
My s t e ry shopping, as initially used by many industri e s , wa s
c ru d e, u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d , l a c ked re l i a b i l i t y, and in most cases
was statistically unsound.The early programs had, as their

g o a l , to evaluate retail conditions - that is, h ow products we re mov-
i n g , whether one product line was recommended over others , or how
p rominently a product was displayed and where.

These early my s t e ry shopping programs we re deemed “ o b s e rva-
t i o n a l ” because the program objective was to have the shopper
o b s e rve and re c o rd what he or she saw.This approach has adva n t a g e s
but some drawbacks as we l l . By making observations only, it is diffi-
cult to evaluate the interaction of retail employees and customers .

M y s t e ry shopping became much more useful as a self-assessment
tool when my s t e ry shoppers - or testers posing as customers or
potential customers - based their evaluations not only on observa t i o n s
but also upon actual retail transactions - for example, p u rchasing a
p roduct from a sales clerk at a department store, opening an account
at a bank, buying gas, applying for a loan or cashing a check at a teller
s t a t i o n .

M y s t e ry shopping comes of age
M y s t e ry shopping was initially thought of as a ve ry subjective and
p ri m a rily a qualitative re s e a rch technique.To d ay by increasing sample
sizes (number of shops), s t a n d a rdizing the scenario or persona of the

s h o p p e r, t h o roughly training the
s h o p p e rs , adding an objective ques-
tioning format and prov i d i n g
re p o rts quickly in an easy-to-access
f o rm a t , the findings have become
m o re re l i a ble and actionabl e.
T h e re f o re, companies are relying on
my s t e ry shopping more and more.

Most companies got their feet
wet in my s t e ry shopping progr a m s
by conducting the programs annu-

ally or at least eve ry two ye a rs .T h ey served as benchmarks or base-
lines and as follow-up programs to evaluate change. N ow manage-
ment realizes that my s t e ry shopping done infrequently does not serve
a motivational purpose to help employees improve how they tre a t
c u s t o m e rs ; used that way, it is nothing more than a monitoring tool. I f
a company uses shoppers on an ongoing basis, s t o re and branch man-
a g e rs and employe e s , awa re that my s t e ry shoppers might visit, a re
m o re careful about how they treat customers and how they display
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and sell goods.
By having my s t e ry shoppers visit

or call branches or stores quart e r l y,
m o n t h l y, and even we e k l y, the my s-
t e ry shopping technique is capabl e
not only of evaluating sales and ser-
vice quality but also of serving as a
m o t ivational tool to help improve
sales and service and there by
i n c rease customer loya l t y. M o re than
25 ye a rs of industry experience with
my s t e ry shopping has demonstrated
that as sales professionalism and cus-
tomer service improve so does cus-
tomer satisfaction and customer loy-
a l t y.

R e t a i l e rs have come to re c og n i z e
the importance of developing and
maintaining a sales culture, as well as
c o n t i nually striving for improve d
s e rvice and customer satisfa c t i o n .A s
a re s u l t , ongoing my s t e ry shopping
has become a popular re s e a rch and
self-assessment technique.

Tr a d i t i o n a l l y, my s t e ry shopping
has been used to eva l u a t e, m o n i t o r
and improve sales skills, s e rvice stan-
d a rd s , operating pro c e d u re s , t h e
branch or store env i ro n m e n t , t r a f f i c,
staffing efficiencies, transaction pro-
cessing and training progr a m s . N ow
the re s e a rch technique is being
applied to address business risk and
legal or compliance issues. In fa c t ,
the technique is extremely we l l - s u i t-
ed for this because it profiles the
sales and service process and can tell
whether customers are being tre a t e d
fairly and honestly and whether the
a p p l i c a ble legal and re g u l a t o ry
re q u i rements are being followe d .
E ven gove rnment enforc e m e n t
agencies and local commu n i t y
groups are using the technique to
test for discrimination in the re a l
estate and mortgage bu s i n e s s .

By implementing a we l l - d e s i g n e d
my s t e ry shop program a company
can limit the risk associated with
inconsistent sales and service acro s s
its branch and store network and
t h e re f o re help to maximize reve nu e s
per dollar spent on bri c k - a n d - m o r-
tar locations, telephone centers and
retail employee wa g e s . In addition, a
my s t e ry shop program can help a
c o m p a ny defend itself against allega-

tions of unfair or misleading sales
practices and discri m i n a t i o n .T h e s e
allegations can have a substantial
impact on company reputation and
sales and can result in significant
legal costs and ultimately settlements
or civil penalties.

One of the first steps in building a
sales and service culture that tre a t s
c u s t o m e rs fairly is to determine the
c u s t o m e rs ’ re q u i rements and the
specific cues and sales and serv i c e
b e h av i o rs and processes that show
c u s t o m e rs that their needs are being
m e t .The next step is to incorp o r a t e
those behav i o rs and processes into
the company ’s sales culture by cre a t-
ing guidelines and pro c e d u res for
handling customer inquiries and
t r a n s a c t i o n s .The company should
then continually monitor the perfor-
mance of employees and its sales and
s e rvice process and let the employ-
ees know how well they are adher-
ing to the sales and service guide-
l i n e s .

Implementing my s t e ry
s h o p p i n g
A carefully stru c t u red plan is needed
to implement a successful my s t e ry
shopping progr a m .

1 . D e t e rmine a clear objective. I t
might be to measure and motiva t e
a d h e rence to your sales and serv i c e
g u i d e l i n e s . Or you may want to
diagnostically assess your sales and
s e rvice practices ve rsus the competi-
t i o n .Then again it might be to
check on compliance with re g u l a t o-
ry guidelines and the law.

2 . Select the right form of my s t e ry
s h o p p i n g. Ongoing or tracking pro-
grams - monthly, bimonthly or
q u a rterly - will help you continu a l l y
m e a s u re and motivate employe e s .
T h ey also help to spot and re m e d y
issues quickly. Diagnostic my s t e ry
shopping programs profile the sales
and service process and uncove r
your strengths and we a k n e s s e s .T h e s e
p rograms are usually conducted
once or twice a year and help iden-
tify specific areas where sales and
s e rvice can be improve d .

3 . D e t e rmine the sales or delive ry
channels to my s t e ry shop. To d ay com-

panies market and service customers
t h rough a va riety of channels: s t o re s ,
t e l e p h o n e, the Web and mail.
M y s t e ry shopping each of these
channels helps the company maxi-
mize its sales and serv i c e.

4 . S i mulate an actual customer experi -
e n c e. I t ’s best to do this by re c ru i t i n g
p rofessional my s t e ry shoppers who
closely match the profile of yo u r
customer base.The shoppers should
be objective, unbiased and smart .
This will help limit shopper detec-
tion and provide for easy acceptance
by management.

While some companies use their
own customers to my s t e ry shop, t h i s
a p p roach can be misleading. B e c a u s e
c u s t o m e rs evaluate the employe e
and company while conducting
their own transactions, the appro a c h
of using customers does not prov i d e
the precision needed to detect
inconsistencies in how the company
responds to certain scenarios or situ-
a t i o n s . Hence the information pro-
vided is not as actionable in re m e d y-
ing employee non-adherence to
c o m p a ny policy and guidelines on
h ow to serve customers .

5 . Train the shoppers thoroughly.T h e
training should cover the progr a m ’s
o b j e c t ive s , unless it is for legal or
re g u l a t o ry compliance. If that is its
p u rp o s e, check with your legal
counsel before informing the shop-
p e rs about the true objectives of the
p rogr a m . R ev i ew the scripts and
conduct ro l e - p l ays to ensure the
s h o p p e rs are comfort a ble with the
s c e n a ri o s .And cover the question-
n a i res and your sales and serv i c e
guidelines with the shoppers .

To help ensure a cre d i ble pro-
gr a m , re c ruit professional my s t e ry
s h o p p e rs who have the ability to
complete the my s t e ry shops and
who re p resent the demogr a p h i c
composition of the customer base.
Most my s t e ry shoppers today are
females working part - t i m e. Fe m a l e s
m ay or may not be treated the same
as males.The same is true for whites,
A f ri c a n - A m e ricans and Hispanics,
e t c.

6 . I n f o rm your employees about the
shopping program (but do not tell them
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when or where the shops will occur).
This will help build support for the
p rogram and will clearly commu n i-
cate to employees the import a n c e
management places on employe e
a d h e rence to its sales and serv i c e
guidelines and policies.

7 . D e velop a questionnaire that is
easy to understand and complete. A
complicated questionnaire hinders a
s h o p p e r ’s ability to accurately re c o rd
the experience encountered when
meeting or interacting with the
e m p l oye e. M a ke sure the shoppers
t a ke with them the questionnaire
t h ey will need to complete when
t r aveling to (or pre p a ring to phone
call or log into a Web site) the com-
p a ny they will shop. Be sure that the
s h o p p e rs complete the questionnaire
immediately after completing their
a s s i g n m e n t s .This will ensure that the
s h o p p e rs are accurately re c o rd i n g
the sales and service performance of
your employe e s .

8 . The shopper questionnaire should
be sight- and computer-edited. R ev i ew
the questionnaires completed by the
s h o p p e rs before providing feedback
to your employe e s . Using an
I n t e rnet-based re p o rting mechanism
helps prevent the shoppers fro m
e n t e ring inconsistent answe rs . I t
does not however prevent shoppers
f rom entering verbatim comments
that do not match their yes/no com-
ments describing what was experi-
e n c e d . C a reful training helps to con-
t rol this. Still you will need to
rev i ew the verbatim comments
o f f e red by the my s t e ry shoppers . I f
t h e re are inconsistencies you will
h ave to speak to the shopper to
re s o l ve the issue.

9 . The reports should cl e a r ly identify
your strengths and weaknesses. T h e
re p o rting program should prov i d e
the flexibility to provide feedback to
your store s , branches and employe e s .

1 0 . The reports should be provided as
q u i ck ly as possible to the employe e s
s h o p p e d . This increases the action-
ability of the information since
m a n a g e rs can more rapidly addre s s
and remedy pro bl e m s . Consider hav-
ing the shoppers transfer the answe rs
t h ey re c o rded on the paper ques-

t i o n n a i re to an Internet question-
n a i re.

1 1 . Consider developing a numeri c
s c o ring system that objective ly measures
e m p l oyee perform a n c e. This will help
you easily identify the degree of
a d h e rence or non-adherence to yo u r
sales and service guidelines and poli-
c i e s .

1 2 . If the purpose of the shopping pro -
g ram is to motivate and recognize perfor -
m a n c e, i n clude the results in an incentive
p r o g ra m . The my s t e ry shop score
should be used with other perfor-
mance measures - re t e n t i o n , s a l e s
grow t h , p rofits and new accounts -
to help motivate and rewa rd
e m p l oyee perform a n c e.

1 3 . C o a ch your employees based on
the results. The branch manager or
training department should use the
my s t e ry shop results to help coach
the employees on how to improve.
By describing the results of the my s-
t e ry shopping to employees on an
ongoing basis employees you consis-
tently remind employees that the
c o m p a ny is measuring adherence to
its sales and service standards and
p o l i c i e s .

The benefits of my s t e ry
s h o p p i n g
The turn of the century has bro u g h t
with it dive rse markets and new
m a r kets (Afri c a n - A m e ri c a n s ,
H i s p a n i c s ,A s i a n s , f e m a l e s , s e n i o rs
and so fort h ) , n ew technologies and
almost instantaneous inform a t i o n .
C o n s u m e rs are inform a t i o n - h u n gry
and making new demands.T h ey
l e a rn and react quickly, e s p e c i a l l y
when they are not treated well or
feel they have been misled or, eve n
wo rs e, d i s c riminated against.T h i s
heightens the importance of ensur-
ing that customers are treated fa i r l y
and consistently and that their needs
a re met. C o m p a ny share h o l d e rs ,
Wall Stre e t , consumer advo c a t e s , t h e
m e d i a , federal and state and local
re g u l a t o rs and community gro u p s
a re all more invo l ved than eve r
b e f o re.Wall Street and company
s t a ke h o l d e rs want to make sure that
your firm is maximizing its reve nu e s
and minimizing expenses.

Consumer advo c a t e s , c o m mu n i t y
groups and law enforcement wa n t
to make sure consumers are not
misled - and that they are tre a t e d
fairly and have equal access to goods
and serv i c e s .

M y s t e ry shopping will pinpoint
your strengths and weaknesses for
training and policy refinements and
help you take maximum adva n t a g e
of sales and service opport u n i t i e s .
M o re import a n t l y, you can assess the
sales and service pro c e s s ; eva l u a t e
e m p l oyee product know l e d g e,
d e t e rmine the discove ry skills of
your employe e s ; and learn how yo u r
e m p l oyees treat customers .

M y s t e ry shopping can help yo u r
c o m p a ny increase market share and
p rofits while ensuring that yo u r
sales and service practices are fa i r
and equal. U n l i ke customer satisfa c-
tion re s e a rch conducted via the
t e l e p h o n e,mail or Internet - which
only measures what customers
remember and perceptions of the
s e rvice re c e ived - my s t e ry shopping
c a p t u res information at a moment
when the employee is serving the
customer or potential customer.
Thus it can be used to measure and
i m p rove the sales and service expe-
rience encountered by current and
potential customers . It profiles the
c u s t o m e r - e m p l oyee interaction and
tells you whether it is consistent and
of a nature that adheres to yo u r
s t a n d a rd s , while maximizing cus-
tomer satisfaction and sales.

N ew challenge s
Companies face many new chal-
lenges today. M y s t e ry shopping can
p l ay a prominent role in your sales
and service strategy. It will help
e n s u re optimal performance acro s s
multiple delive ry channels while
maintaining re a s o n a ble management
ove rsight of sales practices for com-
pliance and legal re a s o n s .And my s-
t e ry shopping will help you re i n-
f o rce the importance of sales and
s e rvice to the frontline staff.
Ultimately this will help improve
sales and shareholder value by con-
t rolling attrition and improving cus-
tomer loya l t y. |Q


