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MOTOR and other general insurers
who found themselves swamped with
enquiries and claims after last year’s
flash floods, can now say their efforts
then have paid off.

The opportunity to demonstrate re-
sponsiveness and showcase their abil-
ity to handle claims appear to have re-
warded their customer satisfaction ac-
counts. This group of insurers bucked
the trend of falling customer satisfac-
tion last year, and was the only sub-
sector within the finance & insurance
sector to see customers happier than
they were in 2009.

From a score of 64.8 then, the
sub-sector improved to score 67.1 in
2010, beating the finance & insur-
ance’s sector average of 66.6.

President of the General Insurance
Association of Singapore (GIA) Derek
Teo and NTUC Income’s corporate of-
fice vice-president Peter Tay both
agreed that the flash floods actually
provided companies with the chance
to demonstrate how they were able to
fulfil their commitments to policyhold-
ers efficiently.

But the positive handling of a diffi-

cult situation was thanks to deliber-
ate strategies and enhancements to
service offerings put in place by the in-
dustry, said Caroline Lim, director of
the Institute of Service Excellence at
SMU (ISES), which analysed custom-
er surveys on the sector in the final
quarter of 2010.

She pointed out, in particular, mo-
tor insurers’ moves to streamline the
processing of motor insurance
claims, which resulted in the lower-
ing of motor premiums across the
board. This Motor Claims Frame-
work, introduced in 2008 to encour-
age prompt reporting of traffic acci-
dents and claims, has sharply re-
duced the number of disputes over
claims to the benefit of both insurers
and motorists.

GIA’s Mr Teo too, cited this frame-
work as one example of how member
companies have been “continually
seeking ways and avenues to improve
customer satisfaction”. There has
been a marked improvement in serv-
ice standards and transparency dur-
ing both the sales and claims han-
dling processes of general insurers
here, Mr Teo said.

ISES director Ms Lim said another
development last year which has
helped the sector improve customer
satisfaction, was “service enhance-
ments by many industry players such
as the ability to purchase motor insur-
ance online”. 2010 saw the debut of

two online insurers – Aviva and Di-
rectAsia.com, both of whom prom-
ised that the direct-to-consumer mod-
el would result in lower premiums by
bypassing the traditional agent.

The “others” category such insur-
ers fall under given the customer satis-
faction index’s classification, scored
67.1, on par with the sub-sector aver-
age and second only to Chartis Insur-
ance’s 67.4.

The “slower rise in motor insur-
ance premiums in 2010 vis-a-vis the
earlier years was certainly a contrib-
uting factor too”, said Mr Tay. NTUC
Income’s motor and other insurance
customers were happier in 2010 even
though its life insurance customers
had become less content.

Its improved customer satisfaction
coincided with a strong turnaround
in its motor insurance business last
year. NTUC Income thus recently de-
cided to offer a one-off $50 rebate to
100,000 private car owners renewing
policies this year – a total payout of
$5 million – which can only please
customers.

ISES academic director Marcus
Lee said that the increase in customer

satisfaction for the motor and other in-
surers’ sub-sector this time round,
was due to these companies meeting
their customers’ expectations better.
They were closer to customers’ ideal
insurer in 2010 than they had been in
2009, he said.

At NTUC Income, Mr Tay said the
company puts “substantial effort into
improving customer satisfaction
through its overall corporate brand-
ing”. The main idea behind this was
to build positive perceptions toward
product and service quality, and has
helped the company illustrate “value”
to its customers. This possibly ena-
bled it to better shape and thus meet
customers’ expectations, in the man-
ner Mr Lee describes from ISES’ anal-
ysis.

Mr Tay added that because the
company’s “social purpose” is to
strive for the benefit of its customers,
it takes a “holistic view” which “goes
beyond mere service experience to en-
compass product value, the quality of
service, and customer expectations”.

This he said, comprises a range of
factors including service levels, the
value of the products, service quality,
and expectations.

S
INGAPORE’S financial
services sector was key
to the economy’s spectac-
ular rebound this past
year. But those headline
figures matter little to
the average commercial
banking customer who,

according to the latest Customer Satis-
faction Index, is less content with his
bank than he was a year ago.

Commercial banks saw their
sub-sector’s customer satisfaction
score dip to 66.7 in 2010, from 69.1 a
year ago. This dragged the customer
satisfaction score for the finance & in-
surance sector 2.4 points lower to
66.6 – no small matter given that the
sector accounts for 40 per cent of the
2010 national score, which in turn
slipped to its lowest since 2007.

Caroline Lim, director of the Insti-
tute of Service Excellence at SMU (IS-
ES) that compiles the index, said that
one possible explanation could be
that banks still recovering from the
financial crisis have yet to regain
pre-crisis levels of customer trust.

Of the key drivers of customer sat-
isfaction tracked by ISES in its analy-
sis – expectations, value and quality –
commercial banks’ falling scores this
time were hit most by changing cus-
tomer expectations. And the commer-
cial banks BT spoke to said the same.

DBS Bank Singapore country man-
ager Lim Sim Seng said that “the
broad-based decline in customer sat-
isfaction scores across the banking
sector reflects increasing consumer
sophistication and demands in a fast-
changing world”.

Echoing this, Citibank Singapore
director and head of customer experi-
ence management Sonali Verma said
the bank needed to seek new ways to
enhance customer satisfaction “as
customer needs evolve and their ex-
pectations become increasingly so-
phisticated”.

Though the fall in both banks’
scores was statistically insignificant,
both said they have implemented pro-
grammes to tackle the challenge
these rapid changes present.

DBS embarked on a comprehen-
sive service improvement pro-
gramme in 2010, Mr Lim said, noting
that DBS narrowed the gap between
itself and the top bank this year. Its
score of 65.1 remained below local
counterparts UOB (67.1) and OCBC
(65.3). Internal improvements have
been seen, such as a reduction in its
average Giro processing time from
nine days to four, cutting the number
of ATM “cash-outs” a month by over
35 per cent. DBS also raised head-
count to ensure all branch counters
are fully manned during peak hours,
Mr Lim said, acknowledging “there re-
mains more work to be done”.

At Citibank, which tied with Stand-
ard Chartered as top commercial
bank with a score of 68.2, customer
satisfaction “goes beyond excellent
frontline service” as it believes that
“the integration of back and middle of-
fices is critical to achieve customer
satisfaction”, Ms Verma said. This
means continually harnessing new
technology to enhance systems and
processes – Citibank, too, revamped
its Giro application process. She said

Citibank has a client engagement
model which entrenches “client excel-
lence” values in front, middle and
back offices, regardless of function.
All employees undergo customer-
focused training and every member
of the senior management team has
to make phone calls to customers
each week to hear their feedback.

OCBC Bank which, along with
HSBC and UOB, saw more significant
drops in customer satisfaction, simi-
larly spoke of evolving needs and ex-
pectations from customers.

“We continue to strive towards
making our customers’ experience at
all touch points an exceptional one,”
said head of group corporate commu-
nications Koh Ching Ching.

One touch point which may prove
particularly crucial is the banks’ com-
plaint channel. Customers of not just
the banks but the wider finance & in-
surance sector last year rated the
companies’ handling of complaints
more poorly than in the previous
year. The complaint handling rating
fell from 5.66 in 2009 to 5.37 last
year, ISES said.

“We observed that the loyalty
scores of complainants whose com-
plaints were handled well were dou-
ble that of complainants whose com-
plaints were handled poorly,” Ms Lim
said.

Ms Verma agreed, explaining how
Citibank has “technology enablers as
well as people-intensive processes in
place which ensure that complaints
are resolved within 72 hours”. The
bank also has a system to actively
monitor the root causes of complaints
and address them to constantly im-
prove customer experience, she said.

While the life insurance category’s
score slipped slightly in 2010, Pruden-
tial Singapore scored a slight improve-
ment. Chief customer officer Felicia
Leung described a strategy, em-
barked on 18 months ago, which like
Citi’s involved every department in
the company and resulted in relative-
ly simple changes such as allowing
customers to make switches for the
investment-linked insurance funds on-
line, providing Chinese product sum-
maries to help certain customers bet-
ter understand what they are buying.

The company even launched a spe-
cial fragrance for its customer centre,
part of its “total customer experi-
ence” strategy” to create an emotion-
al connection, Ms Leung said.

But the cream of the life insurers’
crop was Manulife Singapore, scored
for the first time this year. ISES aca-
demic director Mr Lee said that the
study’s data showed that “Manulife is
doing a significantly better job at con-
vincing its customers of the quality
and value of its products and services
than any of its competitors”.

The insurer’s score of 68.5 was sig-
nificantly above the life insurance sec-
tor’s average of 66.2.

President and CEO Annette King
said Manulife is working on multiple
initiatives including a comprehensive
service culture training approach that
will go beyond the occasional training
class. “In addition, we are working on
increasing our efficiency, reducing
turnaround times, eliminating errors
and ensuring our customers experi-
ence one-touch resolution.”

By UMA SHANKARI

LINKING customer satisfaction to
employee remuneration pays off, if
one goes by the experience of a hand-
ful of companies that outperformed
their peers in the 2010 Customer Sat-
isfaction Index of Singapore (CSISG)
ranking.

Maybank, Citibank, Singapore Air-
lines (SIA) and Sentosa Development
Corporation all turned in scores that
were for the most part higher than
the scores for their overall industry
clusters.

Maybank, which was scored in the
CSISG for the first time last year,
scored 67.3 (out of a possible 100).
This is higher than overall score for
the commercial banks sub-sector,
which was 66.7.

Maybank Singapore has adopted
the CSISG methodology, which is
used by the Institute of Service Excel-
lence at the Singapore Management
University to calculate the national
CSISG, to arrive at a customer satis-
faction index for various units in the
bank.

“To impress on our employees
that customer satisfaction is key to
our business, we allocate 15 per cent
of our balanced scorecard to the cus-
tomer satisfaction index for both inter-
nal and external customers,” said
Pollie Sim, chief executive of May-
bank Singapore.

Ms Sim said that the customer sat-
isfaction index measurement covers
specific areas such as the contact
centre, website, online banking serv-
ice, self-service terminals and 22
branches, as well as the bank’s ac-
count and relationship managers
across its business banking and con-
sumer banking units.

Each of these businesses gets its re-
spective customer satisfaction index
scores. Maybank then takes the re-
sults of the last customer satisfaction
index study conducted, identifies the
skills and process gaps through cus-
tomers’ feedback and launches serv-
ice campaigns and reward schemes
to motivate its employees.

“We recognise that customer satis-
faction is largely the outcome of the in-
frastructure and processes we put in
place along the whole service value
chain,” Ms Sim said. “Hence, we have
programmes to assess internal cus-
tomer satisfaction as well. This pro-
motes cross-functional collaboration
at a bank-wide level, to close any serv-
ice gaps that are surfaced.”

Citibank, whose score of 68.2 was
also higher than the sub-sector score,
similarly said that customer satisfac-
tion is a key performance indicator
for staff across all functions.

Another company that takes cus-
tomer satisfaction seriously is SIA,
which scored a record 79.3 points in
the 2010 CSISG.

The airline’s score rose by 3.6
points to achieve the highest ever sat-
isfaction score ever attained by any
company measured under the CSISG.
Its score was also significantly higher
than the 71.8 points scored by the air-
lines sub-sector.

Customer satisfaction is one of the
key performance indicators for some
of SIA’s staff members – especially
those who come into direct contact
with its customers, such as cabin
crew members – said SIA spokesman
Nicholas Ionides.

“As a customer-focused airline, we
believe in listening to our customers.
We monitor our service standards
through regular service performance
and customer satisfaction surveys
conducted using in-house resources
and through independent research
agencies,” Mr Ionides said.

Sentosa’s score also improved
from 67.5 in 2009 to 70.3 in 2010.
The score for one of the main attrac-
tions within Sentosa, Underwater
World, also climbed from 68.1 to
71.5. In comparison, the attractions
sub-sector scored 70.3.

Guest satisfaction is a key corpo-
rate performance indicator, said
Mike Barclay, CEO of Sentosa Devel-
opment Corporation (SDC).

“Pre-determined guest satisfaction
targets are set each year to facilitate
regular internal tracking,” Mr Bar-
clay said. “These targets are incorpo-
rated into our staff bonus scheme,
which is positioned as a company
game. We require our colleagues to at-
tend service quizzes and contests as a
condition of participating in the Sento-
sa company game.”

More customers satisfied with motor insurers last year
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