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American Customer
Satisfaction Index

The Slump in Customer Satisfaction Persists, American Customer Satisfaction Index
Shows

ANN ARBOR, Mich., (February 12, 2020) — The decline in U.S. customer satisfaction
continued in the final quarter of last year, falling 0.4% to a score of 75.4 (on a scale of 0 to 100)
on the American Customer Satisfaction Index.

Given record low unemployment and a strong stock market, it is understandable why many
commentators in the media are praising the “strong economy.” However, even a cursory look
beyond employment and the stock market provides a different picture. Even the employment
numbers are not as strong as they seem considering the low labor participation rate. While the
rate has shown a slight uptick recently, a large number of people have given up looking for work
compared with what was the case in the past.

“The U.S. economy is far from strong or robust. It’s actually quite fragile,” said Claes Fornell,
American Customer Satisfaction Index Founder and Chairman. “The sum of the goods and
services that are purchased by the final user — for whom the American Customer Satisfaction
Index measures satisfaction and GDP measures the monetary value — is in decline. GDP growth,
at 2.1% in 2019, is weaker than its 25-year average.”

While U.S. GDP growth is stronger than in the eurozone, the current account balance is negative
in the U.S., while positive in Europe. The federal debt is also rapidly increasing in the U.S.,
having passed $23 trillion. Under these circumstances, it is especially difficult to argue that 2.1%
GDP growth is strong.

The quantity and quality of economic output are at the heart of an economy — and both show
signs of softness. The efficiency in delivering quantity is determined by productivity. The quality
of output is determined by the users of that output (what the American Customer Satisfaction
Index measures).

Poor productivity typically leads to wage stagnation. But it can also boost employment, as more
workers are needed when productivity is weak. The U.S. has had both low productivity and low

unemployment for quite some time now.



This is not to suggest that the lack of productivity growth alone is the cause of the current low
unemployment. But it probably had an effect. And, if so, that is not something to boast about.

In 2019, however, productivity finally increased substantially — in fact, it was the largest increase
in a decade. As is the case with many economic forces, strong productivity growth has both
positive and negative effects. The potential negative effects are more unemployment and lower
customer satisfaction. Thus far, employment continues to be strong, with more jobs created each
month. However, evidence shows a decline in the quality of economic output.

“Some sectors of the economy risk a decline in customer satisfaction due to increased
productivity,” said Fornell. “In manufacturing, there should not be any negative effect. In service
sectors, however, increased productivity often means fewer service personnel and therefore

slipping quality of service.”

Hospitals, consumer shipping, and banks were hit the hardest in terms of customer satisfaction,
according to the latest American Customer Satisfaction Index numbers. Satisfaction dropped
between 4-5% in these industries, whereas consumer durables and nondurables were flat or

slightly up.

While it is a positive sign that manufacturing is holding steady in quality of economic output,
services constitute the largest part of all advanced economies. In the U.S., services make up
about 80% of GDP, and here, customer satisfaction is falling.

Therefore, while two important economic forces, employment and the stock market, have
remained strong, this doesn’t mean the economy is strong. Many indicators, including weak GDP
growth, weak consumer spending growth, slipping business confidence, decline in quality of
economic output as measured by customer satisfaction from users of that output, weak
productivity (but a surge in 2019), and weak appetite for investment suggest that it is on shaky
grounds.

So, what’s needed? Since the U.S. is a consumer economy in the sense that consumers make up
about 70% of GDP, there must be a substantial increase in consumer spending. Most of that

spending increase would have to be in services.

For the U.S. economy to be in good shape, GDP should have a growth rate of 3% or better. A
growth rate of that magnitude implies that consumer spending, on average, would have to grow
by about 4%. That’s a tall order, as it is currently less than 2% with customer satisfaction
slipping and wage increases uncertain.

The national American Customer Satisfaction Index score reflects customer satisfaction across
sectors and industries over a rolling 12-month period. For more, follow the American Customer
Satisfaction Index on LinkedIn and Twitter at @the ACSI or visit www.theacsi.org.




National ACSI Score
Baseline 1994 to Q4 2019
(0-100 Scale)
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Q4 2019
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No advertising or other promotional use can be made of the data and information in this release

without the express prior written consent of ACSI LLC.

About the American Customer Satisfaction Index

The American Customer Satisfaction Index has been a national economic indicator for 25 years.

It measures and analyzes customer satisfaction with more than 400 companies in 46 industries
and 10 economic sectors, including various services of federal and local government agencies.

Reported on a scale of 0 to 100, scores are based on data from interviews with roughly 500,000

customers annually. For more information, visit www.theacsi.org.
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