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The managerial consensus on the
personnel training needs and importance
in customer satisfaction development
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ABSTRACT

The article studies on the managerial consensus
between marketing management and human
resource development management on issues
relating personnel training needs and importance on
customer satisfaction development. It was
hypothesised that there is a managerial consensus
between marketing management and HRD
management among the training needs and
importance in customer satisfaction development
programs. Two separate samples were collected
from large and medium sized Finnish companies.
Empirical findings indicate that the consensus
dealing with both training needs and importance of
various items on customer satisfaction development
does exist. HRD management evaluated the training
needs somewhat larger than marketing
management.

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION DEVELOPMENT
THROUGH PERSONNEL TRAINING

The importance of customer satisfaction has
grown during past few years. It can be seen as
the key to future corporate success (Miller,
1991). Customer satisfaction is defined here as
perceived performance in relation to customers’
expectations prior to purchase (Parasuraman —
Berry — Zeithaml, 1990). In case the company
does not have a satisfied clientele while it fails
to meet customers' expectations, the company
is not likely to be successful in the future. The
unsatisfied customers are not about to repur-
chase company's products, especially in case
there is a viable alternative (Anderson — Sullivan,
1993). High level of customer satisfaction is
among the best indicators describing company's
profitable operations in the future (Kotler, 1991).

The companies need empowered skilled per-
sonnel to take care of their customers. Training
is a primary tool to build and maintain the cus-
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tomer focus and to keep the current customers
(Desatnick — Detzel, 1993). Personnel training
should be integrated with the corporate strategy
(Catalanello — Redding, 1989 and Cocheu, 1992).
Company's human resource development func-
tion should be able to allocate training resources
to the most important areas so that corporate
objectives are met.

TRAINING NEEDS AND IMPORTANCE

Company's management should allocate com-
pany's resources including training resources to
the right targets (Hobbs, 1990). Training deci-
sions should be based on the actual training
needs and importance of different training are-
as. The training needs assessment consists of
determining whether training can be assumed to
be a solution for the existing need or problem
and what the training program objectives should
be in that particular case (Brinkerhoff, 1988, p.
17). It is important that the people who make the
trainingdecisions and the people, whose depart-
ments they mainly effect, have a common under-
standing, what is needed and what is important?

In the case of customer satisfaction develop-
ment the consensus between marketing manage-
ment and human resource development is impor-
tant. There should be a mutual consensus about
the training needs and importance. Mutual con-
sensus is here defined as a common understand-
ing on the future goals and suitable measures to
reach those goals and the actual measures fol-
low the mutual understanding. In case mutual
consensus does not exist the HRD function is not
necessarily able to provide the training support
the company's marketing activities require. This
view on consensus is based on the assumption
that there is a clear goal and suitable measures
should be taken to reach that goal. In this partic-
ular case it is seen that customer satisfaction
development is a clear goal everybody should
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work for. However, in a situation where the goal
is more vague and there are alternative solutions
a less top-down approach, i.e., an approach that
can be described by a cycle of search for solu-
tions and learning, could better serve the organ-
isational learning objectives. In a case of vague
objective and unclear solutions managerial con-
sensus is not as beneficial as in a case on which
a clear objective exist and there are clear meas-
ures how to reach that particular objective.

While building up and maintaining a loyal cus-
tomer base is a high corporate priority, person-
nel training efforts should be directed to improve
customer-service quality, customer satisfaction,
and repeat-purchase loyalty (Stum — Church,
1990). In the customer satisfaction related train-
ing, the training areas can be divided for exam-
ple in the following manner:

1) Sales skills

2) Customer interaction
3) Quality and attitude
4) Social skills

5) Practical work

Sales skills

Training salespeople to meet customers' ex-
pectations can improve customer satisfaction to
a great extent (Franco, 1990). The sales proc-
ess includes various skills among these are sales
presentation skills, product knowledge and deal
closing techniques (Kossen, 1982). Sales skills
are mainly human interaction skills that can be
trained.

Customer interaction

Many companies recognised for their service
excellence put a great deal of attention on the
interpersonal skills while recruiting people, under-
standing that training only enhances talent which
already exists (Armistead — Clark, 1992). How-
ever, this does not mean that customer interac-
tion skills should not be trained.

Front-line employees need to be trained in
customer-handling skills. The customers needs
should be identified through effective listening
and questioning. Understanding the customers'
needs and their behaviour is essential for organ-
isations to be able to fulfil the needs in a way
that customer satisfaction is created (Whiteley,
1991). After identifying the needs it is easier to
explain the product or service benefits based on

the customer's actual needs — not the supposed
ones (Stum — Church, 1990).

It is outmost important that the personnel is
constantly informed about the customers' needs
and development of their behaviour. The com-
panies should be able to communicate the new
developments in this field constantly (Horovitz —
Jurgens-Panak, 1993). Personnel training is a
good method to communicate the marketing re-
search results including the results of customer
satisfaction studies to the personnel, and this way
build up the organisations competence to take
better care of customers needs.

Taking care of customer complaints is impor-
tant. Effective complain management is an ideal
way to get feedback what is wrong and how the
customers feel it (Armistead — Clark, 1992). It is
much better to have some complaints than no
complaints at all, which may sound an ideal ob-
jective for some people. Customer feedback
through complaints is valuable while developing
business processes and therefore it should not
be suffocated (Plymire, 1991). Of course, there
are always those difficult customers who com-
plain on everything possible. However, the per-
sonnel should be trained to handle these custom-
ers and response to the justified complaints in a
manner that creates customer satisfaction.

Quality and attitude

The customers require quality service. Actual-
ly, the service quality should at least meet if not
exceed the customer's expectations to create
satisfied customers (Berry — Zeithhaml — Parasura-
man, 1985). Continuous training helps person-
nel to perform better on tasks requiring service
and quality skills (Cornish, 1988). Personnel train-
ing is an integral part of company-wide service
quality programs (Foster — Whittle — Smith, 1989).

The personnel's attitude towards the custom-
ers is most important. The traditional customer
service training has been concentrated on 'have
a nice day' approach. This is not necessarily
enough, while the personnel should have a real
positive attitude towards customers. They are fi-
nally the ones who pay the salaries.

Social skills

There is a large amount of seminars offered
on employee’s interpersonal skills, which are
mainly targeted to the employees working at the
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customer interface (Stum — Church, 1990 and
Chaston, 1993). Customer service teams at all
levels of the organisation are being used in the
organisations most successful as customer serv-
ice leaders. Customer-focused teamwork bene-
fits any organisation (Desatnick — Detzel, 1993).
However, this requires that the personnel has the
required skills for effective teamwork.

Practical work

Increasing personnel's problem solving skills
make them better able to take care of occurring
problems instantly, which improves the custom-
er interaction, while things are done in a proper
manner in spite of the existing problems
(Whiteley, 1991). The service professionalism
including problem solving skills can be increased
through committed training (King Taylor, 1992).

Itis important that the personnel do understand
the business process the company is involved.
Knowing the business practices makes it easier
to take into account the potential problems in the
interaction between the customer and the organ-
isation. Training for multifunctionality increases
organisations elasticity and ability to react fast.
Some organisations preferon-the-job training and
rotation within the company and the others ap-
preciate that the employees have gained knowl-
edge of the business practices by working in
various positions even in various organisations
(Horovitz — Jurgens-Panak, 1992).

HYPOTHESIS BUILD-UP

The management's commitment to training on
customer satisfaction is very important for the
training to be successful (Whiteley, 1991). The
management should support the training and
therefore they should move from the role of ad-
ministrator to the role of coach (King, 1993). In
some cases even if the customer focus has been
a widely accepted goal, senior management and
training departments may continue to struggle
with how to effectively to respond to the training
needs (Van Zwieten — Britton, 1989). This will not
lead to optimal results and therefore the senior
management should encourage the line manage-
ment including human resource management to
agree on what are the actual training needs and
what are the important matters so that the train-
ing resources can be allocated effectively.

Human resource management is likely to me

most effective if it is based on a partnership be-
tween HRD professionals and other line manag-
ers. In the specific case of customer satisfaction
development the partnership between marketing
management and HRD professionals is important.
Therefore it is hypothesised that there is a man-
agerial consensus between marketing and HRD
managers on the training needs and importance
on customer satisfaction development.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

Sample and data collection

The research sample was collected from a
population representing large and medium sized
Finnish companies. A questionnaire was used as
a research instrument. The questionnaires were
sent separately to Human Resource Develop-
ment professionals and marketing management
in 200 sample companies. The mailings were
done at different times and while the sample was
randomised, also all the companies are not the
same. However, this is not considered to be a
threat as the reliability of the data. The amount
of responses receivedat the given time period
were HRD management 94 (47 %) and market-
ing management 103 (52 %). All of the responses
were applicable for the study. A mail survey was
used in the data collection while it was seen
to provide reasonably accurate data while eco-
nomical considerations were simultaneously con-
sidered. The respondents were asked to evalu-
ate various training needs and importance of
these items on scale 1 to 5.

Analysis of the data

Two methods were used to analyse the data.
Descriptive statistics were used to describe the
variables and their interrelatedness. Student's
t-test was used to test the hypothesis. The em-
pirical measurement is divided into two parts
1) consensus on training needs and 2) consen-
sus on the importance of different areas on cus-
tomer satisfaction development. The descriptive
statistics as well as the results of testing the con-
sensus hypothesis relating the training needs are
described in the Table 1.

The most difficult points to reach the consen-
sus on the training needs were dealing product
knowledge and approaching customers (p<.01).
Also opinions on the training needs dealing with
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Table 1. Evaluations on the training needs.

MARKETING HRD

Mean s.d. N Mcan s.d. N t-valuc d.f.
Sales skills
Sales presentation skills 3.21 1.02 101 3.03 1.00 93 124 192
Product knowledge 3.01 1.05 102 344 120 93 2.67 193 **
Closing the dcal 332 .99 102 334 94 93 .14 193

Customer interaction
Approaching, assisting customers ~ 3.43 .87 102

Customer behavior 3.18 93 100
Handling difficult customers 342 97 102
Quality and attitude

Personal quality 3.67 90 99
Positive thinking 346 1.05 102

Social skills

Interpersonal communication skills  3.64 .89 102
Teamwork skills 3.21 1.01 102
Practical work

Problem solving 358 91 102
Business practices 2.67 1.02 101

378 81 93 290 193 **
350 86 94 248 192 *

339 9 94 21 194
373 8 94 47 191
349 91 94 21 194

391 718 93 224 193 *
341 1.02 94 1.38 194

378 8 94 1.58 194
283 93 94 1.14 193

**% p<. 001
**  p<.01
*  p<.05

customer behaviour and interpersonal communi-
cations skills differed significantly. Overall results
on the training needs show that HRD manage-
ment estimate the training needs to be somewhat
larger than marketing management. The descrip-

tive statistics as well as the results of testing the
consensus hypothesis relating the importance on
the customer satisfaction development are de-
scribed in the Table 2.

In general there was a consensus between

Table 2. Evaluations on the importance on customed satisfaction development.

MARKETING HRD

Mean s.d. N Mecan s.d. N t-value d.f.
Sales skills
Sales presentation skills 4.00 .87 103 393 8 %4 .57 195
Product knowledge 434 .80 102 444 68 94 94 194
Closing the deal 394 91 103 366 1.4 94 2.02 195 *
Customer interaction
Approaching, assisting customers  4.13 .93 103 429 .75 93 132 194
Customer bechavior 399 90 101 407 .19 94 .66 193
Handling difficult customers 3.99 90 103 396 90 %4 .23 195
Quality and attitude
Personal quality 432 .80 100 423 75 94 81 192
Positive thinking 394 97 103 398 8 %4 31 195
Social skills
Interpersonal communication skills  4.30 .78 103 437 .67 94 .67 195
Teamwork skills 347 1.06 103 354 95 94 49 195
Practical work
Problem solving 425 .89 102 423 82 94 .16 194
Business practices 349 .93 101 356 92 94 .53 193
*kk% P<-001
** p<.0l

*  p<.0S
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marketing management and HRD professionals
on the importance of various training subjects to
develop customer satisfaction. However, market-
ing management evaluated the skills related to
the deal closing more important than HRD man-
agement did (p<.05).

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the research findings it can be con-
cluded that in general there seems to be a con-
sensus between marketing and HRD manage-
ment on training needs and importance of items
relating customer satisfaction development. How-
ever, this does not mean that there would be a
consensus in all individual companies on this
specific area. Also, studying other training areas
could lead to a different outcome. While building
up corporate competence by increasing required
skills of employees the company also improves
its competence to take a better care of its cus-
tomers. This is about to lead to an increasing
customer satisfaction. Training resource alloca-
tion decisions should be based on the actual
training needs. In this research it was found that
usually HRD managers evaluated the training
needs somewhat larger than the marketing man-
agement. Often in customer satisfaction devel-
opment programs it is the marketing management
who through marketing research and other meth-
ods figures out what is important and what the
actual needs are. Through open communication
between marketing and personnel departments
it is possible to allocate the available training
resources in the most efficient way. The training
should be based on the long-term objectives and
not just consist of the picking up one course here
and one course there. While the samples are
seen to cover the large and medium sized Finn-
ish companies and the received responses rep-
resent the samples well enough the results are
seen as valid and reliable.

One of the most important tasks of the senior
management is to point out the strategic direc-
tion of the company. Successful strategy imple-
mentation requires teamwork from the manage-
ment. Open communication develops mutual
understanding about the real development needs
and available resources. In case the direction is
clearly understood, there is a much better chance
that there is a mutual understanding among dif-
ferent managers, what is important and what is
not. If a consensus like this does not exist, peo-
ple are about to pull to different directions. This,

of course, does not lead to an optimal outcome.
The consensus is most beneficial in cases of sta-
ble growth and mature industries. However, ma-
jor changes in industry and organisation may
require for more authoritarian leadership and
management. Rapid growth often leads the or-
ganisation to an unstable situation on which it is
very difficult to reach a consensus between the
line management. Growth pressures and the
constant change make it difficult to see things
on a long perspective and therefore the line
management may often end up to internal dis-
putes. If a company operates in an industry which
is in a rapid expansion and development, also
the senior management may have an unclear
vision about the future. In such a situation it could
be better to emphasise organisational learning
and adaptation to the existing situation than ask
for managerial consensus. Additional research is
required to find out those situations on which
managerial consensus is beneficial and on which
it may not lead to neither positive nor optimal
outcomes.

REFERENCES

Anderson, E. W. — Sullivan, M. W. (1993)

The Antecedents and Consequences of Customer Sat-
isfaction for Firms. Marketing Science, Vol. 12, no.
2, Spring, pp. 125-144.

Armistead, C. G. — Clark G. (1992)

Customer Service and Support: Implementing Effective
Strategies. Pitman Publishing. London.

Berry, L. L. — Zeithaml, V. A. - Parasuraman, A. (1985)

Quality Counts in Services, Too. Business Horizons,
May-June, pp. 44-52.Brinkerhoff, R. O. (1988)

Achieving Results from Training. Jossey-Bass Inc.,
Publishers, San Francisco.Catalanello, R. — Redding,
J. (1989)

Three Strategic Training Roles. Training & Development
Journal, December, pp. 51-54.

Chaston, 1. (1993)

Customer-focused Marketing: Customer-focused mar-
keting: Actions for delivering greater internal and
external customer satisfaction. McGraw-Hill Book
Company Europe. Maidenhead.

Cocheu, T. (1992)

Training With Quality. Training & Development Jour-
nal, May, pp. 23-32.

Cornish, F. (1988)

Building a Customer-oriented Organisation.
Range Planning, Vol. 21, No. 3, pp. 105-107.

Desatnick, R.L. — Detzel, D.H. (1993)

Managing to Keep the Customer. Jossey-Bass Publish-
ers, San Francisco.Foster, M. — Whittle, S. — Smith,
S. (1989)

A Total-Quality Approach to Customer Service. Train-
ing & Development Journal, December, pp. 55-59.

Franco, J. J. (1990)

Customer Satisfaction: The Partnership Imperative.
Training & Development Journal, July, pp. 80-82.

Hobbs, D. L. (1990)

Long



ARTIKKELIT « MIKKO MANTYNEVA

17

A Training-Appropriations Process. Training & Devel-
opment Journal, May, pp. 109-115.

Horovitz, J. — Jurgens-Panak M. (1992)

Total Customer Satisfaction. Pitman Publishing. Lon-
don.

King, J. (1993)

Union Pacific Gets Back on Track With Customers.
Training and Development Journal, August, pp. 31—
40.

King Taylor, L. (1992)

Quality: Total Customer Service. Century Business,
London.

Kossen, S. (1982)

Creative Selling Today. Harper & Row. New York.

Kotler, P. (1991)

Marketing Management — Analysis, Planning, Imple-
mentation and Control, 7th Edition, Englewood Cliffs,
NJ, Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Miiller, W. (1991)

Gaining Competitive Advantage Through Customer
Satisfaction. European Management Journal, Vol. 9,
No. 2, June, pp. 201-211,

Parasuraman, A. — Berry, L.L. — Zeithami, V.A. (1990)

Guidelines for Conducting Service Quality Research.
Marketing Reseach, December, pp. 34—44.

Plymire, J. (1991)

Complaints as Opportunities. Business Horizons.
March-April. pp. 79-81.

Stum, D. L. - Church, R. P. (1990)

Hitting the Long Ball for the Customer. Training and
Development Journal, March, pp. 45-48.

Van Zwieten, J. B. — Britton, M. (1989)

Training You Can Bank On. Training and Development
Journal, June, pp. 59-63.

Whiteley, R. C. (1991)

The Customer Driven Company. Addison — Wesley.
Reading, MA.





