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e-Service: The Missing Link 

John Tschohl, international service strategist and speaker and founder of the Service Quality Institute based in Minneapolis, Minnesota, has updated his popular book e-Service. First published in 2001, the book tells readers how they can re-invent their organizations to become e-service heroes—and increase sales and profits in the process.

  “E-service is speed, technology, and price built around service,” Tschohl says. “You can’t rely on any one of the three; you must combine them in order to be successful. E-service is many things. It is a Web site that doesn’t crash. It is customers who are recognized when they log onto a site. It is products that are delivered in a timely manner. It is a liberal return policy. It is e-mails that are responded to quickly.”

   If you doubt the power of e-commerce, consider the following statistics:

    U.S. online retail sales are expected to reach $316 billion by 2010.

   The United States is the world’s major market for online advertising, claiming a share of approximately 52 percent.

   Total online travel booking revenues in the United States is expected to reach $77 billion this year, accounting for 30 percent of total U.S. travel revenue.

   European business-to-business e-commerce is expected to triple in size by 2011, reaching a whopping $407 billion.

    Worldwide today there are more than 1.154 billion Internet users.

    While those figures are impressive, e-commerce is not a panacea. Technology alone won’t ensure success. “The most successful companies today have many different doors in which a customer can go through to do business,” Tschohl says. “The Internet is one of them. It increases speed and reduces costs, but it does not come without pitfalls. One of them is lack of service.”

   E-commerce companies face a unique challenge in providing exceptional customer service, Tschohl says, because their customers walk through their virtual—not their physical—doors. “There is no face-to-face communication, no opportunity to smile and shake a hand,” he says. “That means e-commerce companies must take other steps, use other tools, to show their customers that they are valued. The personal touch is a critical element in e-service; it can mean the difference between success and failure. And yet, most e-commerce companies neglect the human element, turning instead to technologies to avoid the very customers they should be doing everything in their power to serve.”

  For example, many online businesses, Tschohl says, do not offer customers the opportunity to contact them by phone, by mail, or in person.  And, if they do include telephone numbers on their Web sites, they set up roadblocks to personal interaction by using voice mail and endless options. “If your customers have trouble reaching a real person at your company, they’ll take their business somewhere else—as well they should,” Tschohl says.    

   Tschohl recommends that e-commerce companies with more than 100 employees and $10 million in revenues hire people to do nothing but respond to customer inquiries and problems 24 hours a day, seven days a week. “It’s a good investment that will draw customers to you and will give you a competitive advantage,” he says. 

  While Tschohl praises the Internet as a powerful tool that levels the playing field, particularly for small companies, it also carries some risk. “It’s important to remember that, with the Internet, you are just one click away from oblivion,” he says. The great misconception about e-service is that it is synonymous with self-service. That couldn’t be further from the truth.”

    Online shoppers want the speed, price, and convenience of shopping online, but Tschohl says, they also want the service generally associated with traditional shopping. “If you don’t differentiate your company from your competitors through e-service, you will not survive,” he says. “If, however, you combine technology with highly trained customer service people, you will have a magical combination. E-service is the glue that holds the e-commerce process together.”

   Tschohl’s book, e-Service, can be downloaded for $10 by logging onto www.customer-service.com/e-Service-Download-only-P207C1.aspx.

John Tschohl is an international service strategist and speaker. Described by Time and Entrepreneur magazines as a “customer service guru,” he has written several books on customer service, including e-Service, Loyal for Life, Achieving Excellence Through Customer Service, The Customer is Boss, and Ca$hing In: Make More Money, Get a Promotion, Love Your Job.

