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For Customer Experience Professionals

Executive Summary
Forrester asked more than 4,600 US consumers about their customer service experiences with 
companies across 14 industries. Barnes & Noble and Kohl’s received the highest rating, while Charter 
Communications fell to the bottom. Kaiser, on the other hand, far outpaced other health plans. When 
we looked at responses by generation, we found that Seniors were the most likely to give good marks for 
customer service. Companies need to start viewing customer service as an underperforming asset. 

Barnes & Noble, Kohl’s, And Marriott Deliver The Best Customer Service

Forrester asked US consumers about their customer service experiences with companies across 14 
industries. To gauge the overall state of customer service, we took the percentage of consumers who 
were satisfied with customer service interactions and subtracted the percentage of those who were 
dissatisfied. This calculation resulted in a net satisfaction rate.1 Our analysis showed that:

Retailers lead and health plans lag.·	  When we examined the results across all 14 industries, the 
results were unimpressive (see Figure 1). Retailers topped the list with a net satisfaction rate of 
only 80%, followed closely by hotels, parcel shipping firms, insurance providers, and investment 
firms. At the other end of the spectrum, Internet service providers, TV service providers, and health 
insurance plans ended up with frighteningly low ratings for their customer service experiences.

Barnes & Noble, Kohl’s, and Marriott get top customer service scores.·	  Forrester received 
enough consumer feedback to rate the customer service experiences of 92 firms (see Figure 2). 
Led by three companies who crossed over the impressive 90% level — Barnes & Noble, Kohl’s, 
and Marriott — 24 companies ended up with ratings of 80% or higher. At the bottom of the list, 
Charter Communications’ score in both its Internet and TV business fell below 40%, and 12 other 
companies had scores of 50% or lower.

Credit unions, Kaiser, and Apple shine in their industries.·	  We also looked at how the companies’ 
scores compared to the averages for their industries. Both credit unions (in banking) and Kaiser 
outperformed their industry average by 20 percentage points, and Apple wasn’t far behind with an 18-
point gap. A total of 13 companies received customer service scores that were 10 points or more above 
their industry average, while 17 firms fell that far below their industry average. Washington Mutual 
wound up with the largest negative gap, 24 percentage points below the banking industry average. 
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Seniors give customer service the highest marks.·	  We also examined how different generations 
of consumers rated their customer service experiences (see Figure 3). In 10 of the 14 industries, 
Seniors gave the highest scores. What were the only exceptions? Gen X and Older Boomers 
gave the highest score for airlines, Younger Boomers gave the highest scores for Internet service 
providers and parcel shipping firms, and Older Boomers gave hotels the highest marks.

Gen Yers give customer service the lowest marks.·	  For nine of the industries, Gen Y gave 
customer service the lowest scores. The exceptions: Younger Boomers gave the lowest marks for 
banks, credit card providers, health insurance plans, and PC manufacturers, and Gen X gave the 
lowest marks for TV service providers.

Credit cards and investment firms have the largest generation gap.·	  When we compared the 
high and low scores for each industry, we found two industries where the gap was more than 
30 percentage points: credit card providers (Seniors minus Younger Boomers) and investment 
firms (Seniors minus Gen Y). The two industries with the lowest customer service generation 
gaps were Internet service providers and TV service providers. 
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Figure 1 Satisfaction With Customer Service Experiences Across Industries

Source: Forrester Research, Inc. 55957

Base: US online consumers who have interacted with firms in these industries 
(numbers have been rounded) 

Source: North American Technographics® Customer Experience Online Survey, Q4 2009 (US)
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Figure 2 Satisfaction With Customer Service Experiences From 92 Companies

Source: Forrester Research, Inc. 55957

(percentage of consumers who were satisfied with customer service interactions 
minus percentage of consumers who were dissatisfied with customer service interactions)
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Figure 2 Satisfaction With Customer Service Experiences From 92 Companies (Cont.)

Source: Forrester Research, Inc. 55957

Base: US online consumers who have interacted with firms in these industries 
(numbers have been rounded) 

Source: North American Technographics® Customer Experience Online Survey, Q4 2009 (US)
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Figure 3 Satisfaction With Customer Service Experiences Across Generations

W h at   I t  M ea  n s

Customer Service Is An UnderPerforming Moment Of Truth

Our research shows that consumers care more about customer service than they care about low 
prices.2 And those consumers who care about customer service tend to be more loyal customers.3 
Customer service represents some of the most important moments of truth for customers. Given 
the low ratings, most companies need to stop squeezing costs out of their customer service 
organizations and start viewing these organizations as a key asset in building loyalty. 

Source: Forrester Research, Inc. 55957

Source: North American Technographics® Customer Experience Online Survey, Q4 2009 (US)

(percentage of consumers who were satisfied with customer service interactions 
minus percentage of consumers who were dissatisfied with customer service interactions)
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Supplemental MATERIAL

Methodology

Data for this analysis came from Forrester’s North American Technographics® Customer Experience 
Online Survey, Q4 2009 (US). Forrester conducted an online survey fielded in October 2009 of 
4,653 US individuals ages 18 to 88. For results based on a randomly chosen sample of this size (N 
= 4,653), there is 95% confidence that the results have a statistical precision of plus or minus 1.4% 
of what they would be if the entire population of US online individuals ages 18 and older had been 
surveyed. Forrester weighted the data by age, gender, income, broadband adoption, and region to 
demographically represent the adult US online population. The survey sample size, when weighted, 
was 4,623. (Note: Weighted sample sizes can be different from the actual number of respondents to 
account for individuals generally underrepresented in online panels.) Please note that this was an 
online survey. Respondents who participate in online surveys have in general more experience with 
the Internet and feel more comfortable transacting online. The data is weighted to be representative 
for the total online population on the weighting targets mentioned, but this sample bias may 
produce results that differ from Forrester’s offline benchmark survey. The sample was drawn from 
members of MarketTools’ online panel, and respondents were motivated by receiving points that 
could be redeemed for a reward. The sample provided by MarketTools is not a random sample. 
While individuals have been randomly sampled from MarketTools’ panel for this particular survey, 
they have previously chosen to take part in the MarketTools online panel.

Endnotes
1	 We asked consumers the following question about companies they had interacted with: “Thinking about 

the last few times you received customer service from the firms below, how satisfied were you with the 
experience?” Respondents answered that question on a five-point scale in which 1 meant they were not at all 
satisfied and 5 meant they were very satisfied. The net satisfaction rate was calculated by taking the percentage 
of consumers who selected 4 or 5 and subtracting the percentage of consumers who answered 1 or 2.

2	 Forrester asked nearly 4,600 consumers how they choose the companies they do business with. Across all 12 
industries we examined, good customer service was more important than low prices; the largest gaps were 
uncovered for banks, investment firms, and health insurance plans. While customer service is a critical element 
across industries, Gen Y consumers were the least enamored with good service, and Younger Boomers were the 
most interested in low prices. See the May 15, 2009, “Customer Service Trumps Price” report.

3	 In previous research, Forrester created four segments of consumers based on their interest in low prices and 
good customer service: Service Seekers, Price Seekers, Price & Service Seekers, and Others. We examined 
the loyalty of these segments across 12 industries. Across all industries, Service Seekers were more likely 
than Price Seekers to buy more products, stay with their current provider, and recommend their provider 
to friends and colleagues. The gap between Service Seekers and Price Seekers was very high for TV service 
providers across all three loyalty measures. It turns out that Service Seekers are excellent customers to target. 
See the August 31, 2009, “Service Seekers Are More Loyal Than Price Seekers” report. 
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