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Executive Summary 
 
Research shows that leading retailers 
are actively looking for ways to improve 
their customers’ experience in-store, 
online, and post-purchase.  Customer 
service can be a defining characteristic 
that sets retailers apart from their 
competition.  This paper will explore 
retailers’ top concerns related to 
customer support and identify new 
technology tools available to aid 
retailers in overcoming these concerns 
and achieving their goals of cost-
effectively improving customer 
experience and differentiating 
themselves from their competition. 
Based on our research, these are the 
top concerns for leading retailers 
related to customer support: 
 

 Improving the Customer Experience 

 Competitive Differentiation 

 Controlling Costs 

Let’s look at each of these concerns in 
more detail and later explore how 
technology can aid retailers in 
overcoming these issues. 
 

Improving the Customer 
Experience 

Improving the customer experience is 
both a concern and a goal for leading 
retailers.  In the June 2008 study “The 
Customer-Centric Store:  2008 
Benchmark 
Study”, Retail 
Systems 
Research 
(RSR) 
reported 
that 56% of 
their 126 
responders 
indicated 
that the 
“Need to 
improve customer service while holding 
the line on payroll costs” is one of their 
“Top 3 Business Challenges Faced in 
Retail Stores”.  This study found that 
improving the customer experience 
while holding the line on costs is 
especially relevant to mid-market 
retailers, 75% of whom reported this as 
a key business challenge.   
 
There are many areas of a retailer’s 
operation that impact the customer 
experience.  For example, in-store 
execution, staff training, and clear and 
consistent product and pricing 

Consumers’ 
heightened 
expectations 
regarding consumer 
product safety 
information and 
warnings are also an 

important factor 
that impacts the 
customer experience.   
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information at the point of sale (POS) all 
have impact on the customer 
experience.  Improving customer service 
levels in stores and online is one of the 
most cost effective ways of advancing 
the customer shopping and product 
experience.  Differentiating on service 
level with a technology tool saves 
employees time, reduces customer 
frustration and lowers product returns.   
One of the top 5 current and planned 
technology usages reported in the RSR 
2008 Benchmark study mentioned 
above is customer-facing self-service 
tools to enhance the customer 
experience.   
 
The customer experience related to 
products that require assembly, set-up 
or installation can be especially 
challenging for retailers.  Most 
customers need better and clearer 
assembly and set-up information and 
responsive customer support. In 
general, consumers find that trying to 
execute pages of hard-to-understand 
assembly or installation instructions is 
time-consuming and frustrating, and 
often leads to customer service calls, 
and even product returns.  These issues 
undoubtedly diminish the customer 
experience.  In fact our research 
indicates that consumers who have an 
installation or assembly issue with a 
product often choose not to make 
additional purchases from that 
manufacturer or retailer. 
 
 
 

Competitive Differentiation 
  
Competitive differentiation is also a top 
concern for retailers.  Many retailers 
find that their competitors are now 
carrying very similar products, and they 
are looking for ways to build and foster 
brand loyalty.  The ultimate goal in 
establishing competitive differentiation 
is to become the brand of choice, 
develop ongoing, profitable customer 
relationships, and offer a consistent 
experience regardless of the specific 
product their customer is interested in 
buying.  While some retailers choose to 
differentiate on merchandise 
assortment, or in-store execution, 
others realize the value of 
differentiating on service.  Increasing 
customer service levels, exceeding 
customer expectations, and providing 
self-service tools for customers both in-
store and on the web can help retailers 
achieve this competitive edge.   
 
Traditional customer support tools and 
services include toll-free numbers that 
retailers either staff themselves or 
outsource, and assembly service 
partners that for a fee will help 
customers set up products in their 
homes or offices.  These tools are costly, 
rely heavily on the quality of employee 
training, and can be highly inconsistent 
across store locations.  Today, web-
based technology makes differentiating 
on customer support easier, more 
reliable and more cost-effective than 
ever before.  Providing easy-to-use 
customer friendly support tools helps 
distinguish top-tier retailers from their 
competition, creates customer loyalty, 
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increases sales and helps retailers 
become the brand of choice for 
consumers, while controlling their 
support costs.   

Controlling Costs 
  
Controlling costs is on everyone’s minds 
these days; especially retailers.  
Improving customer experience, 
creating a sustainable competitive 
advantage and keeping costs in line are 
certainly intertwined.  Retailers want to 
improve their customers’ experience, 
and differentiate themselves from their 
competitors, but want to do so while 
controlling their costs.   Our research 
shows that one of the most important 
Key Performance Indicators (KPI) that 
leading retailers use to measure their 
control over cost is the ratio of payroll 
cost to sales.  Payroll cost is the largest 
variable expense for retailers, and top 
retailers are focused on making 
improvements in customer experience 
and competitive differentiation while 
keeping the payroll cost to sales ratio 
flat or favorable.   
 
Fortunately, there are new technology 
tools available to make this a reality for 
retailers.  These technology tools help 
retailers provide higher levels of 
customer service, improve the customer 
experience and differentiate their 
organizations from their competitors in 
a more cost effective way than 
traditional solutions.  Let’s take a look at 
those now. 

Using Technology to Address 
These Challenges  

There is new technology available to 
help retailers overcome their top 
customer support issues.  Innovative 
web-based self-service customer 
support solutions are now available 
that: 

 Provide easy to use customer 
support tools 

 Offer step-by-step, easy-to-follow, 
video-based instructions for product 
assembly, set-up, installation, and 
usage 

 Let customers register their 
products for warranty purposes  and 
order parts from their desktop 

 Enable retailers and manufacturers 
to survey customers, announce new 
products, issue safety warnings  and 
offer coupons and promotions 

 Give retailers access to a new source 
of customer data and interaction 

 
These easy to use, cost-effective 
software services ensure follow-on 
sales, enhance customer loyalty and 
satisfaction, and therefore improve a 
retailer’s brand reputation.  Video 
Instruction Guides (VIGs) are a 
component of these tools that are 
especially valuable to consumers 
purchasing products that require set-up, 
assembly or installation.  VIGs are a 
cost-effective way for retailers to 
provide customers and employees with 
exactly what they want and need – 
consistent, reliable product information 
and support, and an easy to follow, 
clear and concise live assembly 
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demonstration, available to them on 
their schedule, 24/7. All they need is an 
internet connection.  
 
These technology solutions provide the 
following key benefits: 

1. Improves customers’ product 
experience by solving their support 
needs 

2. Provides competitive differentiation 
by offering a new and unique 
customer support environment 

3. Reduces customer support costs by 
up to 30% for products that require 
assembly, set-up or installation 

4. Reduces product returns by up to 
50% for products that require 
assembly, set-up or installation  

5. Increases cross-sell and up-sell by 
5% 

6. Ensures product compliance with 
consumer product safety 
requirements, by being assembled 
and used correctly. 

These technology tools do a lot more 
than simply provide VIGs to help 
customers them put their products 
together correctly.  They also provide a 
platform for vital customer interaction, 
providing retailers with new access to 
customer information and feedback. 
Customers can easily register their 
products online for warranty purposes.  
They can leave valuable feedback on the 
products they have purchased, as well 
as participate in customer surveys.   And 
retailers and manufacturers can also 
offer coupons and other special offers 
to increase sales.   

 
When these tools become part of the 
customer care plan retailers are 
ensuring complete customer support 
and a positive customer experience.  
Customers save time and hassle, while 
eliminating many returns, and saving 
retail employees time and effort as well.   
The results are happy customers who 
buy more, provide great referrals, and 
have increased loyalty to the retailer’s 
brand.  Retailers are also rewarded with 
more sales, fewer returns, as well as 
quick and effective handling of 
customer support issues, lowering 
support costs while increasing customer 
service levels and customer satisfaction.  
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