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MYSTERY SHOPPING— THE MIRACLE TOOL IN BUSINESS RESEARCH

SHAKEEL-UL-REHMAN
RESEARCH SCHOLAR
ANNA UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY
CHENNAI

A.VELSAMY
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
DEPARTMENT OF MANAGEMENT STUDIES
SONA COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY
SALEM

Satisfied customers are an important advantage for almost every company. Every company tries its level best to deliver better services to make the customers
satisfied. A customer must be satisfied up to the highest possible level. Mystery shopping is a type of research tool to measure the level of satisfaction, a customer
experiences through impartial way. The present paper tries to bring out the conceptual understanding of mystery shopping - tries to explain the openness of
mystery shopping to various arenas whether public or private and how it creates attention for improving performance of the company.

KEYWORDS

Mystery Shopping, Mystery Shopper, Customer Services, Customer Satisfaction, Employee Appraisal, Competitive Advantage.

INTRODUCTION

nowing the customer satisfaction is always the top prerogative in any business. Getting to know the level of satisfaction and (or) the changing

expectations of customers’ is a continuous process. Though there are various methods and tools available for this, mystery shopping is considered as

unique and undeniable tool in any organisation. As defined by Wilson (2001), mystery shopping is “a form of participant observation that uses
researchers to deceive customer-service personnel into believing that they are serving real customers or potential customers”. Mystery shopping is a technique
that involves looking at your business from outside and measure the efficiency of your own key processes from the view point of customers.
Mystery Shopping can be carried out in person, by telephone, or less commonly by email. It can recognize strengths and weaknesses and aid to show exactly
where service delivery can be improved. In instances where excellent service is provided, the service may be considered an example of best practice and specific
staff members can be singled out for recognition and reward. Initially set up in retail and private sector service industries, now mystery shopping is used
increasingly in the private as well as public sector to gain a better understanding of how service users are taken care of when they approach front line offices.
Research is the foundation stone of effective marketing planning and is vital for implementing successful marketing strategies. Mystery shopping is a research to
know about company in customer point of view. It is the use of individuals, skilled to measure any customer service process, by acting as potential customers
and in some way reporting back on their experiences in a detailed and objective way. It is also an act of purchasing goods and services for collecting information
for market research.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Although the concept of mystery shopping is old, there are very less literature available in its field. Since the use mystery shopping as a tool of research has got
much concern in the present business competition, investigating through the literature becomes imperative.

As the use of mystery shopping is gaining much importance in the present chase of competition. The literature obtained by the investigator, in the form of
various reports and research studies is briefly reviewed in this part.

Banks and Murphy (1985) have noted that organizations prolong to articulate discontent in performance assessment systems even though advances in appraisal
technology. Appraisal reliability and validity still remain a major problem in most assessment systems.

Mystery shopping is the collection of facts, not perceptions. The mystery customer questionnaire or checklist should emphasize objective questions with a view
to collecting factual data, again negating another weakness of customer surveys, i.e. that customers only remember their overall impression of a service and not
the individual elements or transactions (Wilson, 1998).

Finn & Kayande, 1999 found that the process mystery shopping uses a form of member observation to observe the behavior of employees, usually in the process
of providing services; the resulting data are then used for evaluation purposes. The process usually includes a structured interaction between the representative
and the service provider; an employee whose behavior is being assessed. It is followed by an evaluation interview in which the manager gives the employee
feedback about the data collected during the interaction. This procedure is intended to increase the accuracy of the service provider.

Bromage, (2000) found it as an integral training tool in that it can be used to identify training needs.

Wilson, (2001) defined mystery shopping as a form of participant observation that uses researchers to deceive customer-service personnel into believing that
they are serving real customers or potential customers.

Shing and Spence (2002) argue that their use to gather competitive intelligence is parallel to industrial espionage and conclude that in such cases mystery
shopping is difficult to defend ethically.

Karia, 2005 stated that mystery shopping in India is of not a much scope but some of the big corporate have started to do mystery shopping for increasing their
service delivery.

Brender-Ilan, B. and Shultz, T. (2005) found that the procedure of mystery shopping research is intended to increase the accuracy of the service provider
valuation, as this type of jobs is considered rigid to appraise impartially. Obviously, the process is used differently in different organizations, and for different
purposes.

CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDING

Mystery shopping is necessary for companies to get an objective opinion on how their business is doing. If they used their own employees to evaluate their
service and operations, it would be biased. So mystery shoppers, who don't already have a connection with the company, are used to provide honest and
unbiased feedback. In the UK mystery, shopping is increasingly used to provide feedback on customer services provided by local authorities, and other non-profit
organizations such as housing associations and churches.

Mystery shopping is a term that describes a field based research technique of using independent auditors posing as customers to gather information about
product quality and service delivery by a retail firm. The mystery shopper poses as a customer in order to objectively gather information on the business being
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studied. Getting a customer's view of one's business is a widely recognized tool in both the marketing and customer service arenas. When mystery shoppers are
dispatched to visit a business, they use criteria developed by the client to evaluate the business and focus primarily on service delivery and the sales skills of
employees. Their reports, usually written, are forwarded to the client and can be used in a number of ways. Mystery shoppers can also objectively evaluate
competitors and their service delivery and product mix for comparisons and benchmarking.

Mystery Shopping is also known as Ghost Shopping where industry serves to evaluate the customer service for any company that deals with customer
satisfaction. By sending an anonymous ghost shopper, that forms the base on their visits to client locations. Ghost shopping helps in evaluating the service
provided by the company’s’ channel members to its customers. From this information companies can understand whether it is meeting, or failing to meet, it's
customer's needs. Ghost shoppers are everyday people who are visiting stores as anonymous customers, and in the process helping these stores to better
understand how they can meet customers' needs.

METHODS OF IMPLEMENTATION

Mystery shopping can be done by two methods a) A company uses its own employees to perform the mystery shopping, in which company trains its own
employees to collect the customer related enquires from the market and b) Some companies can engage marketing research companies to evaluate the
superiority of service in their stores; these companies use mystery shoppers to get the information in disguise. They disperse a mystery shopper to make a
particular purchase in a shop or store, for example, and then report on the experience and understanding. Typically, the shopper is compensated, and can keep
the product or service.

Mystery shopping can be used in any industry, with the most common venue being retail stores, hotels, movie theaters, restaurants, fast food chains, banks, gas
stations, automobile dealerships, apartments, health clubs and health care services

Mystery shopping can allow a firm to create a competitive edge. It can also assist retailers in developing and evaluating strategies to retain current customers.
The first step in mystery shopping is to identify your firm's important customer service characteristics and objectives often flowing from your strategy and
overall goals and objectives. Next a firm uses these variables to develop a mystery shopping questionnaire, either alone or with the help or a consultant or
mystery shopping firm. The survey can include a mix of description and check-off questions.

WHY & WHERE MYSTERY SHOPPING?

In this growing severely competitive environment, there is an ever-increasing need for companies to gather evidence on whether their policy initiatives have had
the intended outcomes and whether retail firms treat their customers fairly. In particular, the need is to measure and evaluate the impact of company policies,
assess levels of firms’ compliance with rules and examine the experience consumers have of the market. Mystery shopping is regarded as a necessary means of
gathering such information. This is because of the problems inherent to surveying those who have recently purchased products — consumers don’t always
exactly recall all the particulars.

Some of the benefits of mystery shopping are; Product Placement, Point of Selling, Visibility, Customer Demand, Repurchases, Brand Recall, Awareness. Mystery
shopping is useful to know about the awareness of that brand, how many outlets are having this product? Through it one can get the information about the
competitors like their new product launches, market share, new promotions, campaigns, etc. Even you can check the placement of the product in the outlet,
whether the product has got right place on shelf, visibility of product, how fast product is moving, impulse buying appeal of the product, etc. A “conformist”
mystery shopper in-person visits more of business locations. The assessments are typically discrete questions along with the correlated point values, as well as
some narratives for amplification. However, due to advances in technology as well as evolving customer service requirements, the ability to gather data and
other materials relating to a customer’s experience has been significantly increased.

Mystery shopping can allow a firm to create a competitive edge. It can also assist retailers in developing and evaluating strategies to retain current customers.
Typical areas of assessment are customer service, suggestive selling and up-selling techniques, teamwork, employee and management activities, head-count,
store appearance and organization, merchandise displays and stock, cleanliness of the location, signage and advertising compliance, time in line and time
elapsed for service, product quality, order accuracy, customer's preferences, cash handling, and return policies. After pre-testing the questionnaire, mystery
shoppers are hired to do an assessment. Assessments can be on-site or via the telephone or even the Internet. A sample size as well as a period of time for the
mystery shopping program is determined and results are used for feedback.

BENEFITING RANGE OF BUSINESS

Mystery shopping is more visible in developing countries and it is mostly prevailing in retail sector. But other sectors also use it as a tool to measure their
customer satisfaction, competition, new technology advancements etc. some of the areas where mystery shopping is seen commonly are Banks, Restaurants,
Hotels, Supermarkets, Automobile shops, Repair shops, Bars, Clubs, Theaters, Shopping malls, Retail chain operators. FMCG companies, Consumer durable
companies, Apparel retailers.

Mystery shoppers are professional in this field as he charges a reasonable amount from the companies for doing this service of conducting research. A feedback
is given by them to the client whether the services are being performed according to expectations or not and gives a chance for the further improvements that
company thinks necessary for its survival. On the other hand they tries to offer a better delivery to the customers to make them satisfied and a company can
attract more and more customers if it is efficient in the market

USE AND EXECUTION OF MYSTERY SHOPPING

Managers can use the reports from mystery shoppers to evaluate their position in the industry, and the results can be used to provide employee recognition and
other positive reinforcements of loyalty and morale through incentive programs. Many restaurants, banks, supermarkets, and clothing retailers have used the
techniques, along with hotels, furniture stores, grocery stores, gas stations, movie theaters, automotive repair shops, bars, athletic clubs, bowling alleys, and
almost any business where customer service is important. As the service sector of the economy has increased, so has the demand for mystery shoppers.

Some retailers are large enough to have their own in-house program in place. Other smaller companies who do not have the resources to develop a quality
mystery shopping program in-house use mystery shopping contractors. These contractors directly hire and train the mystery shoppers, who work as
independent contractors. The reports from mystery shoppers can measure training and levels of customer service pre- and post-training. Mystery shopping
allows managers to determine if the services provided by employees are appropriate. Shopping reports can assess promotional campaigns and even verify
employees' honesty in handling cash and charges.

Reports over time can give up a longitudinal database of averages. Some industries share findings so that managers can know regional or national averages of
the industry. At the Web site Managerspot.com, for example, restaurant owners can compare their numbers from mystery shopping reports with a pool of
similar, but anonymous, restaurants. The use of mystery shopping is just one part of a company-wide program to develop and enhance employee performance.
The idea is to find out from a consumer's point of view which areas of service and product quality are most important and what areas need improvement. Data
from the shopping results can be used by the company to make necessary changes on a timely basis. The results should be used for developmental and reward
purposes and not for punishment. Mystery shopping is a valuable tool to businesses and is especially helpful for small, start-up businesses that need accurate
and fast information to assess their employees and compare their products and services to the competition. So mystery shopping is a process for exploring
everyday experiences, one person’s view at a snapshot in time, a way of identifying strengths and weaknesses in dealing with customers, a method of measuring
employees’ performance against set customer service standards, a useful aid for identifying training needs.
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Mystery shopping can be used for various purposes. Most of the time the goal is to measure the quality of the service delivery to the customer. In this situation
the mystery guest can be focused on the compliance to specific standards, guidelines or demands, or the mystery guest can be instructed to position the quality
of the service on a scale. If a mystery guest visits locations of competitors, benchmarking becomes a way to judge your own activities against those.

GROWING NECESSITY OF MYSTERY SHOPPERS

Managers can use the reports from mystery shoppers to evaluate their status among its competitors and the scope of increasing the business. Also this tool is
highly reliable, and the results can be used to provide employee recognition and other positive reinforcements of loyalty and morale through incentive
programs.

The use of mystery shopping is just one part of a company-wide program to develop and augment employee performance. The idea is to learn from a
consumer's point of view which areas of service and product quality are most important and what areas need improvement. Data from the shopping results can
be used by the company to make necessary changes on a timely basis. The results should be used for developmental and reward purposes and not for
punishment. Mystery shopping is a valuable tool to businesses and is especially helpful for small, start-up businesses that need accurate and fast information to
assess their employees and compare their products and services to the competition.

MYSTERY SHOPPING IN INDIA

Mystery shopping is not much practiced in India; some of the organizations who have initially used this type of research are ICICI Bank, Titan, Arrow and Reliance
communications. ICICI Bank used mystery shopping initially in Pune to check the services offered by one of its branches, it conducted survey by telephone
through mystery shoppers to find out the different services provided to different age groups by the bank (Karia, P.M., 2005)

CONCLUSION

In the present age of competition there are various tools of research available for the companies to measure their service level from the customer point of view.
One such efficient tool is mystery shopping, which is also called as ghost shopping. It can be viewed as an efficient tool in measuring the customer satisfaction
with the company. No doubt, companies are spending lot of resources in ensuring customer satisfaction and to know what actually customers want. Mystery
shopping can be chosen as an efficient tool in knowing the overall details of positive and negative aspects of services provided to customers. It can also be used
to rectify the problems a company actually faces in dealing with the customers.
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