




The Customer is the Focus





For telecommunications entities, the greatest challenge is not finding customers, but providing the appropriate products and services to them!   In developing countries, there exists substantial waiting lists of people who have expressed their desire for telephone access; and there is an equally large number of potential customers who have not expressed their demand by signing up.  What do you think are the reasons for this?  This extraordinary growing demand for telecommunications represents an opportunity, given the right infrastructure and products, to serve many more customers than your organization may currently be doing.  



The potential customers must be analysed to the same extent as your current customers in order to plan and strategize about the most effective and efficient way to satisfy their demand.  Obviously, much of this depends on the development of the infrastructure and the technology, but marketing managers should be involved in determining the best place to invest the resources of the organization.  In order to do this, you must understand your customers and their characteristics.  How?



Marketing research is the best way to really get to know your customers and what specific telecommunication needs they have as individuals and as groups.  Marketing research means collecting and analysing data, feedback, opinions, and other information that will help your organization make strategic decisions.  One basic method of researching customer behaviour is through observation.  Take note of traffic at payphones, how many people use the payphone per hour, how long do they spend on the telephone, etc.  Observe the customers who come in person to pay their bills.  Is the payment system set up to make this a simple chore or do the people have to wait for a very long time to pay?  If the lines are long, people may be discouraged or unable to wait.  Maybe you should have more employees working at the busiest hours.  



Another useful method of gathering information about customer needs and satisfaction is to ask them.  You can make available, at the telecom distribution centres, a form of Customer Card where they can write any queries, complaints, or compliments about the telecom organization, the employees, and the services offered.  This type of feedback is very important and could give you some good ideas about new methods of attending to customers or making the processes more customer-friendly.  Alternatively, you can ask them in person, using trained customer service representatives to find out what the customers need and expect from your organization.  Customers see telecommunications from their own viewpoint, and in order to truly serve their needs, you have to listen to what they have to say.  



Questionnaires are a very common instrument for obtaining information from customers.  The most important aspect of developing a questionnaire it to ask the right questions in the right way.  This means that the questions asked must be clear, direct, and unbiased.  The questions should follow a logical train of thought beginning with a question that creates interest from the participant and saving the more difficult questions for the middle of the 






questionnaire.  The form of the question will gather different types of information.  Closed-ended questions contain all the possible answers (for example: yes, no, maybe...) and are easy to tabulate and interpret.  Closed-ended questions answer how many people think or act in a certain way.  On the other hand, open-ended questions ask what the person thinks and allows the participant to answer in his own words.  These types of questions can be used to get a more complete picture of what the customers need, what type of problems they are experiencing, and what they expect from their telecommunications company.  



A marketing manager could also organise focus groups of about 6-10 people to discuss their telecom experiences, needs, and perceptions.  The groups can consist, for example, of urban or rural customers, of small business owners, or big clients.  The small group atmosphere must be relaxed and comfortable so that participants can express their feelings and attitudes openly.  In addition, your company could send trained customer service representatives and upper level management to meet with your largest clients and get to know their specific needs.  Although this sort of interaction with the customers may be new to your organization, it is vital to build relationships with customer groups.  Knowing the customers and finding ways to solve their problems is a very important duty of the marketing department.  



After you have researched the market, you will be better able to analyse the customers and their needs based on certain shared characteristics.  At this stage you might ask the following types of questions: 





Some useful analytical questions include:



Who is your customer base and what are their needs and demands?

Where are your customers located geographically?  Urban areas?  Rural areas?

What percentage of your organisation’s revenue comes from business clients, residential clients, urban areas, rural areas?  

What factors influence the behaviour of your customers?

How much are they willing and able to spend on telecommunications?

Do customers want a telephone in their home or access to one close by?







Using these types of questions, you can come up with a profile of different customer groups and the characteristics that describe each group.  This is useful for the next step in analysing the customer--segmenting the customer base into different groups for the purpose of most effectively meeting their needs.  We will be looking at these ideas soon. 



In addition to understanding who your customers are and what they want, your organization must be prepared to meet those needs.  Customer orientation strategies for the company and for the employees are the first step in developing an entire customer service plan. The idea of service is very important and guidelines must be established within your entity to provide timely, appropriate, and effective CUSTOMER SERVICE. 







Many telecommunications entities are adopting unique measures to ensure that the customer comes first!  For example, the Tanzania Telecommunication Company Limited (TTCL) recently began a commercialisation of their organization which encompasses the ideas of customer-orientation and responsiveness.  TTCL employees have responded to customer complaints and problems with information to educate customers about causes of service problems and the actions taken to address these.  The company’s management structure was reorganised to make it more responsive to customers and to disseminate these values throughout the TTCL.  Intensified training and education of the employees as well as the customers has begun to pay off for TTCL as customers have a more positive attitude about the company.  In the short run, this sort of system instils pride in the workplace and ensures a satisfied customer and in the long run, these sorts of programs will produce customer loyalty and generate increased profits.  



Remember, the customer is the focus for any successful organization!!
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