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Preface

Beyond logistics: Meeting customer needs for in-home service is an Economist Intelligence Unit report 
sponsored by TOA Technologies. The Economist Intelligence Unit conducted the survey and analysis, and 
wrote the report. The fi ndings and views expressed in the report do not necessarily refl ect the views of the 
sponsor.

The author was Kenneth Waldie and the editor was Annabel Symington. Mike Kenny was responsible for 
the design.

September 2011
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Calling the shots: the empowered consumer

Today’s connected consumers have become far more diffi cult to please. A 2010 study by Gartner, Inc, 
a technology research company, found that a majority of consumers rely to some extent on social 

networks to guide them in their purchase decisions. This ability to compare competing services and 
products and interact rapidly with other customers has intensifi ed competition in virtually every market. 
Services, in particular, are increasingly perceived as commodities, with distinctions among competing 
offerings becoming increasingly blurred in the minds of consumers. Companies that provide in-home 
services cover a broad range of sectors, including retail, telecommunications, healthcare and utilities, but 
they unanimously identify brand as an increasingly important differentiator as they face a tough market in 
which client satisfaction depends as much on how the service is delivered as on what is delivered. 

The increasing spread of the Internet is providing consumers around the world with more tools to 
compare competitors’ services. In a recent global survey of senior executives from companies that offer 
in-home services, conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit and sponsored by TOA Technologies, a 
substantial 79% of respondents agree that the Internet has allowed customers to scrutinise prices to a 
greater extent. This comes at a time when slower economic growth is leading customers across the wealth 
spectrum to consider costs more carefully, affecting service providers in all industries. This presents closely 
intertwined challenges and opportunities for companies. Customers are forcing service providers to fi nd 
ways of personalising their services while simultaneously controlling costs. The fi rms that are able to 
respond effectively to the nuances of customers’ needs and expectations can seize competitive advantage, 
differentiating their offerings. This report explores the challenges for in-home service providers in the face 
of evolving customer expectations, and the tools companies need to meet these demands.

About the survey

In June 2011 the Economist Intelligence Unit, 
sponsored by TOA Technologies, conducted a 
worldwide survey of 125 executives from companies 
that provide in-home or in-the-fi eld services. More 
than one-quarter of respondents were C-level 
executives, of which one-half represented companies 
with less than US$500m in annual revenue and just 

under two-fi fths represented companies with US$1bn 
or more in annual revenue.. 

One-third of the survey respondents were based in 
each major region—Asia-Pacifi c, North America and 
Europe—and the remaining 10% from the Middle East, 
Africa and Latin America. Respondents represented 
the following industries: telecommunications (23%), 
retail (22%), consumer goods (13%), delivery services 
(11%), utilities (5%) and other customer-facing 
companies (26%).  
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To be successful in today’s market, in-home service providers need the agility to personalise their 
offerings. This means treating customers as individuals rather than one homogeneous group. More 

than 95% of survey respondents agree that a growing proportion of in-home customers expect services to 
be tailored to meet their specifi c needs. 

Within this personalisation imperative, the quality of interactions with individual customers has 
become much more important. According to Mark Coan, sales and marketing director for UPC Ireland, 
a provider of cable-based “triple play” (TV, broadband and phone) services to more than 500,000 
subscribers, in his industry two factors have contributed to this trend: the number of users has grown, and 
users have become more dependent on technology in their everyday lives. With this increased dependence 
on the services his company provides, the standards that customers expect have gone up, explains Mr 
Coan. “To a certain extent, you have to run to stand still; and to excel, you have to run extremely fast.” 

Timing and scheduling is one aspect of service delivery that needs to be tailored to customers’ 
expectations—our survey respondents rank scheduling accuracy as the most important customer demand. 
Well over 80% of respondents agree that customers increasingly expect arrival times to be specifi ed within 
a narrow range and are less tolerant than in the past if service personnel do not arrive on time. However, 
Scott Stevenson, COO of Modern Pest Services, a pest control company with 150 employees serving 
Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Maine, stresses that there is more to this than just scheduling. 
Customers are also more knowledgeable about the kind of services they require and have more defi ned 
expectations about how that service should be delivered. “In our industry, consumers now have more 
information about pest control, about the pests, about the materials the industry uses, and because of 
that they’re just more demanding,” explains Mr Stevenson. This observation is in line with other trends 
identifi ed by the survey: customers increasingly expect service professionals to provide them with 
authoritative advice and an assessment of their individual needs (77%).

There is remarkably little variation in these trends across regions and between companies of different 
sizes. There is a slight tendency for respondents from Western Europe to say their customers are less 
demanding than those in the other regions: increased consumer concern about scheduling accuracy, 
for example, is reported by 89% of respondents in Asia-Pacifi c and 87% in North America, but only 70% 
in Western Europe. The same pattern is seen for other indicators of customer expectations. Similarly, 
smaller companies are slightly less likely to perceive changes in consumer demands and to recognise the 
importance of specifi c service improvements than their larger counterparts. When responses are analysed 
by company size, all respondents from companies with annual revenue of over US$500m report that 

Making it personal
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customers increasingly expect services to be tailored to meet their specifi c needs, whereas only 91% of 
respondents from smaller companies (with less than US$500m in annual revenue) agree. In spite of these 
minor variations, there remains a broad consensus suggesting that the personalisation imperative is a 
global phenomenon that needs to be addressed by all companies irrespective of size. 

Agree Disagree Neither agree 
nor disagree

Customers increasingly expect services to be tailored to meet their specific needs

Customers are more demanding about our ability to provide them with an arrival time within a narrow range

Customers are more concerned about our service personnel arriving at the scheduled time

Customers are more likely than in the past to expect us to remember who they are and what their needs are

Customers are less tolerant of return visits due to wrong parts or equipment

Customers have become more insistent on receiving accurate cost estimates for service calls

Customers more frequently expect our service teams to provide them with authoritative advice and assessments of their needs

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding overall trends in consumer demand?
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

 95 2 2

 86 4 10

 83 5 12

 70 13 17

 71 11 18

 72 8 20

 77 8 15
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Tying together customer demands with an understanding of their customers’ profi le is a key challenge 
for in-home service providers. And a nuanced understanding of customers has to go hand in hand 

with delivering on a clear and consistent brand promise. Our survey respondents are generally upbeat 
about their ability to do this, with a majority (92%) saying their organisation is working to develop a more 
customer-centric company culture. 

The most frequently identifi ed method of improving service is employee training, with 93% of 
companies either having run employee training programmes or are planning to do so over the next three 
years. Other practices include implementing new customer service systems or software. While this was the 
lowest priority among respondents over the past three years, with only 38% of respondents selecting that 
option, it is one of the priorities for the future: 51% of respondents aim to introduce new customer service 
systems or software over the next three years.  

Investing in customer service software can help companies to improve their in-home services, 
particularly in relation to scheduling accuracy and keeping track of customer preferences, two key 
customer concerns according to the survey respondents. Mr Coan has found that innovations focused on 
product delivery, achieved in part by implementing new software, have been more important to improving 
customer satisfaction than direct changes to products and services. Modern Pest Services has introduced 
a tracking system that allows customer information to be easily and effi ciently shared between its 
customer-facing functions. “If a customer calls six months from now, our contact centre can pull up their 
account with all the history of what we have provided them,” explains Mr Stevenson. 

Brand and deliver

In the last 3 years In the next 3 years Never/ Not 
applicable to my 
company

Retain existing business structure

Provide customer service training to employees

Implement new customer service systems or software

Develop a customer-centric company culture using a variety of approaches, products and services

Reorganise management structures to more closely integrate customer service and marketing

Which of the following measures has your company adopted in the past 3 years? Which is it likely to adopt 
in the next 3 years?
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

 60 20 19

 60 33 7

 38 51 11

 52 40 7

 46 41 14
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Mediating the infl uence of social media

The role of the Internet in educating and otherwise 
infl uencing consumers is well known. The Fleishman-
Hillard/Harris 2010 Digital Infl uence Index, a survey of 
Internet users in seven countries representing nearly 
one-half of the global online population, found that 
the Internet accounts for between 53% and 55% of all 
media infl uence in the US, Japan, the UK, France and 
Canada. Internet infl uence was somewhat lower in 
Germany and much higher in China. 

The survey conducted by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit confi rms that the Internet is an important force 
driving changes in demands for in-home services. More 
than two-thirds of survey respondents agree that social 
media, blogs and review sites have a greater impact on 

their brand equity and on consumer price sensitivity 
than in the past. 

Whether or not service providers participate in 
these media proactively, they are an essential source 
for companies to use to gain an understanding of what 
their customers are saying about them. Mark Coan, 
sales and marketing director for UPC Ireland, a provider 
of cable-based “triple play” (TV, broadband and phone) 
services to more than 500,000 subscribers, sees 
the growing use of social media channels as a great 
opportunity to raise the level of customer advocacy 
within the business. “We’re beginning to use some of 
the new Web 2.0 tools to integrate customer metrics 
and customer information into our operations,” he 
says. Mr Coan explains that his company’s goal is to 
capture client satisfaction data for every transaction 
and to use the resulting insights continuously to 
improve the quality of customer interactions. 

Brand-building is important to tie together these multiple approaches to service improvement. More 
than one-half of the executives surveyed say that their brand has become more important to consumers, 
with two-thirds of respondents agreeing that brand value is being affected by social media, blogs and 
review sites. This suggests that although the Internet is making consumers more fi ckle, a brand that 
speaks directly to a customer’s needs and expectations is an important differentiator. Mr Stevenson 
stresses that his company seeks to present itself as the “caring, professional people”. “This suits our client 
base on the residential side, who are mostly women and their families,” he says.
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The survey revealed that the vast majority of companies use some objective measure of customer 
satisfaction. Only 7% say they have no formal process for evaluating customer reaction to service 

changes. The majority use one of two approaches: systematically collecting and assessing customer 
feedback during service operations, or conducting formal client satisfaction surveys. Smaller numbers use 
more subjective evaluations of informal customer feedback or rely on sales data to gauge the impact of 
service improvements. 

Most customer service improvements require fi nancial investments, and accurately predicting returns 
on investment can be challenging. Yet only 11% of surveyed executives say this is too diffi cult to attempt. 

ROI: return on improvements 

By systematically collecting and assessing customer feedback during service operations

Through formal client satisfaction surveys

Through subjective interpretation of informal customer feedback

Using sales data for the affected service

By interpreting off-the-shelf market research relevant to our industry

My company has no formal process to evaluate customer reaction to service changes

Other

How does your company measure customer perceptions of actual and planned service improvements? 
Choose the one response that best reflects your view. 
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

 29

 25

 18

 16

 3

 7

 2

We do not attempt to measure financial returns because the impact of service improvements is too difficult to measure

We assess the cost of investments against changes in our overall revenue

We monitor operating margins for each service offering to identify the impacts of new investments

We estimate the value of a continuing future relationship with different types of customer and assess the long-term return from increased sales to each group

We allocate revenues and costs to individual clients or client types to track the profitability of different market segments

Don’t know/not applicable

How does your company measure the financial returns, such as cost-effectiveness or return on investment, 
of spending on service improvements? Choose the one response that best reflects your view. 
(% respondents)

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

 11

 33

 20

 11

 10

 16
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About one-third assess return on investment based on changes in overall revenue, while about one in 
fi ve monitor operating margins for individual service offerings. The survey found that a few companies 
try to estimate the value of a continuing relationship with different types of customer, or even individual 
customers. 

The latter approach is most feasible for companies like UPC Ireland that have subscription-based 
business models. UPC Ireland has developed a process whereby it analyses the customer’s lifetime value 
against customer satisfaction metrics. “That shows the clear benefi t of improving customer interaction on 
the bottom line,” explains Mr Coan. “As a result, we’re moving to a model where we bring the customer’s 
voice more into the heart of our business.”
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The executives who participated in this research are nearly unanimous that customers increasingly 
expect in-home services to be highly tailored. While this trend has different implications across 

industries, some companies have been much more successful than others in adapting to it. Analysis of 
the survey results found that respondents fell into three distinct clusters (leaders, laggards and a middle 
group) based on the customer service initiatives they have adopted, their understanding of customer 
expectations and their self-assessment of their company’s performance. 

Within the leading group of companies, 85% consider themselves market leaders or above average 
compared to their peers in terms of their ability to meet customer demands. The remaining 15% are more 
modest in their assessment and consider themselves average, or do not know how to rank themselves. 
Leaders outperform in fi nancial indicators, including both revenue growth and profi tability. In contrast, 
the “laggards” perform badly both in terms of customer service and fi nancial performance. 

Differences in the customer service strategies adopted by these three groups provide insights into 
successful practices. The leaders are alert to their business environment and overwhelmingly agree with 
questions in the survey that relate to shifts in customer demand. They also understand the impact of social 
media on their customer interactions. Companies in the laggard group, however, are likely to have failed 
to identify changes in their customers’ expectations. A disproportionate number are also unsure about 
the infl uence of social media: 36% of respondents from the laggard group are unsure if customers are 
infl uenced by social media, and 49% are unsure whether social media has an infl uence on brand.

The leaders have adopted various measures to improve the quality of their services. Nearly two-thirds 
provide training to employees and have a focus on developing a more customer-centric company culture. 
Fifty-six percent plan to invest more in customer service improvements over the next three years. In 
contrast, the laggards have adopted fewer measures to improve customer services, and they do not plan 
to invest more over the next three years. 

Leaders and laggards

Leaders

Laggards

How does your company compare with its peers in its ability to meet customer demands for more customised services?
(% respondents)

Market leader Above average Average Below average Significantly 
below average 

Don’t know

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

 39 46 10 5

 7 21 51 21
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In short, an ability to identify shifting consumer tastes and the fl exibility to respond to them ultimately 
distinguish the two groups. According to Mr Stevenson of Modern Pest Services, central to promoting a 
customer-centric company culture is developing a system to bring customer complaints quickly to the 
attention of middle management that has the authority to change and improve the service processes in 
place. 

The leaders are also most likely to measure customer perceptions of service improvements through 
formal client surveys and to value long-term customer relationships. Mr Coan says that valuing the 
individual customer is the motivation behind his company’s efforts to formalise their response to 
customer comments and complaints: “We’re bringing the voice of the customer back into the organisation 
on a continual basis and then acting on that.” The laggards, however, are much less likely than others to 
have a formal process to measure customer service perceptions. 

The two groups also differ in their perceptions of the biggest obstacle to adopting better customer 
service practices. The laggard group cite the inability to make an accurate prediction on return on 
investment in improvements and lack of senior management vision and commitment as the two key 
hurdles. In contrast, budget limitations are the top obstacle for companies in the leader group.

Increase spending

Stay the same

Decrease spending

Don’t know

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, June 2011.

Leaders Laggards

Over the next 3 years, how will your company change spending on initiatives to improve the in-home 
services it provides?
(% respondents)

18

8

20

56

22

26

11

41
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The value of customer intimacy has long been recognised as critical for success. But developing 
that intimacy and then capitalising on it is the greatest challenge for companies that provide in-

home services. Survey respondents clearly understand that customers have become more demanding 
and increasingly expect more tailored services, with technology trends that advocate increased 
personalisation perhaps having the greatest infl uence on customer expectations. Unsurprisingly, 
what sets successful fi rms apart is their ability to learn continuously from their direct interactions 
with individual customers and to act decisively to customise their services and meet their customers’ 
expectations. Companies with a customer-centric culture have systems in place not only to act on 
customer feedback, but also to measure the return on investment of customer service innovations. The 
latter is more art than science, although companies are fi nding ways to measure the impact on profi t 
margins of individual services. This suggests that when executives of poorly performing companies point 
to lack of senior management vision preventing them from realising customer service improvements, they 
may really be describing their own inability to present a compelling business case. 

Conclusion
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Appendix: Survey results
Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding or the ability of respondents to choose multiple responses.

Agree Disagree Neither agree 
nor disagree

Customers increasingly expect services to be tailored to meet their specific needs

Customers are more demanding about our ability to provide them with an arrival time within a narrow range

Customers are more concerned about our service personnel arriving at the scheduled time

Customers are more likely than in the past to expect us to remember who they are and what their needs are

Customers are less tolerant of return visits due to wrong parts or equipment

Customers have become more insistent on receiving accurate cost estimates for service calls

Customers more frequently expect our service teams to provide them with authoritative advice and assessments of their needs

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding overall trends in consumer demand?
(% respondents)

 95 2 2

 86 4 10

 83 5 12

 70 13 17

 71 11 18

 72 8 20

 77 8 15

Agree Disagree Neither agree 
nor disagree

Customers are no more likely to compare us with our competitors than they were in the past

Customers have become more inclined to see our services as commodities, not substantially different from those of competitors

We receive more customer complaints about our services than we did in the past

Customers increasingly mention competitors when providing us with feedback

Customers have become more price-sensitive because they compare competitors' prices using the Internet and other tools

Customers are more likely to be influenced by reviews of our services from social media sites, blogs and review sites than they used to be

Customers place greater importance on a service provider's brand name than they used to

Social media, review sites and blogs are having a stronger impact on our brand than they used to

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding drivers influencing consumer demand?
(% respondents)

 40 49 11

 56 32 12

 31 57 12

 57 27 16

 79 11 10

 70 18 11

 52 30 19

 67 16 16
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Appendix
Survey results

In the last 3 years In the next 3 years Never/ Not 
applicable to my 
company

Retain existing business structure

Provide customer service training to employees

Implement new customer service systems or software

Develop a customer-centric company culture using a variety of approaches, products and services

Reorganise management structures to more closely integrate customer service and marketing

Which of the following measures has your company adopted in the past 3 years? Which is it likely to adopt in the next 3 years?
(% respondents)

 60 20 19

 60 33 7

 38 51 11

 52 40 7

 46 41 14

More than 10% 
budget increase

Less than 10% 
budget increase

Stayed the same Less than 10% 
budget decrease

More than 10% 
budget decrease

Don’t know

Over the last 3 years

In the next 3 years

Over the last 3 years, how has your company changed spending on initiatives to improve the in-home services it provides? 
How do you expect spending to change over the next 3 years?
(% respondents)

 25 23 27 8 3 14

 27 28 16 6 6 18

1 Market leader 2 3 Average 4 5 Significantly 
below average 

Don’t know

Ability to meet customer demands for more customised services

Adoption of leading-edge systems for responding to evolving demands

Development of a customer-centric corporate culture

Alignment of goals and strategies across all customer-facing functions, including customer service, field operations and marketing

Ability to translate content from social media into customer insight

Use of social media to pro-actively convey the company's vision to prospective customers

Customer service that delivers on the company's brand values & marketing promises

In your opinion, how does your company compare with its peers in the following areas? 
Rate on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1=Market leader and 5=Significantly below average.
(% respondents)

 20 45 28 6 2

 17 24 41 14 2 2

 16 46 20 15 2 1

 12 34 32 15 6 2

 4 16 40 22 11 7

 5 22 33 20 11 8

 14 34 36 11 2 2
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Tracking customer preferences and previous requirements

Accurately scheduling arrival time

Field workers are well equipped to effectively represent the brand to customers

Accurately estimating service fees

Informing customers of updated arrival times

Soliciting, recording and analysing customer feedback following service calls

Providing online booking and scheduling services

Increasing intra-day scheduling flexibility

Accurately predicting changes in daily or seasonal demand

Providing authoritative advice to fine-tune each service request

Other

Which of the following service delivery practices are most 
important to improving your company’s competitive position? 
Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

 38

 38

 30

 29

 28

 26

 24

 21

 17

 14

 2

By systematically collecting and assessing customer feedback 
during service operations

Through formal client satisfaction surveys

Through subjective interpretation of informal customer feedback

Using sales data for the affected service

By interpreting off-the-shelf market research relevant to our industry

My company has no formal process to evaluate 
customer reaction to service changes

Other

How does your company measure customer perceptions of 
actual and planned service improvements? 
Choose the one response that best reflects your view. 
(% respondents)

 29

 25

 18

 16

 3

 7

 2

We do not attempt to measure financial returns because the impact of service improvements is too difficult to measure

We assess the cost of investments against changes in our overall revenue

We monitor operating margins for each service offering to identify the impacts of new investments

We estimate the value of a continuing future relationship with different types of customer and assess the long-term return from increased sales to each group

We allocate revenues and costs to individual clients or client types to track the profitability of different market segments

Don’t know/not applicable

How does your company measure the financial returns, such as cost-effectiveness or return on investment, of spending on 
service improvements? Choose the one response that best reflects your view. 
(% respondents)

 11

 33

 20

 11

 10

 16
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Survey results

Market leader Above average Average Below average Significantly 
below average 

Don’t know

Revenue growth

Market share

Profitability

Customer loyalty

Brand recognition/awareness

How does your company compare to its industry peers in the following areas?
(% respondents)

 14 39 35 9 1 2

 19 34 36 6 3 2

 7 41 38 11 2 2

 21 40 30 5 1 3

 20 38 28 9 2 3

Lack of senior management vision and commitment

Budget limitations

Uncertainty about customer expectations

Inability to accurately predict financial returns from improvements

Lack of knowledge about industry best practices

Lack of knowledge about customer service software and technologies

Push-back from employees

Other

What is the biggest single barrier to implementing service 
delivery improvements? 
Choose the one response that best reflects your view.  
(% respondents)

 25

 19

 15

 14

 12

 6

 6

 3

Telecommunications

Retail

Consumer goods

Delivery services

Utilities

Home services, such as pest control and alarm installation

Other

What is your primary industry?
(% respondents)

 23

 22

 13

 10

 5

 2

 24

Asia-Pacific

North America

Western Europe

Eastern Europe

Middle East and Africa

Latin America

In which region are you personally based?
(% respondents)

 30

 30

 24

 6

 6

 3
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Operations

Sales

Customer service

IT

Marketing

What is your main functional role?
(% respondents)

 33

 19

 18

 15

 14

$50m or less

$50m to $100m

$100m to $250m

$250 to $500m

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn or more

What are your company’s annual global revenues 
in US dollars?  
(% respondents)

 25

 11

 6

 10

 9

 14

 25

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasurer/Comptroller

CIO/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of business unit

Head of department

Manager

Other

Which of the following best describes your job title? 
(% respondents)

 2

 12

 2

 6

 5

 14

 8

 15

 20

 14
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