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COMPANIES fretting over 
how to get their salesper­
sons to offer friendlier, 
warmer service might want 
to first consider the quality 
of the products their staff 
have to sell. 

Local customers of retail 
and infocomms companies 
said in a recent survey that 
the service quality they re­
ceived met or surpassed 
their expectations, but not 
the quality of products. 

These findings - part of 
the Institute of Service Ex­
cellence at Singapore Man­
agement University (ISES) 
quarterly Customer Satis­
faction Index of Singapore 
survey - suggest that some 
of the angst here over poor 
service standards could be 
misdirected. 

Over the past decade, 
there has been a flurry of in­
itiatives to lift Singapore's 
service standards. From 
the GEMS (Go the Extra 
Mile for Service) campaign, 
to projects under Spring 
Singapore's Customer Cen­
tric Initiative, much has 
been done to keep service 
quality up even as the tight 
labour market means work­
ers are scarcer. 

These efforts bore some 
fruit, by at least one mea­
sure. Singapore edged past 
rival city Hong Kong's 14th 
placing to rank 12th for "de­
gree of customer orienta­
tion" in the World Econom­
ic Forum's 2012-2013 Glo­
bal Competitiveness Re­
port. 

But Hong Kong has re­
gained its lead, climbing to 
1Oth place for customer ori­
entation in the latest 
2013-2014 edition of the re­
port. Singapore slipped two 
spots to rank 14th. 

Might ISES' latest find­
ing cast any light on this? 
Perhaps, to the extent that 
it shows that focusing on 
the customer must go be­
yond good service. 
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ISES director Caroline 
Lim thinks that product 
quality falling short of cus­
tomers' expectations -
when service quality did 
not - serves as a "useful re­
minder" to businesses to 
look beyond customer ser­
vice and frontline employ­
ees when thinking about 
the customer. 

The skeptic might won­
der if the quality-expecta­
tions gap was due to 
skewed expectations - cus­
tomers who are more fin­
icky about the standard of 
the products than the ser­
vice of salespersons. 

But ISES reckons that 
this is not so. The data gath­
ered shows that customers 
felt they were getting signifi­
cantly better service quality 
than product quality from 
the retailers and telcos they 
patronised. 

In ISES' books, "product 
quality" would refer to fac­
tors such as how varied the 

range of devices and sub­
scription plans offered by 
the tel co is, as well as quali­
ty and reliability of network 
connection and coverage of­
fered. "Service quality", on 
the other hand, would refer 
to the processes and proce­
dures, service staff in the re­
tail outlets, self-hel p  
counters and online and 
phone services. 

ISES' academic director 
Marcus Lee says that the lat­
est findings don't necessari­
ly suggest that Singapore's 
companies are neglecting 
product quality. "We be­
lieve companies consider 
both product and service 
quality when designing 
their customer experienc­
es," he says. 

For instance, in its con­
sultancy work with various 
businesses, one grocer 
would fit the bill of a firm 
that is tying both product 
and service quality togeth­
er, in thinking about cus­
tomer satisfaction. 

Dr Lee says that this gro­
cer's premium and gour­
met range is not particular­
ly unique - other small gro­
cers and high-end super­
markets carry similar fancy 
produce. But it  has a 
unique proposition: offer­
ing expert ingredients rec­
ommendations for each cus­
tomer's recipe, building a 
customised hamper basket 
that fits the customer's 
budget, and providing a per­
sonal shopper service not 
unlike those in high -end de­
partment stores. 

The gap between cus­
tomers' expectations and 
the product quality they per­
ceived could also be wider 
for reasons that are beyond 
businesses' control. 

Dr Lee says that these 
could include "a more chal­
lenging business climate, 
stemming from a more 
well-heeled and better-trav­
elled customer base, and 
more intense competition 
with globalisation". 
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