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There are some interesting recent developments in customer relationship management which shipping companies, in particular ferry operators and container shipping lines, can make use of. We asked two experts for their ideas how 

FIRST SECTION HEADING

A fundamental change

STRAP LINE 

By Gavin McManus, managing consultant, customer relationship management practice, with technology company EDS 

BODY

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) represents a fundamental change in the way that customers are managed. 

If handled properly, CRM allows organisations to respond positively to the fact that customers are now the drivers - not sellers - in our economy. 

This customer-centric business philosophy will not change in the future. What will change, however, are the technologies - through which CRM interfaces with the customer - and the subsequent changes to the way business will be transacted.

There will be ongoing changes in data warehousing, integration with operational systems, and CRM platform and AI (Artificial Intelligence) data mining tools. 

The most significant changes, though, will come not with the technologies in the back office, but with the new touch points and channels that are used by the customer.

SUBHEAD

The ferry operator business

Why has CRM come to the fore in recent years and why is it so important to passenger ferry operators? 

CRM has achieved a high profile across different business sectors because it uses a variety of the techniques to win and retain customers and to increase cross selling and up selling to those customers. 

New technology allows customers to be reached and 'managed' in a variety of ways, whether that is by information delivered to them via touch points or well designed web sites, or text messages on mobile phone.  

But technology is only an enabler. Behind the scenes, CRM has evolved into business-led philosophies, some of which put the customer at the centre of all activities in an organisation. 

SUBHEAD

Best for business

I believe this customer-centric approach is the best way for passenger ferry operators to tackle historical problems of competition and squeezed margins.

Ongoing consolidation in the cross-channel and other ferry markets - coupled with the emergence of ever cheaper low cost flights - means that ferry operators need to find new and creative ways to attract and retain customers. 

At the same time, they are under pressure to increase the ‘share of wallet’ of each customer in order to maintain competitive advantage. 

Although CRM initiatives are impacting the business-to-business market (i.e. the coach and freight operators), the main battleground is with car passenger traffic.  

In Europe, following the abolition of duty free retailing between European states, margins for many operators within European Union waters have been drastically cut and the losses have not been fully clawed back by increases in freight and passenger ticket prices. 

Market share is no longer the main business driver. Today, margin contribution and increasing shareholder value are the measures of success for the industry.

 To realise this value, ferry operators will increasingly need to turn to new, innovative solutions based on digital technology - and understand how to derive maximum benefits from it. 

SUBHEAD

Brand loyalty

The number of operating brands continues to diminish and brand consolidation looks likely to continue in other locations, not just cross-channel. The question passenger ferry operators need to ask themselves is: "How much loyalty does our brand attract?"  

The answer is certainly "some", but research over recent years on the cross-channel market suggests that more than one third of passengers are "brand promiscuous" - they are happy to switch brands in order to take advantage of the latest offer.  

This situation is likely to be reflected in other competitive shipping markets.

Winning the hearts and minds of these "brand promiscuous" passengers is the current battle and investments are being made in CRM technologies to increase passenger retention and acquisition levels. 

CRM is only part of the solution and even then the solution is far beyond software alone.  A shift in mindset and culture is required to transform the industry and fundamentally re-shape it.  

Only the strongest brands can make this a reality, because of the amount of marketing "muscle" that is required for it to happen. 

SUBHEAD

Special offers 

Traditionally, the car passenger market has been segmented by product type.

For example, there are profitable long stay trips, typically family holidays, offered in generally rigid product sets e.g. the 5-day return and the open or standard return. 

On the other hand there has been the loss making day-trip or short stay products, the price of which was dependent upon time of travel.

Consumers had little choice. They did, however, get great value in many cases, such as the UK-France cross-channel deals, where exclusive agreements with national newspapers offered the famous  ‘readers' offer’: France for £1.  

The losses incurred (high port taxes and operational costs) were at that time offset by duty free revenues. These promotions generated a “grab the best deal” mentality, leading to increasing brand promiscuity.  

Today, such offers must be covered by the increased margins gained in car passenger tickets and are nothing more than loss-leading headline rates sold in restricted numbers. 

SUBHEAD

Changing customer demand

Customers are becoming increasingly demanding. Lifestyles are changing and taking shorter breaks is becoming ever more popular; the reasons for these trips are various and changing and as a result consumers want more flexible products. 

However, flexibility comes at a price and the development of flexible products offers operators new ways of regaining sustainable pricing strategies.

As the number of products and promotions increase to meet the changing customer demands, so pricing becomes ever more complicated. At the same time, channels of distribution are changing, with a shift to direct bookings made by phone or via the internet, although bookings continue to be made through travel agents and travel clubs. 

SUBHEAD

Using technology

How can an operator maximise margins and the value of its brand while doing business in the shifting sands of 21st century consumer trends?   

The answer lies in the "digital enterprise", which can be developed across the extended value chain of an organisation, where it can manage the complexities of pricing, product proliferation, integrated channels of communication and transaction, suppliers and reservations in an efficient, measurable and cost effective manner. 

At the heart of the digital enterprise there should be a CRM strategy that will leverage all these complexities to the advantage of the customer.    It is from the CRM strategy that all other aspects of the business cascade.  It must have buy-in from the board and should look beyond technology/software in order to give the operator a true and holistic customer centric view. 

SUBHEAD

Customer lifetime value

With the rise of the digital enterprise and CRM, the most important measure in the industry has shifted from market share to Customer Lifetime Value (CLTV) or total profit per passenger.  

By understanding the value of a customer - along with his/her previous transactional history - it is possible to manage the lifecycle of the customer so that appropriate offers and promotions are made, via the appropriate channels, offering cross sell and up sell opportunities, resolving customer service issues.

Value is measured net based on monetary net value after taking into account operating and marketing costs, and frequency and ‘recency’ of travel. 

Using effective data-warehousing and data-mart strategies, the operator should store information on each customer’s history and interaction  (ticket purchases, spend on-board, complaints, fraudulent ticket abuse) - and deliver the information to appropriate point of delivery, be that the call centre, internet, port check-in, on-board ship or to the marketing teams.

Customers need to be managed in profiled clusters or segments that reflect their needs and wants, value, demographics and psychographics. This can be achieved by undertaking a segmentation and micro-segmentation exercise, which will enable accurate, cost effective campaign management

SUBHEAD

Customer identifier 

In the digital enterprise, a unique customer identifier stored within the data warehouse can identify customers.  This identifier needs to be recognisable at all relevant touch points as mentioned and this is best enabled digitally. 

Existing systems involve the issuing of boarding passes with bar codes, which are read at point of sale (where the customer permits or is incentivised to do so) or by loyalty cards, which are swiped.

New technologies allow for passengers to be issued with a transmitter embedded within a smart card, which emits a signal that is picked up by a receiver at the relevant touch point. This technology eliminates the need to issue tickets to existing cardholders whose information is stored within the smart card, and therefore there is no need for tickets, boarding passes, check-in facilities or passport control. 

Non-card holding passengers can be issued with boarding passes containing a smart chip which still negates the need for check-in. Airlines and train operators are currently piloting this system.

SUBHEAD

Revenue management systems 

Through the development of revenue management systems (RMS), demand based pricing can ensure that the space/revenue relationship is maximised in real-time. 

Limits can be set on promotional fares and overbooking ratios entered (based on historical knowledge and predictive modelling) to ensure the system is fine-tuned.  

Shipping requires significantly greater levels of complexity when managing yield.  Any new system has to take into account all vehicle types, from lorries to buses to cars and motorcycles, configured by each vessel and sailing schedule and passenger capacity. 

Increasingly, RMS are being developed to take customer value into account, allowing a third dimension to be added:  the value-space-revenue-equation, or customer value management system. 

SUBHEAD

Reservations systems 

For most operators, the majority of reservations will be handled via some form of customer call centre. These centres have traditionally been linked to travel agents via solutions such as Amadeus, Sabre, and Worldspan. 

There are many technologies which can optimise the efficiency of the call centre and increase customer service, by identifying incoming caller numbers and routing the call to the appropriate operative, who has been trained to manage that customer segment, along with the relevant customer data delivered directly to the screen. 

Cross sell and up sell opportunities, such as travel insurance and club class, can be realised at this point by automatic triggers which are set against customer profiles in data marts. These automatically deliver a script to the operative's screen suggesting the cross sell opportunity. 

By ensuring valuable clients are routed to specific teams known as ‘hunt groups’ within the contact centre, a higher level of service can be offered - along with increased incentive opportunities managed directly by the operative. Quiet downtime periods can be evaluated and outbound calls routed directly to idle operatives.

SUBHEAD

Websites 

Internet web sites with online booking engines are becoming increasingly important as a booking and promotional communications channel. 

Call centres are being replaced by new web-enabled contact centres, which can integrate web, e-mail, fax and phone channels - allowing real time online assistance and messenger services. Traditional links from travel agents and bureau will increasingly become web-enabled and integrated into the contact centre. 

The internet extends far beyond a booking engine for passenger tickets. A full e-business programme extends the methods of how a company manages its business to consumers and the trade. 

Other core competencies, such as retailing, can be supplemented online and be highly targeted and clearly addressable to known customers. Other third party products such as insurance, cruise tickets, packaged holidays and car sales can be sold online with low investment levels.

The philosophy is simple: Any company that has large numbers of customers on its database  - and has begun tracking their lifestyle habits - can use e-business channels as a low cost route to market for a variety of products and services.  E-business allows companies to expand this way with minimised commercial and logistical risks, while increasing the share of wallet of known customers. 

Providing there is sufficient brand "fit and stretch" - and customer belief that there is a credible promise that can be fulfilled - e-channels can deliver.

SUBHEAD

Wireless communication 

Until recently there was a lot of discussion around convergence technology, bringing together the benefits of single devices (internet, tv etc.) to provide rich, commerce-enabled content in the new broadband age. Since then, however, following the arrival of an array of wireless devices, the convergence model has been replaced by one of divergence.

In true All-to-One style (based on the EDS All-to-One customer centric philosophy) the divergence model allows data or content of whatever kind (e-commerce, news, video, music) to be distributed to multiple platforms and appliances, depending on the needs of the user. These devices include mobile phones, palm devices, household appliances, the car, possibly even clothes. 

For example, in future, users will not use web-based browsers to search for information, but information will be collected for them by intelligent software agents and distributed to local, truly personalised platforms.  Enabling the divergence model to success are new wireless technologies: Telematics, Bluetooth and 802.11

BOX TEXT 

Gavin McManus can be contacted on gavin.mcmanus@eds.com. EDS, with its management consulting subsidiary, A.T. Kearney, provides strategy, implementation, business transformation and operational solutions for clients managing the business and technology complexities of the digital economy.  EDS reported revenues of $21.5 billion in 2001.  Learn more at www.eds.com
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Putting customers online

STRAP LINE
BY James Varga, CEO of Squarepeg Consulting
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The maritime industry has a tailor-made communications channel often overlooked in the internet, says, an online customer relationship management (CRM) specialist to the maritime industry
It’s not a new concept. Today, every business sector has heard of CRM and its ability to empower companies to improve their business processes and thereby gain a competitive advantage by integrating all customer-related functions within the organisation.  

The concept has become an essential part of the corporate strategy of all successful businesses and the maritime industry is no exception.

But there has to be a wake-up call to ensure this enhanced communications channel is widely used across the spectrum of services offered by the maritime and shipping industry. 

The maritime industry, in the last few years, has really started to re-evolve; moving from what was a traditionally led environment into a technology-enabled one. This has started to embrace the myriad of communications and infrastructure technologies available.  

We are moving beyond the infrastructure technology that has been the focal point in establishing a global communication platform between ships, cruise liners or even oil rigs and their worldwide offices, to assimilating the virtual office anywhere in the world. 

In and amongst all this, online CRM is the enabler – a core business communicator – similar to having a complete suite of office tools at sea. 

From a maritime perspective, there are obvious benefits in deploying online CRM. Buyers and suppliers interact in non-streamlined and complex ways; these transactions need to be conducted efficiently. 

And there is a great deal of knowledge to be gained from the interactions. This information also needs to be managed and utilised.

SUBHEAD

Business advantage

The maritime industry is a very competitive environment and another reason why any gaining any business advantage is critical! What type of advantage are we talking about? Well, we’re talking about those gained by adopting web-enabled, online CRM. 
On line CRM is about adopting a customer-centric focus in selling and supporting your client base. When we get down to the real business benefits, there are issues such as, how do we sell better? How do we understand your sales process? How do we capture all those leads and make sure that each one is addressed and qualified?  

What that means to the maritime industry is that you become better at managing your sales teams. Online CRM tools are there to help you sell better and this covers many different aspects, particularly from a risk management and a resource management level

SUBHEAD

Salespeople

In the maritime industry there are many seasoned sales people who are hired purely for their personal contacts – but how do you ensure these contacts stay with business rather than leave if your sales person opts to leave? Can you guarantee that the customers stay loyal to the business and don’t leave with the sales person? 
Online CRM tools would help re-dress that problem and break this traditional cycle of sales people moving from company to company for a better salary or commission structure, because it actively promotes interaction with clients and continuously engages them, locking them in to your business culture and making it difficult for them to break away.

Clients quickly become your business clients as opposed to the sales person clients. Hence, we shift the trend from being sales person specific to corporate specific. 
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Knowledge management

Moreover, online CRM is also about knowledge management. Taking this customer-centric focus and through managing the interaction between company and client, building the knowledge management and storing corporate information and customer information all within one central place, a vital communication component in the maritime industry.

Online applications, such as salesforce.com, allow business to access the type of tools and the type of resources traditionally reserved for bigger enterprise, so irrespective of your shipping fleet or type of maritime product range, as this is a service available on line it doesn’t matter what sort of resources or infrastructure you have – as long as you have access to the internet you can access the tools.

Online CRM integrates seamlessly with existing management systems and encompasses back-office integration, reporting, customer contact and information – all within an extremely secure environment.

Most importantly, your best customers want to be treated as important individuals. They expect each of your customer contact points to recognise them — and the value of their relationship. 
In addition, prospects and customers will always demand personalised communications that demonstrate you understand their value. CRM can help you apply one-to-one relationship marketing techniques by unifying your marketing, sales, and customer service/support with an easy-to-use, web-based integrated system.

Online CRM is about creating an corporate wide customer-centric focus.  Supporting businesses with the tools to help with prospecting for new leads, through the sales process and across marketing activity and customer support – principally four business tools vital to the maritime industry wrapped into a single solution. 
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Customers

Online CRM is focused on prospecting and retaining customers. 

From the prospecting side, there are things like lead management, which traditionally is a piece of paper-type process, on the understanding of the 80/20 rule, i.e. if you go to a conference or go to an expo or send out a mailing, you maybe get 100 respondents – 20 per cent of those are ones you really want to follow up, 80 per cent are going to be binned.

Online CRM supports a good, clean process, but whilst there is lot of businesses out there servicing the maritime sector, it is equally important to manage that process - prioritising the important leads and applying the right resource at the right time to the opportunities for business that most positively benefits your bottom line. 

By prioritising, you have already focused on who you want to target – those potential clients that have the potential for revenue – stepping back at a higher level in terms of lead management, you can also do a lot on online lead capturing integration.

Salesforce.com is a flexible tool that is completely customisable, it is therefore very flexible. All that needs to be done is to take our experience and our knowledge of the maritime industry, using best practices and make the online tool fit seamlessly into your business.

About Squarepeg

Squarepeg Consulting is creates online Customer Relationship Management solutions for businesses. It is headquartered in Edinburgh, Scotland. For more information see www.squarepegconsulting.com












