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Mlystery

uncovered

The global mystery shopping sector is currently estimated to be worth
almost $1.5 billion but the industry in Australia still lacks the profile of its
overseas counterparts. Research News invited four leading practitioners
in this area te comment on its potential in the ma rketing research mix.

yslery shopping is the praclice of using trained shoppers 1o anenymously evaluate cusicenes

sarnce, operalicns, :_-mplu:,-rn irdagrity, merchandisi g, and product gualibe It is most cammanly

conduciod [Eoe-ta-tace bul can 3lso be done over the phone. Some suspect one of the reasons

FyStery customer research is less prevalent in Ausiralis is thal there are some fundamental misunder-

standings aboul whal it is. Another reason might be thad a lod of fripstery shopper research in the norihern

hemisphere i carmed oul faoe-to-tace and thare is eomparatively 1833 tace-1o-lace capacity in Ausiralia

&0 It oflen involves recruiting and Iraining fram scratch

Flathalis Joys has specialised in fystery shopping lor many years, oreating and then msnaging Specere, th

rerstiery shoppimg divisen of Market Eguity in 2003 bahich was acquired ey Seymvorws e i 20IS]. AR Hive nad e Last paar,
she bought Specire from Synevate and is now rusning @ a3 a completely independent consullancy

Jays says the sector is more esthblisked and promines in (he USA and E urcps, allhaugh

given the lact that ouwr region containg fwo of The lasbess developing canamass in lhe world

IChina and ndial, she cxpects 1o see this reseanch secior QoW 1 COMming years
Jarys belimves i largely sell-regulaled secior has suflorad irgen the iglect of the
markal research industry im I pasat.
‘Fer decades, mystery shopping operated wilhoid any eode of conduct or indend
guidance from Ihe world's masketing organisaticns, Mystery shopping businesses had 16
adopd gemeral guidelines evan thaugh data collection methodologies, shopper's Ira ning and
requiremants are Quarle delfesent Trom guant or gual ressasch. Myslory shopp NG DG IneS g
that prede hemselves lor providing good dala collected in an appropriate lermat sought
ba lerm a growp themseles - largely due to the facl thal (ke mar ketingimarkel rescarch
warld had neglecied thesr area of research, Had ibe latber been more inclushe the Mystery
Sheppers Providers Associalicn [MPSA] rmight newer have beon oroated
Iri 2005, 1k fiistralian Markel and Social Research Society [AMSRE] ralidicd ESOMAR's
migskery Shopping gusdclings and e MSPE - Adis Pacilic was foremed, Desaiie this, ds
profile in the local marke resnging msch lower tRan 9 s o Gwirseds markels such as the
Umited Kingdam
Horrgdle Geldrng, director of insighls and strafegy a1 Shopability, says relalEMEE o=
search falls into three cwprlagping pools: (ke shopper [category] pool, ihe consumar [Brand]
pool and the trade |siane] peal.
‘Traditionally, mystery shopping [and store audilsfcompliarce checks) has sat inihe shapper
and fracde pools, commisssoned bty salos dapar timesn 5 Bpaoaiss af 108 hisl e ¢udloees, fetiier
and aperationdd locus. Just bacauss mysiery shopping isa'| on consumer and brand markelers
radars doesnt misan 4°s ol (ke
"Hirervesr thie Lach ol consumer markeding imalwersent o uniderstanding iy have held il back n
Ayigiralis throwgh lack of engagement and Leck of sccess o markeling budget dollars.” she adds
Jys believns ancther reason bor its comparatively low profite is that thi media kave shewn a much
graber snleresl in rystery shapping im thie LI fham (hey have in Ausiralis
Desameond Sanborn has mone than 10 years experience in lhe South Adrican mystery shopping sec-
toer and wall Ehis month Sel up a new compary with John Gandar. calbed Customer Sgace. He belleves
Ausiralia has been slow Lo adopt new technologies o tacdilabe mystery shopning programs
which has harmpered its growth here: Ausiralia conducts its share of mystery shopping
bt it could and shauld be grealer. Inspile of its populanily in other cousiries, Australian
myslery shopping sbll has some way to go Bedore catching up ta technolagy that
used elsewhere around the world, Awdio and wideo mystery shops ang monn widely
used in the UK and thae Uinited States.”
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T
(EYS 10 success are no mystery
Thl'.glﬂtlill. MPSA, which was founded in 1998 and new has
msare than 100 seembers worldwide, sees the mystery ghog-
Ping seckor is a “cousn’ o marketing research - related but
mol the same. In parlicudar, it believes It is more nperalianal
than marketing research and ‘is most ofien used for training
and mncenlive purposes’,

Indeed, Michelle Pascoe, the principal of Optimum Operaling
Procodures and Services [betier known as O0PS], has carved ut
a repulation for cuslomer service braining in the clibs sector us-
ing myslery shopping. and is elten condacted by olher indsinies
lor advice about, and input into, mystery shopping programes

The clear foous of many mystery shapper progradms is
enhanced custamer service,” Paseoe explaing. W such conbext
my £hienls use the program as a perlormance managamenl
boolin pursyil of such goals, Allstafl ol dient angamssations are
cloarky indormed of the objectives of the pragram o the cutsel
in terms of its performance management conext, includsng
reward, career path development and discipling

The MPSA, and practilioners, say thai mystery shopping
has over the years become more lecused on improvengy cus-
IQITsEr SV,

Sanbormenplains: It has come from policing bad employess
fi gaining insighls inta how to improve service lovels as well 2
buildang pnd maintaining the emalional connactian customers
Purwe wiilh thee brarsd, Technigues have advanced 2 woll, whers
the mystery shoppeng process and questionnaires hawe been
siregmbined from asking bong and laborious questions to more
streamlingd guestions thad hlp deliver the ey acteeas and solu-
ligns. Further, lechnology has evolved from Besng mail or courier
based then to be more likely parsanal measursmsent Ty Ehaer
with onlshi data collection these days. Mobile technology enables
a meich more mnmmedsale and obpecinve response.

Wir i mover add 2 graat desd of qualitabim insight by cambin-
i vadee recordeng wilh unoblrusive cameras wieie shoppers
can now cedmplete shops wilh audie and sideo, giving the clienl
& more honest and valuable insight bo thise service delivery and
slarclands. More necenlly, shopgers sven keep in louch vl b olBes
sheppers and discuss various issues they ane hiving through
blogs and varigus chat sites acrass the globe. Clients can now
fie onbine and view thes results in real lime, manioulste data
and exnpari dashboards inko their reports

Howevor, Pascoe says mystery shepping programs are not
wilkoil 1lsw.

‘Despite the ot thal imany besinesses spend thausands of
dodlars anrually 60 such reseanch, masy programs Lail or limp
along” year afer year, perennially under-perlormang agaans
expieclalions

She says olben queted complaings inclsde:
¢ Duspisted lindings by employees and managers
= Ouestioneng ed mysbery shoppers’ shills and credibality
= Lack ol bimeliness in response
=  Program nol eveiving wilk lates) cuslomer trends

Im conbrast. Pascoe says successhul mysiery shapping pro-
grams are typilied by a number of core ingredien s, including:
* A comprehensive brief developed in partnership by the

client and the service prowider. [There must be a cloar

understanding of duls requirements, the sbended pie and
th dotd eollection timedram.|

= A pool of stafl who are reliable, present “anonymously’ in
an cullet/venue, follow instructions snd sre pralessional,

* A prodessionally compdied report [The repert should present
dita gathered, independent observalions snd identify any
possible managemend imglicatsansl

* A struclured brishing/debreling chant dilwery baram.
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Lhe potential for mystery shopping
Sanborn says: ‘Mystery shopping plays an impoartant role

in marked research angd should be used mere often and

1 tonjunction with tradilional in-stare research. Whene
Rrathtssnal research gives insight inko the customer's me- |
treation, behimsur, atlibude and needs, ryslery shapping ),
halps io evaluate the impartant louch points in-=4ore. A

‘Mystery shopping can help the retsiler b improes e cus-
fomer expenence, identidying what changes nood 1o be made in
Rraining o give companes the uppar hard over their COMmipatiGrs.
How io streamline the shopping sxperience? What can be dong in
Slore o atiract mone customers? How can you prompt custanmers
Io spend more in-store™ Fanally, what type of trainng is necded
ie improve product krdrededge and customer inberaction skills T

Jays adds ke, as the Ausiralean markoed BLONOITTY % in-
crigbdangly defined im berms of creating experisnces, whers
Cuslomars ane guests, and stall are expected 1o T (e
brared values, miyslery shopping should play a cricial ele-
rent in the markeing e, i

Sanborn agrees. For some indusiries, the focus has
berome 5o importard (hat they introduced & “toncerge”,
“meater grecter” or “customer sevvice manager” |0 make
it “easier” for customers. These days the Cuslomer experience
#en has & place in business planning,’

Jays also believes ryslery shopping is mone important than
ever badore given the popularity of onbine socisl networking

Fram a markeling perspective, weve coma irom a3hing con-
SUMETs questions, 1o listering o what ey have to 3y With the
pmrgence of socisl media, an increasing portion of ihe markeling
budget is drverted by inleracting and ongaging with consumars,
that ie belere the globad fingngad ermis (GFC] put price ahead of
qualiby and senace in corsuamers minds. When you think aboug
how many corsumers are on Facebook and Twatler, wouldn't
o like b identity weak links in youwr service delssery be-
bore ponsumers exparience it and shace # wilh millions.
arcund the werld?

A we recover Irom e GFC, cormumsers’ sorvcn
expeciations will once again play a decises part i their
bizyng Bihaviour and most Bading Brands know this,
Leading brands hanve mamlained all or most of the pre-
LFL mesiment levels in stall training and ncendia. It is
1o b upicted thal Service bewels would 9 in busnesses
hait hire et back on Ehelr rasning/operatiores budgets. Witheia
FEEnAnmS, there i olten no real urge o prosede thal “x+1” 1o con-
samans, Indigeniolly this also mears that by kpaping service o the
cong ol ther business delbsny model, bussssssis hie hada change
ko uie Cuslomer expersnce 85 & poanl ol differentiation.

The incontives lor & successlul mystery shoppang program
arg many

Simply eapressed = gocd customer service translates bo
prospecis of sheredded salos and enhanced prolitabadily,”
says Pascos

Boldring says there is an opperiunty 1o blend explor-
alorgiqualdatng trade and shopper ressanch walh the
quanlifying elements of myglory shopping, bul ‘given
ihat shopper research 2 2 d=cipline is onldy really 10
oF &0 years old lcompared to corsumer research at B0 LY
years plusl, wa're protabily ot bl that poinl wel’.

She concludes: Thire & a broader oppentursy for can-
sumer and brand marketers b belber understand the dilference
etwedn COfrSuirie’s anud Shoppers, and how slore emaronmands
impsict tesr Drands, in order 0o mdasure in-slore markeling po-
gram pllecisegness using elements of myslery shogpmng,”

Karry Sunderland, managing editor, Reseanch Mews
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