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Opportunities arising from globalization, advances n technology, and outsourcing have meant that
companies have increasingly turned their attention to consolidating customer service across national
borders in order to bring down costs, while at thesame time trying to increase customer accessibility
through a single point of contact.

From an economic viewpoint, it is very lucrative toestablish a pan-regional customer service centemgble
to serve an entire region or continent such as Euee, Latin America, and Asia. In developed countries
labor often makes up as much as 60-70% of operatingcosts, which makes it particularly attractive to
relocate customer service to sites where labor cosare but a fraction of what they are at home. Counties
and regions such as India, The Philippines, Mexic@entral and South America, Africa, Central and Ezsn
Europe have been especially attractive to such in#tives. Adding into the equation is the issue of he
economy of scale; consolidating customer service o one single location or a few allows large call enters
to handle large call volumes instead of small caltenters handling a variety of issues. On a superfial level,
the choice is self-evident.

While some companies have been successful to diffent degrees in their efforts to centralize (e.g.,BM,
Morgan Stanley, Nortel Networks, and MetLif¢) others have had to revert part of or the whole
consolidation (e.g. Dell, Orange, and Nik&). Whether through outsourcing or near/off shoring,
consolidating customer service internationally is acomplex endeavor and often an ongoing battle. One D
the reasons why it is more complex than most orgarzations realized is the intercultural part of the

operation.

International Customer service is about strategy

Most companies see customer service centers as cosenters. Few companies see customer service cenger
as providers of competitive advantage! Creating a winning customer strategy is to delivera customer
value proposition based on a thorough understandingof the customer’s culture, values and needs that
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delivers an effective life relationship. Customer elationships are strategic asstts and the customer service
center must be made into a strategic part of the oganization and central part of the Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) system. Today’s ecomoc and competitive challenges require that
customer service change from an order taking to adng term strategic relationship department. According
to McKinsey, ‘The key is to develop a customer service strategyat successfully balances costs, revenues
generated, and quality. Only then can companies trasform their call centers into strategic assets thd
provide a competitive advantage and promote growth””

In this article, we will set out why such a custome service strategy means making strategic decisions
incorporating cultural diversity. Making the wrong decisions will in the worst-case scenario result in
substantial loss of resources and customer defectin. The key is to manage customer service centers to
satisfy customers better than the competition doesand that can be done by using cultural differencesas a
competitive advantage.

This article explores the influence of cultural diferences in the consolidation of customer service enters
on an international level. It outlines the important aspects of culture for international customer sewice,
shows the potential cultural booby traps and why many companies fail to gain maximum value from the
consolidation of customer service. High costs oftenoffset the envisioned cost-savings and culture
continues to constitute one of the most important reasons for failure when establishing customer serve
centers across geographical borders, both due to nreaging cultural differences, but also due to
differences in customer cultures. This article offes advice on how to organize international customer
service centers optimally while considering culturd issues.

In this article customer service centers shall inclde such constellations as call centers and custonre
contact centers and similar; a place where customes order products and services and supplementary
services are offered. Although the customer service&enter may include any customer touch point (incl.
phone, web, e-mail, fax etc.), the emphasis in thigaper is on voice-to-voice interactions for inbouwl
services. Employees in customer service centers dhdere forth be referred to as customer service
representatives (CSRs).

The Dimensions of Culture

In order to analyze how customer service is influeoed by culture, Professor Geert Hofstede's 5-
Dimensional Model" for cultural differences offers a practical roadma. Research, also by others, has
shown that services are affected by the cultural dinensions’" The 5 dimensions in this model (power
distance, individualism vs. collectivism, masculirtly vs. femininity, uncertainty avoidance and long-term vs.
short-term orientation) represent common issues inthe cultural systems of countries and are centeredn
five fundamental areas of human behavior. The emphais in this article is on the first 4 dimensions, pwer
distance, individualism vs. collectivism, masculirty vs. femininity and uncertainty avoidance becausetheir
effects are more immediate.

An itim International publication copyright protect ed - 2009.



Power Distance

Power distance refers to the degree of inequality wich the population of a country considers normal.ln a
high power distance country, people understand andaccept ‘their place” in the hierarchy. In a society
with low power distance, power is shared and well dspersed. In customer service relationships power
distance is an important factor. Especially in culires characterized by high power distance becauseni
these countries perception of status is a very seritive issue in the contact between a customer and he
CSR. In countries with a high power distance scoré¢he customer is king. If the CSR is from a high Rer
distance index country then s/he will treat the customer with the proper respect. However if the CSRsi
from a low Power distance culture and the Customerfrom a high Power Distance culture conflicts can
arise, as the customer expects to be treated likeoyalty, and the CSR treats him/her almost like an@gual.

Individualism-Collectivism

Individualism-Collectivism refers to the direction of loyalty. Is the loyalty first to the individual or is the

loyalty first supposed to be to the group one belomgs to? This dimension determines whether people’s
self-image is defined in terms of /7 or “we”. Consequently,in terms of customer service, this dimension
explains which takes priority; the task or the reldgionship, and therefore how important it is for the CSR to
build up a harmonious relationship and establish tust with the customer.

Masculinity-Femininity

Masculinity-Femininity explains to what extent a culture is driven by motivations like competition,
achievement, assertiveness, and acquisition of thigs versus a culture that is more driven by consens)
cooperation among people, and the quality of life. For CSR the relevance is for example the degree to
which customers are sensitive to having new productdeliveries ahead of other customers, or having an
extra discount, or having a CSR who bends over baskrds to make things happen for his customer. In
Feminine cultures the CSR should focus less on exat@nal favours, but more on a steady long term,
reliable and pleasant relationship. In Feminine culres it is important to treat customers equally and not
give preferential treatment to certain customers over others.

Uncertainty Avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance determines the degree to whith people in a country prefer structured over
unstructured situations. It is a dimension that indicates people’s need for predictability and shows tie
extent to which they are willing to take unfamiliar risks. In terms of customer service, in a country
characterized by strong uncertainty avoidance, cusimers do not like uncertainty, are risk-averse, pfer to
be in control, and need much information to take adecision. On the other hand, people from countries
characterized by weak uncertainty are more relaxed;practical solutions count more than intellectual
statements, people are more willing to take unknown risks, and need less information to take a decisin
Uncertainty avoidance acts as a moderator between erceived service quality and customer satisfaction.
Customers from strong uncertainty avoidance cultures have a much lower acceptance for ambiguity than
3
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customers from weak uncertainty avoidance cultures. In addition, in strong uncertainty avoidance
countries people are allowed to show emotions wher@as in weak uncertainty avoidance countries,
emotions preferably are not shown. This could leado confusion if a CSR communicates with a customer
from the opposite scale on the dimension. One of thewo most likely perceives the other to be as toodud,
emotional or even aggressive.

It is all about managing the customer relationship

Intercultural management is an important part of practicing global CRM. When polled in 2007 by the
Conference Board, customer retention/loyalty camen on the 6" place over top ten challenges faced by
CEOs worldwide. In fact, in excess of 80% of compass worldwide believe customer satisfaction to be
directly related to their turnover'. In support of this, research shows that a 5% inease in customer
retention results in a net present value increaser profits of between 25% and 959%.

Customer satisfaction is dependent on the ability ¢ the company to meet and even exceed customer
expectations. Every customer expects a certain appach. When customer expectations are met or
exceeded, customers will perceive service quality sahigh, whereas when expectations are not met,
customers will perceive service quality as low (seéig 1). Therefore, the customers and their needs ust
always come first. Customers must be serviced corotly and consistently to achieve customer

satisfaction and in turn their retention/loyalty. T he key to doing this is by understanding customer eeds
as well as their preferences and being able to meethem.

Fig 1. The Relationship between Service Perceptioer8ce Expectation, Service Quality, and Customer
Satisfaction

Service Perception Service Expectation =
ServiGeQigddifyu Custemered &ifattinion

Source: Reimann, R., Linemann, U.F., Chase, R.B, UncertAiydance as a Moderator of the Relationship
between Perceived Service Quality and Customer Safaction, 2008

External Diversity should be reflected internally

To be a real strategic asset, customer service cars should be organized in such a way that the cultral
diversity of the customers is recognized in the setip. We have identified 10 reasons for this:
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11 The perception of excellent customer service is @érent in different cultures

Cultural differences can lead to culture shocks, wieh in turn lead to potential misunderstandings and
business failure. Providing excellent customer seiige in culturally diverse customer segments effectvely
means managing customer service in a culturally apppriate and responsive way. For companies
differentiating according to and competing on customer service, it is important to acknowledge that
excellent customer service lies in the eyes of theustomer. Research has shown that culture has an
important influence on customer service; quality expectations and customer satisfaction because
perceived service quality varies among different cliures.”

2. Employee saHisfzctionis related to customer satisiaction

As previously mentioned, it is of key importance toacknowledge the customer service center as a vitdink
between a company and its customers. From a stratdg point of view, one of the most important tasks s
the investment in management and employees in relaion to a consolidation of customer service. The
front-line employees, who are portraying the organization towards the public, are after all the ones wo
market or fail to market the organization’s product or service! Customer service centers focus on
delivering products and services cost-effectively Wile keeping customers satisfied. Customer loyalty
comes from satisfied customers, which in turn stemsfrom employees who do a good job. Employees who
are competent and therefore can do a good job, willbe more satisfied (see fig 3 for an overview of
competencies needed in customer service). To be abto create competent employees, the CSRs need to
be trained and educated. According to The Global @aCenter Report, in general, newly hired staff ircall
centers receives the equivalent of 15 days trainingnly. This training includes all training relatedactivities
from knowledge of the company’s products and servies, customer service, to typical training activitis
such as dialect recognizing and accent neutralizatin. The reason for the limited training is that cusomer
service centers in general are seen as cost centeend it is attractive to keep costs at a minimum.
However, research shows that companies, that havehe ability to leverage cultural factors through
learning and training, are able to develop profitade markets in addition to benefit from sustainable
competitive advantagesX' In multicultural service interactions, equipping employees with the right
cultural competencies is therefore a must.

3 Efficient communication requires cultural sensitivity

There is much more to a customer service center tha to just answer calls quickly. According to
Datamonitor, there are roughly 926.000.000 interactions per day between businesses and customers all
over the world and 95% of communication in call ceters occurs over the phone. Not surprisingly,
successful operations of a customer service centare contingent upon on one of the organization’s coe
competencies: efficient communication. With over 70% of all communication between people, in general
being non-verbal, customer service faces significan challenges to begin with when dealing with
customers as the context surrounding the interaction is missing. However, by adding culture to the mix
the intricacy of communication increases immensely. In multicultural service interactions, customer
expectations could very well differ from the customer service provider's expectations because these
expectations are closely related to local culturé! The two examples below illustrate this.



Efficient communication with a German customer, where the focus is on objectivity, efficiency and
technical issues (a result of individualism in conection with strong uncertainty avoidance), is very
different from efficient communication with a Portu guese customer where the emphasis is first on
building a trust-worthy relationship before moving on to the business task at hand (a result of
collectivism).

Alternatively, take another example, e.g. phone mferences; a caller in Japan has no problem in waitg
for many rings before the phone is answered, but wi not like to be put on hold. On the other hand, a
caller in America will hang up if the phone rings bo many times, but once answered will not mind beirg
put on hold .V

Fig. 2Customer Service Competencies

1) See the picture and how customer service fits intat

2) Establish an authentic connection with each custome

3) Render timely, accurate, and thorough service

4) Value and respond to unique customer needs

5) Extend a hand to repair and strengthen relationshig with customers who are upset and angry.

Source: Rus-Eft, D. Customer Service Competencies: A Global Lo2R04

4., CSRs sl ol nessymesett samoli nesflieset thnes wetluees st rogrof the customer

It is important to notice that people in different cultures have different expectations to what great
customer service is. In generalgustomers do not distinguish between the service awl the provider of that
service which means that CSRs should respect and reflette values and norms of the customersY Even
if all customers prefer to be treated in a respectil and courteous way, exactly what is considered
respectful and courteous behavior, is to a very hig degree culturally contingent. For an overview ove
general customer service competences see fig. 2. Fa CSR to successfully relate to a customer is ntie
same in e.g. Germany, Spain or South Korea. In ordi®or the CSR to be able to relate to the customer
successfully, it is crucial for the CSR to trulystien to, and acknowledge the customer. This requirethe CSR
to be able to understand and match the cultural badkground of the customer. In other words, the CSR
needs to be able to‘read” and answer the customer correctly according to thecustomer’s expectations,
which are imbedded in the norms and values of the astomer. Intercultural awareness plays a very
important part in this process.

Another issue, which varies across cultures, is hovimportant it is to respect and honor status. If the
customer is from e.g the Middle East it is very likely that he/she wil want to speak to someone of at least
the same rankand some one with authority. In such case, the CS®ho may be a young woman, should
transfer the customer and not take it personally. his may not at all be clear for a CSR from a low pcer
distance culture, who is accustomed to a more joviaway of relating. A situation might arise which can
easily lead to frustration for both the customer and the employee, resulting in customer defection and



lost sales. Compare this to Anglo-Saxon customersyhere the emphasis is on pragmatism; what matters
is that the issue is resolved, not who resolves it.

5 Qusttmmens aneserssiivecttothieeculitred lcoomext tadfdifferent langueges amdl disdects

Customers are in general sensitive to language antb any dialects or accents, which is something, whih
has to be dealt with in customer service centers irall countries, see the following examples.

Language sensitivity-1.

“More U.S. customers now ask to speak to an Americartar they hear an operator with an Indian accent,
said Miriam Nelson, who helps run Aon Consulting's enter.”

“In India, the operators are doing a lot of the couesies they are trained to do, Nelson said, but thepften
miss the nuance of conversations.

Source: The International Herald Tribune, With custmer service on the line, call monitors keep busy,
January 12, 2005

Language sensitivity-2

" Although the technology makes location almost irrekvant, location does, however, maltter to the
customer. If customers can have their question answeed or their problem solved on the first call it is
probably less important but when there are difficulties or the operator has no idea where they live ad
cannot even pronounce the name of their city or town (and this is relevant to the transaction) then
customers become annoyed.

Source: Feinberg, R., Ruyter, de. K and Bennington,2006), Cases in Call Center Management — Great
ldeas (Th)at WorkUSA: Purdue University

Although, ‘at telephone call centers around the world, the enblem of a globalized workplace, the
language spoken [often] is English,™" one of the main considerations with respect to locdion of
customer service centers in the Zicentury is language.

CSRs’ accents, dialects, and understanding of theistomer make or break the transactions. For a custoer
service center, a pool of native language speakeris of course preferable because they know all the
nuances that help convey meaning and establish undestanding with the customer. Customers in general
do not tolerate poor language skills well and theywill not call a customer service center twice if tre
language skills are not up to par" Because language issues can be very challengingig important to
recruit employees who really master the language(s)and preferably the dialects and accents) they wiilbe
communicating in to the largest possible extent.



The right language skills, however, are just not eaugh. Providing customer service is about much more
than accents, pronunciations and idioms. Languagelslls must be accompanied by cultural awareness and
skills. Creating a mutual understanding between cusomer and CSR is very important. There can be no
distortions in the communication.™" This is where a significant number of companies gavrong; believing
that if CSRs just speak the language of the custonre they will be able to provide excellent customer
service.

When the ideal solution is not available, then themost important thing becomes to make sure that there

is a cultural match between the CSR and the custonre This was the hard lesson some companies learned
when consolidating customer service in The Netherlads. Language-wise, Flemish and Dutch are very
similar, and therefore it was assumed that Dutch sevice representatives could easily handle the Belgh
customers. However, there are significant culturaldifferences between The Netherlands and Belgium.
While the Netherlands is characterized by a low powr distance and weak uncertainty avoidance, Belgium
is characterized by a high power distance and a vgrstrong uncertainty avoidance. As a result, the Bgian
customers would often feel uneasy by the convivialapproach adopted by the Dutch CSRs because they
expected a certain degree of formality in the intemaction.

6. Customer service centers shoulld take thelelgree of involvement of customers into accoumnt

Customer service centers are engaged in different egrees of interactive customer service work. A high
degree of person-to-person interaction requires cosiderable adaptation during the service interaction™
This does not mean that some customers should be &ated poorly; it means that some customers should
be treated exceptionally well.

According to InformationWeek, European customers epect CSRs to answer about 80% of their questions
without reference, which is different from the US where customers do not have such high expectations.
This too is culturally contingent. Strong uncertairty avoidance cultures (like many European countri€s
place a particular value on expertise. Taken togethr with the fact that one of the most important suc cess
criteria for customer service is to be able to redwe an issue the first time around, it is not difficult to
predict that the technical competence of a CSR beeoes an important variable in high uncertainty
avoiding cultures.

Is the customer contacting customer service with abasic question related to the bill or is the custoner

experiencing problems with a product or service whee technical knowledge must be transferred? The
first request is one of low complexity, which is mae often solved by using self-service through autonated

machines, automated telephony, and the internet. Tke other request is one of high complexity and its
treatment will be more vulnerable to factual and cultural misunderstandings. In other words, there are
less culturally sensitive and higher culturally semsitive interactions. It is when the interaction with the

customer is high, culture has the greatest influen@ and more cultural sensitivity is needed on behalfof

the CSR.

77. Canffl it meameegementt tak e s diffEnemtt sHegpess im diffenemtt cultunes

Customer service centers often have to handle custoers when they experience problems; a customer



will contact customer service when something is notworking or when a delivery is late. In such situdbns,
customers can be very emotional. Therefore, CSRseaoften faced with a negative environment. The
emotions can go up enormously if the CSRs do not werstand the emotional triggers of their customers
(see fig 3 for an overview of emotional triggers)These, often high emotion, interactions require theCSRs
to manage the situations well, so that things do nat get out of hand. To be able to do so, again cultal
awareness and understanding is required.

Fig 3 Emotional Triggers

Lack of personalized/individual service

CSR too direct

CSR too indirect

CSR is disrespectful

CSR is self-important

CSR does not show concern/is uncaring

CSR insincere

CSR does not take things seriously

Waiting time on the phone too long

CSR takes too long time in handling the issue
Aggression

CSR shows lack of knowledge (I do not know)
Incompetence

Unreliable information and service

Breach of promise

Customer rushed to make a decision
Customer gets the’ runaround”’

Complexity of the telephone system

Adapted from Feinberg, R., Ruyter, de. K and Benningtdn, (2005),Cases /in Call Center Management —
Great ldeas (Th)at WorkUSA: Purdue University

For instance, Germany is characterized by a high deee of uncertainty avoidance and as a result, cofitts

are disliked. However, uncertainty avoidance alsoesults in a situation where there is some tolerancefor

showing emotions, but only as so far it is justifible and objective, as well as at proper places antimes. If

there is a conflict, the German customer may enteinto verbal fights to ascertain who is right and wrong.

In high stress situations, there is a tendency amog Germans to start getting emotional and to start

emphasizing their arguments strongly. This can wromfully be perceived by other nationalities (for
instance the British) as aggression. If CSRs are thaware of such an issue, they may get emotional
themselves and the situation might escalate.

Efficient conflict management also requires takinginto consideration how the culture of the customer is
reflected on the masculinity vs. femininity dimension. While a good, verbal fight is considered accepble
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behavior in masculine cultures (such as the USA an@ermany), customers from feminine cultures (e.g.lie
Scandinavian countries) will tend to avoid confron&tions. At the same time, some cultures avoid conitt
situations completely. In collectivistic cultures,the customer will avoid saying “NO” and “Yes”may not
mean “YES”It is up to the CSRs to be able to pick up the Istle signals indicating that something is
wrong.

It is common for customer service centers to employescalation policies to deal with customers in inteise
situations. GE successfully identified top escalatin issues and found that making CSRs aware of the ain
causes for escalation made the CSRs more aware asénsitive towards their customers’® However, the
inherent risk in such an initiative is that all cusomers are treated in the same way. What constitutes an
effective escalation policy in one culture may be gry different from what would be effective in anoth er
culture. Consequently, any escalation policy can dwy be truly effective if it takes into account the cultural
background of the customer. Although some emotionaltriggers may be the same across cultures (e.g. no
one wants to be transferred on the phone repeatedly, others vary across cultures. For instance,
misunderstandings often arise in terms of direct vs indirect communication. In Thailand, in a commecial
relationship, “An act of direct criticism Is regarded at best asa sign of bad manners and at worst as
deliberate attempt to offend”.” They key is to place the communication style ints correct cultural
setting.

8. The cuiltwral comiext of measures and metrics

Customer service quality is critical to the successf any organization. Therefore, monitoring performance
in terms of quality and productivity through feedback on performance, call quality, and call-listening is
seen as essential in call centers today.

According to the Purdue University Benchmark Study86% of all call centers have some sort of CSR
monitoring, but this number varies across cultures.In India, monitoring is most intense. This is dugo the
issue of control. The saying in high power distancecultures is that, ‘people only respect what you
/nspect”. The focus of control is on examining if the CSRmeet company standards and customer
expectations.

However, too often, the emphasis is placed on theampany standards and the degree to which customer
expectations are met is neglected. Measuring custmer satisfaction is often difficult. However, accoding
to the Purdue University Benchmark Study, it has ben established that the relationship is as follows;
resolution at first contact results in higher customer satisfaction and vice versa, i.e. the less rekdion the
lower customer satisfaction becomes. Quality evaludions are not made by customers only related to the
outcome of the service, but also in relation to the process of service deliver§! What is considered
satisfactory resolution varies across cultures andncludes such elements as choice of words, tone ofoice,
and listening skills. This in turn means that suchmeasures as effective talk-time should be allowed ¢ vary
across cultures. Although, in general, if the averge call typically last for 3 to 4 minutes, for insance if a
customer comes from an individualistic culture, itis preferable to keep small talk to a minimum and
almost immediately proceed to the business issue. fis is different than if the customer is from a
collectivist culture, and time must be allocated to building rapport before moving to the business athand.
It would therefore be wrong and inefficient to set the same effective-talk time for both cultures.



Monitoring performance involves further complicatio ns; it can be highly de-motivating for CSRs in some
cultures if not handled properly. Whereas being meaured can serve as motivation in masculine cultures
which are at the same time individualistic, like the USA, singling people out in collectivistic cultues
should never be done. The risk of the CSR loosirggk is far too great.

9. Tine cultural context of empowerment

It has been suggested in the literature on call ceters that a business may follow either a productiontline
approach or an empowerment approach. The productiodine approach (high volume of calls handled
quickly) is said to be suitable when the business tgategy is one of low cost and high volume. The
empowerment approach (giving individuals power and space to decide for themselves), on the other
hand, is said to be suitable when the business sti@gy is one of differentiation. When the business
strategy is customized, personalized, and focusedrorelationship building and long-term connections and
if the environment is unpredictable and employees fave high growth needs, high social needs, and stran
interpersonal needs, that is when the empowerment gproach makes most

sense.

However, it would be wrong for business executivegust to assume that all CSRs will be happy to be
provided freedom to solve the customers’ problems.An empowerment approach may work well in
cultures characterized by low power distance such sthe Anglo-Saxon cultures and Scandinavia; but one
should be careful to introduce the concept of empowerment without modification in cultures
characterized by high power distance, e.g. Francdtaly, Latin America and Asia. In these cultureshe
Anglo-Saxon notion of empowerment will not be accegable for the power holders because it implies that
CSRs can take decisions without consulting the sup#r. Instead, it is recommendable culturally to agust
management concepts as empowerment. In this case, Y providing the call centers with an exact list of
guestions the CSRs are allowed to answer.

10. Tiree cultured | comntexttafiteamwork in customer service centers

Customer service centers are typically organized to teams, where each team has a pre-defined role,.g. a
certain product group and customer segment to serve In addition, other teams may be found, such as
training groups (for training new employees and ongoing training of CSRs), quality monitoring teams (br
monitoring calls for customer service and quality),human resources (for recruiting and hiring CSRs)nal
the work force management (for scheduling CSRs to @atch the workload) "

The use of problem-solving teams in call centers ias high as 80%, but only few employees are involkin
them.xxiv It is not a coincidence that the use of slf-directed teams is as high as 60% in a countryike
Sweden®

The use of teams in customer service centers is gady influenced by culture. It has been documented
that, provided that certain conditions are met, multicultural teams are more successful than teams
consisting of team members from only one culture interms of better and more creative ideas etc. One
important condition to make it work is successfully managing diversity. This requires highly skillecand

excellent leadership. If intercultural teams in cusomer service centers do not work, the costs are



significant (loss or productivity, employee turnove, customer defection etc.). CSRs may even end up
“bonding” with the customers, rather than with fellow employ ees and team-members. This was the
experience of one MNC when consolidating its custorar service centerg® With only a few employees of
each nationality in the service center, some emploges felt they did not fit in and started to complain to
the customers of their own culture they were servirg. This is of course detrimental to a company’s
reputation.

How then should the customer service center be orgaized?

Location and design of customer service centers arstrategic considerations. If they are wrong, the
company will end up paying through customer dissatsfaction and/or customer leaving the company. In
their consolidation efforts, many MNCs have experiaced that centralization does not work as desired
because the service and sales force should be clogethe local customer. Customer expectations areikely
to differ from the service providers’ expectations because they are closely related to their culture.
However, at the same time de-centralization to thepoint where every national market has its own local
customer service organization is too costly. The dpnal solution is found somewhere in the middle. There
must be consistency in customer service while at te same time local customer preferences are taken to
account®' Based on more than 20 years experience in the figlof intercultural management, itim
advocates that the customer service organization ad activities be structured according to the Six Culture
Clusters©>""

A culture cluster is a group of countries, which shre specific cultural characteristics based on Hofede’s 5-
D Model. Culture clusters are fundamental social suctures that we all have in our minds. They transend

all types of activities and run deeper than differences in an organization’s culture. Both in the priate and

public sector, among those employed in the uniformel services and in welfare departments, people from
the same culture have a similar image of the way soiety works. The Six Culture Clusters© have an inapt

on issues such as negotiations, decision-making, @iomer behavior, entrepreneurship, motivation, and
teamwork, to name just a couple. Culture clustersshare important cultural characteristics, which

facilitate administrative and managerial aspects. A the same time, they make it possible to reap manyof

the benefits from standardization, while still allowing the approach towards customers to be culturally

adapted in important ways. For an overview of thebenefits to the organization and customers, see figires

4 and 5.



Fig 4 Benefits for the organization from arranging customer service according to culture clusters

Efficient management of knowledge

A critical mass of knowledge

Expertise and specialization

Increased confidence of employees
Flexibility

Less administration

Cost-efficiency

Cost-efficient human resource management
Focused training activities

Cultural segmentation

Focused sales and marketing materials
Increased ability to create trust across cultural bundaries
Reduced risk for conflicts arising from culture

Easy and less costly to introduce new countries andultures in the call center

Fig 5 Benefits for the customers from organizing customa service according to cultureschistter

Ability to give the customers excellent service

Ability to be very sensitive to the communication with customers

Ability to build rapport with customers

Ability to portray trustworthiness and establish trust with customers

Understanding of the intrinsic motivation of custom ers

Understanding of the emotional make-up of customers

Understanding of the emotional triggers of customers

Ability to show that CSRs make an effort in undersindina the interests of the other side

The Six Culture Clusters©

the Contest Cluster, the Network Cluster, the Pyrand Cluster, the Solar System Cluster, the Family
Cluster and the WellOiled Machine Cluster.

Presented below is how service offerings and customr service can successfully be arranged according t
culture clusters and the key desired characteristis of customer service for each cluster and the
dimensions of service quality (see fig. 6). It isgssible to train people from one cluster on the cusmer
approach of the other culture clusters.
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Fig®.The 5 Dimensions of Service Quality

Reliability — the ability to perform the promised =rvice dependably and reliably
Resporsiunaresss— the willingness to help customers and mvide prompt service

Assurance — the knowledge and courtesy of employeeand their ability to convey trust and confidence

Empathy — the caring, individualized attention provided to the customer

Tangibles* — the appearance of physical facilitiegquipment, and communication materials

Source: Furrer, O., Shaw-Ching Liu B., and Sudharshan, The Relationships Between Culture and Service

Quality Perceptions — Basis For Cross-Cultural MakSegmentation and Resource Allocatior2 000

4n this article, the focus is on the first four dimensions because the article primarily deals with teéphone

contact.

In the first cluster, the Contest Cluster (i.e. the Anglo-Saxon

countries); the key is for CSRs to be able to retatcustomer 100

service to well-understood self-interest. =~ Customes are
independent and self-reliant and therefore demand GGRs to be
prompt, efficient and task-oriented. The emphasis ér the
customer is on pragmatic solutions and common sensg and
the customers expect value for money and a high lesl of
service quality. Reliability, authenticity and respnsiveness are
very important.

—@— contest

80 -
60 -
40 r 4
20
0 T
PDI  IDV MAS UA

The customer wants to steer and in these culturesCSRs should take a precise, and factual yet flexél

approach when interacting with the customer. The interaction between CSR and customers is friendly and

informal, yet the customer’s privacy should be respcted. For this you need a CSR, who themselves arat

afraid of unstructured situations and feel empowered to solve the customer’'s request or problem.

Training should focus on equipping and empowering GRs to be capable of providing a professional,

dependable, accurate, and prompt service. The CSRosld be trained to focus on the individual needs @

the customer. Customer service training scripts shold allow for flexibility and discretion on behalf of the

CSRs.

100

80
the approach to customer service should be differen In these 60

In the Network Cluster (i.e. the Netherlands and Scandinavia),

cultures, a modest approach is recommended. 40
A flexible attitude, which is not too serious, is gpreciated and 20
requires CSRs not to be afraid of unstructured andinknown 0

situations. Customers are independent and self-relint and

(/A\ . ——network

PDI IDV. MAS UAI
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therefore, demand CSRs to be efficient. The emphasifor the customer is on pragmatic solutions and
common sense, and the customers expect value for meey and a high level of service quality. The CSR
should focus on the individual needs of the custome and show empathy.

The interaction between CSR and customers is inforal, yet the customer’s privacy should be respectedn
the Network cluster, it is especially important toallow the customer to take an active part in the decision-
making process. The customer views the CSR &z colleague”who can help the customer defining his or
her own choices, which makes it very important forthe CSR to be able to negotiate and reach a consens
with the customer.

Training should focus on equipping and empowering GRs to be capable of providing a professional,
dependable, accurate, and prompt service. In additin, training in relation to the Network cluster should
focus on collaboration between CSR and the customefThe CSR should be allowed autonomy in his/her
own work field. Asking CSRs to contribute with suggstions and ideas through teamwork is a good way to
motivate. Customer service training scripts shouldallow for flexibility and discretion on behalf of the
CSRs.

In the Pyramid cluster (e.g. Mexico, Portugal, Russia), the customer ifnlg and expects a very high service
level; the CSR is expected t&run like hell” Formality, a respectful distance between CSR armistomer is
both expected and desired, at the same time the pesonal contact between the two is very important. Tre
CSR should care for the customer.

The interaction should take place according to soal norms and be harmonious. Assurance on behalf of
the CSR is very important and so is responsiveness behalf of the CSR because customers will try to
avoid uncertain situations. Likewise, reliability § very important, which puts an emphasis on structue and
accuracy in the service delivery process. Customeis the Pyramid culture show little tolerance for any
ambiguity in service quality. Any service quality éfects should be dealt with in a professional, quik
responsive and assuring way.

CSRs should be trained to have professional knowlgg and to be trustworthy to gain the customer’s
trust. Training should focus on delivering a defectfree

service delivery process. CSRs should be trained,lie not 122

too egalitarian, and avoid coming across as disresztful 60 -

and accept differences in status. In the Pyramid @ster, 40 1 :Lﬂzld
due to high uncertainty avoidance, customer service 20

scripts must be rigid and detailed. 0 ‘ ‘ ‘

PDI  IDV  MAS UAI

In the Family Cluster (e.g. China, India), like the Pyramid

cluster, the customer is king and expects a very gh

service level A respectful distance between CSR and customer l®th expected and desired; at the same
time, the personal contact between the two is veryimportant. The CSR should care about the customer.
The interaction should take place according to soal norms and be harmonious.

Customers in this cluster value reliability and reponsiveness. CSRs should be trained to have proféssal
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knowledge and to be trustworthy to gain the customer’s trust. The approach towards the customer
should be formal and sincere, yet warm and empatheit. Focusing on the long-term relationship and
going the extra mile is important.

Training should focus on the link between extra efbrts towards the customers and the success of the
organization. It should focus on delivering a defetfree service delivery process. CSRs should beitrad to
be not too egalitarian, and avoid coming across adisrespectful and accept differences in status.

In the Solar Cluster(e.g. France and Belgium), the customer's role

is similar to the one in the Pyramid and Family Calires. The 100

customer is king and expects a very high service Vel; the CSR is 80 4
expected to “run like hell’. A respectful distance between CSR 60 4 0/‘\/ ——solar

and customer is both expected and desired, and thénteraction 40 system
between CSR and customer is very formal. 20

The privacy of the customer should be respected.uStomers are 0 ‘ ‘ ‘

independent and self-reliant and therefore demand GGRs to be PDI DV MAS UAI

efficient. Responsiveness on behalf of the CSR igry important

because customers will try to avoid uncertain situdgions. Likewise, reliability is very important whidh puts
an emphasis on structure and accuracy in the servic delivery process. Customers expect high service
quality, empathy and assurance. Customers in the 3ar cluster are less tolerant to any service qualit
defects. Any service quality defects should be desith in an immediate, professional and assuring way.

Training should focus on delivering a defect-free ervice delivery process. CSRs should be trained iave
professional knowledge. In the Solar cluster, dued high uncertainty avoidance, customer service scpis
must be rigid and detailed.

In the Well-Oiled Machine Cluster (e.g. Germany and 1227

Austria), the most important issue is that there is an 60 |

emphasis on expertise due to the high uncertainty 40 | —&—machine
avoidance. Customers are independent and self-reliat 20

and therefore demand CSRs to be efficient. 0 ‘ ‘ ‘

. _ _ PDI IDV MAS UAI
Responsiveness on behalf of the CSR is very imponta

because customers will try to avoid uncertain situdions.

Likewise, reliability is very important which puts an emphasis on structure and accuracy in the servec
delivery process. The approach towards the customeshould be precise, and factual; a structured
approach. The customer wants to steer and emphasiss on finding the best possible solution. The
interaction between CSR and customer is one of preksionalism and formal seriousness; the customer’'s
privacy should be respected at all times. The key ithese cultures is to build up credibility in theeyes of
the customer, which requires the CSRs to be experté\ny service quality defects should be dealt withn an
immediate, structured, professional and assuring wg.
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Training should focus on delivering a defect-free srvice delivery process. CSRs should be trainedhave
expert knowledge. Due to high uncertainty avoidance customer service scripts must be rigid and detadd.

Clustering customer services along the Six CulturaClusters®© makes the influence of culture and of the
five dimensions visible and tangible to managers anl CSRs. When applying such a view, cultural divetgi
is seen as an asset and the very source of competié differentiation in customer service. To organie
customer service centers according to culture clugrs allows a company to improve productivity throuch

segmenting markets into more homogenous customer sgments in terms of service quality perception. It
means focusing on cultural similarities while consdering cultural differences. In other words, the cuture

clusters allow businesses to culturally segment makets and to allocate the right human resources to ach
cluster and equip them with the right competencies. What is important is that one must be able to
balance the needs for business efficiency with thecustomer requirements for effectiveness. Many
companies have already understood that economic sementation is smart business, but few companies
realize that economic segmentation together with cultural segmentation according to clusters is even
smarter business! Segmenting allows for dividing héerogeneous, multicultural markets into more

homogenous segments and to allocate resources effd@trely on an international level.

Conclusion

Managing and leveraging diversity in an efficient manner requires developing and implementing a
strategy for intercultural management. This strategy should be aligned with the overall strategy and
business goals of the company in question. In othewords, intercultural management should be viewed n

a holistic way. In this way, intercultural managerent will add to the overall success of the companylt

pays to think about intercultural management in ter ms of profitability and ask questions such as, howcan

intercultural management support performance? In the words of Professor Geert Hofstede,'National

cultures are rooted in unconscious values, they argiven facts for management’. The lesson for customer
service centers to be learned is thatxtearabtiliersity should be reflected internally. Applying the Six
Culture Clusterskallows a business to make strategic choices and pé#alize on cultural diversity. For a
truly global company, The Six Culture Clusters© rapsent one of the most efficient (as well as cost-
efficient) ways to leverage, manage, and work withcultural diversity.*™

The list, below, sums up advice for consolidatingwestomer service on international level.

Advice:
Identify and understand the Key Performance Indicadrs of the business
Acknowledge that international business involves irteraction with people and organizations
embedded in different cultures
Think about and understand your own culture first
Understand the effect of cultural differences on the interaction between CSRs and customers to
avoid customer dissatisfaction with the customer sevice encounter
Define what service quality means for international customers
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Decide which customer segment should be served by hich call center and how CSRs should handle
customer issues

Communicate to customers the steps taken to accommadate international customers

Move from short-term technological investments for quick returns in productivity to investment in
people for long-term benefits and competitive advantage

View servicing culturally diverse segments as a saue of competitive differentiation

Enforce that communication between CSRs and custons is clear, consistent and efficient
Problems with customers can be managed more easilpy being equipped to handle the customers
according to the cultures involved

Provide cultural training, cultural training, and cultural training to CSRs!
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