
White paper

Customer Service
Is it really the priority?

It is hard to find an organisation that doesn’t 
claim to put customer service high on its priority 
list but do they really deliver true customer 
service? This paper provides an insight into 
how and why they might not be delivering what 
customers really want.
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About Managementors

As a results-based consultancy, we help 
organisations generate true performance 
improvements that translate into tangible 
margin growth.

We’ve proved this time and time again for 
many leading-edge, blue chip organisations 
including Balfour Beatty, National Express, 
Atkins, First Group, Babcock International and 
OCS. 

Our expertise has helped numerous 
organisations achieve lasting change. By 
introducing effective performance management 
and collaboration into their operations, they 
have reaped the rewards of significant and 
sustained improvements.

As part of our proven methodology, we 
work with our clients in a facilitative manner 
to achieve behavioural change whilst also 
enhancing the core aspects of project delivery.  
By transforming both elements simultaneously, 
we are able to make very tangible impacts to 
the operational and financial performance of 
programmes of work. 
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Service provision, to varying degrees, is 
increasingly linked to consumer expectations 
and changes in customer attitudes. In 
recent decades, and as the diversification 
of sectors has taken place in tandem with 
accelerated globalisation and connectivity, 
service provision has begun to encapsulate 
a more holistic approach in its delivery. It 
is now often associated with providing to 
the customer not only the core offering, but 
an overall positive customer experience; 
including membership and access to a range 
of associated benefits. Customer attitudes, 
therefore, and the frequency with which they 
change, are now considered a significant 
determining factor for the success of many 
businesses; as are the discrete nuances 
brought about by global factors to which 
we are now more connected than ever. In 
many spheres of consumption, there is now 
an expectation that additional services, and 

often loosely connected benefits, are included 
in the offering as part of the overall customer 
experience. As a result, customer service 
agents and those responsible for service 
delivery are now held accountable for the 
customers’ attitudes and overall disposition 
towards the provider, whilst simultaneously 
providing the service itself. Equally, 
businesses must be responsive to social 
change and the way this affects demand. This 
shift in focus has had far reaching implications 
for many businesses, who now often seek to 
attract and retain customers as loyal followers 
of their brand, lifestyle or perceived set of 
values. This, in turn, has driven perceived 
customer satisfaction to the forefront of many 
operating models, redefining in many cases 
what service actually means, how resources 
are utilised and where strategic business 
priorities lie. 
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Greater expectation that additional 
services, and often loosely 

included 
in offering as part of overall 
customer experience

Customer service agents and those 
responsible for service delivery are now 
held accountable for the customers’ 
attitudes and overall disposition 
towards the provider, whilst 
simultaneously providing the service itself 

Businesses must be responsive 
to social change and the way 
this affects demand 

This shift in focus has had far 
reaching implications for many 
businesses, who now often seek 
to attract and retain customers 
as loyal followers of their 
brand, lifestyle or perceived set of 
values 

Increase in customer 
service expectations

This, in turn, has driven perceived 
customer satisfaction to the 
forefront of many operating 
models
what service actually means, how 
resources are utilised and where 
strategic business priorities lie 
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Who decides what these service levels 
should be though? Is it always a corporate 
decision or is it left to front line staff and are 
they always delivering real service?  
We have encountered numerous examples 
within the transport sector where getting a 
bus, for example, ‘out the door at all costs’ 
was seen as providing great customer 
service, whereas the more mundane work 
of delivering consistently good maintenance, 
which avoided the need for last minute 
panics, was often forgotten. Equally within 
other environments great customer service is 
often seen as being someone going the extra 
mile, rather than delivering a consistently 
reliable service. This brings cost and it is the 
underlying delivery that often suffers because 
of this, resulting in a spiral of last minute 
fixes taking budget from the day-to-day 
service, resulting in a greater requirement 
for yet more last minute fixes. All of this is 
then rewarded in the employee of the month 
awards to the person who has ‘gone the 
extra mile’, with the sticking plasters to keep 
things on track.

In response to changing attitudes amid global 
events, the transport sector in particular 
has seen its service priorities change 
with increasing regularity. Technological 
advancements have enabled providers to 
implement contactless payments, unmanned 
ticket barriers at rail stations, and the 
ordering of refreshments via an app or QR 
code. Simultaneously, an increased visibility 
of discounted fares through membership 
perks, associated partner offerings, and 
strong visual branding have also emerged 
as commonplace. These improvements, 
and changes in focus, have been seemingly 
designed from a customer-centric 
perspective, making the consumer’s life easier, 
while simultaneously providing a better and 
more efficient service. Equally, for the provider, 
such changes have facilitated and enabled 
greater volumes of passengers to flow through 
the network unobstructed, and reduced their 
expenditure on physically manning gates and 
other areas of the business. As a caveat to 
this though, transport networks, such as rail 
and buses, have historically been required 
to continue delivering a frequent and reliable 
service in order to back up their assertion that 
digitisation means regularity and certainty for 
its customer base.
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If customer attitudes and social paradigms 
affect which areas of service provision are 
prioritised, as seen in the changes outlined 
above, then the impact of the pandemic 
has at least accelerated this process, if 
not transformed it. For a time, changes 
to the sector, such as the shift in focus 
towards interactivity, ease of access and 
the digitisation of service delivery, were 
a relatively organic process propelled by 
technological advancement. The pandemic, 
however, has highlighted that customer 
attitudes can change in a shorter time 

span than was perhaps first acknowledged 
and, in the end, businesses must respond 
if they are to stay ahead. Now more than 
ever, customers are demanding, with a fresh 
perspective gained after breaking from the 
daily commute, comfort, space, an overall 
positive customer experience above and 
beyond a frequency and regularity of service 
alone. With fewer commuters overall, less time 
spent in the office, and a desire to travel away 
from home after months of social restrictions, 
consumers appear to hold all the cards and 
are now in a position to demand change. 
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Changing customer  
requirements

As has been highlighted throughout the 
pandemic, customers are now placing 
significant value on space, comfort and, 
in particular, cleanliness and so transport 
sector services must look deeper into 
managing vehicle capacity, overcrowding 
and maintenance, if they are to satisfy 
consumer demands. Prior to the pandemic, 
it was assumed that a crowded yet regular 
and timely service was sufficient to satisfy 
the demands of the majority of transport 
users, on the basis that most would need to 
use public transport to commute. However, 
a simple return to pre-pandemic levels of 
frequency, and a ‘business as usual’ attitude 
to overcrowding, may not be sufficient to 
encourage volumes of public transport use 
similar to that seen throughout previous 
years.

Discussing such changes to public 
perception, Jeremy Sung and Yannick 
Monschauer, writing for the International 
Energy Agency (IEA), suggest that 
“maintaining the quality and safety of public 
transport services in the post lockdown 
period will be crucial to ensure people do 
not lose faith in public transport systems 
in the longer term. Governments will 
need to ensure public transport systems 
have the resources to maintain reliability 
standards while also catering to commuter’s 
perceptions of safety, through measures to 
maintain a level of social distancing.” 

First Bus, for example, is fighting back against 
the likes of Uber by introducing improved bus 
tracking software so that draughty waits at 
bus stops become a thing of the past, with 
their app giving an indication of how busy the 
bus is.

Providing assurances on these new and 
emerging considerations will be key when 
catering for segments of its consumer base, 
particularly those whose primary motivation 
for abandoning public transport aligned with 
health considerations brought about by the 
pandemic. However, satisfying those who 
require space, comfort and security when they 
do decide to make use of public transport, as 
well as providing cost effective travel (tempting 
enough to draw remote workers away from 
their office at home), is a challenge that will 
need to be addressed. This may necessitate 
a fundamental rethinking of the transport 
sector’s key assumptions and practices.

Sources

1 https://www.iea.org/articles/changes-in-transport-behaviour-during-the-covid-19-crisis

“maintaining the quality and safety of public transport services 
in the post lockdown period will be crucial to ensure people 
do not lose faith in public transport systems in the longer 
term. Governments will need to ensure public transport 
systems have the resources to maintain reliability standards 
while also catering to commuter’s perceptions of safety, 
through measures to maintain a level of social distancing.”

- International Energy Agency (IEA) 

“
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In our experience there is a currently a view 
within the bus operating companies that 
customer service is the priority – frequent, 
clean buses are seen as revenue generators 
whilst also supporting carbon reduction 
targets and Covid recovery aspirations. 
This is something that is liable to change 
in 2022, although there are likely to be 
conflicting demands of cost and service 
with the likelihood that councils will be more 
directive in what should be supplied. In this 
environment bus companies are likely to be 
demanding a model more like London, to 
enable them to supply these services and 
make an acceptable margin. 

Within the train operators the pressures are 
currently less acute – without the fares risk 
they have a bit more leeway in the services 
they provide, unless the original franchise 
agreements are put back. If this happens 
there are likely to be significant changes 
within the industry.

This clearly demonstrates the changes 
the transport sector has undergone in a 
relatively short space of time, the additional 
pressures and responsibilities for which they 
now bear the burden, and the increasing 
complexity of the role of service provision 
in a world forever changed by the impact 
of the pandemic. Yet it also suggests that 
the precise nature of long term changes to 
the provision of service have yet to be finally 
determined. The majority of the features 
outlined emerged as a short-term or interim 

solution, in order to adhere to emergency 
government guidelines or regulations. 
Whether or not these will be mandatory, 
or even applicable, moving forward 
remains to be seen. A key area of focus for 
transport planners, therefore, should be the 
continued monitoring of public perception, 
government communications and a flexible 
or open-minded approach to reshaping and 
redefining the core offering. In addition, an 
understanding that the widespread social 
change brought about by the pandemic 
may have divided the public to such an 
extent that transport service providers’ prior 
understanding of their consumer base may no 
longer be relevant. Capturing this information 
in an effective, reliable and sustainable way, 
as we move towards recovery, will also be 
of key importance for those businesses 
operating within the transport sector. Within 
the transport industry it is noticeable that 
there are differing approaches to market 
segmentation. Whilst there might be some 
debate at the margins, airlines have a relatively 
clear hierarchy of service aspirations from First 
Class on British Airways through the different 
classes and then onto the low cost operators 
currently offering flights to Bulgaria for £8.69. 
This enables customers to choose their 
balance of service and cost. Train customers 
also have choice with Avanti now offering 
three classes of service on their trains. When 
it comes to buses there is typically no choice 
– operators tend to run similar services with 
similar buses, leaving customers to choose 
between their cars, Uber or the number 24.

As has already been seen, public transport providers have 
set about “reconfiguring the internal layout of seats and 
circulation spaces on buses and trains, and installing 
contactless door sensors, hand sanitizer dispensers 
and clear screens between seats to provide a physical 
barrier... Although such interventions provide a visible 
manifestation of a response to a public health threat, their 
efficacy and levels of public acceptance are unknown.” 
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2 G. Paton Contactless doors and visors are the future for rail, The Times (2020), 26th May 2020 
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Changes in demand

Another major impact of the pandemic was the unprecedented decline in use of public transport as a means to commute. 

With offices closing overnight, some for 
good, a significant majority of those in office 
based roles commenced remote working 
as the norm, with many still doing so over 
eighteen months later. For those who, pre-
pandemic, may have spent almost as much 
as their monthly housing costs on rail fares, 
the opportunity to avoid this additional cost 
will have been welcomed. Understanding 
new hybrid working patterns, for those still 
commuting infrequently on public transport, 
will also be crucial for transport sector 
service providers when considering how 
best to facilitate an increase in demand 
and profitability. Similarly, and with sight of 
these trends, providers will need to promote 
the continued use of their services as an 
attractive option and respond in a way that 
enables a cost effective deal for its target 
consumer base. There will be those who 
never again need to travel into the office 
but, for the most part, some hybrid or 

flexible format will have emerged. For service 
providers, identifying those who have a choice 
as to how often they commute should be of 
importance. Flexible ticket types, as well as 
loyalty schemes such as those seen in the 
aviation industry, may contribute towards 
enhancing the engagement of this cross 
section. The concept of a railcard or monthly 
travel pass largely emerged as a response 
to the five-day week and as a means of 
securing revenue whilst also providing users 
with a cheaper per-journey travel option. 
Understanding how this culture has changed, 
and how best to respond to the emergence 
of ad-hoc visits to the office, will necessitate 
a broader range of options when it comes 
to ticket types. Similarly, encouraging and 
rewarding use of the service with a points-
based system, or tiered approach as many 
airlines provide, may ultimately encourage and 
increase the adoption of membership and 
therefore paid for journeys.

Sources

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/transport-use-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic
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In our experience the transport companies 
are reasonably good at forecasting demand, 
with the train operators in particular using 
different fares to shape demand to match 
capacity. There is less success, however, in 
translating changes in demand into changes 
in vehicle availability. In the train industry it 
is difficult to turn supply off and on at short 
notice. Trains can be taken out of service 
but timetables are typically only modified 
a couple of times a year – the leasing 
companies and the maintenance companies 
are happy to make modifications on the 
proviso that these are for the medium term – 
they cannot just bring trains back into service 
at minimal notice so longer term decisions 
need to be made. In the bus industry it is 
easier to reduce service – each of the bus 
operators has a relatively large supply of old 
buses that they could remove from their fleet 

(whilst claiming the credit for going green). 
Routes and timetables can be modified 
relatively easily and buses brought out of 
storage at fairly short notice if demand picks 
up. Equally, the shape of the fleet can be 
changed to replace now redundant double-
deckers with more flexible single-deckers or 
even minibuses. There then needs to be a 
corresponding flexing of employee numbers, 
such as drivers and maintenance engineers. 
In recent months we have seen a demand 
for transport operators for help in squeezing 
the maximum value from their current fleet 
of vehicles. It is likely that in 2022 there will 
be further moves in this direction but also a 
move towards reducing fleet sizes for at least 
the medium term. Alongside this there will be 
technology improvements where funds permit 
but also reductions in the size of the required 
support services. 



There are evident hierarchies within the 
transport industry and this might be seen 
as the golden age of customer service. As 
we move into the Covid recovery period 
there is likely to be a reduction in choice for 
passengers. A reduction in frequencies is 
liable to be the first manifestation of this but 
then it will be a choice for the operators as 
to whether they try and squeeze more out of 
the remaining fleet and reduce costs further, 
or whether they focus on revenue generation 
and building a business that can attract a 
new generation of customers. In either case, 
management will need to focus on ensuring 
that whatever service levels are agreed at 
a corporate level, they are delivered at the 
front line and that money is spent ensuring 
the underlying operation delivers this and 
doesn’t focus on the heroics of resolving 
short term issues at the expense of those 
delivering a sound day-to-day service.

Conclusions
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Contact us to find out what 
Managementors can do for you 

Call +44 (0)1256 883939
e enquiries@managementors.co.uk 
w www.managementors.co.uk

Managementors Limited. Theale Court, 11-13 High Street, Theale, Reading RG7 5AH


