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Asking the right questions can help
businesses keep customers happy

Business First of Louisville - by Richelle Hickman Business First staff writer
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When Doug Carlson commissioned a customer satisfaction survey for
his Music Go Round stores last year, he got a pleasant surprise.
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The stores, which sell second-hand instruments and accessories,
earned an exceptionally high approval rating of 97 percent.
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"When I saw the information, I thought, 'Oh, that's good. Maybe
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everybody gets 94 or 97,' " he said. "I really didn't have anything to
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[Louisville] In fact, a 977 percent approval rating is "outstanding," said Shawn

Herbig, owner of Louisville market-research company Innovative
Quality Solutions Inc., which conducted the survey for Music Go
Round.

But even happy customers often have suggestions for improvement.

And Carlson's customers -- about 50 of whom responded to the survey -- sent back three
pages of complaints.

"They said, 'It's hard to find things because it's so crowded,’ Carlson said. " 'It's hard to
find things, but I will come back.""

That complaint was no great shock.

"I own two stores, and I work in the stores and have a lot of customer contact, so I'm well
aware of what our shortcomings are," Carlson said.

Some of them, such as clutter, can be hard to avoid, he said.

"In the used-equipment business, if you don't have it, you can't sell it. And when you have
the opportunity to buy equipment, you have to buy when the buying's good," he said,
which can lead to crowded floor space if items don't go out as quickly as they came in.

He compared shopping for secondhand instruments at his store to "rummaging around at
a garage sale," a feeling that some customers like and others do not.
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To address the complaints, Carlson is negotiating with his landlord to
move his older store, in the Taylorhurst shopping center at 2052 S.
Hurstbourne Parkway, to a larger space within the center. Carlson
owns a second store at 4645 Outer Loop that isn't as crowded, he
said.
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That kind of tangible response is exactly what Herbig aims for when
he conducts a survey -- information that a business owner can act
upon, such as Carlson moving his store to a bigger space.
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"We sit down with the client and perform a needs analysis: what do
you know and what questions are you trying to answer," he said.

"The gods live in the details, and the details of customer-satisfaction research are the
questions and how they're asked."

Herbig and his crew draw from a database of 5,000 questions that can be applied across
different business models. Depending on the client's needs, other questions may be
created, he said.

Using these resources, Herbig's company typically designs a survey with 15 to 35 questions
and then distributes it to a portion of the client's customer base, either via the Web, a
paper survey or a telephone survey.

Innovative Quality Solutions also offers several services geared toward small businesses,
ranging in price from about $1,450 for an Internet survey to $1,950 for a paper-based one.

The price includes a standard set of survey questions, conducting the survey and analyzing
data from up to 300 responses.

Herbig said the company also offers an ongoing PDA-based survey of five questions or so
for a $300 setup fee and $95 a month for a six-month period. The PDA is loaned to the
client for the duration of the study, and customers can fill out the short questionnaire on
the spot.

For a more customized or complex project, prices go up.
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"We can sit down and spend three days writing a page of questions,
and from that deliver a 300-page report,” Herbig said. For that kind
of customization, it might cost as much as $5,000 just to create the
guestions.
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A customer-satisfaction survey can reveal whether a company is
focusing its efforts in the right place or whether it's missing the
target.

"People can be very satisfied withyour effort but not think you were
effective," said Paul Schulte, president of Horizon Research
International, a Louisville market research firm.

Schulte said it can be difficult for companies to get feedback from their customers without
asking for it.

"Maybe somebody had a problem, but they're uncomfortable with making an issue of it,"
Schulte said. People often worry about getting enployees in trouble, and "it's easier to let
it go," he said.

When customers are willing to give feedback the process can be stymied by an over-
complicated survey.

Sometimes people don't respond because "it takes a long time to do, it looks imposing,"
Schulte said. "Everyone is equally busy."

That, he said, is one reason to make the sovey short and to the point. He recommended
asking as few questions as necessarto get the relevant information.
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