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ABSTRACT

ABSTRACT

Despite companies’ growing interest for customer education (for instance: Nikon,
Orange, Sony) and the recent awareness in marketing literature of this concept

(Hennig-thurau et al., 2005), research on customer education remains relatively

scarce,

Thus, the present research study aims to contribute to the development of knowledge
on customer education. More specifically, it endeavours to clarify the concept of

customer education and to understand and measure its outcomes on customer

satisfaction, a key indicator of corporate performance.

To achieve this goal, a literature review was conducted in order to provide an
original conceptualization of customer education and its outcomes. Then, a reliable

and valid scale to measure customer education was developed. Finally, an
experimental procedure based on hypothetic-deductive methodology was performed.
A structural model was built that depicts the effects of customer education on
customer satisfaction and tested a set of hypotheses covering the mediating and
moderating effects. The experimental fieldwork was conducted in partnership with

the digital camera manufacturer Nikon France, on a sample of 321 customers.

Structural Equation Modelling was used to test the hypotheses.

The results of this research were twofold. First, a 5-item original scale to measure
customer education was developed. The psychometric qualities of this scale were
shown, using Churchill’s procedure (1979). Second, a model which details the
relationships between customer education and customer satisfaction was proposed

and validated. The existence of two mediating variables was unveiled: product usage

and product-usage related knowledge and skills. The moderating role of customer

expertise with a product category was also substantiated.

Keywords: customer education, customer satisfaction, product usage, product usage
related knowledge and skills
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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCGTION

“Learning organizations are increasingly pursuing customer education and channel

partner education to increase revenue, improve customer satisfaction and drive

competitive differentiation”

This assertion is actually a key finding of the Accenture Learning 2004 Survey of
Learning Executives. This study unveils that 47 percent of companies interviewed
offer customer and/or channel partner education and that a large majority (71%) of

high-performance learning organizations plan to launch or develop their customer

education initiatives. For these companies, the key objectives of customer education

are primarily to increase competitive advantage and strengthen customer loyalty.

These findings open up promising perspectives for the development of customer
education, in so far as companies are now investing in improving customer expertise
in the goods and services they market (Honebein and Cammarano, 2005). Even
though customer education is hardly a novel activity on industrial markets (Meer,

1984), its development is on the increase and has now reached the consumer goods
market (Honebein, 1997).

In fact, many examples from the consumer goods market confirm the growing
interest of companies for customer education. Nikon has created the Nikonschool in
the USA and France and offers formal training sessions on digital camera usages to
individual consumers (de Chauliac, 2004). Sony offers individual training sessions
by phone and helps customer discover their newly purchased computer (Delon,
2005). The French Do-It-Yourself distributor Castorama organizes workshops and
trains more than 40.000 consumers a year (L.’herminier, 2003). In the UK and
France, Orange, the mobile-phone company, has developed the “Mobile Coach”

program, and offers individual coaching sessions (Aubert and Ray, 2005). Financial

brokers propose online or face-to-face seminars and provide their customers with

basic or advanced skills in finance (Aubert and Humbert, 2001). And the possibilities
are endless.




INTRODUCTION

Different reasons can explain corporate interest in customer education.

One reason is the development of knowledge-based business. An increasing number
of products are becoming smarter and more interactive. Examples of smart products
are electronic information products and services, such as personal digital assistants or
information websites (Mittal and Sawhney, 2001). Davis and Botkin (1994) and
Honebein (1997) explained that the development of smart products turns companies

into educators and consumers into active learners:

“As information technologies become so much friendlier and smarter, and as they

become intrinsic to more and more products and services, learning will become a by-

product (and by-service) of the customers™ (Davis and Botkin, 1994: 170)

A second reason is related to the development of information and communication
technologies that allow companies to contact and interact with their customers

directly. Thus, e-learning has become a true opportunity to implement large-scale
customer education (Aldrich, 2000; Dankens and Anderson, 2001).

Finally, the last reason, which is crucial, is related to corporate strategy. To be
profitable, companies must ensure the development of customer loyalty (Anderson
and Sullivan, 1993; Fornell et al., 1996; Fornell et al., 2006). In this respect, as
suggested by Hennig-thurau et al. (2005) and Honebein and Cammarano (2006), the
development of customer performance, the ability of customers to perform
consumption-related tasks, becomes a crucial determinant of satisfaction, loyalty and

consequently of company performance. The same authors also suggest that customer

education can help customers to perform the expected tasks better.

The hypothesis that customer education is a driver of customer and company
performance initiated my interest in research on customer education. To my

knowledge, this topic has not yet been directly addressed in marketing literature.

To specity the nature and the merit of this work, the background to the research is

presented hereafter. Especially, the emerging interest in customer education in

marketing theory is discussed. Then, the research objectives are presented and their

2
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academic and managerial relevance is justified. As the research question addresses

an emerging topic, the scope of this research is also delimitated, before presenting its

organization.

BACKGROUND TO THE RESERRCH

- Role and importance of customer education from a marketing theory

perspective

The interest for customer education in marketing theory 1s particularly recent
(Hennig-thurau et al., 2005). One reason is an emergent reflection on consumption as

the primary source of value creation. This stream of interest has directed research
towards the definition of antecedents and drivers of customer performance at the

consumption stage (Honebein and Cammarano, 2005).

Consumption as a source of value creation

Creating value is a major concern for companies. But the locus of value creation has
steadily changed over recent decades because markets have evolved from an
industrial era to a post-industrial era (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004).

In the industrial era, every actor -supplier, company, customer- occupied a position
on a value chain and added its own value. Customers were considered as passive
receivers (Wikstrom, 1996a).

In the post-industrial era, the value creating system has changed and is now
composed of a constellation of actors working together to co-produce value
(Normann and Ramirez, 1994). Customer involvement has become particularly
prominent in the design, development, and production of new products or services
(Von Hippel, 1978; Wikstrom, 1996a, 1996b). Bendaupi and Leone (2003)
considered that encouraging customers to be co-producers represented the next

frontier of competitive effectiveness. The first reason is economic, since the active
participation of customers allows companies to save important labour costs
(Bendaupi and Leone, 2003; Honebein and Cammarano, 2005). Secondly, there is a

much higher level of adequacy between needs and wants and actual offers
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(Wikstrom, 1996a). This leads to higher levels of customer satisfaction (Wikstrom,
1996a; Honebein and Cammarano, 20035).

In this perspective, Vargo and Lusch (2004a: 2) considered that:

“Marketing has moved from a goods-dominant view, in which tangible output and

discrete transactions were central, to a service-dominant view, in which intangibility,

exchanges processes and relationships are central”

The service-centred dominant logic of marketing implies that every market offer

should provide a service for and in conjunction with the consumer.

This perspective highlights consumption as a source of value creation. Vargo and
Lusch (2004a) observed that firms only make value propositions. The actual value of
a product or service is determined by the consumption itself: “in using a product, the
customer is continuing the marketing, consumption, and value creation process”
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004b: 11). This implies that in the new dominant logic of
marketing proposed by these authors, “value is perceived and determined by the
consumer on the basis of value in use” (Vargo and Lusch, 2004a: 7). Thus, customer

performance, the ability of consumers to perform consumption-related tasks,

becomes crucial.

Antecedents of customer performance and the role of customer education

Consumers thus are responsible for unlocking the value embedded in the

good/service through consumption. Consequently, one important objective of

marketing theory and marketing practice is to identify the antecedents of customer

performance at the consumption stage.

Honebein and Cammarano (2006) suggested that four determinants of customer
performance should be analysed: vision, access, incentives and expertise.
“Vision” refers to the goals, objectives and desired performance that consumers

define before performing consumption tasks. From a managerial perspective, helping

customers to enhance such a vision is mainly the role of marketing.

4
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“Access’ refers to the tools, environment and information that enable a given level of
performance desired by customers. Honebein and Cammarano (2005) stress the role
of product design and ergonomics as one key component of access.

“Incentive” must be provided to help customers perform in the desired way.
Incentives can be considered as signals interpreted by customers as what they are
invited to do or not to do with their products.

Finally, “expertise” refers to the customers’ ability to use a product or service. It is

related to the level of knowledge and skills, or the degree of expertise, customers

possess about the product/service.

This last determinant of expertise is paramount for this research. According to Vargo
and Lusch (2004a: 11): “the customer still must learn to use, maintain, repair and
adapt the appliance to his or her unique needs, usage situations and behaviours”.

This implies that knowledge and skills are crucial determinants of customer

performance and of customer value creation at the consumption stage.

Consequently, both marketing theory and marketing practice should aim to identify
the drivers of customer knowledge and skills. Obviously, customer education must
be analysed as one of these potential drivers. If customer education increases the
degree of customer expertise and performance, then the customer can unlock the

value embedded in products or services properly. This can lead to higher levels of

customer satisfaction and, consequently, to improved company performance.

- The limited research on customer education in the marketing field

The 1dea that customer education can increase customer and company performance is

intuitively appealing. However, current research is rather limited (Hennig-Thurau et

al., 2005) and does not provide clear evidence of the efficacy of customer education.

Aubert et al. (2005) distinguished four current streams of interest in customer

education. One stream of research examines the role of education in the context of

service operations, by trying to define the conditions under which customers
participate actively in the production of services (Lovelock et al., 1996; Bitner et al.,

1997; Bateson, 2002a,b). The second stream of interest offers a managerial

e —— U
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perspective to customer education. Empirical studies have been conducted which
describe different cases of customer education implementation in companies (Meer,

1984).

The third stream of interest focuses on the organisational dimensions of customer
education. It discusses the responsibility of customer education within companies

and, for example, considers the roles of customer service departments (Armistead

and Clark, 1992) or marketing or human resources departments (Aubert and Ray,
2005). The last stream of analysis is directed towards instructional methods of

customer education. Recent evidence on the topic can be found in discussions

relating to the role and the implementation of e-leaming for customer education

(Aldrich, 2000; Montandon and Zentriegen, 2003).

Even though various research perspectives have been highlighted, few studies on
customer education are directly related to marketing theory (Meer, 1984; Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2005). Indeed, hardly any research at all has attempted to define and
explain how customer education influences customer behaviour. Many studies assert
that customer education has several positive effects on customer satisfaction and

consequently on company performance without providing clear empirical evidence

of such effects.

Existing literature 1s nevertheless rich and helpful in giving impetus to further
research. Most research on customer education is exploratory and qualitative. Such

studies would help any researcher to apprehend the topic of customer education and

to define his/her own line of research.

The emerging and steadily increasing interest in customer education in marketing

theory, as well as the lack of knowledge on the concept and its outcomes, has guided

the definition of the research questions.
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OBJECTIVES AND RELEVANCE OF THE RESEARCH

This research aims to define the concept of customer education and to understand

and measure the impact of customer education on customer satisfaction.

The decision to investigate customer satisfaction as the ultimate outcome of customer
education has been purposefully taken. Satisfaction has been demonstrated to be a
key indicator of future company performance. Many studies have established that
customer satisfaction is an antecedent of customer loyalty and company profit
(Fornell, 1992; Anderson and Sullivan, 1993; Jones and Sasser, 1995; Rust et al.,
1995; Reicheld, 1996; Mittal and Anderson, 2000; Fornell et al., 2006). Thus,
understanding the impact of customer education on customer satisfaction is a first

step towards analysing the impact of customer education on company performance.

The choice of satisfaction is also justified by existing literature on customer
education. Satisfaction is an evaluative judgment following a consumption
experience (Oliver, 1981; Westbrook, 1987; Oliver, 1997). Most studies suggest that
customer education keeps customers more satisfied with their product and that
satisfaction with a product increases when the intensity of customer education
increases (Shih and Venkatesh, 2004). Such a hypothesis should be verified and

therefore encourages to further pursue this stream of research, which was initiated by

peers.

This study aims to provide quantitative evidence of the impact of customer education

on satisfaction. This study will therefore complete qualitative exploratory studies on

the topic.

Given that this study focuses specifically on the field of marketing, the following

research questions have been formulated:

DOES CUSTOMER EDUCATION INFLUENCE CUSTOMER SATISFACTION OF A

PRODUCT? IF YES, THEN BY WHICH MECHANISMS AND UNDER WHICH CONDITIONS
IS THIS INFLUENCE EXERTED?
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These research questions lead to three core objectives: a conceptual analysis of
customer education and its outcomes, the development of a scale to measure

customer education and the analysis of the mechanisms of customer education —

customer satisfaction relationships.

- A conceptual analysis of customer education and its outcomes

As already explained, very few research studies have actually been conducted on

customer education. But, these academic or empirical studies were the first inputs to

the reflection, which were then further commented and completed through relevant

streams of literature.

The outcomes of the literature review are twofold. First, a definition of customer
education has been proposed. Second, the different outcomes of customer education
have been 1dentified and defined. One outcome refers to the level of knowledge and
skills customers possess as a result of customer education. Another outcome pertains

to the different dimensions that characterize product usage. And lastly, the ultimate

outcome 1s customer satisfaction.

The relationships between customer education and customer satisfaction were then

discussed, specifically by trying to clarify the role of the level of customer

knowledge and skills as well as the role of product usage in these relationships.

This leads to build a framework around the outcomes of customer education. In order

to provide quantitative evidence of the effects of customer education, a scale to

measure the concept of customer education had first to be developed.

- The development of a scale to measure customer education

A reliable and valid multi-item scale to measure the concept of customer education
has been developed. To achieve this goal, the usual procedure known as the
“Churchill paradigm” (Churchill, 1979) has been respected. The effort invested in

this objective is proportionate to its importance for the research. Given the emerging

Interest in customer education, the development of a psychometric tool that measures

8
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customer education is an important achievement that goes far beyond the realms of
this research. For this reason, attention has been paid to develop a multi-item scale
that was independent from the product cétegory used in the field survey. It should
give the marketing research community the opportunity to use this scale in other

contexts 1n order to confirm that the scale 1s generally applicable.

- The analysis of customer education mechanisms — customer satisfaction

relationships

After completing the development of a multi-item scale, an experimental procedure
was launched. This procedure was intended to test a set of hypotheses built upon
theoretical considerations on how to measure the mechanisms that explain if and how
customer education has an impact on customer satisfaction. To achieve these goals, a

structural model that depicts the effects of customer education was built.

Researchers aiming to define the relations between two concepts, usually try to
establish the potential existence and role of mediators. As indicated, it has been

deduced from the literature that the mediating role of product usage-related

knowledge and skills, as well as the different dimensions of product usage, should be

investigated.

The mechanisms that explain the role of customer education on customer satisfaction

must also take into account the role of moderators. Customer education mainly aims

to increase customer expertise with a particular product. Thus, this study mainly

investigates the moderating role of product-category expertise.

DELIMITATION OF SCOPE

As explained initially, the research originally tries to understand and measure the
ettects of customer education. In order to provide accurate answers to the research
question, the scope of the study was delimitated to post-purchase and usage-related

customer education. A specific field of study was also arguably chosen.
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- Post-purchase and usage-related customer education

Early definitions of customer education espoused a holistic orientation where
education had a place in all phases of the decision-making process (Hennig-Thurau
et al.,, 2005). It implied that customer education could influence both consumer

decision-making and the actual usage of a product. But, nevertheless, as it will be

demonstrated 1in the literature review, the core objective of customer education is to

provide usage-related knowledge and skills.

Thus, the study focused on post-purchase and usage related education. This implied
that a homogenous sample of consumers be interviewed in the field study: they had

all purchased their product, had learnt how to use it and were current users of the

product.
- Specific fieldwork

To clearly 1dentify the existence and the nature of the mechanisms that explain the

relationships between customer education and customer satisfaction, different

exogenous variables were controlled.

One variable was related to the cultural context of the survey. Managerial evidence
shows that customer education is more developed in certain countries compared to

others. For instance, Aubert and Ray (2005) recall that customer education seems to

be more developed in the USA than in France. Consequently, it has been decided to

conduct the survey in only one country: France.

Product category is the second exogenous variable to control. Even though Honebein
(1995) suggested that customer education could be useful in many markets, even for
simple products, the nature of customer education and consumer interest for such

initiatives may differ depending on the product category in question.
The literature review stresses the relevance of using consumer electronics for the
purpose of case studies. Moreover, the number of features contained in these

products makes their analysis all the more pertinent (Ram and Jung, 1990). The case

of digital cameras was investigated. Such products match the theoretical requirement

10
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of presenting multiple features. Furthermore, the development of this market seems

to depend on the ability of companies to incite their customers to discover the

various usages of their products (Niedercorn, 2005).

A third exogenous variable could be the brand. A given market can have many
competitors with different brand equities and also different approaches to customer
education. To control the effect of brand equity, one specific brand, Nikon, was
investigated. One reason for choosing this brand is that Nikon invests huge efforts in
educating its French customers. One illustration is the creation of the

NIKONSCHOOL, a professional training centre for digital camera users.

ORGANISATION OF THE RESEARCH

Following the INTRODUCTION, the research is divided into two parts covering four

chapters.

PART 1: LITERATURE REVIEW

As mentioned, customer education has been neglected in marketing literature. The
conceptualization of both the concept and its outcomes should be provided. The
objective of CHAPTER 1 is to provide an extensive literature review on CUSTOMER
EDUCATION. This first chapter aims to define customer education and identify its
outcomes. Then, CHAPTER 2 aims to elaborate on the QUTCOMES OF CUSTOMER

EDUCATION (product usage-related knowledge and skills, product usage and customer

satisfaction with the product) and situate them with respect to their theoretical

foundations.

PART 2: RESEARCH HYPOTHESES, MEASURE AND RESULTS

The literature review was helpful to build the RESEARCH HYPOTHESES presented in

CHAPTER 3. Most of the hypotheses are original but some were replicated from

other studies and adapted to suit the specific context of customer education.

11
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As the experimental approach is based on quantitative measurement, CHAPTER 4

MEASURE AND RESULTS presents both the measures carried out in the experimentation

and the results 1identified. |
Especially, the creation and validation of a multi-item scale that measures customer
education is detailed. The scale is central to this work, because the rest of the project

is conditioned by the reliability and validity of this scale. A lot of attention has also

been paid to the choice and validation of the scales that measure the outcomes of

customer education.
Then, the successive results of each hypothesis are presented. Structural equation

modelling (SEM) is used to highlight the mechanisms through which customer

education has an impact on different outcomes and finally on customer satisfaction.

Finally the CONCLUSIONS of the research are drawn. First, a synthesis of the key
results of the research is presented. Then, the key contributions of the research are
pinpointed from both the academic and managerial perspectives. The limitations of
the research and the paths for future research are also presented. These perspectives

should arouse the interest of scholars and practitioners alike, in a field which remains

relatively new.

12
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PART 1:
LITERATURE REVIEW

INTRODUCTION

This study deals with customer education as a strategy to increase customer
performance and company performance. This chapter scans previous research on the
topic. Even though an increasing number of companies include customer education
as part of theirr marketing strategy, little academic research has been conducted to
date. This chapter therefore aims to give a general overview of publications and

research related to customer education and its outcomes.

The literature review 1s organized in two chapters (see figure 1).

The first chapter aims to explore the concept of customer education, justify its
theoretical foundations and identify the levers of performance impacted by customer
education. Specifically, the ditferent definitions of customer education found in the
literature as well as its key objectives are discussed. This enables to propose a

definition of customer education from a marketing theory perspective. It also allows

to 1dentify three distinct outcomes of customer education.

In the second chapter, these three potential outcomes are further explored, by

defining the concepts of each and investigating their potential relationships with

customer education.

The hterature review will thus contribute to define the general framework of

customer education and to show the limitations of existing research on the topic. It

will justify the need for an empirical investigation that will be further presented in

the second part of this work (chapters 3 and 4).

13
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Figure 1: Organization of part | “literature review”

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

(1): Does customer education influence customer satisfaction? -
(2): If yes, then by which mechanisms and under which conditions is this influence exerted?

|

PART 1 "LITERATURE REVIEW" allows us to define the contributions and the
limitations of existing research to address our research questions

;

| CUSTOMER EDUCATION (CHAPTER 1) I

Framework:
( N £ i X N\
Overview of Distinction with ) S | ( Impact of |
Objectives of Implementation of customer education:
EUSIOme Fasrdsssriad customer education| | customer education
education education measurement
FAS J N /L \_ ISSUES )

Contributions of chapter 1:

- The concept of customer education is defined from a marketing theory perspective

- Measurement issues related to customer education are discussed (with a view to further
empirical investigation)

- The outcomes of customer education are identified: (1) product usage related knowledge
and skills, (2) product usage and (3) customer satisfaction

Limitations of chapter 1:
- The three different outcomes are not detailed in theoretical foundations
- The mechanisms between customer education and the different outcomes are not deeply

iInvestigated l

| OUTCOMES OF CUSTOMER EDUCATION (CHAPTER 2) '

Framework:
it T i f= N\ /7 ' N
Knowledge and Customer
skills Product usage satisfaction
5 ) L AR F

Contributions of chapter 2:
- Each outcome is defined and theoretically investigated
- Relationships between customer education and the three outcomes are explored

- Measurement issues of each outcome are discussed (with a view to further empirical
Investigation)

The different findings of PART 1 will further lead us to define research hypotheses and to
carry out an empirical investigation that will improve knowledge on customer education

<
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e

CHAPTER 1:
CUSTOMER EDUCATION

W

To define the concept of customer education, this chapter is organized as follows. In
section 1.1, an initial overview of the concept is presented. Then, customer education
is distinguished from the related concept of consumer education (1.2). In section 1.3,
the objectives of customer education are discussed. Specifically, three objectives are
highlighted in the literature. The fourth section (1.4) deals with implementation

issues. This section is particularly important, in managerial terms, to understand the
means by which customer education is implemented. In section 1.5, the debate

focuses on issues related to the measurement of customer education and its
outcomes. This section sheds light on the limited research on this topic. Finally and
to conclude (1.6), definitions of customer education are proposed. The implications

of existing research on customer education are also highlighted with respect to the

research questions.

11 OVERVIEW OF CUSTOMER EDUCATION

The objectives of this section are to delineate the concept of customer education, first

by briefly depicting the historical perspective (1.1.1) and then, by presenting and
commenting on current research in customer education (1.1.2). Finally, the

instructional nature of customer education is underlined (1.1.3).

111 Historical viewpoint on customer education

To sketch an initial outline of the concept, the early definition written by Meer

(1984) is proposed. According to this author (1984: vii)

“The term customer education refers to any purposeful, sustained and organized
learning activity that is designed to impart attitudes, knowledge or skills to

customers or potential customers by a business or industry. It can range from self-
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instructional material for a particular product to a formal course related to a

product or service”

Interest for research in company-sponsored education appeared in the USA in the

late seventies. McNeal (1978: 51) suggested that companies should consider

education as a major competitive strategy:

“Business, not the public school systems, should educate consumers about their
products. In meeting their responsibility, they will receive many benefits — including

bigger profits”

McNeal (1978: 51) considered three potential outcomes for companies:

“To obtain and keep satisfied customers”, “to contribute to the favourable attitude

formed among consumers toward a product or company, and to reduce

confrontations with customers’ advocates”.

The vision of McNeal was shared by many researchers who not only asserted that

education would have a long-term impact on consumer behaviour, but that it would

enhance consumer behaviour at every step of the decision-making process (Bloom,

1976; Bloom and Silver, 1976; Kaeter, 1994).

112 Existing literature on customer education

Even though there has been some apparent interest in customer education for more

than 25 years, academics have paid little attention to the topic. Hennig-Thurau et al.

(2005) observed that academic research was scarce. These authors supported the

claim made by Meer (1984: 1) “virtually no research has been done on the topic,

even though its existence appears to be widespread”.

Due to the lack of academic work on the topic, the concept of customer education is

analyzed by using both conceptual and empirical studies relating to company-
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sponsored education. In order to clarify existing literature, two tables have been

structured.

The first table (table 1) is a detailed presentation of conceptual work related to
customer education. The references of the research and the definitions proposed by
the authors are presented. The key characteristics of the implementation of customer

education are also highlighted. Specifically, the type of customers targeted

(individuals / business customers) and the phase of the decision-making process

concerned by customer education (pre-purchase or post-purchase) are described.

Finally, the key findings of each study are unveiled.

The second table (table 2) summarizes information from empirical work related to

customer education. The references of the study are presented which include some
information on the market sector and the objectives of customer education initiatives.
Then, details are given on the implementation of these programs: targets, tools and

evaluation methods. Finally, the key findings of these empirical studies are unveiled.

The research studies and surveys presented in tables 1 and 2 will be used throughout
this chapter to define and discuss the concept of customer education. Indeed, despite

the exploratory nature of most of these works, researchers share many ideas about

the nature of customer education, the implementation issues and the outcomes of

such initiatives.

In order to consolidate the literature review, core topics of marketing literature, such
as consumer behaviour or services marketing, have been investigated. Indeed, while
this literature does not formally define or discuss the concept of customer education,

the importance of educating customers is often underlined therein (see for example
Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003: 463).

The literature review is also enhanced by the analysis of research in instructional

design, especially in terms of the instructional nature of customer education as well

as the main instructional methods.
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113 Customer education: aninstructional activity

A key finding that emerges from the different definitions summarized in tables 1 and
2, 1s that most authors agree to position customer education as an instructional
activity. The authors refer to instruction (Noel et al.,, 1990; Filipzack, 1991;
Honebein, 1997; Roush, 1999) when they explain the objectives and implementation

of customer education. Meer (1984) and Honebein (1997) suggest that customer

education, just like employee education, is built upon instructional design, “a system

of procedure for developing education and training in a reliable fashion” (Reiser and
Dempsey, 2002: 17).

When describing and defining instructional design, authors always seem to present
(Reiser and Dempsey 2002) the same core components: Analysis of learners’ needs,
Design, Development and Implementation of instruction; and finally Evaluation. The
so-called ADDIE model is interesting because it sheds light on three aspects that

should be covered to define the concept of customer education: objectives,

implementation issues and outcomes of education.

Consequently, to explore the concept of customer education, each of these points will

be developed in further sections of this literature review (section 1.3 to section 1.5).

But, before addressing these topics, the terminology will be first clarified: customer

education will be distinguished from consumer education (section 1.2).
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PART 1 - Chapter 1: customer education

12 DISTINCTION BETWEEN CUSTOMER EDUCATION AND CONSUMER
EDUCATION

Both business professionals and individual consumers are targeted by customer
education programs. Indeed, individual consumers can also largely benefit from
consumer education programs. However, consumer education and customer

education can not be considered as equivalent. Consumer education has been defined
(Bloom, 1976) as:

“The process by which people learn the workings of the marketplace so that they can
improve their ability to act as purchasers or consumers of those products and

services they deem most likely to enhance their well being”.

Table 3 presents different studies which propose relatively similar visions of

consumer education. As explained earlier, one early definition of customer education

was proposed by Meer (1984: vi1) as:

“Any purposeful, sustained and organized learning activity that is designed to

impart attitudes, knowledge or skills to customers or potential customers by a

business or industry”

In the paragraphs that follow, the two concepts are distinguished by commenting on

the respective definitions outlined above.

121 Consumer education

These programs are generally implemented by public organizations such as schools

or consumer associations (Bloom, 1976; Royer, 1980; Oumlil and Williams, 2000).

Their main objective is to help people acquire consumption-related knowledge
(Bloom and Silver, 1976; Fast et al., 1989; Engel et al., 1990). These programs target
citizens. Specific attention is drawn to some segments such as elderly or young

people. When such programs target children, the objective is to ensure their
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PART 1 - Chapter 1: customer education

socialization, “the process by which young people acquire skills, knowledge and

attitudes relevant to their functioning as consumers in marketplace” (Ward, 1974).

The expected outcome of such consumer education programs is thus consumer

protection (Staelin, 1978; Oumlil and Williams, 2000).
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PART 1 - Chapter 1: customer education

122 Customereducation

These educational activities are sponsored by companies (Meer, 1984; Noel et al.,
1990; Honebein, 1997). The targets of these programs are potential or current

customers of the company (Meer, 1984, Hennig-Thurau, 2000). The main objective
is to support customers in their product usage (Meer, 1984; Honebein, 1997; Roush,

1999). Two broad categories of targets are concerned by customer education:

business professionals and individual consumers.

Honebein (1997: 5) considers customer education as outsourced employee training:
“business customers can reduce the workload of their training department if the
vendors [...] take the responsibility for employee teaching”. The expected outcomes
of customer education are increased customer satisfaction and loyalty (Meer, 1984;

Honebein, 1997; Dankens and Anderson, 2001).

Finally, Honebein and Cammarano (2005: 176) propose to distinguish customer

education from consumer education as follows:

“Third-party organizations [...] offer consumer education —content that teaches

people how to be better consumers. When a company invests in improving customer

expertise in relation to the goods and services the company markets, the methods

employed by a company fall under the label of customer education”
These studies, as well as those on customer education (tables 1 and 2) enable to

distinguish customer education from consumer education. Four dimensions seem

relevant (Honebein, 1997; Honebein and Cammarano, 2005): sponsors, beneficiaries

of the educational program, objectives and outcomes.

Table 4 presents the key differences between the two concepts.
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Table 4: Distinctions between consumer education and customer education

— Consumer education Customer education

i hoonae)
Beneficiaries

Citizens. some segments such as young | Potential or actual customers of a

organizations, schools, etc.)

/ targets people or elderly people are particularly | company. These customers can be

sensitive to customer education individuals or business professionals

Objectives To help consumers acquire consumption- | Supporting the customer in the use of a
related knowledge product

Customer protection Customer satisfaction, loyalty

These distinctions are important for the rest of the study. Consumer education goes

beyond the current the scope of research. Company-sponsored educational initiatives

designed to help customers in their product usage is actually the central topic of this

research.

This latter point is particularly detailed in the next section which is devoted to the

objectives of customer education.
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13 OBJECTIVES OF CUSTOMER EDUCATION

In this section the objectives of customer education shall be discussed. Three cross-
related objectives emerged from the literature on customer education (section 1.3.1).

The understanding of each objective are hence discussed and deepened in the

sections that follow (section 1.3.2 to section 1.3.4).

1.3.1 Three ohjectives of customer education

Researchers in marketing reminded us of the importance of product usage and

consumption, both as an important research topic and as a key business issue for
companies. Best (2005) states that the inability to use a product can prevent a market
from expanding to its full potential. Vargo and Lusch (2004a, 2004b) suggest that
customers appreciate the value of products mainly by using them. Fornell and
Wemerfelt (1987) also reminded us that most buyer complaints are related to
customer experience problems while using the product. Rust et al. (2006) illustrate
this aspect. They reported that 9% of consumers returned a home networking product

they bought. 85% of these returns “were simply because people couldn’t get the
equipment to work” (Rust et al., 2006: 104).

These reasons justify the advantages of educating customers in product usage. Best
(2005) explains that specialized education can be necessary to use some products.
Similarly, Vargo and Lusch (2004a: 11) state that companies must provide customers
with the necessary skills to use a product: “customers must learn to use, maintain,
repair and adapt the appliance to his or her unique needs, usage situations and
behaviours”. Shih and Venkatesh (2004) note that usage behaviours are conditioned
by use knowledge and use-based learming. To Wikstrom (1996a, 1996b), it implies

that companies must support their customers at the consumption stage.

Research and surveys (tables 1 and 2) show that the role of customer education is

consistent with these concerns. Meer (1984), Honebein (1997) and Hennig-Thurau

(2000) stress that a pnimary objective of customer education is to develop customer
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product-usage related skills. By learning about a product, customers can perform
their consumption-related tasks better and appropriately unlock the product’s value
potential. For instance, the empirical survey conducted by Goodman et al. (2001)
revealed the positive effects of education on the customers’ ability to use and

maintain floors. It also revealed that the satisfaction of the customer increases when

their ability to use a product increases.

It can be deduced from previous developments that the objectives of customer
education seem threefold. One objective is to provide customers with product usage
related knowledge and skills. The other objective is to influence product usage.

Finally, the last objective is to keep customer satisfied and loyal with their product.

The literature related to each objective is presented in the following sections.

1.3.2 Providing product usage related knowledge and skills to customers

For specialists of educational research, knowledge and skills are the outcomes of the
customer learning process (Gagné and Medsker, 1996). Driscoll (2000: 11) proposed
a synthesis of the many definitions of learning. According to this author, most
psychological theories define learning as a “persisting change in human performance
or performance potential’. From a marketing perspective, Schiffiman and Kanuk
(1994: 201) define consumer leaming as “the process by which individuals acquire

the purchase and consumption knowledge and experience they apply to future related
behaviour”. Consumer learning is a crucial topic in marketing. Engel et al. (1990:
396) explain that an understanding of learning i1s an essential prerequisite to any
attempt to influence consumer behaviour. To Schiffman (1994: 201), marketers
consider how individuals learn because they must teach their customers about

product attnbutes, product benefits, buying conditions and product usage.

Marketing researchers and practitioners generally agree that promotion 1s the most
widely used means to influence purchase behaviour. Through promotion, companies
spread information and knowledge about their products (Masterson and Pickton,

2004). The mix of communication vehicles is commonly labelled “Integrated
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Marketing Communication” (Belch and Belch, 1998; Kotler, 2003; Masterson and

Pickton, 2004). The principal tools are advertising, personal selling, sales promotion

and public relations.

If the main objective of Integrated Marketing Communication is to influence

purchase behaviour, customer education has the specific role of providing usage-

related knowledge and skills to customers.

This objective i1s depicted under various forms in the studies on customer education

(see tables 1 and 2). In most of the case studies she presents, Meer (1984) reminds us

that the main objective of customer education is to teach the skills needed to use and
maintain the products. Aubert and Humbert (2001) stated that the main objective of
education 1s to provide customers with the knowledge and skills necessary to
consume a product or service. To Dankens and Anderson (2001), educated customers
are more knowledgeable about products and are therefore more likely to use them
efficiently. Goodman et al. (2001) demonstrated that customer education develops
customer competences that circumvent the misuse of products. Hennig-Thurau et al.

(2005) suggest that education provides skills that enable customers to make use of

the value embedded in the product.

Despite very few insights into the topic, existing literature in the field of marketing,

especially services marketing and the diffusion of innovation, confirm the important

role of customer education to develop product-usage related knowledge and skills.

- Services marketing literature

In the field of services marketing research, the production and consumption of
services are considered to be closely related (Eiglier and Langeard, 1975). Customers

are active players in the production of services and have been assimilated to partial

employees (Bowen, 1986; Mills and Morris, 1986).

Service quality depends on the ability and willingness of the customer to participate
In the service process (Goodwin, 1988; Kelley et al., 1990; Lovelock et al., 1996:;
Bitner et al., 1997; Bateson 2002a, 2002b; Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003). So, one of the
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main issues for marketers is to provide customers with the skills they need to
perform their tasks properly (Bitner et al.,, 1997; Bateson, 2002a, 2002b; Zeithaml
and Bitner, 2003). Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) present several approaches to

customer education; each of them has an impact on service consumption-related

knowledge and skills. A first approach is to prepare customers for the service process
and to give them the necessary skills to experience it. The second approach consists
in providing customers with necessary knowledge and skills to evaluate the service
quality. A third approach is dedicated to avoiding the customers’ eventual
disappointment. In this case, the objective of customer education 1s to clanfy

promises on the service’s outcomes. Finally, Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) suggest that

customers should be taught the conditions under which a service can best be

consumed.

- The diffusion of innovation literature

One important path of research in marketing deals with the diffusion of innovation.
This particular stream of research is very broad. Therefore the ambition is not to give
a comprehensive literature review on the topic. However, some findings in this

literature have suggested the importance of customer education and must be
highlighted.

Traditionally, research on innovations diffusion and new products focused on the

adoption-diffusion_perspective (Rogers, 1976). This perspective mainly examines

how an innovation reaches a critical mass of adopters, how attributes of an
innovation affect its rate of adoption, and how the innovation decision process
actually takes place (Rogers, 2003; Shih and Venkatesh, 2004). More recently, Shih

and Venkatesh (2004) suggested that the use-diffusion perspective should be

examined further. The use-diffusion perspective focuses on patterns of product usage

as well as their determinants and outcomes. According to the authors, the structural

differences between the adoption-diffusion perspective and the use-diffusion

perspective are the typology of the population (categories of adopters vs. categories

of users) and the relevant criteria (timing-rate of adoption vs. rate and variety of use).
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With respect to the research topic, the adoption-diffusion and use-diffusion

perspectives implicitly underline the importance of consumer product-related
knowledge and skalls.

Customer education in the adoption diffusion perspective

In research on adoption-diffusion, different models of the innovation-decision
process have been designed (see Antil, 1988: 6 for a review of these models). The
objective of these models 1s to describe the process and the different stages of the
adoption of innovations. Rogers (2003: 169) acknowledged that the different models

came to a “somewhat similar set of stages”. (1) Knowledge (2) Persuasion (3)

Decision (4) Implementation and (§) Confirmation.

Product usage related knowledge and skills seem crucial at stage 1 “Aknowledge’” and
stage 4 “implementation”. Stage 1 “Knowledge” occurs when an individual is
exposed to an innovation’s existence and acquires a certain understanding of how it
functions. At this stage, consumers gain awareness knowledge (information that an
innovation exists), how-to knowledge (information necessary to use an innovation
properly) and principles knowledge (information dealing with the functioning
principles underlying how an innovation works). Stage 4 “implementation” occurs

when consumers put an innovation to use. Consumers need to know how to use the

innovation, what types of problems may occur and how to solve these problems.

One problem which may arise in innovation diffusion is consumer resistance. Ram
and Sheth (1989) considered that two types of barriers exist: functional barriers and
psychological barriers. Functional barriers encompass the usage barrier, the value

barrier and the risk barrier, while psychological barriers refer to the tradition barrier
and the image barrier. Ram and Sheth (1989) proposed that customer education can

help customers overcome these barriers, notably the tradition barrier (cultural change

created for the customer by an innovation).

Literature on adoption-diffusion has also established that the characteristics of
Innovations, as perceived by consumers, can explain their adoption. The key

attributes highlighted by literature (Rogers, 1995; Rogers, 2003; Shih and Venkatesh,
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2004) concern (1) the relative advantage of an innovation (2) the compatibility with
existing values or experiences (3) the complexity of understanding and using the
innovation (4) the triability, 1.e. the degree to which an innovation can be
experimented on a limited basis and (5) the observability, 1.e. the degree to which the

results of an innovation are visible to others. These attributes, especially complexity

and triability, are implicitly related to customer education.

Customer education can help customers to better understand / use a product.
Customer education can also allow customers to experience the product. For

instance, Parthasarathy and Bhattacherjee (1998: 366) recalled the importance of

providing skills to customers. They observed that:

“Early adopters by virtue of their superior technological skills and ability to
mobilize effort and resources to learn the innovation, are able to utilize it better than

later adopters [...] In contrast, later adopters may lack the technological and

cognitive skills and access to resources required for complete service utilization”

Customer education in the use-diffusion perspective

In their research on use-diffusion, Shih and Venkatesh (2004: 59) quote Robertson
and Gatignon (1986: 3) who asserted that “[tJhe speed of diffusion of technological

innovation depends on the consumer’s ability to develop new knowledge and new
patterns of experience’. Shih and Venkastesh (2004) empirically demonstrated that

consumers who exhibit intense product usage were more receptive to and satisfied
with technology. Thus, they concluded that companies should provide their

customers with new usage scenarios and use-based learning activities. This

proposition illustrates the need for customer education.

133 Influencing usage hehaviour

Through customer education, customers increase their level of knowledge and skills.
Hopetully, 1t leads to an evolution in consumer behaviour. When examining the

behavioural outcomes of customer education, Honebein (1997: 24) argues that the
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ambition is to improve customer performance, i.e. “customer ability to act in a way
[companies] or [customers] desire”. This assertion reveals at least two functions of
customer education. One function is to ensure compliant behaviour, i.e. “the act of
using a product as it is intended to be used’ (Bowman et al., 2004). The other

function of customer education is to help customers fully unlock the value embedded

in the product.

- Ensuring compliant behaviour

Tragic figures presented in the research carried out by Bowman et al. (2004: 324)

help to understand the importance of consumer compliant behaviour:

“In the United States alone, noncompliant behaviour in pharmaceuticals has been

estimated to cause 125.000 deaths and more than $ 100 billion in increased health

care expenses and productivity losses each year”

If, fortunately, the consequences are not always so serious, compliance with a
product’s intended use is a real concern for marketers. As suggested by Bowman et
al. (2004) and Wosinska (2005), non compliance can lower a product’s perceived
performance, decrease consumer satisfaction and retention. The literature on services
marketing also stresses the importance of compliance. Service quality depends on the

quality of consumer involvement in the product process (Bateson, 2002b). So,

customer participation in service delivery must happen in a compliant way (Bitner et
al., 1997; Dellande et al., 2004).

Various studies in marketing literature are inclined to show that customer education
is crucial to ensure compliant behaviour. For example, in the field of services, Bitner
et al. (1997) empincally demonstrated that extensive education of customers led to
better compliance behaviour and then to a greater level of satisfaction. Cox et al.
(1997) conducted a meta-analysis on the effects of product warnings and
demonstrated their positive impact on compliance. In the context of services,

Dellande et al. (2004) built a structural model and showed that education leads to

compliance through better levels of clarity in customer roles.
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Research on customer education (see table 1 and 2) also stresses the role of education
in inciting compliant behaviour. To Honebein (1997), educating customers to use

products safely is a primary function of customer education. Filipzack (1991)

reminds us that one third of all customer complaints are caused by customers who do

not know how to use the product. Consequently, Bell and Scobie (1992), Roush
(1999), Aubert and Humbert (2001), Goodman et al. (2001) suggest that education

allows customers to acquire the minimum threshold of skills necessary to use

products.

To conclude, one challenge addressed by education is to provide customers with
knowledge and skills which ensure compliant usage behaviour. This objective is
somewhat minimized by customer education literature. The second objective can be

considered as the optimal one: helping consumers to unlock the value embedded in

the product.
- Unlocking product value

Vargo and Lusch (2004a) argue that it is the customer who determines the value of a
product by using it. The same authors (Vargo and Lusch, 2004b) remind us that
value is created upon consumption, not in the factory. Gummesson (1998) states that

value creation is only possible when a good is consumed. One issue for marketers is

therefore to make consumers discern a product’s value (Best 2005; Hennig-Thurau et

al., 2005) by inciting them to use it extensively.

With regard to the objectives of customer education, one can perhaps wonder which
products/services actually need customer education. Honebein (1995: 4) puts forward
a simple answer: “When in doubt, always educate. Never assume the intelligence of
your customers’. Other authors are more moderate. Fodness et al. (1993), suggest
that complex behaviours require specialized learning, while simple behaviours
belong to the repertory of many individuals. Best (2005) reminds us that only

specialized products, such as computer software, require education.

Evidence from literature (see tables 1 and 2) shows that in most cases, customer

education deals with technical topics such as medical diagnosis devices (Meer,
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1984), brokerage (Honebein, 1997; Aubert and Humbert, 2001), or DIY products
(Roush, 1999; Aubert and Ray, 2005; Honebein and Cammarano, 2005).
These examples refer to complex products or services. According to Rogers (2003),

complexity denotes the customers’ difficulty to understand and use products.
Honebein and Cammarano (2005: 181) specified that product complexity “reflects
the degree of difficulty inherent in a good or service”. Similarly, Mukherjee and

Hoyer (2001) suggest that complexity leads to high learning costs for consumers, i.e.
comprehension difficulty. Burton (2002) suggests that education is necessary for
novel, complex and knowledge-intense products, while basic information is
sufficient for easy-to-understand products. But, to Mittal and Sawhney (2001),

complexity is difficult to characterize: complexity is relative and depends on

consumer expertise, market maturity and personal goals of product usage.

Ram and Jung (1990, 1991), Shih and Venkatesh (2004) and Thompson et al. (2005)

put forward the perspective that products with multiple features such as consumer
electronics (i.e. cameras, digital audio players, etc.) require customer education.
When products offer multiple features or functions, customers can combine these
features to use the product more intensively (Ram and Jung, 1990; Shih and
Venkatesh, 2004). Most research experiments were carried out with consumer
electronics goods or computers (Ram and Jung, 1989, 1991; Shih and Venkatesh,
2004). Results show that intense use leads to a higher degree of product satisfaction.
One limitation however has been stressed by Thompson et al. (2005). These
researchers have empirically demonstrated that adding features to products has a

negative effect on the consumer’s beliefs about the difficulty of learning and using

these products.

As a consequence, one important challenge for customer education is to incite

customers to discover and use the features of their products (Ram and Jung, 1990;
Thompson et al., 2005), discover the variety of usages (Shih and Venkatesh, 2004),

and make more intense use of the product (Ram and Jung, 1991; Mittal and
Sawhney, 2001; Shih and Venkatesh, 2004).

In the literature on customer education (tables 1 and 2), relationships between

education and intense usage of products are rarely studied. Hennig-Thurau et al.
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(2005) built a conceptual model on such relationships but did not provide any
empirical validation of this model. Aubert and Ray (2005: 107) also reported

managerial evidence of education-usage relationships, but once again without any

empirical evidence.
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Improving customer satistaction

As shown in sections 1.3.2 and 1.3.3, customer education is supposed to improve

customer performance by increasing their skills and by helping them to unlock the

value embedded in the product.

These direct effects of customer education also seem to influence company

performance, specifically, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. The findings

of customer education studies on this point are presented. Then, the justification to

narrow the scope of the study on customer satisfaction 1s given.
- From customer education to customer satisfaction and loyalty

Research and surveys on customer education (see tables 1 and 2) almost agree that

customer satisfaction and loyalty are the ultimate outcomes of customer education.

Satisfaction can be defined ' as:

“A judgment that a product or service feature, or the product or service itself,

provided (or is providing) a pleasurable level of consumption-related fulfilment,

including levels of under- or over-fulfilment” (Oliver, 1997: 13)

! Other definitions of customer satisfaction exist in the satisfaction literature. A more comprehensive

overview of the concept of satisfaction s proposed in section 2.3 “customer satisfaction™

41



PART 1 - Chapter 1: customer education

Loyalty can be defined as:

“A deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a preferred product or service

consistently in the future, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having

the potential to cause switching behaviour” (Oliver, 1997: 392)

According to Dick and Basu (1994), loyalty encompa