Research Update—Customer Experience Case Studies

Customers, Not Cars, Now Drive Auto
Importer’s Strategy

Colmobil Customer Experience
Challenges

As part of its growth strategy, Colmobil transforms its business from productfacing to people-facing.

▪▪ Organizational structure and underlying
legacy systems were product-centric
rather than customer-focused.

By Mary Brandel

▪▪ The computing infrastructure was
inefficient and based on legacy systems.

The automobile industry tends to be highly traditional, with a decidedly product
and service focus. So when Colmobil Corp.—one of Israel’s leading importers and
distributors of cars, trucks and buses—decided to reorganize its business around the
customer rather than the vehicle, it was a radical decision.

▪▪ Retail and business customers are
increasingly knowledgeable about
automobiles and car buying, thanks to
online resources and social media.

Colmobil is a 70-year-old family-owned company, with an almost 20 percent share
of Israel’s automobile market. In 2007, when the global recession hit, Colmobil was
facing a range of challenges, including increasing government regulations, a changing
retail market and a technology infrastructure that was highly dependent on older,
legacy systems. The company was confident it was doing a good job of importing,
warehousing, selling, delivering and servicing vehicles for consumers and commercial
clients. To continue growing, however, it needed to explore additional opportunities,
such as expanding its business interests in other countries (including Eastern Europe)
and in other business areas (including the trade-in market).
These realities—combined with a changing retail market, thanks to increasingly
knowledgeable customers who are adept at using online resources and social media—
drove Colmobil to change its entire organizational structure and business processes.
As part of the transformation, it overhauled its legacy technology infrastructure, as
well. No longer could Colmobil focus on the cars it sold; it needed to focus on the
people who were driving those vehicles off the lot.
“The way we were structured, we were always leaning toward the vehicle and were
never able to understand who the customer was behind the vehicle or the relationship
between one customer and many vehicles,” says Gil Katz, CIO at Colmobil, which is
headquartered in Rosh Ha’ayin.
So, if a customer purchased vehicles or services from one of Colmobil’s divisions—in
some cases, simultaneously—it had no way to know that, because the systems were not
integrated. The divisions focused on vehicle brand—Mercedes Benz, Mitsubishi Motors
and Hyundai Motors—and after-sales service.
For instance, a B2B customer might buy dozens of trucks from the Mercedes Benz
unit, but if he bought his daughter a Hyundai or services for his own personal vehicle,
“no one knew he was a valued customer of the company,” Katz says. As a result, the
customer’s experience as a business client was inconsistent with his experience as
a consumer, and agents had no opportunity to individualize his experience based on
preferences or issues that arose during his last few transactions.
Revolving Around the Customer
To address this issue, Colmobil made the strategic decision to replace the legacy
systems built to support the old organizational structure with a new system that
revolves around customers, not vehicles. It decided the system should consist of
Bloomberg BusinessWeek Research Services

▪▪ Employees were unable to view
customers across multiple lines of
business, including sales, service,
finance and insurance.

Figure 1

Colmobil at a Glance
Business Description: Family-owned
importer and distributor of passenger cars,
commercial vehicles, trucks and buses,
representing Mercedes Benz, Mitsubishi
Motors and Hyundai Motors.
Location: Rosh Ha’ayin, Israel
Products and services: Vehicle sales,
service, trade-ins, finance, insurance
Annual revenues: Over $1 billion (private
company)
Number of employees: 790
Number of customers: Over 350,000
customer records in the corporate database
Vehicle sales (2010): 42,500—a new
record for the company
Vehicles serviced: 700 daily
Source: Colmobil
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fully integrated components, including ERP, CRM and industry-specific applications,
with a CRM-based frontend. Through this frontend, sales and service employees
record and access all customer transactions and interactions, in addition to following
standardized CRM policies and processes when they talk with customers. Because
the systems are integrated, all customer interactions are recorded through the CRM
system and flow to operational systems. The result: Employees see a complete, unified
picture of the customer, for the first time in the company’s history.
“Through the process of replacing our information systems, we laid down the
infrastructure for changing from product-centric processes to customer-centric,”
Katz says. Tightly integrated applications are a key component for how highly
companies rate their ability to provide a strong customer experience, according
to a recent survey by Bloomberg Businessweek Research Services (see Figure 2,
“Integration’s Impact,” at right).
Colmobil also restructured its formerly brand-centric divisions to ones that are now
focused on how customers view the vehicles, in addition to doubling the size of its
service division. A year and a half since going live, “we’re built to face the market
and the customers rather than what we’re selling,” Katz says.
The next step, he says, will be to fully capitalize on all the opportunities this new
infrastructure presents, in terms of seeing the lifecycle of customer interactions.
For example, Colmobil is currently creating business processes to enable sales
agents to offer customers service coupons, and when a customer actually brings his
car in, the discount will appear on the service center’s screen. Or, if a loyal service
customer visits a showroom to purchase a car, the sales agent will know to offer a
special discount, because he will recognize the person as a high-value customer. Other
elements of a personalized experience include simply welcoming customers back,
knowing their names and apologizing for any past issues. In doing so, Colmobil has
overcome some of the most common obstacles to customer experience, named by
respondents in a recent survey by Bloomberg Businessweek Research Services (see
Figure 3, “Obstacles to a Powerful Experience,” on the next page). “It’s a different
approach to customers, where it’s not just a financial relationship,” Katz says.
Phil Reed, an analyst at automotive information Web site Edmunds.com, says
Colmobil’s approach is targeted at the right goals. “Dealerships are known for endless
consultant studies that advise them to add parking spaces or valet parking, but it’s
pretty clear it starts with respect for the customer,” he says. “People like to be known
and remembered.” And with customers increasingly using the Internet to research
prices and profit margins, Reed says, the relationship becomes even more important.
Importance of Technology
Customer segmentation through data analytics also will play a role at Colmobil, Katz
says. “We want to really focus on those customers who are doing business with us by
understanding their needs and better supporting them using relevant data rather than
wasting energy on those who are less high-value,” he says. Customer segmentation of
this sort is a core principle of customer experience management.
Colmobil also is using RFID to expedite movement of automobiles as they are brought
to port. New cars are fitted with RFID tags as they are being unloaded, and the tag
information is combined with the vehicle identification number in Colmobil’s back-end
Bloomberg BusinessWeek Research Services

Figure 2

Integration’s Impact
Respondents with tightly integrated applications rated
their company’s customer experience much higher than
others. (Respondents were asked to rate their company’s
customer experience on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is a
poor experience and 5 is an excellent experience.)
Overall respondents
Respondents with tightly
integrated applications

3.62
4.34

Base: 1,004 respondents from midsize to large companies,
worldwide.
Source: Bloomberg Businessweek Research Services, 2010
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systems. In addition, RFID scanners will be placed at the entrance gates of the service
centers, so when a customer arrives at the gate his card appears on the monitor at the
reception desk. There, the reception agent can offer a personal greeting rather than
an identification inquiry. After the car has been serviced and accounts settled, the exit
gate will open automatically again without further inquiry.
In the future, Colmobil has its sights set on the Web and extending the customer
experience to online channels.

Elements of the New Customer
Experience at Colmobil
▪▪ Business systems and processes focus on
individual customers rather than vehicles
purchased.
▪▪ Sales and service agents can access the
entire customer record and history of
transactions, across divisions.

Culture Change
The biggest challenge to implementing these processes, Katz says, is changing the
organizational culture. “The system can support that already, but we’re working on
educating the different lines of business to use what we’ve created and capitalize on
it,” he says. “They’re used to taking care of the vehicle, and now they need to take care
of how the customer feels, and that when he walks out, he’s satisfied. It’s a different
way of thinking, and it takes time to embrace that change.”

▪▪ Return customers are offered
personalized service, including
special offers and discounts, based on
transaction history and preferences.
▪▪ Vehicles are delivered and processed
more quickly, thanks to streamlined
movement of vehicles from warehouse
to dealer.

Katz is walking a fine line between providing sufficient customer information to
employees but not so much as to overwhelm them. He also is sensitive to customer
concerns about privacy. “We don’t want the customer to feel a person he doesn’t know
knows too much about him,” Katz says. This insight shows Colmobil is truly imagining
each interaction from the customer’s point of view.
The organizational restructuring has gone a long way toward showing employees
that there is a strong commitment to Colmobil’s transformation. “People who used to
work under one manager now work under another,” he says. “People changed
Figure 3
assignments of what they do, and they’re now expected to do things that may
not come naturally.” Employees were very involved in the process redesign, he
Obstacles to a Powerful Experience
says, which has increased the overall level of cooperation.
Employees also are well aware that the experience Colmobil is now able to offer
customers is what they themselves—as customers of other businesses—would
like to receive and what is often lacking. “It’s part of the cultural change in the
world that puts the customer at the center,” Katz says. “They feel we’re doing
the right thing.”

Respondents named the following as “major” and “frequent”
obstacles to improving the customer experience.
Percent of
Respondents

It is too early, Katz says, to measure benefits in terms of revenues, profits and
customer retention, but he expects the improved customer experience will lead
to profitable outcomes. “When you build a better customer experience, the word
gets around, and your reputation gets better,” he says.
The technology infrastructure, Katz says, was crucial to the overall success of
the effort, as was a strong level of collaboration between IT and other business
functions, such as marketing. Katz is not just CIO but also part of the executive
board at Colmobil. In his role as CIO, he says, his job was to pave the road, so
that when the company drove down it, it was a smooth ride.

73%

Lack of coordination across
channels to ensure consistency

72%

Large number of disconnected
tools, technologies and applications

71%

Lack of a complete view of the
customer to better understand their
needs and make interactions more
relevant and customized

66%

Base: 307 director-level and above executives at midsize and large
companies.
Source: Bloomberg Businessweek Research Services, 2010

“In IT, we have to be one step ahead of the company’s strategy, so that when it wanted
to change from product-centric to customer-centric, we had a plan and were able to
implement the technology to support it.” n
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Organizational and process silos
in our company
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Inside a Real Customer-Centric
Infrastructure
Recipe for Success
Lots of organizations talk about becoming customer-centric, but their systems get
in the way of a favorable customer experience. Typically organized by product or
geographic boundaries, a company’s sales, marketing and financial information are
not easily parsed into providing a complete view of the customer. Indeed, these siloed
applications actually preclude providing a positive customer experience.
Not at Colmobil. The Israeli auto importer and dealer deployed an integrated platform
of SAP applications to become a customer-based company. In fact, Colmobil’s CEO,
Tzvika Pollak, and its CIO, Gil Katz, selected the SAP architecture and platform as the
tool to change their company’s culture. Colmobil used the technology to implement
a focus on customers, rather than on Mercedes, Hyundai, Mitsubishi or the other
vehicles it sells. This shift has provided immediate benefits to customers, who see
Colmobil as a valued product and services provider and not just as a sales staff.

The key SAP ingredients used by Colmobil
to become customer-focused include:
▪▪ SAP Customer Relationship Management
application
▪▪ SAP ERP application
▪▪ SAP Vehicle Manager application
▪▪ SAP Dealer Business Management
application
▪▪ SAP NetWeaver Portal component
▪▪ SAP NetWeaver Business Warehouse
component
▪▪ SAP NetWeaver Process Integration
component

At the heart of Colmobil’s implementation is the SAP ERP application, which includes
traditional financial functions such as accounts payable, accounts receivable and
general ledger, material management, sales and delivery. On top of this foundation
Colmobil added the SAP Vehicle Manager and SAP Dealer Business Manager
applications, which provide the specific data structures required for the company to
efficiently and effectively manage its new car sales and post-sales service operations.
Everyone in the organization uses the SAP CRM tool to add information about
customer interactions.
In addition, SAP CRM helps Colmobil staff interact with customers, providing the sales
and service employees with insights about the customers and guiding the interactions.
SAP CRM relies on SAP NetWeaver Business Warehouse as an analytic engine,
compiling all prior interactions with a customer—no matter what type of customer or
interaction—into insights and recommended future actions.
For example, the integration of the SAP applications enables Colmobil salespeople
to see commercial and retail transactions by individual, so they know that a large
corporate truck customer also buys his personal cars from the company. In this way,
Colmobil salespeople are aware of the complete business relationship with each
individual they encounter in the dealership—or over the telephone or via e-mail. If a
customer is a particularly lucrative patron of the company, or recently had a problem
with a vehicle, the sales or service personnel will be alerted to offer a special discount
to maintain a positive customer experience.
The integrated SAP platform also enables Colmobil to extend its customer relationship
to the mobile device communication type favored by its clients. Enabling its customers
to access vehicle service records online or to set up service calls via smartphone or
e-mail will only require a relatively modest incremental addition.

This research project was funded by
a grant from SAP.

For More Information
For more information about SAP’s Customer Relationship Management application,
please visit this Web site:
http://www.sap.com/solutions/business-suite/crm/index.epx
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