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CONSUMER REPORTS DEPARTMENT

E ver call a company and find yourself lost in a labyrinth of
phone trees? Or put on hold for extended periods at a time?
Or transferred to what those in the customer-service biz call
“voice-mail jail” —a seemingly unrelated voice-mail box? The
horrors of poorly thought-through automated phone service can
make the simplest of inquiries chew up valuable time. Even stan-
dard-issue treatment—soothing voices telling you your call is
important, anemic Vivaldi or a recorded message outlining that
company’s latest offers—can be enough to make a busy person
hang up and take their business elsewhere.

Clearly, phone service is important. Those calls are often a com-
pany’s first contact with a customer. According to Jim Jubelirer,
vice-president of Burke Inc., a U.S.-based customer satisfaction
research and consulting firm, people who experience good serv-
ice are two to three times more likely to return to that company
than those who get the Vivaldi-and-voice-mail treatment. Yet
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The phone-service test

horror stories abound. And
levels of customer dissatisfac-
tion show phone service
continues to underwhelm.
Jubelirer says up to 30%
of customers report somewhat
or increased dissatisfaction
with recent service. And
research on phone service and
customer satisfaction from
Service Quality Measurement
(SOM) Group, a Vernon,
B.C.~based company that
monitors call-centre perform-
ance, suggests those dissatis-
fied customers—up to 34% of

all call-centre customers sur-
veyed, according to Steve Han-
kinson, partner at SOM
Group—have been dissatisfied
for years. But is phone service
really that bad? And if so, what
can companies do about it?
"To gauge the state of phone
service in Canada, Canadian
Business partnered with
AnswerPlus, a Toronto-based
contract call centre that pro-
vides service to large corpora-
tions such as RBC and Tridel
Corp. We picked a sample
industry—airlines—that relies
on phone service for part of its
business model. We then sur-
veyed the service at 12 carriers
across Canada, both regional
and national, by calling each
airline to book a flight on a
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