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Why Measure Satisfaction?
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Most senior business managers acknowledge the
importance of measuring customer satisfaction
from a business perspective. They know that if you
measure satisfaction, your benefits can include the
following:

● improved business value (profit, return-on-
investment, and business share)

● enhanced competitive position

● improved brand and organization loyalty

● earlier warning of revenue and profit downturn

● improved marketing strategy

Only recently, however, have organizations
acknowledged the corresponding value of measur-
ing customer loyalty or retention. It is no longer
sufficient to concentrate solely on customer satis-
faction; the next step in the evolutionary pursuit of
quality is attention to customers’ loyalty. Funda-
mental to that pursuit is its measurement. Organi-
zations acknowledge this need for change, and
some have restructured themselves in direct
response to customer demands, trying to sustain
loyalty against competitive threats.

Why concentrate on measuring customer loyalty as
well as satisfaction? The reasons are multiple:

1. The cost of attracting a new customer far
exceeds the cost of retaining an existing one.
Some authorities put it as high as 200:1.

2. The lifetime value of retaining a loyal cus-
tomer is often staggering. For example, Carl
Sewell, whose “Ten Commandments of Cus-
tomer Service” approach to sales made him
the top luxury automobile dealer in the coun-
try, estimates the lifetime value to a car dealer-
ship of keeping a customer loyal at $332,000.

3. High levels of customer satisfaction and high
customer retention rates are strongly and posi-
tively correlated, and both are related to 
profitability.

4. Raising customer retention rates by even a
modest amount (for example, five percentage
points) can increase the value of an average
customer between 30 and 125 percent.

5. Loyal customers are often less price-sensitive.
That is, they will pay a premium for goods and
services.

6. Loyal customers not only repurchase more
and more often, but they also are more likely
to recommend a company to their friends and
colleagues. This often results in increased rev-
enue and profits. (Interestingly enough, dissat-
isfied customers rarely express their dissatis-
faction to a company. Instead they “bad
mouth” the company to many people.)

This issue of Info-line presents a generic model for
measuring customer satisfaction and loyalty. The
model is outlined below and is followed by a
description of each step, with suggestions for
implementation. After describing the model,
guidelines and hints for improving the practice of
measurement are described. One way to improve
how you measure customer satisfaction and loyalty
is to determine how well you know your customers.
This issue’s job aid will help you with this task.

A Model for Measuring

As with most prescriptive models, the following
steps are presented as a series of linear steps. But
also like most models, the steps are iterative and
the process dynamic. Be prepared to “step in” at a
point that seems logical to you.

1. Adopt a customer value perspective.

2. Identify and learn about your customers.

3. Define your customers’ requirements.

4. Perform a competitive analysis.

5. Establish a customer measurement system.

Copyright © January 2000, Info-line, ASTD.
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Step 1: Adopt a Customer Value Perspective

According to legend, Henry Ford once remarked,
“You can have the car in any color you want, as
long as it’s black.” While this story may not be
true, it reflects a long-held bias in American indus-
try, a kind of Field of Dreams mentality: If you
build it, they will buy it. It does not work this way
anymore.

Competition in today’s marketplace is a given, and
consumers reap the benefit of greater choice. Cou-
pled with this, exposure to sophisticated marketing
techniques has made consumers more savvy and
wary. Consumers expect more than they did just a
few years ago. They expect personalization and
individual attention. (Think about that friendly
message from your favorite online bookseller, sug-
gesting other books of interest based on your pur-
chase habits.) The bottom line is that unless con-
sumers are “delighted,” they may start to consider
alternative providers, and those competitors are
anxious to gain the business.

To maintain or expand its customer base, organi-
zations need to be customer focused. This philoso-
phy implies accepting several key tenets and shap-
ing practice accordingly:

● Focus on the customer, not on the product or
service. For example, divide the market by dif-
ferences in values among customer segments
rather than by product or service line.

● Build and foster relationships with key cus-
tomers. The Pareto Principle is at work here.
This principle states that the majority of effect
(80 percent) results from a small base (20 per-
cent) of ideas, activities, people, and so forth.
This means that you probably derive 80 percent
of your revenue from 20 percent of your cus-
tomers. Treat them as a potential revenue stream
rather than a single “accounts receivable.”

● Recognize that the values, beliefs, and attitudes
customers hold drive consumer behavior. If you
determine what your customers value, you posi-
tion yourself better to predict how they will
behave. Perceived value drives loyalty.

The Practical Implications

Adopting a customer value perspective means a
potential change in mindset. You need to question
some of the underlying assumptions upon which
you have built your marketing strategies:

● Do you know what your customers value?

● Have you appropriately segmented your prod-
ucts and services?

● Is your segmentation driven by the way you as a
provider look at the world or the way your
clients view their needs?

● Do you know where your revenue is coming
from?

● How well do you know your clients, and what
are you doing to establish and maintain good
business relations with them?

Step 2: Identify and Learn About Your Customers

This step involves understanding three elements: 

1. The people with whom you do business.

2. What they value.

3. How they conduct business.

Your ultimate goal is to understand how your
clients make purchase decisions. These decisions
are a reflection of what they value. When you
understand this, you will be better prepared to
market—not to change consumer behaviors
through marketing, but to respond to those
dimensions important to them. In other words, it
is paramount that you understand who your cus-
tomers are and how they function.

Learning about your clients is part of an overall
relationship building process. As you build the
relationship, it will become easier to learn about
the things that on the surface may not appear rele-
vant to the transaction at hand (for example,
“What distribution channels do you use?”; “Who

How to Measure Customer Satisfaction
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standard service segment. You might also discover
that one of the two segments generates a lot more
revenue than the other segment.

Step 3: Define Your Customers’ Requirements

Requirements derive from values. Once you have
a better understanding of what customers value,
you will be in an enhanced position to understand
their requirements of you as a potential provider.

To understand requirements, you must first differ-
entiate between “needs” and “wants.” Joseph M.
Juran, one of the progenitors of the quality move-
ment, used the example of local bus service to
illustrate the distinction:

I need round-trip transportation from point A to
point B Monday through Friday. I may want,
however, a schedule that means I will not have to
wait any longer than 5 minutes; comfortable seats;
lots of legroom; a quiet environment; and so forth. 

Needs are essential; wants are desirables.

A way to help you and your clients differentiate
among needs and wants is to elicit from clients
their critical success factors (CSFs), sometimes
referred to as purchase decision attributes. CSFs
are the “bottom line” criteria against which you
can establish requirements. It is important, how-
ever, not only to identify CSFs but also to differ-
entiate them in importance.

A simple approach for eliciting the relative impor-
tance of a client’s CSFs follows.

1. Ask the client group to think back to some
company-sponsored training that they remem-
ber as particularly good and jot down what
made it good. Then ask them to think back to
training that they thought was particularly
poor, and once again jot down what made it
poor. The training might be something your
organization sponsored or not. The important
thing is to have them focus on training similar
in delivery format, length, and so forth to the
type that you offer.

How to Measure Customer Satisfaction
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makes your purchase decisions?”). But before you
invest a lot of effort in the initiative (it can be time
consuming), consider if from a business perspec-
tive it is worth the effort. For example, ask your-
self the following questions:

● Is this a “bread and butter” client, or someone
with relatively unique needs not usually satis-
fied within your primary business offerings?

● Is this one of many customers who collectively
represent a relatively small portion of your rev-
enue, or is this one of the reactively small num-
ber of clients from whom you derive significant
revenue?

● Is this the person who makes the purchase
decisions, or the person who acts as the organi-
zation’s representative on the project once the
decision has been made?

The Practical Implications

Let us assume that you provide training courses to
organizational customers. You have several, largely
prepackaged courses available for delivery by your
staff on project management. You also offer
instructional design consulting services. One of
your large customers (A) tells you that unless you
highly customize your courses for its environment,
it will look elsewhere for customized training. This
same customer believes in a highly collaborative
model for the design of any new courses.

Another client (B) is happy with your project man-
agement courses “off-the-shelf,” with little or no
modification. This client also wants your instruc-
tional design services delivered in such a way that
the instructional designer comes in, tells the sub-
ject matter experts what needs to be done, and
then comes back when they are done to check it
over.

Adopting a customer value perspective may cause
you to consider segmenting your services not by
type (such as training delivery and instructional
design consulting), but by client values. Client A’s
behaviors signify different values than client B’s.
As such, you might want to have a “high-end,”
highly customized service and a “low-end,” largely
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2. Post their responses on a board or flipchart.
You will probably have to probe to get at oper-
ational attributes. For example, if someone
says the course was “boring,” ask what made it
boring.

3. Look for categories. For example, there might
be several items related to the instructor, the
structure of the training, or the materials.
Engage the group in the task of categorizing
the attributes. Use the attributes derived from
positive experiences as is; you might need to
reverse descriptions of attributes coming from
negative experiences. For example, if someone
has stated that a poor training experience was
due in part to an instructor who showed no
enthusiasm for the subject, you might suggest
that high enthusiasm is a desirable attribute.

4. For each category, ask participants to distrib-
ute points reflecting the relative importance of
the attributes in each category. Refer to the
sidebar above for an example.

The Practical Implications

Return to the previous example. Your company
offers both courses and instructional design ser-
vices. After some analysis, you conclude that a
large portion of your business comes from the off-
the-shelf courses you offer to various companies in
your region. You have some sense of what is
important to them, but you want a more reliable
estimate.

To accomplish this task, ask a couple of your
clients if they would be willing to schedule one or
two focus groups consisting of people who have
and have not enrolled in your courses. Assure your
clients that participation in this activity is benefi-
cial to them. Because of the information uncov-
ered in the focus groups, you will be able to tailor
training to the needs and wants of their employees
more successfully.

At the focus groups, use the approach described in
the previous steps. Develop informal hypotheses
about the relative importance of various aspects of
your training programs, hypotheses that you can
test through a survey approach.

You are now prepared to return to the office and
assess how effective your practices are against
your clients’ needs and wants. In essence, you
have the information you need to perform a gap or
discrepancy analysis. You also have much of what
you need to develop survey instruments that will
help you validate what you have learned from your
qualitative efforts.

Step 4: Perform a Competitive Analysis

Were you in the enviable but unrealistic position
of being the only provider of services, you could
probably stop and relax at this point. But because
you do have competitors, it is important to find
out who they are and the threats they hold for you.
You can be assured that if a customer rates your
service “less than ideal,” they are probably recep-
tive to other providers. If your customer rates you
“below ideal,” they are probably actively looking
for other providers.

4

Critical Success Factors
When establishing critical success factors (CSFs), have partici-
pants distribute points to features. In the example below, if par-
ticipants found all features of the student guide of equal impor-
tance, they would allocate 25 points to each feature. Participants,
however, probably will not see them as all of equal importance.
Were “bibliography” to receive 30 points and “3-ring-binder” to
receive 10 points, you could tentatively conclude that the inclu-
sion of bibliographies in your student materials is three times as
important as the type of binding used. You have made progress in
differentiating the essentials from the “nice to have,” the needs
from the wants. Incidentally, this type of measurement scale is
known as a “constant sum scale.”

Student Guide Attributes Relative Importance

● Copy of all materials shown in course _______

● Includes bibliography _______

● Includes glossary _______

● Bound in 3-ring-binder _______
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Competitive analysis can be a lengthy and
involved process. Address the topic by attempting
to answer the following key questions:

1. Who are your competitors?

2. How are they marketing their services, and
how well do those attributes they advertise
match those you have determined to be
important?

3. What is their market share? What is their
growth rate?

4. How are they managing customer relations?

And how do you answer these questions? You can
glean some of this information by simply talking to
your customer contacts. They have probably
encountered some of your competitors and might
be willing to share their reactions. You could also
use the focus groups mentioned earlier to do a bit
of digging.

Some information may be available through the
Internet about your specific competitors. You can
also access information on trends online or in
other media. Or, you can try the “mystery shop-
per” approach described later in this Info-line (see
“Methods for Measuring” at right). And if you
have the resources, and are of sufficient size, you
can create and manage a database to help you in
assessing your competitors. By learning about your
competitors, you can better understand and
exploit your own competitive advantage.

Step 5: Establish a Customer Measurement System

Now that you have completed steps 1 through 4,
you are ready to begin the ongoing task of starting,
managing, and using a customer measurement sys-
tem. Because you know what is and is not impor-
tant to your clients, the relative importance of var-
ious attributes, what your competitors are doing,
and so forth, you have most of what you need to
begin the task of ongoing, systematic measure-
ment. Such a system will enable you to assess how
well you are performing and make corrections to
your practice before it is too late.

The following section explores some of the particu-
lars of measuring performance to improve loyalty.

Methods for Measuring

Various data collection methods are in use to mea-
sure customer satisfaction. They range from quali-
tative methods (such as face-to-face interviews,
phone interviews, and focus groups) to quantita-
tive methods (like written questionnaires, cus-
tomer transaction reports, and usability tests). Also
found in the kit of tools are mixed methods, such
as observation, that can gather either qualitative or
quantitative data or both. An example is mystery
shoppers.

Mystery shoppers (often contracted from an out-
side firm for objectivity) pose as customers of a
company and test the service quality typically by
using a set of structured questions with comments.
For example, they may ride incognito as an airline
passenger and collect data on reservations, flight
check-in, boarding, food and cabin service, bag-
gage handling, and so forth. Were you the owner of
the training company described earlier, you might
enroll in a competitor’s training course or send one
of your employees if you risk being recognized. 

One of the authors once attended a course offered
by the training organization for which he worked.
The organization offered the course in a recently
refurbished facility. While the intent of enrolling
in the course was to learn the subject matter, it
was impossible not to slip into an observer role.
The depth of the tables at which students sat was
so inadequate that they could not accommodate
the distributed student guides.

A subsequent discussion with the person who had
purchased the room furnishings revealed that she
had never thought about what the tables needed to
accommodate. In fact, she was somewhat skeptical
about it being an issue at all. Having never sat as a
student at the tables, she was unwilling to appreci-
ate the openly verbalized aggravation students
expressed as they juggled notebooks on their laps or
witnessed their notebooks crashing to the floor.

Various Info-Lines (for example, No. 8612, “Sur-
veys from Start to Finish”) are devoted to inter-
viewing techniques and written questionnaires.
Therefore, in this section, we will describe specific
questions and scales that are most appropriate for
measuring customer satisfaction, whether you use
them on a questionnaire or in an interview. 
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Components

The figure above shows the common components
fundamental to a questionnaire or interview and is
based on a review of questionnaires designed by
current research. The following types of questions
are commonly used in questionnaires.

Overall Satisfaction Questions

Research has shown that the likelihood to recom-
mend and repurchase strongly correlates with 
customer satisfaction and loyalty. Questions such
as the following measure overall satisfaction:

● Would you recommend our service to a co-
worker?

● How likely are you to purchase a service from
our company in the future?

But such questions do not provide the detailed
information you need to make specific service and
product improvements. Note that such questions
should appear at the beginning of the question-
naire or interview. By asking about satisfaction
first, you are more likely to get an unbiased esti-
mate of the customer’s actual satisfaction than if
you ask it later. 

Specific Service or Product Questions

Questions about satisfaction with specific service
or product characteristics (like delivery timeliness,
billing accuracy, or reliability) are questions point-
ing to specific areas that may need improvement.
The table on the following page provides a set of
general services and product characteristics that
are appropriate in many business and private sec-
tor settings. 

Instead of reinventing the wheel, start by examin-
ing which of the listed characteristics or attributes
are appropriate to your situation. Then develop or
research product attributes specific to your busi-
ness or service. For example, if you are a restau-
rant owner, specific cleanliness attributes of the
establishment, tableware, and service staff will be
important. If you are a training provider, however,
the following examples have been demonstrated to
be important:

● instructors’ presentation skills

● relevancy of course content to job requirements

● instructors’ ability to address content questions
that go beyond the content specified in the 
syllabus

Specific Service/Product Attribute Questions

Data from these questions will help identify the
importance of specific service or product attrib-
utes to customers.

Background/Demographic Questions

These questions characterize the respondent in
terms of variables such as the following:

● age
● volume and frequency of past purchases
● gender
● occupation

Open
Questions

Directions

Overall
Satisfaction

Psycho-
graphic

Questions
Cover 
Letter

Basic Questionnaire Components

Service/Product
Attributes

Scales

Directions
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Use these variables to analyze the data to confirm
that certain characteristics influence how cus-
tomers answer the questions. For example, there
may be a difference in how older versus younger
buyers feel about purchasing an extended appli-
ance or automobile warranty.

Because of their potentially sensitive nature, it is
usually best if you place these questions at or near
the end of the questionnaire or interview. You
should also ensure their confidentiality. In fact,
state explicitly that answering these questions is
optional.

Psychographic Questions

Use these questions to identify consumer lifestyle
characteristics and buying patterns. 

Open-Ended Questions

Use open-ended questions to identify problem
incidents or concerns other than those tapped in
the specific questions. Here is an example of an
open-ended question: “Please describe a time
when we gave you particularly effective service.
Now, please describe a time when we gave you
particularly ineffective service.”

Questions and Scales

Basically, you can divide all questions used in
interviews and questionnaires into open-ended
and closed-ended questions. Open-ended ques-
tions are questions the respondent answers in his
or her own words: “What do you like best about
Micro-Puffs Cereal?” Closed-ended questions are
questions in which the customer selects or
chooses an answer from among the options pro-
vided: “Which of the following statements
describes your reaction to Micro-Puffs Cereal?”
(provide statements).

If you do not want to limit a customer’s answer to
predetermined choices, use open-ended questions
to explore an issue (for example, to identify specific
issues to include in a written questionnaire or iden-
tify terminology known and used by the customer).

A major downside of open-ended questions is that
the effort required to analyze and summarize
responses may be substantial. (If you have ever
taught, you know how relatively easy it is to com-
pose an essay exam, and how difficult it is to grade
one.) Some research does indicate that it is best to
provide only closed-ended questions. Respon-
dents may be turned off by the effort required to
answer open-ended questions. One popular hotel
chain, however, uses a guest comment card con-
sisting entirely of open-ended questions.

Because they limit the response options, closed-
ended questions are most efficient when you need
to quantify. As a result of focusing or limiting
responses, closed-ended questions are easy to tab-
ulate. The best advice is to strike a balance. Do
your homework by identifying issues of importance

Generic Attributes
The table below presents some generic service and product
attributes. Use this table as a starting point when determining
your customers’ “satisfiers” and “dissatisfiers.” Note that reliabil-
ity, the first item listed, applies both if you provide a service or a
product. The attribute “reputation” is also common to both ser-
vices and products. The items are in no particular order of
importance.

● reliability
● value for price
● delivery
● problem resolution
● warranty
● trustworthiness of provider
● quality of service
● communication
● reputation of provider
● complaint handling

● reliability
● value for price
● appearance
● features
● durability
● range of products
● ease of use
● expandability
● reputation of company
● documentation

Service Attributes Product Attributes
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and asking about those issues in closed-ended for-
mat. Include as well one or more open-ended
questions to permit the respondent to comment if
he or she so chooses.

Overall Satisfaction Questions

Michael Ryan, prominent customer satisfaction
researcher, and his colleagues studied the value of
a combined or composite measure of overall satis-
faction. They recommend assessing overall satis-
faction with three questions to improve the relia-
bility of the rating:

1. In general, how satisfied are you with Company
X on a scale ranging from “completely dissatis-
fied” to “completely satisfied.” The order from
completely dissatisfied to completely satisfied is
intentional. Because customers tend to be
more lenient in their ratings than their real
opinion; this minimizes this tendency to inflate
satisfaction ratings (which is known as the “pos-
itive response bias”).

2. How well did Company X meet your expecta-
tions on a scale from “did not meet my expec-
tations” to “exceeded my expectations”?

3. When thinking of your ideal company, how
well does Company X compare on a scale from
“very far away” to “very close to my ideal”?

Comparative Questions

These questions ask for explicit comparisons
between products or services. 

Compared to company-sponsored training from
vendors other than Acme training, Acme’s training
is which of the following:

� much better than I expected
� better than I expected
� about what I expected
� somewhat less than I expected
� much less than I expected

A classic example is the choice between old and
new versions of a product (such as in the soft drink
taste tests or between your company’s service or
product and that of a competitor). By using such a
question where clear-cut choices exist, you can
determine your customers’ preferences or usage
of one item over another.

Binary Questions

Performance of a product or service can be rated
using a two-choice or binary question. Be aware,
however, that it is often difficult to provide binary
choices (for example, A or B—because sometimes
“it depends,” or A is not clearly always preferable
to B). Review the following example:

Have you experienced any problems with your
automobile’s braking?

� Yes
� No

When clear-cut choices exist, binary questions are
useful in determining preferences between two
items.

Paired Comparison Questions

These questions permit you to ask the respondent
to pick the preferred of two or more objects. If
you present more than two objects then the com-
parisons are made in pairs.

I would like to know your opinion of Brand A or B
of Product X. Overall, which of the two brands, A
or B, do you think is better, or are they both the
same?

� A is better.
� B is better.
� They are the same.
� I have no experience or opinion.

A variation on this is to ask a series of questions to
determine the preference for or satisfaction with
more than two items. For example, an interviewer
may ask if A or B is better, as in the example
above. Then, assuming the customer answers “B,”
the interviewer could ask if B or C were better.
Assuming the answer is “C,” the interviewer could
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ask a final question if C or D were better. If the
customer answers “C” then the interviewer would
know that C is the preferred item among the four
choices.

You are probably wondering, “Why not just ask
which of the four items the customer prefers?”—a
good question. The answer is that the paired com-
parison forces the customer to make a specific
choice and to consider each pair of items. Some of
the choices may be overlooked or not considered
as carefully as others if they are all presented at
one time. Try this approach the next time you pur-
chase, for example, eyeglasses frames; you will
probably make the final decision in a lot less time
than usual.

Practical pointer. Make sure when asking any
question that you provide a “don’t know/no experi-
ence/no opinion” choice. This answer is as legiti-
mate an answer as selecting any other scale point
and can provide useful information about the cus-
tomer’s experience or awareness, particularly if
you believe that the respondent may not have had
the experience necessary to respond.

Behavioral Intention Questions

These questions try to determine the likelihood or
probability of action that the customer will per-
form in the future.

How likely is it that you will switch your primary
care medical doctor in the next six months?

� extremely likely
� very likely
� somewhat likely
� likely, about a 50-50 chance
� somewhat unlikely
� very unlikely
� extremely unlikely

Agreement Scales

These scales are sometimes called Likert scales
after Rensis Likert, the psychologist, who devel-
oped them in 1932. They are very common in
measuring product or service performance. Fol-
lowing is a sample question.

The instructor was enthusiastic about the course
content.

� strongly disagree
� disagree somewhat
� neither disagree nor agree
� agree somewhat
� strongly agree

But you do not have to use the “agree” wording.
Other appropriate phrases for measuring cus-
tomer satisfaction and loyalty include satisfaction
(very dissatisfied through very satisfied) and qual-
ity (very poor through very good).

Practical pointer. Be aware, however, of a com-
mon mistake made by inexperienced surveyors.
Very often a questionnaire or interview will use
too many different question types. This can be
confusing to the customer. When you approach
five or six different types of questions or scales,
consider if you can convert all or most of the ques-
tions to a declarative sentence with an accompany-
ing agreement scale. This will make the questions
much easier to answer.

Adjective Scales

Adjective scales supply a question about the pro-
duct’s or service’s performance and ask customers
to select a response to rate the performance.

How would you rate the facilitator’s ability to keep
the group on task?

� excellent
� very good
� fair
� poor

A variation on this would be to ask respondents to
rate the importance of a given attribute or set of
attributes. As described later, when combined
with satisfaction information, some very revealing
patterns might be discerned.

Practical pointers. To make the scale above bal-
anced (that is, equal numbers of positive and neg-
ative choices), a four-point scale was used. A gen-
eral guideline is to make the scale balanced.

Copyright © January 2000, Info-line, ASTD.
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Another general guideline is to limit the number
of scale points to between four and seven, cer-
tainly no more than a maximum of nine. Regard-
ing the “odd” versus “even” number of scale points
debate, you should start with an odd number, say
five or seven, unless you have a situation like the
previous question. After you have drafted the
questions, conduct a pilot test. If you find cus-
tomers select the middle position and there is no
legitimate reason other than it is a “safe” answer,
convert the odd number of points to an even 
number of points.

Graphic Rating Scales

Graphic or pictorial rating scales are particularly
effective for measuring the satisfaction of young
customers or those with limited reading ability. 

How do you feel about the comfort of your bicycle’s
seat?

Semantic Differential Scale

Developed by Charles Osgood and others to mea-
sure the meaning or “semantic space” of objects or
experiences, these scales, used in the following
example, can be very useful in measuring cus-
tomer satisfaction and loyalty. 

Please rate your opinion of Slippery Suds Beer by
checking the appropriate point on each of the fol-
lowing scales:

Bitter ___:___:___:___:___:___:___ Sweet

Watery ___:___:___:___:___:___:___ Solid

Familiar ___:___:___:___:___:___:___ Strange

Musky ___:___:___:___:___:___:___ Clear

New ___:___:___:___:___:___:___ Old

How to Measure Customer Satisfaction
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Displaying Data

A particularly powerful way of graphing data to
see trends is commonly referred to as “quadrant
analysis.” If, for example, you collect data about
both the importance of and satisfaction with
attributes of your services and products, you can
plot these data in relationship to one another. On
the basis of these data, you have a better idea of
where to place your improvement efforts. Refer to
the sidebar on the following page.

Question Wording

When measuring customer satisfaction and loyalty,
you must be careful with how you word questions
if you want to get useful results. One word can and
often does make a difference. The following is a
classic example. Customers of an auto body shop
who observed an accident were asked the follow-
ing question in one of two formats that differ by
only one word.

1. How fast was the car going when it ran into
the wall?

2. How fast was the car going when it crashed
into the wall?

Which form, A or B, do you predict produced
more accurate responses?

If you answered A, you are correct. Version A
used the less emotionally charged word, “ran.”
Hence, estimates were more accurate. When you
use a more specific term or one with less emo-
tional overtones, respondents recall events more
accurately. 

Another interesting example relates to the
dreaded age question. Which of the following do
you think will elicit a more accurate response?

1. What is your age?

2. How old are you?

(The second form of the question may result in
more answers of “39.”)
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Quadrant Analysis
This quadrant analysis displays a number of training attributes plotted against importance and satisfaction. Were there
only one thing you could do to improve training, it would probably be to ensure that instructors are using real-world exam-
ples in their teaching. It has relatively high importance, but respondents are relatively unsatisfied. (While not depicted in
the graph, each attribute is plotted according to its mean value; use of real-world examples has a mean of 4.7 in impor-
tance and 1.5 in satisfaction.) Why not plot the means? You certainly could, but sometimes detail does not add much. In
fact, sometimes it gets in the way of the message.

Importance of Attribute 

High

Low

High

Satisfaction

Low

Instructor’s use 
of real-world 
examples

Instructor’s 
communication
skills

Depth of
coverage

Instructor’s 
enthusiasm

Pace of
training

Instructor 
treated me 
with respect

Instructor’s 
knowledge 
of content

Training 
facilities

Course 
registration

Quality of 
student guide

Hotel
accommodations

5

4

2

1

1 2 4 5

Here are some guidelines to follow in question
wording:

Avoid acronyms. Use the following:

How satisfied are you with your Integrated Digital
Services Network?

Do not substitute the acronym:

How satisfied are you with your ISDN?

Do not overlap scale points. Ensure that your
scale points do not overlap and that they are con-
sistent and comprehensive. For example, the fol-
lowing format is correct:

How old are you?

� Less than 20
� 20 to 30
� 31 to 40
� 41 to 50
� 51 or older
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Using the following format would only confuse
participants:

� Less than 20
� 20 to 30
� 30 to 40
� 40 to 45

Do not assume knowledge or experience.
The following word construction allows an oppor-
tunity for the survey participant to acknowledge
that he or she has no knowledge of the product:

How satisfied are you with the operation of your
electric saw?

� very dissatisfied
� somewhat dissatisfied
� neither dissatisfied nor satisfied
� somewhat dissatisfied
� very dissatisfied
� haven’t had a chance to use it yet

If you use the following construction, you force
the participant to provide incorrect information:

How satisfied are you with the operation of your
electric saw?

� very dissatisfied
� somewhat dissatisfied
� neither dissatisfied nor satisfied
� somewhat dissatisfied
� very dissatisfied

Use words familiar to the customer. Try to
avoid the use of technical terms or jargon. Use the
following:

To what extent do you feel you can take action, as
needed?

Not this:

To what extent are you empowered?

Keep it simple, short, and single-minded.
Your reader will appreciate easy, uncomplicated
questions, such as the following:

What is the likelihood that you will stay a cus-
tomer of our camera store?

Questions like the one that follows will only confuse:

Given your past relationship with our store and
your firsthand knowledge of our services and
products, how likely is it that you will remain a
customer in the short term and long term?

Use explicit “yes/no”—not “all that apply.”
Because they tend to not pay equal attention to all
items in a list, especially a long list, customers
have a tendency to select the first and last items in
a list more frequently than those in the middle. To
avoid this problem, use an explicit “yes/no” scale. 

Which of the following criteria did you use in
selecting our airline for your travel today?

Yes No
� � convenient schedule
� � reputation
� � cabin service
� � recommendation of friend
� � electronic ticketing
� � new aircraft
� � convenient destinations

Do not use the following format:

Which of the following criteria did you use in
selecting our airline for your travel today? Check
ALL that apply.

� convenient schedule
� reputation
� cabin service
� recommendation of friend or colleague
� electronic ticketing
� new aircraft
� convenient destinations  
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Question Sequencing

The order of questions on questionnaires and in
interviews is extremely important. Try to group
questions dealing with similar content together (and
insert a section heading identifying the category of
questions). There are two basic order patterns:

1. Top-Down. In this order, general questions
are placed first, followed by specific questions.
This is the recommended default question
order as it tends to minimize bias.

2. Bottom-Up. In this order, specific questions
are placed first and followed by more general
questions. This pattern is appropriate when
the content is new or relatively unknown to the
customer or if you have limited space on the
questionnaire or time in the interview.

Ready, Set, Measure

If you want to retain your customers, you have to
know the following:

● Who they are.
● What they want.
● What they value.

This issue of Info-line presents a general model for
enhancing customer satisfaction and loyalty and
provides some guidelines for measuring the correct
things and measuring them correctly. Adopting the
right mindset and following through with a mea-
surement plan that is both reliable and valid will
not alone improve your business results, but with-
out it, the likelihood of success is a roll of the dice.

Question Sequence
Use the question sequence illustrated below to gather customer
satisfaction and loyalty information successfully.

Cover Letter

Directions

Overall Satisfaction

Likelihood to Repurchase and Recommend

Satisfaction/Loyalty Criteria—This Purchase/Transaction

●  expected product/service
●  actual experience
●  importance rating

Background (Demographics)

Return Instructions for Questionnaire

Thank You
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It is extremely important to try out or pilot test customer
satisfaction surveys. The reason is that developing good
questionnaires is part art and part science. Even after
many years of experience, acknowledged experts admit
that they cannot write a perfect question or questionnaire
each time. Here are some common questions about pilot
testing questionnaires and answers.

� Who Should be Involved in the Pilot Test?
First, have subject matter experts familiar with the con-
tent review the draft questionnaire. Ask them to com-
ment on the question format, wording, scale (if used),
directions, and so forth. Next, ask customers to review the
draft questionnaires. Try to get customers who fit your
target marketing or business profile. For example, if you
are selling to high-income customers, make sure to invite
them to participate in the pilot test. In some cases, it is a
good idea to invite customers outside the target group to
participate because they often provide a fresh perspective
on the content.

� How Many Customers are Needed for the Pilot?
You can satisfactorily conduct most pilot tests with
between six and 10 customers, although survey and mar-
keting literature report that the size range of many stud-
ies is between 10 and 20. It is not necessary to draw a sta-
tistically valid sample for the pilot test. Use a random
sample for the pilot if you want to use a random sample
for the actual study.

� How Should You Conduct the Pilot Test?
Use a focus group interview. The group interview is
preferable, regardless of whether you will administer the
survey as a written questionnaire or interview, because it
allows probing and interaction. Have the customers take

the written form of the survey and then lead a discussion
around it. One technique that is particularly useful is to
ask one participant to interpret orally the meaning of a
question and then ask others if their interpretation was
similar or different.

� What Questions Should be Asked?
In addition to asking for overall reaction to the question-
naire, ask customers to also comment on the following:

● strengths

● needed improvements

● wording of questions (for example, avoids jargon terms
and defines acronyms)

● scales, if used (for example, was format of scales easy
to answer and scale wording clear)

● directions (for example, do the directions include
instruction on how to return the completed survey)

● cover letter (for example, was it clear, did it specify a
contact person if you have questions, was the sponsor
identified, does it tell how and why recipients were
chosen, were incentives, if any, specified)

● format (for example, was it easy to follow and attrac-
tive, did questions deal with the same content grouped
into sections with section headings, were graphics and
color used appropriately)

Trying Out Customer Satisfaction Questionnaires
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Customer Satisfaction Measurement Checklist
Answer the following questions to determine how well you know your customers. You might find that you need to conduct a
survey or focus group to better understand who your customers are and what they value.

Overall Customer Satisfaction Yes No

1. Have you adopted a customer value perspective?

2. Do you know who your customers are and what they value?

3. Have you defined your customers’ critical success factors (CSFs)?

4. Have you performed a competitive analysis?

5. Have you created a customer measurement system?

Measurement-Specific Checklist Yes No

1. Do interview data exist?

● If yes, do they give you a sufficient understanding of your customer’s 
values, requirements, and satisfaction?

● If no, are secondary data available?
● If yes, do they give you a sufficient understanding of your customers’ 

values, requirements, and satisfaction?

If no, continue on with the following questions.

2. Do you know the size of your customer population and sufficient details 
to determine the type and size of the sample?

3. Have you evaluated the potential use of each question you plan to ask and
eliminated any questions that will not help you make decisions?

4. Have you determined the types of qualitative and quantitative analyses 
you plan to use?

5. Have you pilot tested the questionnaire for reliability, validity, and utility?

6. Have you used a questionnaire to do the following:

● validate the product or service attributes of greatest importance to 
your customers?

● ask relevant demographic and psychographic questions to discern trends 
among your customers?

● assess overall satisfaction?
● assess relative importance of specific product or service attributes?
● determine the likelihood of customer repurchasing and recommendations 

of your service or product to others?
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