
By Ron WeltyIn t e gr a t e d , t o t a l - c u s t o m e r - e x p e rience evaluations that measure what hap-
pens at eve ry possible touchpoint.A u t o m a t e d , fast re p o rt distri bution via e-
m a i l .Web-based re p o rt i n g .D i gi t a l l y - re c o rded phone call eva l u a t i o n s .

Hidden-video capture s . H i g h - resolution digital photos,embedded directly in
online re p o rt s . R e p o rt s , call re c o rdings and photos bu rned onto CDs.R ewa rd s
p resented on-the-spot to client employees who perform we l l . Palm Pilots and
laptop computers .C e rtified professional eva l u a t o rs . S a m e - d ay re p o rt turn-
a ro u n d . I n s t a n t a n e o u s , online summary capabilities presenting over 40 differe n t
f o rm a t s , for tru e, real-time re p o rt i n g .These are just some of the latest adva n c e s
in the business tool known as my s t e ry shopping.

M y s t e ry shopping gives clients fact-based information from people thor-
oughly educated on what to look for in advance of conducting an eva l u a t i o n .
In the last few ye a rs , the technological advances in my s t e ry shopping have been
t ruly astounding.The difference between today ’s services and those of even the
recent past is like that between instant messaging and the Po ny Expre s s . S o m e
of you may recall the “old day s ” (actually just a few ye a rs ago) when paper-
based re p o rts we re sent to clients via snail mail or fa xe d , often two weeks or
m o re after the onsite visit.M a ny we re in the shoppers ’ own handwriting and
difficult to re a d .Cassette re c o rdings of my s t e ry shopper phone calls (if any
re c o rding was even made) arrived two to four weeks after the call was placed.
Requests for summari e s , a l l owing managers to track historical perform a n c e,
c o m p a re locations against each other, v i ew results question-by-question acro s s
management leve l s , e t c. , re q u i red special requests to prov i d e rs ’ IT depart m e n t s ,
also took two weeks or more,and often had to be cut-and-pasted tog e t h e r.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of the recent advancements is that they have
f reed up my s t e ry shopping companies
f rom the systemic aspects of pro d u c i n g
reams of paper re p o rts and let them focus
m o re on meeting their customers ’n e e d s .
Other important benefits include:

• improved re p o rting turn a ro u n d
t i m e s , f rom as much as three or four
weeks to just 24-72 hours ;

• more accurate re p o rt validation and
ve rification capabilities;

• integrated re p o rting for multiple customer touchpoints, such as on-site,
telephone and Web-based eva l u a t i o n s .

D i gi t a l l y - re c o rded phone calls
One of the more interesting developments for clients in the realm of my s t e ry
shopping is the use of digi t a l l y - re c o rded phone call eva l u a t i o n s .M a ny compa-
nies rely on the phone for sales and serv i c e, and as the old saying goes,“ Yo u
d o n ’t get a second chance to make a first impre s s i o n .”M y s t e ry shopping
p rov i d e rs can actually help clients evaluate their business way beyond the firs t
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i m p re s s i o n ; t h ey can evaluate sales
p ro c e s s e s ,o rd e ri n g , issue re s o l u t i o n , a n d
so on.

While some prov i d e rs continue to
m a ke re c o rdings and supply analog tapes
to their clients, t h e re can be delays in the
time between the call and receipt of the
tape - up to two we e k s , if not more.
Faster delive ry usually re q u i res ove rn i g h t -
mail charges.By then,p o s s i bly hundre d s
of other pro s p e c t ive customers , or upset
c u rrent customers , h ave phoned a client
location or call center.H ow many we re
actually conve rted to customers? How
m a ny could have been handled better
and decided to go with the competition
instead? Receiving a digi t a l l y - re c o rd e d
call of the conve rs a t i o n , accompanied by
a detailed evaluation re p o rt , helps clients
u n d e rstand what is happening in their
business faster and lets them make better
decisions on how to run their business to
a c q u i re and keep more customers .
Another aspect many clients find helpful
is having their calls bu rned to CDs,by
management level (div i s i o n , re gi o n , e t c. ) ,
for use in training sessions, rev i ew s , e t c.

Links to Web-based call re p o rts can be
added to the digi t a l l y - re c o rded phone
calls that allow clients to click on a link
and listen to the actual call, s t a rt to finish,
while viewing a written account of that
call by the person who placed it.V i rt u a l l y
a ny scenario that a business experi e n c e s
over their telephones can be simu l a t e d .
E m p l oyees “ c a u g h t ” taking great care of
and appro p riately handling a caller can be
rewa rded ve ry quickly by their manager.
If they do not handle a call appro p ri a t e l y,
m a n a g e rs have an almost-immediate
o p p o rtunity to rev i ew it with them,a n d
retrain them on skills,p rocesses and/or
e x p e c t a t i o n s .Doing so before they han-
dle any more callers in the same, i n a p p ro-
p riate manner is inva l u a bl e.

These calls also let managers hear the
tone and emotion in the employe e ’s
vo i c e, as well as exactly what was said.
O f t e n , a pers o n ’s normal conve rs a t i o n a l
voice is much different than their “ t e l e-
phone vo i c e.”For both manager and
e m p l oye e, these can be a helpful coaching
technique when utilized pro p e r l y. It also
lets clients ve rify that the my s t e ry shop-
p e rs are doing their jobs corre c t l y,
because they hear exactly what was said
d u ring the entire call. ( N o t e :Each state
has its own laws re g a rding re c o rding of
e m p l oyee calls.Your my s t e ry shopping
p rovider should be able to readily educate

you on the details to ensure your compli-
ance with them.)

D i gital photos
D i gital photo evaluations are becoming
i n c reasingly popular facets of the my s t e ry
shopping pro c e s s .E valuations are usually
not announced to the location until the
evaluator arrive s , at which point they
i n t roduce themselves to the store manag-
er and inform them that they are there at
their company ’s request to conduct a site
evaluation that will include digital pho-
t o s . Fo l l owing a pre - e s t a blished checklist
of what to audit, including descri p t i o n s
of specifically-scripted shots that the eva l-
u a t o rs are provided before their visit, t h ey
then conduct the audit and take seve r a l
d i gital photos.These photos:

• ve rify that expensive point-of-pur-
chase materials make it to the sales floor,
remain in good condition,and are dis-
p l ayed corre c t l y ;

• assure that areas within stores that are
leased by manu fa c t u re rs follow company
g u i d e l i n e s ;

• let manu fa c t u re rs know that re t a i l e rs
a re getting their products to the floor, a n d
d i s p l aying them corre c t l y ;

• provide deeper understanding about
sight-lines and other marke t i n g / s a l e s
o p p o rtunities within store s ;

• replace va l u a ble field employee time
by outsourcing audit functions to my s-
t e ry shopping companies;

• can be linked directly within an eva l-
uation re p o rt , a l l owing clients to view the
re p o rt and the photos simu l t a n e o u s l y.

Yo u ’ve got mail
E-mail has advanced the speed of re p o rt-
ing in the my s t e ry shopping industry dra-
m a t i c a l l y. In the not-too-distant past,
p rov i d e rs would mail out assignments to
their shoppers ,who would hand-wri t e
their re p o rts and mail or fax them back.
The re p o rts would be given a quick scan
by a pro o f re a d e r, sometimes hand-cor-
re c t e d , and forwa rded to the client -
a g a i n , usually via mail or fa x .A span of
t h ree to four weeks between the shop
and the re p o rt was not uncommon.

Some prov i d e rs eventually deve l o p e d
databases into which the re p o rts we re
e n t e red by a data entry team.At the end
of the month, if any ro l l - u p / s u m m a ry
re p o rting was provided at all, it may have
been cut-and-pasted.

To d ay, fully integrated solutions,m a r-
rying back-office functions such as a

shopper database, s c reening and schedul-
ing of shoppers , and accounting,a re used
by some prov i d e rs .Web-based re p o rt s ,
ready for the client to view the same day
of the visit or within about 48 hours , a re
a lways a main benefit of such systems.
Some systems allow for re p o rts to be sent
automatically via e-mail, s i mu l t a n e o u s l y
to multiple people, such as the ow n e r,
re gional managers and each site manager.
V i ewe rs can compare locations,m a n a g e-
ment leve l s , even drill down to a ques-
t i o n - by-question analysis, over the entire
h i s t o ry of their my s t e ry shopping pro-
gram and/or for specific date ranges.

Shopper certification takes off
In late 2002, an industry-wide effort to
help improve overall skills and assist
m e m b e rs in improving the quality of
re p o rting was undert a ken by the Mystery
Shopping Prov i d e rs Association (MSPA ) ,
which began offering a cert i f i c a t i o n
p rocess for interested my s t e ry shoppers .
T h e re are currently two cert i f i c a t i o n s
ava i l a bl e : s i l ver and gold.

S i l ver certification re q u i res a shopper
to attend an online educational progr a m ,
f o l l owed by a compre h e n s ive test about
general my s t e ry shopping skills. If they
p a s s , t h ey are awa rded silver cert i f i c a t i o n .
Gold certification is open only to shop-
p e rs with silver cert i f i c a t i o n , and re q u i re s
s h o p p e rs to attend a one-day seminar,
held in approximately 25 locations annu-
ally throughout the United States.T h e s e
s e m i n a rs cover the issues shoppers are
re q u i red to know and comply with in
the course of their duties.As of this wri t-
i n g , almost 22,000 shoppers we re awa rd-
ed silver cert i f i c a t i o n , and more than
2,000 we re awa rded gold cert i f i c a t i o n , s o
over 24,000 shoppers have been cert i f i e d
by MSPA in just two ye a rs !

Clear adva n t a ge
To d ay ’s my s t e ry shopping programs are
s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,p roven business tools that,
e xecuted and used pro p e r l y,p rovide clients
with a clear strategic advantage over their
c o m p e t i t i o n .Using the latest technologi e s ,
c e rtified shoppers , a d vanced analytical
tools and other professional methodolo-
gi e s ,my s t e ry shopping prov i d e rs have
assisted their clients in improving how
c u s t o m e rs and potential customers are
assisted on-site,on the phone,and online;
and helped improve customers ’ove r a l l
e x p e ri e n c e s ,with the aim of generating
greater customer loya lt y. |Q


