply Chain Management Consortium.

[bookmark: _Toc478128801]Learning Block 1 Optional Supplemental Resources
The optional supplemental resources listed below may be used to reinforce the content covered within this learning block.
Futrell, C. M. (2013). Fundamentals of selling: Customers for life through service (13th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill/Irwin.
Johnston, M. W., & Marshall, G. W. (2009). Relationship selling (3rd ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill/Irwin.
Sheldon, D. H. (2006). World class sales and operations: A guide to successful implementation and robust execution. Ft. Lauderdale, FL: J. Ross Publishing.
[bookmark: _Toc478128802]Learning Block 1 Practice Questions
1. What is customer relationship management?

a) It is an approach to reducing costs and increasing profitability solely by using data to analyze customer needs
b) It is a suite of software tools that helps manage customer relationships
c) It is a process for managing difficult customers
d) It is an approach to reducing costs and increasing profitability by improving customer loyalty
2. Customer service can be defined as the overall process or strategy that an organization employs to:

a) Create customer satisfaction
b) Process warranty returns
c) Build a good website
d) Guard against negative comments on social media

3. What is a major challenge associated with collaborative relationships?

a) They rarely achieve the kind of performance results that cooperative relationships achieve
b) Organizations must spend time developing the relationship as opposed to other value-adding activities
c) They take a minimal amount of time, energy, and effort
d) They are costly to implement and are rarely successful

4. Transactional relationships in a supply chain are also called:

a) Cooperative relationships
b) Competitive relationships
c) Arm’s-length relationships
d) Distributive relationships

5. Which of the following terms best describes an approach that seeks to build long-term value by ensuring that every part of an organization understands its role in serving the customer?

a) Quality management
b) Value stream management
c) Customer relationship management
d) Customer life cycle management

6. What are the three general types of relationships in the supply chain?

a) Transactional, collaborative, and strategic
b) Combative, adversarial, and non-productive
c) Cooperative, arm’s-length, and short-term
d) Strategic, limited, and cautious 

7. What are the key steps or stages of customer life cycle management (CLM)?

a) Introduction, acquisition, conversion, and loyalty
b) Identifying, gaining, managing, and keeping customers
c) Introduction, growth, maturity, and decline
d) Reach, acquire, maintain, and grow

8. Which of the following describes two or more organizations cooperating and modifying their business objectives and practices to achieve joint long-term goals and objectives?

a) Arm’s-length
b) Friendship
c) Joint venture
d) Strategic alliance

9. What are three main categories of performance measures for evaluating customer service performance?

a) Retention, quality, cost, and supporting measures
b) Technology, quality, cost, and time measures
c) Delivery, cost, and quality
d) Time, quality, price, and supporting measures

10. When should time be devoted to customers to ensure good maintenance of relationships?

a) Before, during, and after the sale
b) During the order entry process only
c) When there is a warranty issue
d) When there is a product failure
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