Listening to The Voice of The Customer1
To ensure that products and services satisfy customer needs, it is essential for a firm to gather
their customers’ “voice”. Stated differently, listening to customers is a first and essential step for
developing and implementing a customer-centric strategy.
The process of listening to customers can take many forms. Informal listening happens when
managers and front-line employees talk to customers in the normal course of providing service.
Qualitative listening happens when companies conduct in-depth interviews, focus groups, and
observational studies to understand customer needs. More accurate, and quantifiable listening
takes the form of customer surveys.
CUSTOMER LISTENING THROUGH CUSTOMER SURVEYS

LISTENING TO CUSTOMERS USING DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH: EXAMPLES
Descriptive research captures the customer’s voice in both business-to- consumer (B2C)
contexts and business-to-business (B2B) contexts. Examples of descriptive research include
studies such as the following.
•

To ascertain its brand image, a firm does a cross-sectional customer survey of its own and its
competitors’ brands on various dimensions such as trust, reliability, safety, sustainability,
service, and dependability. These results are then presented to management in the form of a
perceptual map to management.
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CROSS-SECTIONAL SURVEYS FOR CUSTOMER LISTENING
Cross-sectional descriptive research provides management with a snapshot of the marketplace.
Each customer is surveyed at one point in time. Based on the responses of customers
participating in the survey, conclusions can be drawn to “describe” customer perceptions,
attitudes, and behaviors. We next describe typical cross section studies, providing examples.
Brand Perception and Brand Positioning Study
Firms want to know how customers perceive their brand relative to other brands. A survey is
administered to customers who rate the firm’s brand and competitor brands on different
product or service attributes. The attributes may measure brand personality, satisfaction with
various attributes, and consumer perceptions of the brand usage process (consumer journey),
among others. The results of the study are visually depicted as a brand-positioning map using a
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factor analysis or a correspondence analysis. A positioning map identifies the brand’s position
relative to competitors.
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Customer Segmentation and Customer Profiling Study
The goal of a customer segmentation and profiling study is to obtain a random sample of all
customers (current and potential), divide the sample into segments, and describe them.
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Figures 2a and 2b. Customer segmentation and profiling study examples.
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Customer Satisfaction Study
A customer satisfaction study measures the level of satisfaction among customers with different
attributes along with overall satisfaction, and likelihood to repurchase/recommend. A
customer-satisfaction study uses multivariate-regression to measure attribute importance, or
the extent to which an attribute affects overall satisfaction. Then, the firm can focus on
attributes that are important to customers, but where it rates low on satisfaction. This guides
resource allocation for customer-satisfaction improvement.
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Advertising Evaluation Study
Many firms conduct advertising evaluation studies using a before-and-after design. A random
sample of customers is surveyed before an ad is run in the market. After some time (typically 1–
3 weeks after the ad is launched), another random sample of customers is surveyed. The
samples can be compared to determine the difference in perception among consumers2.
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Although this type of study lacks internal validity and cannot be used to infer true causality, it provides firms with a
quick reading of the ad’s effectiveness. In another design, a firm may use random assignments such that half the
customers are exposed to the ad, while the other half are not.2 Attitudes between the two groups are then compared.
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Customer Satisfaction and Employee Engagement Study
Recognizing the importance of employees to satisfy and retain customers, firms measure
overall employee satisfaction as well as customer satisfaction through surveys. These surveys
assess the impact of employee satisfaction on customer satisfaction and subsequent customer
behaviors. The study involves two types of surveys. An employee survey is filled out by a small
sample of employees at each sub-unit (e.g., bank branch, retail outlet, dealership facility). It
measures overall job satisfaction and its antecedents such as satisfaction with supervisor,
wages, organizational processes, and so forth. Concurrently, customers from each sub-unit are
surveyed to measure their satisfaction with product/service features, their overall satisfaction,
and behavioral intentions.
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WHAT CAN BE MEASURED IN A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY?
Customer surveys use a variety of scales and items to measure customer perceptions, attitudes,
intentions, behaviors, and background variables, such as demographics at the individual,
household, and or firm level. These scales and items provide a structured approach for data
collection. In a structured survey, each respondent fills out an identical survey will allows the
analyst to compile the results of all the surveys for statistical analysis.
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ANALYZING SURVEY DATA FOR CUSTOMER INSIGHTS
Descriptive cross-sectional studies are analyzed using three types of analyses.
Univariate analysis
Univariate analysis is used to describe each variable separately, one variable at a time. This can
be done using either frequency counts (or percentages) or averages. Consider the variable “My
assets are safe at Money Bank,” which is rated on a 10-point scale (1=strongly disagree,
10=strongly agree).
-

The analyst may calculate the average score on this variable, for example, 7.5.
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Bivariate Analysis Using Cross Tabulations: The goal of a bivariate analysis is to analyze two
variables at a time. In most customer-research studies, this is done using two-way crosstabulations, known simply as “tabs.” For any given study, you have to decide on the banner and
the stub used for the tabs. The banner of a cross tab is the column variables and typically
consists of segmentation variable(s) by which the data is broken down. The stubs are the rows,
and consist of the variables that are expected to vary by segments, or by banner.
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An example is shown next. This study3 examined a customer agreement with various
statements immediately after the Toyota recall in 2009 and 2010. The stub in the cross tab was
the average rating of each statement. The banner was brand ownership (Toyota, Other). The
results were displayed as a series of bars for each statement that customers rated. For each
statement there are two bars: Toyota and other brand. This cross-sectional, descriptive study

3 Vikas Mittal, Rajan Sambandam, & Utpal Dholakia (2010), "Toyota Steers Clear of Reputation Damage," Marketing Research, Summer,
9-13. Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2351456

12

showed that the recall did not harm Toyota’s brand equity among Toyota owners, relative to
those owning other brands.

Figure 7. A bivariate analysis of a customer agreement with various items.

CAUTION IN USING CUSTOMER SURVEYS
Cross-sectional survey research is merely descriptive and provide a snapshot. They cannot be
used to draw “cause-and-effect” conclusions. Since all variables in a survey are simultaneously
measured at a single point in time, and thus temporal sequencing—a pre-condition for
establishing causality—is missing.
In many cases, managers use their mental models to impose causal ordering on the variables
measured in the survey. For instance, based on their experience and previous causal research,
managers may have a mental model of causality that an increase in promotion through coupons
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causes unit sales to increase. From this mental model, a manager may feel comfortable

LONGITUDINAL DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH
In contrast to a cross-sectional study, which is best described as a snapshot, a longitudinal study
is like a movie. In a longitudinal study, data from the same entity is gathered over multiple
periods of time. The same customer may be interviewed each month to obtain data on what
groceries they purchased each month and their spending patterns. An automotive buyer may be
surveyed within two weeks of buying a new car, after six months of ownership, and after three
years of ownership. By interviewing the same entity over time, the researcher can draw
conclusions about changes in the levels of interest variables.

TRACKING STUDIES
A tracking study is different from a longitudinal study. In a longitudinal study, the same entity
(e.g. the customer) is surveyed or observed over different time periods. Thus, in such a study,
the same customer would provide data over several time periods. While this type of
longitudinal study could well be a tracking study, the typical tracking study is based on
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aggregating data from cross-sectional studies over time. Specifically, a different set of
customers is surveyed in each time-period.
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Two examples from tracking studies are shown in Figure 8.
Figure 8. Tracking brand perceptions over time.
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QUALITATIVE DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH
Qualitative research takes the form of focus groups or in-depth interviews conducted with key
informants chosen based on the researcher’s judgment. Different from observational research
(e.g., ethnography), focus groups and in-depth interviews rely on people’s ability to verbalize
their thoughts and feelings about the topic at hand. In many cases, pairing qualitative research
with a survey can substantially improve the insights gained. Two examples follow.
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APPENDIX: EXAMPLES OF SURVEY ITEMS
DEMOGRAPHICS
These last few questions are for classification purposes only.
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