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Mystery Shopping
FORENSICS TO ASSESS CALL CENTRE
EXCELLENCE

As more and more organizations offload
sales and customer support to their call
centres, they are embracing mystery
shopping to benchmark their performance,
gather CI, and capture real-life feedback –
yielding insights beyond those that
traditional research can provide. 
By David Lithwick and Amy Ross

As intelligence practitioners, we often
struggle in deciding what methodology
would best suit a research assignment.
Should it be competitive intelligence,
mystery shopping, or benchmarking?
In reality, these approaches do not
have to be mutually exclusive. Why
not, for example, blend benchmarking
with mystery shops to get you the
answers you need? Intelligence
gathering is about synthesizing
fragmented bits of data to produce a
pattern. Using a number of approaches
not only facilitates this objective, but
yields deeper insights and generates
better recommendations. 

Of the three approaches, mystery
shopping appears, in fact, to be getting
the most lift. A key driver is the push
by organizations to improve customer
experience in call centres. Mystery
shopping is being used not only to
assess an organization’s sales and
service delivery, but also to benchmark
this performance against competitors
and to collect CI by probing
competitor call customer service reps
(CSRs) on new initiatives, product
offerings, pricing strategies, and other
valuable insights.

Industries Embracing 
Mystery Shopping

Crown corporations, utilities and
pharmaceuticals are among the
industries which, in the past few years,
have invested heavily in building call
centre and website support, both to
attract new customers and to manage
current customer needs. They are
embracing mystery shopping to capture
real-life feedback. In fact, a number use
mystery shopping for training sessions
in which call centre reps shop each
other and the competitors, and then
discuss their experiences during weekly
team huddles. 

Sample Size 

Sample size does not have to be large.
Certainly, shopping a large sample of
stores makes sense for a big box retailer
or national gas chain. But for call
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centre shops, it’s best to keep samples small, that is, under
thirty inquiries per company. Too many calls risk tipping
CSRs that they are being shopped. And from a budget
point of view, how many calls do you really need to get a
sense of how well a competitor’s customer support handles
customer inquiries? 

Remember: Intelligence gathering is about synthesizing
fragmented bits of data to produce a pattern. The key is to
look for these patterns, clues and insights. 

Hypothesis Testing

Before you go ahead and do a shop, come up with a
hypothesis so that you can test it against your findings.
Doing so will force you to spend more time on analysis and
interpretation – absolutely key in intelligence gathering –
reading each completion three or four times to allow you to
assemble your findings in various sequences until a logical
pattern emerges. After studying this pattern, you will
discover its real meaning, which can then be compared to
your hypothesis. Complicated? Not really. 

Let’s say, for example, that you work as a research analyst
for a pet food manufacturer. When reading the latest
customer satisfaction research, you notice (besides the usual
customer concerns relating to price, variety, etc.) four
complaints relating to your call centre support. Though few
in number, the complaints resonate frustration and
disappointment with your customer service reps. Digging
further, you notice that one of these customers actually
threatened to stop buying your product. Moreover, he
mentioned that the quality of customer service he received
from a competing pet food company was so superior that
he was now considering giving them all of his business.
This finding could represent a significant exposure, as you
believe that a major competitor has effectively integrated
call centre servicing as a key component of its customer
retention strategy and views the move as an opportunity to
build brand loyalty. 

Before mystery shopping your call centre to get real-life
examples of just how serious these customer service gaps
are, you come up with the hypothesis that your competitor
has formalized its call centre efforts to excel in complaint
resolution. Customers have become so impressed with how
their concerns are handled that they have end up buying
more product from the competitor and consequently less of
yours. 

Going in field, you find that only one of the five calls
you place in to your call centre is handled professionally.
The representatives handling the other calls make no
apology and dismiss your complaints as “over-reacting.” 

You then place five calls in to your competitor. What you
find out is enlightening and sobering. Not only do all reps
apologize and thank you for calling, but they also advise
you that your complaint will be forwarded to head office.

One of the CSRs discloses that the company has recently
instituted a three-day customer service and sales training
course, after which each CSR is expected to convert no less
than ten per cent of those customers who call with
complaints into buying more product. 

Sure enough, a week later, you receive several emails
from the competitor’s head office, each recapping your
complaint, providing an apology, advising you what action
has been taken, and inviting you to make use of the $25
coupon which is included. It becomes very clear that your
hypothesis is correct. Your competitor has instituted a well-
thought-out program for handling customer complaints
and does everything possible to resolve issues quickly,
impress the customer, and convert good will into increased
purchase and market share.

Other Sectors

What would be an example of a call centre shop into a
pharma call centre? Let’s assume you work as a research
specialist, and your company’s blockbuster drug reduces
cholesterol. You design a survey that is quick to complete
and easy to follow, so that the results are clear and revealing:

Medical Information Specialist
Was there an automatic voice menu, or did you reach a live
voice? Automatic voice menu. 

If an automatic voice menu, was it short and easy to follow?
Yes.

Did you have to wait on hold? Yes, I was on hold for 15 minutes
before I was transferred to a medical information specialist.

Did you have to leave a message for someone to call you
back? No.

Was the representative courteous? Yes, she was an excellent
listener and very polite. 

Did the representative thank you for calling? No.

Did the representative use plain language? Yes.

Did the representative seem knowledgeable about currently
available treatments for cholesterol? No, she was not sure of
the number of different treatments available. 

Was the representative helpful? Yes, she suggested that I go to
the Heart and Stroke website to check out the different treatment
options before I meet with my cardiologist: it would be better if I
were armed with this knowledge ahead of time. 

Did the representative ask if all your questions were
answered? No.

Did the representative advocate for our company? No, she did
not even mention the medication our company makes. She just
stated that there were 4 or 5 different medications and that the
cardiologist and the patient usually come to a decision as to
which one better suits the patient. 

Was there anything that impressed you? No. 

Was there anything that you really disliked? Yes, the fact that I
was put on hold for 15 minutes before reaching the medical
information specialist, who seemed matter-of-fact to the point of
complacency.

If so, what suggestion do you have to resolve this? Cut down
on wait time and provide better product training.
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The results quickly point to the need for your company
to cut down on wait time and provide your call centre staff
with better product training. 

Leaks

On the competitor intelligence side, more specifically
defensive CI, preventing sensitive information leaks is an
increasing concern that organizations are facing. A key
source of leakage is the call centres, given that it is their role
to answer questions and provide information. So how can a
mystery shop help? 

Let’s say you work for Gas Direct, a utilities company.
Twelve months from now, your company will be moving
into the retail sector, selling natural gas furnaces through
thirty company stores. Recently, the president sent out an
email insisting that this new venture be kept confidential.
As the director of market research, you decide to mystery
shop three call centres (customer service, investor relations,
and sales) to see if employees are keeping this information
to themselves. Thirty calls are placed over three weeks. The
scenarios your shoppers use are as follows.

Customer Service: Your maintenance department told
me that Gas Direct will be selling gas furnaces. I can’t wait
to buy one. When will they be available?

Investor Relations: I’m thinking about buying stock in
your company, but Gas Direct’s share price has not
increased much. Are you planning to buy any companies or
expand into new areas such as selling gas furnaces?

Sales: I’d seriously consider moving to Gas Direct from
my current natural gas provider if you were to sell gas
furnaces and offer a ten per cent rebate for first-time
furnace purchasers.

The findings speak for themselves (see the chart below).
Seven out of thirty calls, or 23 per cent, yielded an
information leak. Understandably, this sample is small, but
no matter: you can see that people are leaking information.
Moving forward, you need to make the president aware and
recommend training to keep this venture absolutely
confidential. 

Conclusion

Mystery shopping is evolving into a very effective tool for
investigating call centre support. With more and more
organizations offloading sales and customer support to their
call centres, mystery shopping captures real-life experiences
– pure and rich information, which, when carefully peeled
away, will yield insights and findings beyond those that
traditional research can provide. 

David Lithwick is founder of Market Alert and proud to be 
an MRIA instructor since 1993. He can be reached at 
(416) 932-9820. Amy Ross joined MRIA in 2008 and has 
a keen interest in mystery shopping.

Call Centre Number of Number Number of Percentage
Department People of Leaks Leaks/Person
Contacted

Customer Service 14 3 3/14 21

Investor Relations 4 0 0/4 0

Sales 12 4 4/12 33

Total 30 7 7/30 23




