Mystery shoppers put customer service to the test
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written twa books on the subject, one for
beginners wanting to know about the job,
and another on refining-one’s techniques
for maximum eamning.

“] tell potential mystery shoppers that

-this work can be used iri-a lot of ways,”

she 'says. “For me, 1 am using it as a
rheans to an end.”

“Mystery, shoppers are the objective .

eyes and ears of business owners or man-
agement,” Jordan says. “They can pro-
vide valuable feedback that can be used
in many ways, mcludmg customer serv-
ice, identifying sales training needs, en-
suring federal or stats regulations are
being met, and tying into employee«pen
fonnance evaluations,”

Shopping in droves

It’s almost impossible to maintain a
current number of mystery shoppers in
the United States, says John Swinburn,
the executive director of Mystery
Shopping  Providers  Association
(MSPA). The MSPA is a Dallas-based as-
sociation of companies who specialize in

mystery shopping and market research.”

“One company might have 50,000 mys-

tery shoppers in'its database, whlle an-’
other has 100,000,” he says. ‘“Ifhere isno _ ‘
' " find out,” Livers: says. "“With one compe-

way to know the duphcates "

Certified Reports, Inc. i3 one upstate
New York company that businesses con-
tact in order to hire mystery shoppers.
Though located in Kinderhook, the com-
pany has 30 clients nationwide and
draws on its pool of 15,000 mystery
shoppers, says Kara Smith director. of
sales and marketing,

“Mystery shoppers give them an idea
of how their restaurant.or store is really
functioning,” Stmith says,

Businesses use mystery shoppers to
measure & variety of things. In fast-food
establishments, mystery shoppers ob-
serve the friendliness of staff, quality of
the food, cleanliness of the bu:lding, and
also the speed of their service. In retail
and manufacturing companies, clients
hire shoppers to identify the salesper-
son’s knowledge of a brand or model,

says Laura Livers, president of Shop ‘n .
. customer serwce, Jordan Says.

Chek, an Atlanta-based mystery shop-

. ping company.

“It’s hard for people, speakmg ﬁnm a
corporate standpoint, to know what’s

happening at the. front Tline,” Livers says. -
“The people with the most interactions
employees, but’ they.

are the least-paid:

_ make a difference.”

While many bisinesses in Central
New York and around the country use
mystery shoppers, many declined to
comment based on the anonymity issue
and corporate policy.

Rob  (lisson, manager of

. Waldenbooks at Shoppingtown Mall in

DeWitt, did say that using mystery shop--
pers improves business.

“It tends 1o keep employees on theit -
toes,” Glisson says. *They keep up stan-
dards.”

Most mystery shoppers are mdepend—
ent conttactors, which means they are =
their own bosses and can pick and
choose their assignments.

“That's one.of the great benefits of
being a mystery shopper,” Jordan says.
“It never gets boring because no two
days are alike. In the morning I might be
doing an apartment shop, then take my-
self out to lunch with a fast-food or

 restayrant shop, and then that afternoon

drive over to two car dealers to test drive
any car I want.”

While the mystery shoppers them-
selves can make money with this job, it is

_the businesses that profit the most.

The inside scoop v
“It's amazing what mystery shoppers ‘

ny, a lot of [mystery shoppers] couldn’t
find ariyone to assist them, since they
wete all stocKing the shelves. The com-
pany changed their policy to stock the
shelves at a-non-business hour.”
Another case inyolved shoppers saying
it was hard to find.a parking spot at one

‘store, and it was due to delivery trucks

that were supposed to be there during off-

. howrs. “The company had no idea there

were delivery problems,” Livers says.
Livets says most businesses can bene-
fit from mystery shoppers. “All business-
es that rely on ctistomers to shop for their
survival should use them,” she says. “A -
blue shirt is a blue shirt anywhere. it's the
level of customer service that makes a

* difference.”

For a compahy to be a leader in a

-heavily-competitive, business world, it .

needs employaes who provide excellent

»

“The goal is to create ‘raving fans
Jordan says, ‘Mystery shoppers can help

" fine-tune a business, unil it reaches this .
ﬂllevcl and then help ensure.it stays there,”
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