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Preface

In the twenty-first century, discourse on effective customer management and retention is attract-
ing greater attention of researchers and business practitioners as the achievement of business goals 
depends on satisfying customer needs. Given that business organisations are established to provide 
products and services that the customers would perceive as valuable and satisfactory, organisations 
must understand the customer from a holistic perspective – strategic and operational – especially 
in a dynamic market such as Africa.

Customer Service Management in Africa: A Strategic and Operational Perspective aims to provide 
students (both undergraduate and postgraduate) and practitioners with in-depth knowledge and 
understanding of customer service management in Africa, given the changing nature of the mar-
ket. This book also recognises that human capital is one of the most dynamic resources available 
to an organisation, internally and externally, as companies need them to thrive. Harnessing the 
best of the internal human resources to achieve excellent customer service and meet the goals of 
customer satisfaction requires a strategic and operational approach.

The introductory chapter provides readers with an overview of customer service management 
in Africa, while the other chapters, grouped into seven themes, discuss the core tenets of customer 
service. The first theme focuses on customer service as shared value. This theme exposes readers to 
issues relating to the definition of the customer, customer-driven organisations and discussions on 
ethical customer service. The second theme focuses on customer service strategy, which comprises 
an introduction to the strategic and operational perspective of customer service management and 
an institutional examination of an economics-led model of customer service strategy. The third 
theme discusses customer service systems with a focus on the application of digital technology and 
social media to enhance the customer service experience. The fourth theme discusses customer 
service style, with chapters on innovation and customer service, entrepreneurial customer service, 
leadership and customer service, teamwork and customer service, and customer service training.

The fifth theme exposes students and practitioners to the dynamics of culture in customer 
service delivery with chapters on organisational culture and customer service delivery, cultural 
influence on customer service delivery, reward and recognition systems in customer service organ-
isations, and reward systems and customer service delivery among small and medium enterprises. 
The sixth theme focuses on customer service skills with chapters on emotional intelligence, twenty 
traits of customer service champions, professional grooming and presentation skills. The last theme 
concludes the book with a discussion on using customer experience to advance and improve cus-
tomer service in Africa. Finally, the book provides strategic insights on effective customer service 
management in Africa, with perspectives from authors across sub-Saharan Africa.
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1

Chapter 1

Introduction to Customer 
Service Management in 
Africa: A Strategic and 
Operational Perspective

Robert Ebo Hinson, Ogechi Adeola, Terri R. Lituchy 
and Abednego Feehi Okoe Amartey

Introduction
Customer Service Management in Africa: A Strategic and Operational Perspective is a new book that 
discusses all the crucial issues to consider in building customer-driven organisations. The book seeks 
to examine the concepts, roles and practices of customer service management and addresses criti-
cal questions such as what addresses means today, how organisations should position themselves 

Contents
Introduction................................................................................................................................. 1
Book Thematic Areas.................................................................................................................... 2

Theme A: Customer Service as Shared Value............................................................................ 2
Theme B: Customer Service Strategy....................................................................................... 3
Theme C: Customer Service Systems....................................................................................... 3
Theme D: Customer Service Style............................................................................................ 4
Theme E: Customer Service Culture........................................................................................ 5
Theme F: Customer Service Skills............................................................................................ 6
Theme G: Customer Experience – Advancing Customer Service in Africa............................... 7

Conclusion................................................................................................................................... 7
References.................................................................................................................................... 7



2  ◾  Customer Service Management in Africa

to create value for customers and stakeholders, and how individuals representing organisations 
should project themselves to align with the service delivery promises made by their organisations.

Organisations sometimes erroneously operate on the notion that customers depend on them, 
when in reality, the reverse is true. Delighted customers are the reason any organisation stays in 
business. Delighted customers lead to repeat business, give positive word-of-mouth recommenda-
tions and make organisations profitable. Unless organisations also have engaged, empowered and 
energised ‘internal customers’ – employees – the achievement of external customer delight will 
remain a mirage.

Customer service management is one of the key pillars of today’s business environment. 
Businesses operating in sub-Saharan Africa and other frontier markets have begun to embrace 
the concept of customer service management, with many incorporating the notion into their mis-
sion statements (Verhoef et al., 2009). For example, the Dangote Group states that their mission 
is to ‘touch the lives of people by providing their basic needs’. MTN states that their purpose 
is to ‘make our customers’ lives a whole lot BRIGHTER’, while Shoprite’s mission is to be the 
consumers’ ‘preferred shopping destination’ by retailing low-price products in an environment 
conducive to shopping.

Customer service management in Africa is dynamic, with companies transitioning from a 
transactional to a more strategic view of the customer. Customers have evolved and transformed 
from ‘passive audiences’ to ‘active players’ (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000). Consequently, busi-
nesses are moving away from ‘the old industry model that sees value as created from goods and 
services to a new model where value is created by experiences’ (Prahalad, 2004, p. 172). Today, 
customers engage in dialogue with businesses and customer experience is factored into service 
design and service delivery for enhanced value creation (Altinay & Poudel, 2016; Melvin, 2016; 
Urban, 2016). This dialogue is an interactive process of learning together (Ballantyne, 2004), as 
it helps organisations understand the customer’s or consumer’s point of view, thereby improving 
customer experience.

Book Thematic Areas
Given the increasing recognition of the importance of value creation to customers, this com-
prehensive and well-timed book aims to be an essential reference on appropriate strategies for 
customer service management. The book highlights an organisation’s customer service systems, 
strategies, skills and style, amongst others, as potential enablers of value creation.

The  book discusses the management and delivery of customer service under seven broad 
themes.

Theme A: Customer Service as Shared Value

Part A discusses three topics, namely, Who is a customer?; defining a customer-driven organ-
isation; and ethical customer service. In  Chapter  2, Ayentimi opens up the book with some 
thought-provoking arguments on who a customer is. The chapter extends the notion of customers 
to include employees as a very important component of customer service management. It  also 
discusses the scope and application of strategic customer service principles aimed at building and 
sustaining effective customer service systems. Ayentimi further explores the utilisation of cus-
tomer service delivery systems as well the crucial role marketing research plays in the development 
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of customer insights required to decentralise and implement customer service management pro-
grammes. The  chapter lastly makes recommendations for organisations in sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA). Mulili, in Chapter 3, writes on defining a customer-driven organisation by exploring how 
a strong customer service orientation can be developed in organisations the world over. It further 
identifies the main characteristics of customer-driven firms as well as the advantages and disadvan-
tages of being customer-driven. The chapter finally provides some recommendations for African 
businesses on how being customer-driven can be beneficial to them. Kiraka, in Chapter 4 writes 
on ethical customer service, and this chapter discusses what ethics is in the context of customer 
service, the codes of customer service ethics in the African context, ethical dilemmas and the role 
of management in promoting and maintaining ethical customer service practices in Africa. Kiraka 
concludes in this chapter by arguing that African ethics and morality is indeed the bedrock of 
ethical customer service.

Theme B: Customer Service Strategy

This  section of the book addresses two topics. Achi and Otubanjo explored an institutional 
economics-led model of customer service strategy in Chapter 5. They argue that there is no holistic 
model that takes cognisance of the role of environmental factors in the development of customer 
service strategy. Hence, the authors developed an institutional economics-led framework for cus-
tomer strategy that encompasses the impact of external and internal environmental factors for a 
successful customer strategy. Chapter 6 by Kimani focuses on barriers to implementing customer 
service strategy. The chapter discusses the benefits of implementing customer service strategy, as 
well as approaches for implementing a successful customer service strategy. The author further 
argues that different approaches and tools can be used for successful implementation, such as the 
define, measure, analyse, improve and control (DMAIC) cycle. The barriers to implementation of 
customer service strategy, according to the author, may be related to structure, technology, policy, 
people, knowledge management and resources. Various strategies to overcome these identified 
barriers are also provided in the chapter.

Theme C: Customer Service Systems

This part of the book discusses customer service systems under three chapters. In Chapter 7, Katuse 
explores various customer service systems as well as their components. Discussions in the chapter 
include service charters, service blueprints, standard operating procedures and service level. Katuse 
further advocates that customer service systems should be linked to the specific core business of 
the organisation and its stakeholders. Adeola, Ehira and Ibelegbu write on the application of digi-
tal technology and social media to enhance customer service experience in Chapter 8. This chapter 
explores the role of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, chatbots, mixed-reality 
technologies and social media channels as key drivers to increase the value of customer experience 
in the twenty-first century. Strategies for evaluating customer experience are discussed, and they 
include social listening, reputation management and deep customer insight via Internet of Things 
(IoT). The authors explored various digital and mobile technologies prevalent in Africa. They fur-
ther advocate that for a seamless and effective customer service experience journey, it is highly 
pertinent for organisations to understand the best medium to reach their audience in relation to 
the cultural generation to which they belong. In Chapter 9, Meru, Ciambotti, Ebong, Kinoti and 
Mugendi-Kiarie discuss technology and social media in customer service. The chapter presents 
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evidence of how technology is changing the practices and strategies of customer service, particu-
larly in Africa. The authors argue that it is important for businesses to recognise the disruptions of 
social media and adapt to social media dynamics.

Theme D: Customer Service Style

This part of the book focuses on behavioural styles and observable tendencies associated with cus-
tomer service processes relative to varying sociocultural environments. Chapter 10 by Munyoki 
explored innovation and customer service. The author argues that the definition, scope and nature 
of what constitutes innovation may vary from one context to another. However, in all cases, 
innovations should aim at enhancing customer service. Consequently, innovation should not be 
considered as coincidental; rather, it must be a deliberate act by organisations. Munyoki further 
argues that innovation, in this case, requires a well-structured approach to continuously search 
for customers’ changing requirements and experiences, which will yield innovative ways of serv-
ing customers better. Effectively, the author writes to convince readers that innovation is about 
taking customer service to a higher level of satisfaction. Following this, Kiraka sheds light on 
entrepreneurial customer service in Chapter 11. The chapter argues that entrepreneurial customer 
service implies new, exciting and innovative ways of serving the customer such that value is cre-
ated in a responsive and friendly manner. The author presents two Kenyan cases of the public 
sector citizens’ service centres and the private firm Safaricom’s M-Pesa innovation, to effectively 
dissect the meaning and practice of innovative customer service. Seven sources of customer service 
innovation are discussed in this chapter. Nine stages of developing an innovative customer service 
experience are also presented ranging from idea generation, idea screening, concept development 
and testing, market strategy development, business analysis and service development amongst 
others. The chapter further outlines the managerial and practical implications for innovative cus-
tomer service.

Going forward, Chapter 12 by Chao explores leadership and customer service with a major 
focus on how to improve leadership in order to achieve quality customer service in organisa-
tions, particularly in the context of Africa. The author argues that customer service cannot thrive 
without proper organisational structure and management. Therefore, the chapter postulates that 
most of the barriers to organisational performance can be properly addressed when proper design, 
implementation, control and consistent improvement in customer service delivery are put in place. 
This chapter specifically explores the barriers to quality service, the role of leadership in delivering 
excellent customer service, attaining holistic service quality and strategic leadership frameworks 
for delivering exceptional customer service both in public and private sectors. Additionally, Opute 
discusses teamwork and customer service in Chapter 13. As a result of the research gap in under-
standing how to operationalise customer service to maximise its benefits for organisations, the 
author advocates that effective teamwork in service management organisations is very key to 
attaining success and effective customer service. The chapter highlights the importance of opti-
mum symbiotic interrelation in teams, thereby emphasising the core attributes of effective team-
work to include information sharing, cohesion and a sense of belonging amongst others. Opute 
further stresses the importance of managing team conflicts to make organisations exhibit harmo-
nious working relationships that would enhance excellent customer service and boost organisa-
tional performance. Lastly in this section of the book, Mulili writes on customer service training 
in Chapter 14 wherein he emphasises that customer service training aids employees to unswerv-
ingly deliver excellent services to both internal and external customers. Based on extant literature 
reviews, the author discusses the components of customer service training to include product and 
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service knowledge, knowledge of competitors’ products and services, customer service skills, com-
munication and human relation skills, emotional intelligence, digital capabilities, and handling 
customer complaints and conflicts. This chapter further highlights the benefits of customer service 
training to both the employees and the organisation at large. Also, the author briefly provided 
insights on how to develop a customer service training programme to include at least five steps, 
namely, conducting training needs analysis, establishing training objectives, selecting training 
methods, conducting the training, and evaluating the training programme. The chapter finally 
provides practical implications for service organisations in Africa.

Theme E: Customer Service Culture

This  part of the book contains three chapters. Chapter  15 by Anning-Dorson, Christian, and 
Nyamekye discusses the relationship between organisational culture and customer service delivery. 
The authors propose that a right blend of excellent customer service delivery and organisational 
culture is key to gaining a competitive edge and creating value in both profit and not-for-profit 
organisations. Hence, the chapter argues that it is impossible for organisations without the right 
customer-focussed culture to deliver excellent customer service. The  authors identify the chal-
lenges in the business environment that make it difficult to build a service-oriented culture. 
Consequently, organisations must take into cognisance the major factors to develop excellent cus-
tomer service in line with their culture, which includes having knowledge and understanding 
of their target market in terms of their expectations from the overall customer experience, the 
strengths and weaknesses of the organisation, and the external forces that compete for resources. 
Anning-Dorson et al. conclude by stating that organisations must have exceptional and percep-
tible values that do not only benefit them but are also convenient for their customers in order to 
enjoy growth. Going further in Chapter 16, Adeola, Adisa and Obileye discuss customer service 
with reference to national culture. Situating it in Nigeria, the authors explored the influence of 
culture on the success of customer service delivery. Applying the five Hofstede’s metrics of culture 
(power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs. collectivism, short-term orientation vs. 
long-term orientation and masculinity vs. femininity) with other cultural factors like religion, 
language, family, hierarchy, etiquette and customs, the authors discuss how businesses adopt a 
customer-oriented service delivery.

In Chapter 17, Ngui explicates the importance of reward and recognition systems in customer 
service organisations within the African context. Since nowadays customers are more knowledge-
able and informed and, therefore, seek value for their money, the author emphasises the need for 
organisations to develop customer attraction and retention strategies to enable them to retain their 
customers, staff and suppliers. The chapter highlights the need for organisations to reward and 
recognise staff for outstanding performance, customers for their loyalty to the organisation’s prod-
ucts/services, and suppliers for timely delivery of quality goods and services to the organisation. 
Also, Ngui discusses four theories of reward and its application to service organisations. These 
include Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, Herzberg’s two-factor theory, McGregor’s Theory 
X and Y, and Adams’ Equity theory. The components of a reward system, reward programs, as 
well as benefits of employee recognition are also discussed in this chapter. Relatedly, Ideh, in 
Chapter 18 empirically investigates the relationship between reward systems and customer ser-
vice delivery among small and medium enterprises within the African context. Based on the 
Expectancy Theory utilised, the author finds that there exists a significant relationship between 
the rewards system and the quality of service delivery among SMEs. Ideh concludes in this chapter 
that excellent customer service delivery can be attained among SMEs in Africa if certain things are 
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put in place in the reward and recognition systems for service employees. These include making 
the reward system fair and equitable, creating harmony between organisational goals and the 
reward system adopted, and shifting focus from external factors that hinder performance to inter-
nal factors that will help boost performance.

Theme F: Customer Service Skills

Chapters 19 through 22 explore successful execution of a customer service strategy based on the 
quality of customer service personnel. These chapters analyse training needs and customer service 
audit processes and define effective traits of successful customer service champions. Chapter 19 dis-
cusses the components of emotional intelligence as well as its implications in service organisations. 
Lamptey and Parku advocate in this chapter that the business sector is mainly of the view that 
customer service management is greatly influenced by emotional intelligence. This chapter further 
provides an understanding of the concept of emotional intelligence by discussing some theories and 
models of emotional intelligence, which include the Ability model, Mixed model and Trait model. 
The authors discuss the relationship between emotional intelligence and customer service, estab-
lishing that when organisations train their employees to develop their emotional intelligence, cus-
tomers will become delighted; hence, repatronage, customer loyalty and organisational profit can be 
achieved. Similarly, Halm, in Chapter 20 expatiates on the 20 traits of customer service champions, 
using a wider scope of excellent customer service to distinguish individuals referred to as customer 
service champions from others. The author posits in this chapter that although customer service 
champions possess the traits of a leader, their leadership manifests in providing excellent customer 
service. The case of Walt Disney is used in this chapter as the ideal model of a customer service 
champion, with the author arguing that customer service champions are made and not born. Halm 
discusses the top 20 traits of customer service champions under four categories, namely, human 
(people) skills, situational awareness skills, technical skills and conceptual skills.

In Chapter 21, Halm goes further to discuss the importance of professional grooming in a ser-
vice organisation with the assertion that professional grooming is a very crucial non-verbal mode of 
interpersonal communication in the work environment, which to a greater extent, communicates a 
perception about the individual. The author discusses key aspects of personal grooming for the cus-
tomer service personnel, which include the hair, face, facial hair, skin, fingers and nails, oral health, 
clothing, footwear, exercise and dieting, amongst others. In addition, the chapter brings into lime-
light the cultural and religious dimensions of professional grooming, particularly within the African 
context. The chapter concludes by asserting the need for organisations to position the appropriate 
systems and structures that will ensure that service personnel, in particular, adhere to the underlin-
ing professional grooming guides. This  is because the customer’s decision to keep doing business 
with an organisation is also dependent on the appearance of its employees. Lastly, in this part of the 
book, Halm explicates the importance of good communication to the survival of an organisation 
with regard to presentation skills, in Chapter 22. The chapter discusses types of presentations, the 
benefits of acquiring presentation skills, and qualities of an effective presentation. Subsequently, the 
three phases of presentation are explained, namely, the pre-presentation phase, the in-presentation 
phase and the post-presentation phase. Halm further outlines the basic steps to be taken when pre-
paring for each phase. The author also displays in this chapter how a presenter can effectively handle 
objections, and questions and answers sessions during or after the presentation. This chapter con-
cludes by stating the importance of initially understanding the audience of a presentation, ensuring 
proper preparation by taking adequate time to rehearse the presentation and taking cognisance of 
cultural nuances in order to prevent having issues with any member of the audience.
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Theme G: Customer Experience – Advancing Customer Service in Africa

This is the last part of the book, and it presents the final chapter on advancing the potential of the 
service sector in Africa through customer experience. Arthur, Nikoi and Benagr clearly discuss 
this focus in Chapter 23 from a conceptual perspective. The authors utilise the concept of the 
experience economy as a framework to argue that service-driven activities can increase customer 
loyalty, particularly within the context of Africa. The chapter further highlights how organisations 
can make good use of the increasing affluence in Africa to enhance customer experience. Strategies 
for enhancing customer experience in selected service sectors in Africa based on the four realms of 
experience are also discussed in this chapter.

Conclusion
This book presents significant insights into customer service management by applying the con-
ceptual fields of culture, relationship management, value co-creation, innovation management, 
human capital management, emotional intelligence, organisational theories, leadership, systems 
thinking and service quality models. The book seeks to examine the concepts, roles and prac-
tices of customer service management in Africa by discussing the new definition of customer 
service management, explicating how organisations must position themselves to create value for 
customers and stakeholders, and how individuals representing organisations should project them-
selves to align with the customer delivery promises made by their organisations. Overall, this book 
will serve as a reference resource to customer service organisations in Africa.
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Chapter 2

Who Is a Customer?

Desmond Tutu Ayentimi

Introduction
Over the last decade, organisations large and small are now more than ever before operating in an 
environment that is driven by customer service, quality, speed to market, productivity and tech-
nology utilisation (Schermerhorn et al., 2016). Many organisations are overwhelmed as they make 
efforts to thrive in an environment of rapid changes in technology and persistent globalisation of 
business activities and markets, coupled with intense competition and customer complexities, that 
is, customers’ relentlessness in their demand for product and service quality. The development 
of wide-ranging technological platforms (e.g. social media platforms) resulting in customer-to-
customer interactions is increasing business complexity, which means that businesses need to cre-
ate and manage customer experience and expectations (Opute, 2017). While organisations across 
the sub-Saharan African region might approach the demanding challenges of globalisation, tech-
nology and customer demands differently, the outcome must be the same. Each approach should 
be centred on moving goods and services into the hands of customers or clients in ways that create 
customer loyalty and for both short- and long-term profitability for the organisation. Customers 
just like you and several others are putting intense pressure on organisations for high-quality 
products, low-priced products and on-time product and service delivery. Primarily, the issue of 
quality products and services, low prices and on-time delivery continue to drive customer service 
management and forms the main concerns of customers’ stories that organisations may encounter, 
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particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. In recent times, there is a general agreement that the most 
frequent experience of customers across the sub-Saharan Africa region is the dissatisfaction with 
products or service providers, from the small corner convenience store to the large multinational 
enterprise as well as in public sector organisations. These customer experiences might include, but 
are not limited to, failure to cancel direct debits, billing errors, poor information provision and 
failure to fulfil or cancel transaction requests.

There were probably many times in your experience as a customer that you wondered why man-
agers and business organisations do not get this message. Consider, for example, the case of a cus-
tomer in some parts of sub-Saharan Africa, after arriving at an office to complain about a company’s 
poor services, the customer is made to sit on a bench for two hours waiting to see a manager. This is 
a frequent occurrence in many public-sector organisations and some private-sector businesses and 
institutions across Africa. Indeed, gross inefficiency, lack of punctuality, failure to apply oneself 
diligently to statutory duties and incivility to customers are vices characteristic of some African 
employees. The occurrences of missing vouchers and files that later surface after tips are offered often 
occur in public offices. Reluctance to discharge official duties for flimsy excuses characterises many 
public and, to a lesser extent, private-sector organisations, and stealing of official time and facilities 
for the pursuit of private ends permeates the hierarchy of employees (see Abudu, 1986, p. 27).

In one way or the other, all organisations in sub-Saharan Africa, both large and small, must 
learn to master the challenges of customer service management as they transform inputs or resources 
into finished products and services for customers and clients. While it is common for organisations 
across the sub-Saharan Africa region to use productivity as the key benchmark for the measurement 
of efficiency in both the services and manufacturing sectors, the target for the measurement of effec-
tiveness should be driven by ‘customer value creation’ (Hinson, 2017). In this regard, the outcome 
of a manufacturing product or service delivered should be worth more to the customer compared 
to the resources and effort invested in its production. For example, within a financial service-based 
organisation, customer value is created when an employee, such as an investment advisor, provides 
their clients with investment advice that leads to profitable investment transactions in the portfolio 
of stocks. Within this context, given the growing recognition of the significance of value creation to 
customers, understanding who our customers are contributes immensely to exploring effective and 
efficient ways of creating value to customers and improving customer experience within the wider 
customer service management framework. This chapter specifically focuses on ‘who is a customer?’ 
Moreover, how that understanding of who our customers are could feed into the new conceptuali-
sation of customer service management in sub-Saharan Africa. The chapter concludes with a dis-
cussion of how organisations in sub-Saharan Africa can draw from human resource management 
practices (HRM) and tailor it to fit strategically with customer value creation, and by extension, 
customer service management. The rest of the chapters focus on the scope and application of stra-
tegic customer service principles designed to build and sustain effective customer service systems. 
The chapters also explore the utilisation of customer service delivery systems and the importance of 
marketing research to the development of customer insights needed to decentralise and implement 
customer service management programmes effectively for value creation.

Who Is a Customer?
In  business organisations, the word ‘customer’ can be used interchangeably with ‘client’, ‘pur-
chaser’, ‘buyer’ and ‘consumer’. Whilst ‘consumers’ are generally referred to as the end-user of a 
service or a product, ‘customers’ are defined by their contracting for services or by their purchase 
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of products or goods. In this sense, a ‘customer’ may be termed the end consumer of a product or 
service. This categorisation potentially differentiates true customers from vendors and resellers, 
who usually make purchases for the purpose of selling. In all perspectives, a customer denotes 
an individual or a business that purchases the goods or services produced by a business (Hinson, 
2017). Fundamentally, businesses all over the world repeatedly follow the adage ‘the customer 
is a king’ or ‘the customer is always right’ with the notion that happy or satisfied customers are 
expected to continue buying goods and services from business enterprises that meet their expecta-
tions and needs. In recent times, we are witnessing business enterprises meticulously monitoring 
their relationships with customers and regularly soliciting feedback to learn whether existing ser-
vices or products should be maintained or adjusted, or new products or services should be created 
to enhance the customer experience.

Practically everybody at a particular point in time buys products or services from business 
enterprises, and so almost everybody at least occasionally acts as a customer or a client. The cen-
trality of every business enterprise sustenance and survival is its customers. Within the marketing 
domain, the customer is rooted in every dimension of the concept of marketing. The notion of 
marketing is built on the basic underlying assumption that customers are the central focus of a 
business purpose and survival. The  literature highlights product innovation, customer service, 
speed to market, manufacturing flexibility and product or service quality as potential drivers of 
competitive advantage (Johansson et al., 2019; Subramanian et al., 2019). Many business enter-
prises have begun to exploit various opportunities by recognising the need to have systematic 
processes to manage customer expectations and needs to gain and maintain competitiveness 
(Anning-Dorson et al., 2018). This led to the conceptualisation of customer relationship manage-
ment (CRM), which is a fairly new concept design to comprehensively or systematically facili-
tate organisation-wide customer service management (Khodakarami & Chan, 2014). Today, it is 
not sufficient for an organisation to simply aim for business survival; it is actually a requirement 
to have customer service management through improved staff training and development, bench-
marking and improvement in work processes [total quality management (TQM)] to strengthen 
customer value creation. Since the conceptualisation of the notion of value maximisation in the 
field of economics, marketing researchers have consistently turned their attention to the core capa-
bilities of the business enterprise to develop and maintain good customer relationships (Boulding 
et al., 2005).

Internal and External Customers
Marketers have, over the years, starved internal customers by embracing the traditional notion of 
customers as the buyers of business products and services and a driver of business success (Mudie, 
2003). The general literature addresses two main categories of customers, namely internal custom-
ers and external customers. In the past, the notion of a customer was generally lessened to the exter-
nal public, who are justified as the principal source of revenue (Hinson, 2017). Internal customers 
represent individual employees and groups who use or otherwise depend on one another’s work in 
order to do their own jobs well, whereas external customers constitute those customers who pur-
chase products and services and remain the purpose for business’s existence (Schermerhorn et al., 
2016; Hinson, 2017). Internal customers are the face of every organisation, and they constantly 
interact with external customers by demonstrating enthusiasm and integrity. A favourable inter-
nal customer experience within an organisation can spill over to positive attitudes to enhancing 
external customer experience and value creation. A more engaged and friendly staff with satisfying 



14  ◾  Customer Service Management in Africa

workplace experiences produce high-quality products and put additional effort into improving 
external customers’ experience (Verhoef et al., 2009). On the one hand, there is no reason for 
being in business without external customers. Equally, no business enterprise can survive without 
revenue and by extension its external customers. External customers are the reason for the develop-
ment of new products or the adjustments of existing products with the ultimate aim of satisfying 
customers’ needs and preferences.

Figure 2.1 expands the open-systems view of business organisations to depict the complex 
internal operations of organisations, as well as its interdependence with the external environment. 
In this figure, the organisation’s external customers utilise the services provided or purchase the 
goods produced. They may be industrial customers – other firms that buy a company’s products 
for use in their own operations – or they may be retail customers or clients who purchase or use 
the goods and services directly (Schermerhorn et al., 2016). Internal customers, by contrast, are 
found within the organisation. They are the individuals and groups who work collaboratively with 
members of other functional units to create that customer satisfaction outcome (Kadic-Maglajlic 
et al., 2018). Indeed, while both internal customers and external customers are pivotal in customer 
service management for business success and survival, in many business enterprises, particularly 
in sub-Saharan Africa, significant attention of customer service management has been centred on 
external customers, underestimating the importance of internal customers in the process of CRM. 
Eichorn (2004) notes that a successful CRM system will require an all-inclusive approach that 
integrates business processes, culture, information systems, organisational structure and internal 
leadership with the touch points of external customers.

The Neglect of Internal Customers in Customer Service 
Management in Africa
There are many forces other than competition, globalisation and emerging technology that are 
driving customer service changes in organisations (Anning-Dorson et  al., 2018; Hoyer et  al., 
2010). Drawing from customer socialising literature, there is an emerging revolution of sorts 
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Figure  2.1  The importance of external and internal customers. (From Schermerhorn, J. R. 
et al., Management: Asia–Pacific Edition, 6th ed., John Wiley & Sons, Australia, 2016.)
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among contemporary customers, where customer-to-customer interaction is strengthening 
through the arrival of social media platforms (Opute, 2017; Chan & Prendergast, 2007). The cur-
rent generation of customers have consistently been unrelenting in their demand for quality prod-
ucts and services. Organisations that fail to listen to their customers and fail to deliver quality 
goods and services at reasonable prices will be left struggling in this highly competitive global 
business environment (Schermerhorn et al., 2016). Business enterprises have always established 
systems to monitor the quality of products and services delivered to their external customers as 
part of the commitment of providing customer satisfaction or customer value maximisation. 
In most business enterprises, employees act as both providers and customers to one another with 
the responsibility of delivering output on a regular basis (Conduit & Mavondo, 2001). Internal 
customer experience encompasses every aspect of a business enterprise offering, work processes, 
conditions of service, etc. However, only a few managers and supervisors responsible for those 
things have gained sustained thoughts on how their separate decisions shape the internal cus-
tomer experience.

In most business enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa, when it comes to customer experience and 
customer value creation issues, management operations concern itself mainly on external custom-
ers. One does not need to be a rocket scientist to observe that many business enterprise managers 
in sub-Saharan Africa may not actively deny the significance of internal customers or employees, 
but many do not adequately appreciate the investment and approaches in internal customer ser-
vice management that can contribute to external customer service experiences and customer value 
creation. Similarly, it is also noticeable that within the customer orientation and TQM literature, 
the focus has consistently been on the significance of external customers. The literature is gener-
ally characterised by a widespread absence of the notion that employees are internal customers 
and, therefore, a part of the customer service management element (Eichorn, 2004; Lukas  & 
Maignan, 1996). There might be some notable exceptions in organisations with adages such as 
‘our employees are our first customers’ or ‘employees are our assets’ (Hinson, 2017), but the reality 
is that such organisations may directly fail to recognise that internal customers and work processes 
underpin external customer service delivery, customer experience, customer value creation and 
customer satisfaction (Kadic-Maglajlic et al., 2018; Mohr-Jackson, 1991).

One type of business, namely the financial service sector, may know the importance and 
value of internal customers, especially the front desk or front-line staff’s role in driving external 
customer service delivery, customer experience, customer value creation and customer satisfac-
tion. For  example, Gulledge (1991, p.  48) argued that ‘if your front-line employees are very 
dissatisfied, your customers probably aren’t very happy either, unless you are fortunate enough 
to have a few employees covering other deficiencies’. This may trigger such businesses to invest 
resources to develop the interpersonal and communication skills of their employees in addition 
to their product knowledge (Al-Zoubi & Alomari, 2017; Gulledge, 1991). This  investment in 
internal customers by many financial institutions may have contributed to the general notion 
that compared to other industries and sectors, the financial sector stands tall in regard to good 
customer service.

Although the financial services sector can be regarded as progressive with regard to customer 
service performance across the world, the situation in sub-Saharan Africa is still worrying, as the 
financial sector still falls short of meeting many customer service quality and on-time service 
delivery expectations. At least in the early 1980s, some businesses across some advanced econo-
mies begun to learn new ways of delighting their external customers, leading to the acknowl-
edgment that the needs of employees (internal customers) and work processes were pivotal in 
creating value for external customers, which subsequently gave rise to employee satisfaction 
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surveys (Spinelli & Canavos, 2000; Davis, 1992). It also gave rise to internal marketing concep-
tualisation through the prioritisation of employees or internal customer needs and expectations 
(Kadic-Maglajlic et al., 2018). For example, within the tourism industry, particularly the hotel 
chains, employee opinion surveys have been found to represent a better indicator of external cus-
tomer satisfaction compared to customer comments cards (Spinelli & Canavos, 2000; Bowen, 
1996). This particular approach provides the possibility to track external customer satisfaction 
and experiences by examining the relationship between employees (internal customers) and their 
external customers. However, some business enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa do not understand 
why they should worry about internal customer experience and opinions. It is fascinating to note 
that some business enterprises collect information about their business but do not circulate the 
outcomes. Still others do conduct internal customer attitudes surveys annually or once every two 
years, but fail to make anyone accountable for failing to put the information to use (Davis, 1992; 
Bowen, 1996). The extent of the neglect of internal customers has not been widely documented 
in the literature, only a few studies (e.g. Kadic-Maglajlic et al., 2018; Al-Zoubi & Alomari, 2017; 
Eichorn, 2004; Bowen, 1996; Davis, 1992) have examined how internal customers can potentially 
impact external customers’ experience and the value-addition process.

The need for business enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa to equally pay attention to internal 
customers is imperative as internal customers have a greater number of choices today than ever 
before. As part of an organisation’s culture, a successful employee orientation enduringly guides 
the behaviours and attitudes of members of the organisation, which may implicitly or explicitly 
impact external customer needs and preferences. Mohr-Jackson (1991, p. 460) highlights three 
distinctive characteristics of positive internal customer orientation. First, a positive internal cus-
tomer orientation creates additional customer value and also increases internal customer benefits. 
Second, internal customers can be a key source of obtaining information about external cus-
tomers’ needs and preferences. Third, understanding internal customers’ requirements that affect 
external customer needs and preferences create the space to identify gaps in external customers’ 
perceived expectations and customers’ real experiences. It is essential to emphasise here that inter-
nal customer needs should be incorporated or integrated into the value creation processes within 
the wider value chain management framework, which involves a sequence of interdependent work 
processes and activities within an organisation through which value is conveyed to the external 
customers (Eraqi, 2006; Kadic-Maglajlic et al., 2018).

Broadening the Understanding of Customers: The Added 
Focus of HRM in Customer Value Creation and Satisfaction
It  is important to broaden the understanding of the concept of customers so as to acknowl-
edge the relationship and similarities between internal and external customers’ needs, wants 
and preferences. It might sound difficult for managers and business practitioners in sub-Saharan 
Africa to broaden their understanding of who their customers are, particularly the inclusion 
of internal customers when developing and maintaining strong CRM systems. Human capital 
management and, by extension, market-driven HRM practices underpin internal customer ser-
vice management (Meijerink & Bondarouk, 2018). It is interesting to note that the emergence of 
HRM has almost exclusively centred on performance against internally-set standards that was 
in adherence to the first industrial revolution-oriented model (Bowen, 1996; Schneider, 1994). 


