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				About the author

				Pat Wellington is a popular international speaker and busy consultant. Her specialisms are customer care and business development, leadership, the management of change, and team building. Her particular expertise is to ensure that Kaizen (continuous improvement) is incorporated into her programmes. This not only enriches people’s lives at all levels within an organisation, but also brings very tangible results in terms of increased productivity and profitability.

				Pat has many years of practical experience as well as a thorough theoretical grounding. She knows from first-hand experience the issues that those in a customer contact role have to tackle. At the start of her business career she spent several years working in customer contact and sales management in the retail sector, servicing leading department stores including Harvey Nichols, Liberty, the Bentalls Group and House of Fraser. She then moved into the IT sector in a customer management role working with clients from mainframe and software organisations including IBM and Sterling Software.

				Fifteen years ago she moved into consultancy, initially joining Marketing Improvements where she delivered customer care and business development training both on a public-course and in-house basis. She then moved to City University, joining the Management Development Centre where she devised key account management strategies for, among others, the Bank of England and Abbey National Treasury. In 2000 she headed up the Management Development Unit of London Metropolitan University, the largest educational establishment in the UK capital, and in 2006 became Director of Europe Japan Management, a consultancy group specialising in the best of East and West management practices.

				The consultancy and training assignments she has undertaken have been numerous and diverse and in most industry sectors including healthcare, manufacturing, IT and the service sector, plus a variety of government bodies. She is an enthusiastic and motivational facilitator and has helped managers and front-line professionals gain skills and knowledge, and importantly become more productive on returning to their workplace. A few comments from delegates that have attended her programmes:

				a very enriching workshop…

				lively and practical…

				full of ideas that I can use when I get back to work…

				In the UK she has worked for blue-chip organisations such as Canon and Coates Viyella, private hospital chains such as the Nuffield and the St Martin’s hospital groups; in the government sector she has project-managed MBA programmes.

				In mainland Europe she has worked with three United Nations agencies in Rome and with the UNHCR in Geneva. Also within Europe she has undertaken a major research assignment for Coca-Cola, and aided at a strategic level within a high-tech organisation in Switzerland. In the Gulf, Pat has delivered sessions and key note presentations for petrochemical organisations, the government of Dubai and Zamil Steel.

				In south-east Asia she regularly delivers seminars for the Institute of Management in Singapore, and has been a guest speaker at conferences in Kuala Lumpur and Indonesia. She has undertaken in-house projects in customer care for the regional Civil Aviation Authority, and assisted with the privatisation of a leading water authority in Malaysia.

				Pat has written many articles and books including Kaizen Strategies for Customer Care (FT/Prentice Hall), and contributed to Kaizen Strategies for Improving Team Performance. Her most recent publication is Effective Team Leadership for Engineers (IET).

				If you would like to share any of your customer care experiences with Pat, she would welcome hearing from you. Contact her at pat@pwellington.plus.com.






		
		

				About this book

				For many years we have been told that the customer is king; but how often do you as a customer actually feel as if you are being treated as a king (or queen, for that matter)?!

				In stores, assistants seem invisible or too busy on the telephone. Organisations set up obstacle courses of button-pushing options; and too often when you do make contact, people are uninformed or unhelpful (and sometimes downright rude).When they should be making doing business with them a pleasure, they turn you off and ensure you will never want to deal with them again. ‘How can I help you?’ has come to carry all the sincerity of an old chestnut like ‘The cheque is in the post.’

				Something is not quite working as it should – at least not from the customer’s perspective. But it does not have to be like this in your organisation.

				This book is for any manager who cares about customer care, wants to offer excellent customer service and also wants to create a productive and happy working environment for both themself and their team.

				What are organisations doing to improve the service they offer to customers?

				Back in the distant past, working in a customer service department was a pretty thankless task. It might well have been concerned mostly with complaints and problem resolution, its status was low, unlike marketing or sales, and staff often saw their time there only as a stepping stone to better things.

				Over the last two decades, however, there has been a shift in thinking within organisations. There has been a realisation that many products and services have become largely indistinguishable, and the one way that a company can differentiate itself, thrive and be profitable is by the quality of service it can offer to customers.

				Not only has this enhanced the profile of the customer service department, but changes have been made throughout organisations to improve the service offered to customers. Total quality management initiatives have been undertaken, company-wide training programmes introduced and technological advances made to aid the ease of access to customer data. Despite this, customers still find something, well, let’s just say, less than they want.

				Numerous books on customer care have been written, usually with two target audiences in mind: front-line staff and senior management. For front-line staff, books have focused on how to answer the phone, smile and nurture the customer. For senior management, the message has focused on strategic management issues – the big picture – and how to make the whole company more customer focused and competitive.

				I have worked for many years delivering customer care training programmes at every level in organisations. In researching materials for these programmes I came to realise that relatively little had been written on customer service for middle managers – the very people that are ultimately accountable for the front-line staff delivering service. These front-line staff represent the public image of the organisation. How they deal with customers literally dictates whether a customer will buy a product or service and become or continue to be a loyal customer or not. However, they are only as good as the direction and support they receive from their managers, and the service chain within their organisation. If they don’t get the back-up they require, delivering an appropriate level of service is impossible.

				So it is up to middle managers and team leaders to ensure that they create the environment in which members of their team can flourish. This emphasis on environment is crucial. It means getting staff to be more than purely task focused. There might be great systems, procedures and technology in place, but none of these on their own ensure effective customer service. Only people can do this. Hence this book.

				It offers robust information on the whole customer care process, and how to build long-term partnerships both with customers and your suppliers. In addition, a chapter is dedicated to helping you create a productive, focused team spirit, which encourages everyone to push the boundaries, be creative and willing to go the extra mile, and offer a value-added service to customers.

				As a manager you also need to be able to get cooperation, action and an agreed level of service from the other teams or departments who relate to your activity. This can often be easier said than done! So the book also has a chapter dedicated to this thorny issue.

				The book is arranged accessibly so that busy managers can dip into different sections as and when required. You will find key information about particular topics, brought to life by case examples, checklists and, where appropriate, brief exercises to show you in more detail how things work and what is meant by a particular phrase or expression.

				Ultimately the purpose of this book is to give you the tools and techniques required to be an effective manager and able to create a positively motivated and customer-focused team, whose members will go the extra mile to satisfy the customer. This will result in a reduction of complaints and improved customer retention and bottom-line results, all of which ultimately mean more job security for you and your team in these challenging economic times.

				Surely these are worthwhile aims for anyone. Remember that good customer service is not an option; in today’s dynamic markets it is a must if you are to outperform competition.

				Pat Wellington

				Europe Japan Management

				E-mail: pat@pwellington.plus.com

				Tel: + 44 (0)774 0022735

		

	
		
			
			

				Introduction: putting customer care in context

				There is only one boss. The customer. And he or she can fire everybody in the company from the chairman down, simply by spending their money somewhere else.

				(Sam Walton, founder of Wal-Mart)

				Customer care: two simple words but what do they mean? We are all customers for something. Sometimes we want a prompt no-nonsense form of service. Sometimes we need lengthy advice. But often the service we receive is poor or nonexistent. And occasionally we are delighted by what happens when we buy a particular product or service, or note how well we are taken care of by an individual in a company and decide, in the back of our mind, to use that supplier in the future. We are a happy customer.

				Being a happy customer means that we are more likely to be loyal. Being loyal means that we may buy more from the same organisation, even though that may sometimes mean paying a bit extra. Why? Because we don’t want to go to another supplier and take the risk of not being satisfied again.

				This all may seem quite straightforward, but just think about it. In reality how often are you really a satisfied customer? Deliveries can turn up late. You can be put on hold on a telephone helpline service with the inevitable ‘Greensleeves’ being played for 20 interminable minutes while you wait to get through to a real person. Or you are faced with a surly individual across a counter who looks as if they have been watching the W C Fields film in which he says, ‘Start the day with a smile and get it over with’ – and they have not even been moved to adopt that philosophy.

				As a customer in these circumstances you will often go elsewhere for the product or service, and usually won’t let the company that has served you poorly know why you have left. An average of 65 per cent of all potential business is lost by suppliers due to their staff’s apparent lack of interest, lack of attention to customers’ needs and failure to meet customers’ expectations.

				The reality is as follows. If someone is unhappy with the service they receive from you they typically tell 10 others. With the internet, one click means that this information can now be spread to a whole community in no time at all. Think about this in the context of the substantial spend involved in acquiring new customers through advertising, telemarketing, TV campaigns and the setting up of a new account in the sales system, in customer service and in credit control. All this adds cost – totally unnecessarily.

				
					According to the Harvard Business Review, if you can reduce customer defections by just 5 per cent you can increase profitability by between 25 and 85 per cent!

				

				In many ways good customer care costs no more than bad – doing it well is a real opportunity to boost profitability.

				One thing is for sure. There’s a customer revolution taking place. More and more products and services are becoming alike. There’s so much choice: choice of supplier, choice of channel, choice of products and choice of services.

				The real question to ask is, ‘How do your products or services stand out from the crowd?’ Differentiation is the order of the day. Good customer service is not an option, it’s a must. Sometimes it can be difficult – and so can customers – but as the old saying has it, this is no worse than no customers.

				So how do you move from a simple service provider to a ‘service partner’ position? In other words, how do you become a first-choice supplier with your customers? How do you build brand loyalty and maximise profitability? How can your organisation add real value to the way your customer service works? How can you maximise your customers’ experience so they return not just once but time after time, and encourage other organisations or individuals to do the same?

				This is what this book is about.

				It examines the means, the resources and, importantly, the attitudes needed to create a more customer-focused organisation. It will explain the ‘how’ of delivering clearly defined customer-care behaviours, help you with problem solving and getting the cooperation you need from others. It will also explain why excellence in customer care is essential to your organisation’s business growth and survival.

				The quality of service that your customers experience is ultimately influenced by one thing – your people. Your front-line staff bear prime responsibility for taking care of your customers, but everybody in the service chain has an impact one way or another, and the quality of this stems from their attitude and level of enthusiasm for their job. It is your role and ultimate responsibility as a manager to make sure the service those in your team offer to the customer not only works just adequately, or by the skin of its teeth, but is outstanding. Anything less is missing a trick.

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				The fundamentals of customer care

				Businesses are not paid to reform customers. They are paid to satisfy customers.

				(Peter Drucker)

				Introduction

				Organisations use a variety of methods to make sure that their customers and suppliers actually know they exist.

				Starting from the big picture they commission advertising campaigns, undertake corporate sponsorship of events or enter their company for an industry award. To let everyone know exactly what they do, brochures are produced, websites created, directory entries made, newsletters circulated to their database, articles are written by members of staff and published in customer or supplier trade press. To show they are one step ahead of the competition, key members of staff make presentations at conferences or industry-specific round-table events. There is corporate hospitality with a view to attracting new customers, and the business development team are out around the country or travelling the world generating new business.

				All of this activity to create business growth and a feel-good factor about an organisation that can be destroyed in a moment by poor customer care.

				Customer service is not a department; it is an attitude. The concept of ‘service’ and ‘care’ can be difficult to describe in tangible terms. And yet in every service encounter there are tangibles – before, during and after the exchange between both parties – which affect how customers judge the quality of service that is being provided.

				So – the sixty-four thousand dollar question – what is it that goes through a customer’s mind, sometimes in a split second, and makes them decide to approach your organisation to do business? Customers are not a uniform entity, and ultimately each customer will have a whole diversity of needs and requirements according to their circumstances. There is, however, a range of split-second decisions any customer will make, sometimes unconsciously, that will influence their purchasing behaviour.

				The six satisfaction elements

				A company’s product or service consists of a number of individual factors known as elements, which separately and collectively directly influence customer satisfaction. Between them, the six elements – known as satisfaction elements – represent every aspect in the purchasing decision of customers.

				These six satisfaction elements are as follows:

				1.The product or service;

				2.Sales;

				3.After-sales;

				4.Location;

				5.Time;

				6.Culture.

				[image: ]

				Figure 1.1The six satisfaction elements

				Each element can be subdivided into factors and considerations. These precisely describe the scope of each element and the considerations that customers bear in mind when they are choosing one product or supplier over another. Having said that, not every factor or consideration is a conscious decision. The psychological/emotional needs a customer experiences when buying a capital-expense product – whether a house, a car, a dining-room suite, a battleship or a combine harvester – will be different from those when buying an everyday or commonplace product such as a loaf of bread, cosmetics, an electric kettle, petrol for the car, or a book. Nonetheless, even a rapid glance through all the factors should show that much more than the product or the sales person can be considered by customers – business or retail – if they compare the total offering provided by each competing supplier.

				What actually goes through a customer’s mind when deciding to purchase? What attitudes and behaviours make the customer care offered truly excellent?

				The answer to this last question is presented in Table 1.1, which lists broad standards of excellence against each satisfaction element factor. Clearly however, since companies and industries are all individual, each will have different expressions of these standards. Your standards and factors will be tailored to your markets and the customers you serve.

	Table 1.1Satisfaction element 1: product or service

				
					
						
								
								Factor/consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Availability

							
								
								Immediate availability on or before a negotiated, agreed or promised delivery date. (Overall excellence here is a fast speed-to-market time.)

							
						

						
								
								Product quality

							
								
								Lifetime zero defects of products.

							
						

						
								
								Service quality

							
								
								Continually meeting agreed customer requirements for products and services within best-cost limits.

							
						

						
								
								Packaging presentation

							
								
								Packaging designed to reflect the image of the product and in harmony with other promotional devices. In addition, using packaging consistent with the most responsible current environmental protection standards, and the minimum necessary for hygiene, protection, transportation and storage.

							
						

						
								
								Image

							
								
								An image that matches reality and is fully in tune with the lifestyle and aspirations of target customers.

							
						

						
								
								Value for money

							
								
								Ensuring no deception, that is, giving greater (perceived) value than the cost of the purchase.

							
						

						
								
								Fulfilment of expectations

							
								
								Giving satisfaction in excess of expectations.

							
						

					
				
			
Let’s start with the product or service element. What might a customer consider?

				Does the supplier anticipate my needs? Do I really want or need this product/service? Does it meet my requirements? Is there any risk involved in purchasing this product/service? Does it represent the level of quality I expect for the purchase price? Overall, is it good value for the money?

				If you really want a Mercedes and you’re looking at a Mini you might find the latter compact and well designed but not expressing the image you wish to convey. How about availability? Do I want it now, or can I wait for a month or two for delivery? In certain industries, for example in car manufacturing, if you see a product that you really like you probably realise that there might be a wait of a month or so for the item you have ordered to arrive. Most will find this acceptable. However, what typically happens with routine purchases, such as a printer? If it is not available in a particular store many customers will go elsewhere. Equally, in certain circumstances the customer will not want to spend funds on a top-end, quality-plus product with all the bells and whistles; they will settle for a cheaper model that does the job adequately.

				Let’s now look at the sales element. See Table 1.2. What might a customer consider?

				Table 1.2Satisfaction element 2: sales

				
					
						
								
								Factor/consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Marketing and merchandising

							
								
								Honest, legal and decent marketing that is non-intrusive, non-manipulative and non-wasteful, but informative and targeted precisely in terms of market segment and time; researching customers fully so that their needs, preferences and buyer values are understood in fine detail so that corporate strategies can be designed with great accuracy.

							
						

						
								
								Verbal communication

							
								
								A face-to-face or telephone manner that is attentive, interested, responsive and timely, and which conveys an exact and understandable message that meets the customer’s objectives and their need to be heard.

							
						

						
								
								Purchase environment

							
								
								A wholly welcoming and frictionless environment that, in its temperature, lighting, decor and facilities, is conducive to the easy conduct of business and to making customers feel comfortable emotionally.

							
						

						
								
								Staff

							
								
								Any staff who have direct contact with the customer should be non-dismissive, responsive, empathetic, trustworthy, knowledgeable, and loyal to the corporate team. They should be well trained, self-reliant and enabled or empowered to act.

							
						

					
				

							This element includes all forms of corporate and product-oriented communication: brochures, web pages, merchandising materials and in-store displays. Do all of these activities reflect the message that a supplier wishes to convey? If for example, brochures are printed on inferior-quality paper and with a poor layout, it will not reflect well on the product or service provider. Your web pages need to download quickly and be customer friendly to use.

				The environment where the goods or services are purchased will also have an impact. For example, if the reception area of an office or hotel is scruffy or smells, it will reflect badly on the rest of the facilities. Customers will make a judgement in the first 30 seconds of entering a building.

				Any staff that are in contact with the customer are also being judged. Are there enough of them available to take care of customer queries? Are they approachable? Friendly? Or are they all huddled together having a gossip?

				The simplicity and clarity of transaction documentation are important, as is the choice of payment methods (and affordability). Inclusion in a trade or professional association will also give the purchaser the assurance that there is somewhere for them to go should they have a complaint not satisfactorily answered by the supplier they have purchased from.

				The inclusion and value of ‘purchase variables’ such as extended guarantees, training, phased or split deliveries, spares and the availability of additional consumables are also a consideration to a prospective customer.

				The after-sales element – See Table 1.3 – includes how responsive staff are in the supplier organisation once the customer has purchased the product or service. This is obviously particularly important with expensive capital expenditure such as cars, computer equipment, battleships and all…

				Table 1.3Satisfaction element 3: after-sales

				
					
						
								
								Factor/consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Maintained interest

							
								
								Acknowledging and honouring a customer’s lifetime value to the company, and not disillusioning loyal customers by failing to acknowledge (and reward) that loyalty; ensuring that the reordering procedure is simple and builds on existing information about customers held by the supplier.

							
						

						
								
								Complaint handling

							
								
								Enabled and empowered staff responding immediately, courteously, honestly, sympathetically and thoroughly; keeping the customer advised throughout the complaint-management process and using technology as a tool, not as an overlord. (Throughout the sales and after-sales processes it is essential to attune the business to the customer’s contact requirements.)

							
						

					
				

				Does the supplier take care of the customer once they have made an initial purchase? For example, do contact centre or customer-care staff have access to a telecom system or software package that identifies the customer who is calling as an existing customer? Do they have immediate access on their PC to the customer’s previous purchases?

				If the customer has a complaint, does the supplier’s staff handle the problem in an effective and efficient way? Are they enabled and empowered to offer a replacement product if the purchased product is faulty?

				So how about the location element? See Table 1.4. What might a customer consider?

				Table 1.4Satisfaction element 4: location

				
					
						
								
								Factor/consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Location

							
								
								Explaining the location precisely (in text, graphics or verbally) and ensuring that any changes to access roads (layout, names or numbers) or to public transport that serves the area are incorporated in current directions.

							
						

						
								
								Access

							
								
								Clearly signposting the location, ideally on all access points within a five-minute radius; and ensuring that all the exterior faces of buildings, gateways and drives and all company land reflect the corporate image and convey an empathy with customers.

							
						

						
								
								Security and comfort

							
								
								Providing adequate lighting, cover and signage to all car parks and entrance ways; ensuring that the internal environment conforms to all relevant health and safety regulations, and that the physical space serves the needs of those using it.

							
						

						
								
								Provision for customers with special needs

							
								
								Ensuring that nothing discriminates against special-needs groups.

							
						

						
								
								Web-based purchasing

							
								
								Distribution facilities that enable products to be delivered in the time frame specified on the site.

							
						

					
				

								With the advent of the web and the potential to purchase products or services from anywhere in the world, you would think that location was not so important; but this still is a consideration for a potential customer. Globalised business activities have resulted in call centres being based around the world. Suppliers are now making a point of specifying that their call centre is based in the country of their target market. The country location of an internet site can sometimes inhibit a purchase. For example, I tried recently to book a hotel room in Indonesia via a US travel agent site. I was unable to finish my purchase as the only option in the address box was to put in a zip code, and living in the UK I was not able to give this.

				When it comes to retail outlets it is a different matter. Whoever it was who first replied, ‘Location, location, location!’ to the question, ‘What is important in business?’ got it right. Each major retailer has vied with every other for prime sites on high streets and in out-of-town shopping centres. The location of distribution depots, too, is critical to minimising downstream costs and delivery time. Hotels also know how important location is to attracting particular target customers.

				From the customer’s perspective location is not just about the actual position of a building, it is also about convenience of access, security and comfort.

				The time element, too – See Table 1.5 – is important for any type of customer, but more so for retail customers at certain times in the working day and also in festive seasons. In this context, how convenient are opening hours? In a hospital environment, time could be of consideration to the customer with regard to how long the snack food trolley is available. Does it stop going around the wards at 6.00 pm when there is a change of staff? For international traders, time is obviously critical as they are driven by a 24-hour clock.

				Table 1.5Satisfaction element 5: time

				
					
						
								
								Factor/consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Business hours

							
								
								Providing a service according to customers’ needs, not according to the presence or absence of competitors.

							
						

						
								
								Applicability and availability of products

							
								
								Providing a choice of continuously improved products that are relevant to the season and purchase patterns.

							
						

						
								
								Speed of transactions

							
								
								Pragmatically ensuring that the process is as short as customers want it.

							
						

					
				

				Time can also mean how quickly the supplier can deliver the product or service to the customer. As a supplier you might think that to be able to get your product to a customer in a three-week time frame is ‘hot bananas’ – a good deal! But if the customer needs the product in the next 10 days your delivery time frame is no good for them.

				Once the customer has decided, in principle, on the product or service that they wish to purchase, the culture element within an organisation drives every aspect of customer care. See Table 1.6. Culture is ‘the way things are done around here…’ If front-line staff are given the tools, equipment and training, and are motivated and supported by their manager, they will offer a quality customer service. This topic is so important that all of Chapter 3 is dedicated to it.

	Table 1.6Satisfaction element 6: culture

				
					
						
								
								Factor/
consideration

							
								
								Excellence is:

							
						

						
								
								Ethics

							
								
								Being unquestionably legal, non-discriminatory, moral and above board.

							
						

						
								
								Conduct

							
								
								Being unprejudiced, willingly helpful, objective, even-handed, honest, unimpeachable and authentically customer focused; and learning from constructive criticism.

							
						

						
								
								Internal relationships

							
								
								Demonstrating fair and balanced treatment of all in the organisation, with no unjustifiable disparities between the highest and lowest members of staff; understanding the concept of co-workers being internal customers; providing opportunities for self- and managed multi-skills development; trusting staff with information and decision-making power; encouraging involvement, team identity and contribution; favouring cross-functional collaboration; and ensuring everyone understands the commitment required to offer excellent customer care.

							
						

						
								
								External relationships

							
								
								Developing a partnership with suppliers and customers, rather than acting as if discrete parties should be separated by the control exerted by a superior over a subordinate. (Bearing in mind the unprecedented power in the hands of today’s customers, it is worth noting that the ‘superior’ might, in fact, be the customer!) With regard to suppliers, negotiating fair contracts, to develop a ‘partnership’ arrangement rather than constantly looking for the cheapest bid. Bringing suppliers in at an early product- or service-development phase, so that there is ownership from their point of view to deliver supplies in a cost-effective and timely manner.

							
						

					
				
			
In addition to the people element, does the company trade legally and ethically, and is it environmentally responsible? Does it trade equitably with its suppliers? In tender situations, is the company financially sound and prudent?

				Reviewing the list above, customers can and do make ‘yes’ or ‘no’ subconscious buying decisions, and details such as poor after-sales care will impact future sales adversely. There could be other factors that put a potential purchaser off, such as a slow-loading web page or too much additional product information on the page. I personally do not like going on to a black web page screen with flash media. It reminds me of a go-go club with lap dancers, and usually I am not looking to make that type of purchase on the web!

				The list of factors above is not comprehensive, but it does lead to three fundamental points:

				1.The answers to the questions above are mostly the result of an individual buyer’s perception and intuition rather than actuality. Too many negative answers and a customer will believe they will not get the level of customer service and satisfaction they know is their right, and which might be given by an alternative supplier.

				2.The process of asking and answering these questions is normally a purely mental exercise for customers. It can happen fast – so fast, in fact, that the customer may not be consciously aware of having posed any questions in their mind. Sometimes we just know when things are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, and this will influence our purchasing decisions.

				3.No single element by itself will deliver complete customer satisfaction. This is because each of the six elements contributes something to the overall purchase decision. As I have mentioned above, a brilliant sales element can be tarnished by a poor after-sales element. A perfect service element can be wasted if the location element fails to satisfy. Five of the elements can be in place only to lose ground due to, say, a negatively perceived culture element.

				Part of the answer to the question of what makes excellent customer care is that all six satisfaction elements must be developed and delivered concurrently in your organisation to achieve a high quality and depth of care.

				Of course, these standards of excellence are not wholly universal. Industrial and retail customers have different expectations. However, they are not so different that the above list cannot serve as a model of high-level care irrespective of your market sector. The best idea is to use the list as a starting point to stimulate your imagination. You can use it with your team, and adapt the copy as you see fit – for example, use during a brainstorming session when you are discussing how to improve the service you offer to your customers.

				First contact with an organisation: the ‘moment of service truth’

				Here is a simple but powerful rule – always give people more than they expect to get.

				(Nelson Boswell)

				So a customer decides to make first contact with your organisation; it could be by phone, personal visit, e-mail or letter. This is the moment of service truth. How people are greeted by front-line staff in a reception area of an office, hotel or building can influence them. The way that any form of correspondence is dealt with, be it electronically or as hard copy, will also make an impression, as will how people are handled on the telephone.

				This comes down to people in the supplier organisation – their approach, their attitude, their willingness to help and make the exchange a positive experience for the customer. How the customer is taken care of from the word go will influence how they feel about your organisation, and whether they wish to continue looking to purchase from you. This applies to both new and existing purchasers. The only judgement a customer can make at this point in time is the other person’s behaviour.

				This is where care comes into the picture – and it is the vital added ingredient.

				
					Care comes into the picture during the moment of service truth.

				

				Let’s look at ‘care’ in more detail. What does the word actually mean? The dictionary defines care as, amongst other meanings, ‘feeling concern and interest’. So transferring this to the business world we can interpret it as going out of your way to meet your customer’s needs. It’s also about being proactive and involved rather than passive and withdrawn.

				If you are only paying lip service and working to the rules – the quick turn around of food in a fast food restaurant, the correct number of customers through a checkout, answering the appropriate number of calls in a call centre – without providing the personal touch and making the customer feel they are being treated as an individual, then you are not truly caring for them.

				Now this does not mean any over-the-top performance or time-consuming activity. Giving them a genuine smile, and/or finding the time to ‘read the customer’ and offer them what they need at a given moment in time can suffice. In the retail sector, this can range from offering them a small compliment on the colour of jacket they have chosen to purchase, or simply being fast and efficient in packing their merchandise because you can sense the customer is in a rush. On the telephone, when a customer calls a financial institution – say a bank or building society – they often have to go through a lengthy process of data entry and putting in letters or numbers from their password. They may have become agitated by the time they actually get through to the person answering at the call centre. If this person reads their mood, gives them the time to catch their breath, offers a friendly greeting and asks the right questions to find out exactly what they want, they have a good chance of calming the customer down and leaving them with a positive impression of the care they have received. They trust you as a supplier.

				How can you trust the airplane maintenance when they can’t wipe the stains off the flip tray?

				(Tom Peters)

				Care is the starting point and a good mnemonic to remember in this context is PERFECT:

				P = professional

				E = efficient

				R = reliable

				F = friendly

				E = expert

				C = caring

				T = trustworthy

				But when we talk about ‘excellence’ and ‘shining above the competition’ there needs to be more than just these basics. You need to exceed expectations and add value wherever you can. A series of small surprises is preferable to an occasional large one. This means ‘little and often’ rather than ‘occasional and extended’. It’s a moment in time when a customer feels impressed and happy, and mentally makes a note of the extra care and attention that they receive. So how can you do this?

				Exceeding expectations and adding value

				Here are a few ideas. It can be a small gesture; for example:

				1.When sending out a brochure, include a ‘With compliments’ slip with a brief personalised message for the customer.

				2.In a hospital, it can be someone taking the time each day to change the water in flower vases.

				3.In various shops in Japan you will find a welcome party by the door, and the lift attendant wearing white gloves, and your change returned on a small tray.

				4.In a garage it can be that your car is serviced as requested, but when you come to pick it up, the inside of the car has been valeted as an additional service without charge. In contrast, think of how often you have picked up your car after a service and you find the plastic sheet protecting the driver’s seat is still there, the seat itself has not been put back to the correct distance for you to drive the car, and the radio is still tuned to a station that the mechanic servicing the car has been listening to! Small details again, but in a negative sense. You at least expect the inside of the car to feel and look the same as when you bought it in to be serviced (subject to there being no repairs needed to the interior when you dropped it into the garage, of course).

				5.Personalised tokens such as books of matches, pens or boxes of chocolates imprinted with the name of the guest, member of staff or whoever is the target recipient. This is not a new idea but can still make a big impression. We all like seeing our name in print!

				Adding value and exceeding expectations can also mean selectively overwhelming: in other words, doing small things in a big way or looking for little things that make a big difference. Planned spontaneity might seem a contradiction in terms but it is a great technique for exceeding your customer’s expectations. For example:

				1.You find out that a member of staff or a client has just had a baby. Send them a huge bunch of flowers – so that when other people come to visit the new mother they comment on the floral arrangement. You are sending the message that ‘You are important to me!’

				2.The classic added value in hotels: putting flowers on the food tray, chocolates on the bed, fruit in the room – and a pair of scales so you can weigh yourself once you have eaten all the added-value goodies!

				3.Also in a hotel, not needing to check in at reception. Instead a receptionist comes to your room for registration purposes.

				4.Cleaners in hotels not pushing against your door with the vacuum cleaner first thing in the morning! Hotel staff saying hello to you in the corridor. The porter chatting to you as you go to your room: ‘Have you travelled far?’ ‘Good choice of hotel!’

				5.The wedding arranger who organises a couple’s wedding sends them a bottle of wine on their first anniversary.

				And finally:

				6.In the office, there is no money for a salary increase, so instead you are given a bigger job title – Sales Director, etc! Obviously this is not really an added-value service to you, just a common ploy that firms use when budget is tight.

				
					Small gestures make a big difference.

				

				So there you go. Customers make a quick mental judgement on whether they want to buy your product or service based on satisfaction elements. They then expect a fundamental level of care by a supplier as a given, and you can really shine and offer excellence in service by doing that little bit more. What’s stopping you? It doesn’t hurt. It’s not like many things – mandatory, prohibited or taxed! It just takes that little bit of thought, effort and, of course, a positive attitude.

				
					Key questions

					
							How do you as an organisation stack up against the six satisfaction elements?

							Are you and your team just offering the basic level of care?

							What can you do to make sure you and your team can make a difference to the level of service a customer is offered?

							How can you add value and ‘wow’ the customer?

					

				

			

		

	


End of sample
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