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Introduction to D•A•T•I•N•G Your Customer

If you realize customer service isn’t your top priority, you’re losing customers. And if you don’t address customers as a top priority ASAP, your customers will soon find someone who will treat them as a VIP. The purpose of this book is to help you realize customers are the reason you have a business. Without customers, no matter what you do, there isn’t any business.

Approach customer service the same way you approach a date. Nurture it with good habits and constant care. Each date builds on the previous one. Each sale does the same in building customer retention. Remember, your customer is always right — sometimes confused, misinformed, rude, stubborn, and changeable ( but never wrong. Ever date anyone like that? The following simple suggestions can help you to enhance your relationships.

D

azzle customers with your service. The key to good customer service is to treat all your customers well, but not necessarily the same. Respond to each of your customer’s needs as an individual. While one customer might need a ton of help and attention, another might prefer an opportunity to browse with privacy. Learn to understand body language and to read between the lines. It’s up to you to perceive your customers’ service preferences and give each one of your customers what he or she wants.

A

nticipate the needs of your customers by emphasizing service over sales. Good service sells. But pushy service people who are always trying to sell more can be a major turn-off to all your customers. Whenever you are trying to sell something, only one question is on the customer’s mind: “Why are you trying to sell me something?”

Your customers could come to two possible conclusions. First, they might believe you are trying to sell something simply to get more revenues for yourself. Or, your customers might believe you are trying to sell something because you are interested in them, care about their needs, and are sincerely trying to help. Anticipating the needs or your customers can create long-term relationships that can help you sell them on ideas (rather than just products) by sharing your proven case histories with them. You can also help make their research for a resource an enjoyable experience.

T

reat your customers well by being a problem solver. If you can’t help your customers, help them find someone who can. Customers appreciate your help ( especially when you aren’t directly profiting from a sale. Consider this service an investment. Your customers will appreciate the advice and they’ll remember you the next time they need your goods or services.

I

nnovate by understanding most rules should be flexible. Make sure you never say “No, that's against the rules” to a customer who’s making a reasonable request. Your main rule — one that should never be compromised — is to keep your customers happy and satisfied. 

N

urture your employees by giving them the care and respect you want them to give your customers. If you treat your employees well, they will, in turn, be great ambassadors of service. If you treat them poorly, they’ll treat your customers the same way. A dissatisfied employee cannot satisfy a customer. Remember, your employees are the center of gravity in your business because they are the ones who come in contact with your customers, your products, and your service. If your employees are happy with your company, they can make others happy as well. Make your employees know they are important.

G

uarantee both your employees and your customers stay with you by making sure you have a great customer service plan and that your employees understand and follow it. Try posting your customer service policy in a central location for all to see repeatedly. Once your employees understand the importance of great customer service, you’ll have great customers returning over and over again. 

About James Feldman…

Jim is an internationally recognized   authority on customer service. His presentations are fun, educational, and leave the audience wanting more. Jim’s companies often receive awards for exceeding customer   expectations.

A is for ANTICIPATE

25 Ways to Anticipate the Needs of Your Customers by Emphasizing Service Over Sales 

Anticipate
“We must obey the great law of change. It is the most powerful law of nature.”

( Edmund Burke

In today’s world, the only constant is change. With rare exception, participating in life is difficult without being touched by change. Change permeates our personal lives, our business world, our government, and beyond. Every time you have a date or attend a social event with your significant other, emotions and expectations come into play. While you cannot be a mind reader, if you initially dazzle your partner, minor differences should be forgotten quickly. Remember that dating is just like keeping a customer happy. You need to dazzle your partner or your customer in the first place, and then anticipate his or her needs and wants.

Think for a moment of products and services that were not in common use a decade ago. Think about how they have affected our lives. Cellular phones, personal pagers, modems, fax machines, CD-ROMs, personal computers, the Internet, e-mail, voice mail, and satellite dishes all have revolutionized the way we transmit and receive information. Microwave ovens have altered the speed with which we can prepare food, and the food service industry has responded with new packaging and portions.

No sector of our lives has gone unchanged ( there’s no escaping change!

Accept

1) Don’t resist the idea of change ( or the implementation of change. 

We all desperately hold on to the way we’ve always done things . . . even if we don’t know why we’re doing it that way!

We do things “the same old way” because this gives us a feeling of control over our lives and some measure of comfort or security. But, just like the proverbial ostrich burying its head in the sand, ignoring or resisting change won’t stop it. Change starts when someone sees the next step.

“Things ain’t what they ought to be. Things ain’t what they gonna be.

But thank God things ain’t like they was.”

( Adage

Acknowledge

2) Embrace change and manage it the best way you can. 

This means having an open mind, learning new skills and behaviors, and having the willingness to change.

As a microcosm of the world, corporate America is as vulnerable to change as any individual. We witness this in the form of restructuring, reengineering, total quality management initiatives, downsizing, resizing, acquisitions, and mergers. And many of these efforts fail to change. So, too, do many attempts to make personal changes. How many of us have failed to quit smoking or drinking, exercise regularly, follow healthier diets, lower our blood pressure, spend more quality time with our families, or end a bad marriage or job?

Change Requires:

· Courage

· Heart

· Adaptability

· Nurturing 

· Grace

· Energy

Agree

3) View change as a process.

In part, failures to change stem from viewing change as an end result, rather than a process. Change can be seen as all or nothing, now or never. By approaching change in this way, we invariably fail. Instead, we need to view change as a process. Customers change their minds. Products do not always meet expectations. 

When my mother gave me two ties as a gift, I immediately knew I couldn’t please her. I went into my room and put on one of the ties. When I came out to show her how great it looked, she said, “What’s the matter? You don’t like the other one?”

In the broad scope of change, mothers are really no different than dates or customers. We spend our lives trying to please them. Sometimes it works and, other times, it doesn’t. Mothers, like a great date, though, are forgiving. And, like the weather, they often change without notice. We need to understand that change is a process and we are all part of that process. To try to understand change fully, you must accept the fact that change itself alters its course. Our job is to accept change, view it as a process, and try to move with it, instead of against it. So I told my mother the tie I had chosen to wear went better with the shirt and slacks I was wearing because they were her favorites. And I suggested she view the tie in combination with my outfit, instead of only which tie I had chosen to wear.

“It’s not a failure. What we’re doing is just delaying another success.”

( Commander Frank Culbertson, Jr., of space shuttle Discovery, after the fourth launch delay came seconds before liftoff.

Consider an example provided by a well-known celebrity. Oprah Winfrey has waged a battle with her weight for many years: At her highest weight, Oprah weighed 237 pounds; at her lowest weight, she weighed 142 pounds. But even though Oprah reached her goal of x pounds, she couldn’t sustain the change and, ultimately, she regained the weight. She failed.

Then Oprah met a man whose approach to changing her problem was totally different. Bob Greene helped Oprah to understand and focus on the reasons why she ate the way she did, not just how and what she ate. Once Oprah truly understood the role of food in her life ( a comfort, a way to avoid feelings, a reaction to stress, something she could control, and so forth ( she began to change her behavior. In addition to eating more carefully, she incorporated regular exercise and other means of rebalancing and renewal.

Oprah didn’t do everything all at once. The change was a process, one step at a time. As Oprah gained awareness and confidence, she attempted the next step. Finally, she succeeded in making the complete change she had wanted for so many years. Now she has found a weight that is both comfortable for her and easier to maintain for the long term.

Acclimate

4) View the process of change as a moving target. 

While you will never get control of the process, you can understand how to cope with the results.

When a tidal wave hits land, three basic responses occur: 

· The first group of people say: “I have seen it all before.” They do nothing and they are drowned. 

· The second group of people say: “I’m getting out of here!” They hide and their businesses are destroyed. 

· And the third group of people say: “This is a tidal wave. I’d better learn to surf.”

This book will teach you to surf in the face of the challenges ahead.

After all, if your are not riding the wave of change, you may find yourself beneath it.

“It was not long ago that people thought semiconductors were part-time orchestra leaders and microchips were very, very small snack foods.”

( Geraldine Ferraro

Act Out

Line up ten people in a straight line and ask them to pretend they are a production line or a sports team. Give them 12 balls of different colors. Explain that everyone must touch each ball before being tossed in a bin. The object is to do this exercise in the least amount of time possible.

The game proceeds as follows: The first person to touch the ball hands it to the next person, who hands it to the next person, and so on. The last person to touch the ball hands it back to the first person, who then places it in a container in the middle of the line. When all 12 balls are in the bin, the clock stops and the time is recorded.

Next, ask the team to come up with its own method of moving the balls, with the goal to cut its time by 50 percent. Then, give the team two tries. Typically, the team will repeat exactly the same process and shave a bit off its time in the second and third attempts.

After the third attempt, mix up the order, in which the team members are standing and, without any discussion, ask the team to try again. It’s quite likely this fourth attempt will be chaos and the team won’t be able to reach its best times.

The only thing changed is the order in which the people are standing; yet the perception is one of total disruption, which markedly affects performance outcome. The exercise reflects what happens in the real world. Just when you think things are going well, management, or the government, or your family changes the rules, and you don’t know how to cope!

This same phenomenon occurs in the marketplace: A change in one department may have absolutely no real impact on the rest of the organization, but it may be perceived as affecting operations. This is a key distinction. Often, nothing has changed significantly ( only your perception of reality has changed. And the most important perception is that of your customer. If your customer believes something changed, for better or worse, this is all that matters. Arguing or trying to change the perception is pointless. Your role is to make the best of the perception. After all, perception is reality.

In the exercise, one brave soul may suggest the group change the physical structure from a line to a circle, tight enough so everyone can touch the ball simultaneously, instead of one at a time. This individual may explain that because the ball never leaves the hands of the first person, she or he is automatically the last to touch it and can immediately drop it in the container. This improves the performance time dramatically, which is the stated goal, while still adhering to the original rules.

Arie de Geus, formerly of Royal Dutch Shell, and now a visiting fellow at the London Business School, says, in the future, “The only sustainable competitive advantage will become the ability to learn faster than one’s competition.”

Accommodate

5) Your customers always think they are right. 
Do not try to change the mind of your customers. While it may seem obvious that every group would immediately see the wisdom in the suggestion and adopt the change, this is not the case. Members of the team will come up with all sorts of reasons why it won’t work, why they can’t do it, and so forth. Don’t let yourself find the reasons you cannot accommodate your customer’s request.

This happens all the time in the market place. The long-range performance goal or the short-term strategy hasn’t changed; the only thing that’s changed is the means of reaching it. Rather than panicking or resisting change, you need to assess what is perception and what is reality, and then adapt accordingly. 

Ever had an argument with your significant other? Ever been really upset? Have you come into the room ready for battle, stated your case, and heard: “You’re right, honey. I’m so sorry! Please forgive me.” 

Now what? Because you thought you were right and the other person agreed, the argument is over. You may think differently, but there is no point in doing anything but trying to accommodate that person’s need to be right.

Sometimes, as demonstrated in the game, this means mastering new skills, behaviors, and working relationships. It isn’t easy. Nobody said it was easy . . . but it can be fun! The rewards are fantastic.

“It’s alright to be Goliath, but always act like David.”

( Phil Knight, founder, president, and CEO of Nike

Adjust

6) Managing during periods of change often requires changing yourself. 

Your old managerial skills and behaviors may no longer prove effective in a changed work environment ( the “cut off part of the ham before you put it in the oven” syndrome.

The Ham Theory of Inertia

People’s easy acceptance of inertia reminds me of the story about the ham.

At a family holiday dinner, the hostess cut off a third of the ham before she placed it in the oven to bake. Her new husband observed this and asked, “Why did you remove part of the ham before baking it?”

His wife replied, “Because that’s the way my family has always prepared ham.”

Not satisfied with her answer, he approached his young wife’s mother and asked: “What’s the secret behind cutting off the end of the ham before you bake it?”

His mother-in-law shook her head and replied, “I don’t know. That’s how my mother did it. Why don’t you ask her?”

Still curious, the husband turned to his wife’s grandmother and repeated the question. She responded, “That’s they way my mother did it. Back then, the hams were too big to fit in our oven.”

If you want to be successful in getting others to take risks and to learn new skills and behaviors, you must be willing to change the way you work and deal with others. You must learn skills to manage performance and change. You must have the courage to find new ground and establish your authority. In the beginner’s mind, many possibilities exist. In the expert’s mind, there are only a few.

Remember that first date? Both of you were a little unsure of each other. You wanted a public place, something to entertain you or keep you focused on the event, rather than on each other. Then you had a second date and soon there was an open dialogue of what each of you wanted. The event became less important than being together. The mishaps were less disruptive. The communication, hopefully, was better. You helped each other to understand your needs and wants. You worked together to have fun and enjoy each other. If not, you parted company.

Once attained, you can then help to lead others and help them be responsible for their own changes, just as Bob Greene was a catalyst for Oprah Winfrey. Remember, though, people only decide to change when they decide to change themselves. 

As the change takes place, there are two concerns. The actual change and the perceived change. Remember the previous tie story? Once I explained to my mother that the first tie I tried on went with my outfit, she saw the outfit as a combination, rather than as separate pieces of clothing. My explanation worked for my mother. A change took place in her. A shift in her thinking was developed. I helped her to see my way. I did not argue. I only augmented the obvious to me, which then became obvious to her. Once my mother embraced my concept, her thinking shifted. Only then does Shift Happen! Only then can you see that adjustments, no matter how minor, can make the system work for your mutual benefit.

Attract

7) Mistakes should be viewed as learning opportunities. 

Creating an environment in which people feel it’s okay to change is important. If employees are not allowed any creativity or imagination, or if they are denied training, they have less incentive to change. Your job can be made that much more difficult. Customers feel it is their right.

One change impacting companies in all sectors is the level of satisfaction expected by today’s consumers. Customers are more aware, more sophisticated, more assertive, and more discerning than they’ve ever been.

Companies who do not see the marketplace from their customers’ point-of-view run the risk of losing those customers to their competitors who do. When this happens, companies are not only losing revenues, but they’re incurring costs to attract new customers. That price is high: It costs 91 percent more to attract a new customer than to retain an existing one! Put another way, repeat business creates higher profit margins.

“Imagine you are John Akers, CEO of IBM in 1990. In the previous decade, your company had average profits of between $8 billion and $9 billion per year. In 1990, IBM made between $10 billion and $11 billion. No company has made that kind of money before or since (not yet anyway). You run the most profitable company in the world, have the best-known brand name in the world, the brightest young people in the world at the best universities are asked where they would most like to work, and your company is number one.

“God comes to you, John Akers, much as he did to Moses. ‘Come up the mountain, John. I want to show you the Promised Land. The era of the mainframe is over. The personal computer is here. If you don’t do something dramatic to restructure IBM in 1991, your profits will be zero, then after that, minus $9 billion, and then the year after that, another minus $9 billion, and the year after that, minus $5 billion. In the next four years, your company is going to lose more than $23 billion ( more money than any company in human history. Now John, it is your job to go down the mountain and persuade 420,000 employees who have had the best decade and the best single year in human history that they have to rip it up and do something different.’

“While a few will fall off a cliff as IBM did, every business is going to have an IBM experience. They will have to change.”

( Lester C. Thurow, economist and author of Building Wealth: The New Rules for Individuals, Companies, and Nations.
Appropriate

8) Your goal is to create long-lasting relationships with customers. 

The wise company focuses on bringing the customer back. When faced with business decisions, the question becomes not “What do I think is good for the company?” but rather, “How will this be perceived by our customers?” The main task is to bring customers back again and again, and having them refer new customers. This only happens if your company is “customer-driven.” 

Did you go on the first date without wondering if you would have a second date? Were you genuinely interested in the prospect of getting to know the other person? Once you have made an investment, you expect it to pay off. The same is true with customers. Customers gave you money and now they want to attain the benefits they expect. As someone once said, “Life is too short not to do it right.”

Absolve

9) Customer-driven means you’re committed to narrowing your knowledge gaps about your customers. 

Companies that are customer-driven realize if they don’t run their businesses to suit their customers, their customers will suit themselves ( elsewhere. Customers have too many choices today. They don’t need you. They can find an alternative solution. If you want to keep your customers, remember Peoples’ Express, Braniff, Atari, Iridium Satellite Phone, and FedX Fax Service forgot that people get mad and just won’t take it anymore.

“Federal Express called it ZAPMAIL, emblematic of the great speed it promised. When FedEx introduced electronic mail in 1984, it enabled customers to send documents in a few hours instead of overnight. Many of FedEx’s employees felt the idea would not catch on and management ignored their comments. Customers would drop off documents at a FedEx office and have them sent across the continent to another FedEx office for local delivery. FedEx was so high on the prospects for ZAPMAIL; it planned a $1.2 billion U.S. outlay over ten years for equipment. But just two years and $340 million later, FedEx zapped ZAPMAIL. At the time, FedEx officials said the public just wasn’t ready for electronic delivery. This seems bizarre now, because just one year later, everyone, everywhere was zapping their own mail with a hot new technology ( the fax machine.”

( The Toronto Globe and Mail Report On Business magazine, September 1995

Attention

10) The most important skill you can develop in the pursuit of customer satisfaction is listening. 

The importance of listening is why God gave us two ears and only one mouth. Customers who complain are customers who are (or they wouldn’t bother complaining!) still interested in doing business with you.

Awareness

11) The customer-driven company views complaints as opportunities. 

Complaints are an opportunity for calculable market research. Complaints are an opportunity to discover problems and remedy them before they become damaging.

Ascertain

12) Complaints are an opportunity to interface with the customer and improve your relationship. 

In short, how your company handles complaints may make the difference between a satisfied and an unsatisfied customer, with far-reaching consequences. The difference between cats and dogs is dogs come when they’re called. Cats take a message and get back to you . . . sometimes. Which best describes your company?

Attrition

13) Settle the complaint quickly.

Remember the one bad apple that ruined all the good apples in the barrel? Well, customers are just like apples. If 5 dissatisfied customers complain to 30 people about a negative experience with your company, this means 150 existing or prospective customers have been put at risk. And it would then take 150 satisfied customers telling one person how wonderful their experience was to neutralize that impact! As any media watcher knows, bad news is far more sensational and intriguing than good news. This reality underscores why your company has a problem if your customer has a problem ( and why settling problems quickly and positively is so critical.

“Predicting the rain isn’t what counts. Building the ark does.”

( Unknown

Authorize

14) Give authorization to your staff to settle complaints.

Another effective way to achieve customer satisfaction is to bring the customer into the center of the organization. This is the premise of Richard Whiteley and Diane Hessan, authors of the book Customer-Centered Growth: Five Proven Strategies for Building Competitive Advantage. They contend that customer-centered companies have satisfied employees who focus attentively and exclusively on the long-term relationship with the customer. The bottom line is secondary. Their recommendations:

· Focus like a laser beam on a specific group for whom you create top-of-the-line products or services.

· Make sure each employee and manager can hear and respond to the voice of the customer.

· Have every employee engaged in the process of collaboration on behalf of the customer.

· Create hands-on contact leaders who inspire and mobilize employees to provide quality service to their customers.

How you handle the complaint should be singularly yours. Empower your staff to deal directly with the customer. 

The following quote can be easily applied to any Customer Service question.

“You are responsible for the world you live in. It is not the government’s responsibility. It is not your school’s or your social club’s or your church’s or your neighbors’, or your fellow citizens’. It is yours, utterly and singularly yours.”

( August Wilson, playwright

The Value of Loyal Customers

The average company today loses half its customers in five years. You can’t grow when customers are defecting out the back door faster than the sales force can pull new ones in the front door. A five-percentage point increase in customer retention in a typical company increases profits by more than 25 percent and increases growth by more than 100 percent! Most companies are feeling the dark side of these loyalty economics today. That is, their profits and growth are being devastated by declining  customer  retention.

How Do You Become Customer-Driven?

Being customer-driven is easier when the “center of gravity” of your business is kept as close as possible to the point where the action is ( the place where the business meets its customers. Here’s how to become customer-driven:

· Be your own customer on a regular basis

· Ask your customers what they want

· Listen to those on the front lines

· Experience your company from the customer’s perspective

· See your customers as individual people with needs, wants, and feelings

· Experience the marketplace firsthand

Amazing Examples

Lexus Amazes Customers

In the 100-year-old automobile industry, customers have rarely been in the driver’s seat when it came to purchasing a car at their local dealership. Traditionally, customers found themselves at the mercy of smooth-talking, highly polished salespeople, armed with arsenals of special deals, closeouts, and demos. This was the case until Lexus revolutionized the sales process and gained legions of enthusiastic fans in the process.

“The game of business is very much like the game of tennis.

Those who fail to master the basics of serving well, usually lose.”

( Unknown

What was the secret weapon of Lexus? It simply started over. Without any preconceived notions, Lexus developed a new way of dealing with car buyers that were so distinctive and superior, it flabbergasted customers.

That new way of dealing with car buyers was treating the customer with respect. Sales personnel were trained to treat their customers as their customers wanted to be treated ( as intelligent consumers looking for a car that best met their needs. Even their titles reflect this philosophy ( customers are referred to as guests and salespeople are referred to as consultants. Guests aren’t sold; they’re “educated” about the benefits derived from owning a Lexus. The company’s approach is exemplified by its motto: The relentless pursuit of perfection.

In less than five years, Lexus has positioned itself at the top of the luxury car market and has stayed there because of the support and loyalty of its customers. The company has become known for its near-perfect products and landmark customer interaction process, described by many as “the ultimate customer-satisfaction experience.” Efficient and reliable communication links connecting employees at all levels characterize the corporate culture.

To talk to Lexus owners is to hear them speak of their cars as a valued and beloved family member. While other companies, such as Saturn, have been able to encourage customer enthusiasm, Lexus has maintained high levels of customer amazement through its quality product and continual process of refinement in the pursuit of perfection.

The Value of Knowing Your Customers

Lexus paid attention to its customers. The company realized less than 15 percent of contemporary households were a traditional, nuclear family. It understood people are value-oriented and that today’s key values are quality, education, entertainment, and time.
Lexus also recognized that women, as wage earners in dual-income families, are in many cases the decision-makers even for purchase decisions such as cars, historically dominated by males.

This realization was incorporated in the guest interaction process. Consultants were trained to present the Lexus story to those who affect decisions; they targeted each member of the family as opposed to the traditional male buyer. To complete the customer amazement circles, the interaction process involved not only the sales force, but also those behind the front lines.

Apple Introduces Friendly Computers

As customers become more sophisticated, they no longer merely buy a product. Customers buy the benefits they get from using the product. Apple computers are a case-in-point. People who own Apple computers exhibit a loyalty that is extraordinary, especially in an industry known for planned obsolescence. Even with Apple’s current difficulties, its customers hang on; hoping their beloved computers will once again emerge at the forefront of technology. Apple recently introduced the iMac, which was not a replacement for its existing products, but a new entry to new customers. Apple was clever in identifying its new customer as one who wanted easy access to the Internet. No skills were needed and it was simple to send e-mail, surf, and order online. Successful? The iMac reversed the bloodletting and put Apple back on the A list for stocks and companies to watch. Greater profits. New customers. Higher profit margins. Apple did what many companies have tried and failed. Apple reinvented itself.

“God himself could not sink this ship.”

( An officer onboard the Titanic

User-Oriented Design

These customers have the relationship they do now because, early on, Apple offered them a hassle-free, reliable way to enter the technological age. With Apple, they didn’t have to worry about whether the lighting was right or to remember what keyboard configuration or interface went with what software. Apple’s user-friendly design took the intimidation out of computing and made it fast, easy, and fun. Until the departure of John Scully, a passionate connectedness existed between Apple and it customers ( so much so that customers were probably the greatest sales force the company had. Management focused on its employees, promoted talent, and encouraged the individual mind to create within the collective spirit. Input was sought from customers, distributors, engineers, software writers ( virtually anyone who could help improve the way the products were manufactured and serviced. This contributed greatly to the high-level of customer satisfaction experienced in an industry where technological failures and customer frustration were all too common.

New Leaders

In customer-centered companies, such as Lexus and Apple, the old models of leadership are gone, including sitting back, giving directions, and having everyone else do the work.

The customer-oriented leader comes in regular contact with his or her center of gravity: where the customer buys or uses the product or service being sold. The net result is these companies get employees and end users excited about their products or services, and confident in the companies’ capabilities to perform beyond expectations. Now they produce new products geared to new customers. They abandoned their old customers by creating products for the Internet and non-Internet-savvy customers. Plug into the phone line, plug into the wall, and you’re ready to surf. What did these companies do to the older customers? They made their equipment totally obsolete. They changed their connections, changed their operating system, and took away any accessible technical support.
Unfortunately, Apple lost sight of its business customer. The company is now practically nonexistent in the business sector, and it may soon also lose the education market. It’s a sad reversal for a company that was on the cutting edge. On the other hand, Apple found new customers and turned the company around. Its stock had reached a bottom in the range of $15 and, at press time, surpassed almost ten times that amount. Its profits soared. This is a great example of realizing that changing your customer focus can result in finding new customers who embrace your products or services. Apple does not care about the old customers . . . in fact, it abandoned them. Apple found enough new customers to revive the company’s sagging bottom line.

In contrast, Lexus continually tries to improve its relationship with existing customers. The result? Lexus has successfully introduced additional models into the marketplace and enjoys the highest resale value on used models.

Nordstrom Department Store

Who can profile customer-centered companies without acknowledging Nordstrom, a retailer that has become a national model for outstanding Customer Service? This family-run business includes its customers as extended family and communicates with them one-to-one. Designer Donna Karan says, “The Nordstrom Way is what the 1990s are all about!”

In his book, The Nordstrom Way, Robert Spector proposes three keys to Nordstrom’s success:

Key #1: The first key revolves around the merchandise. Buyers work closely with manufacturers to obtain the best selection, value, and quality of goods. Salespeople are expected to have a complete understanding of the merchandise and its features.

Key #2: The second factor is the workforce. Nordstrom would rather hire nice people and teach them to sell than to hire experienced salespeople and teach them to be nice! Through extraordinary rates of expansion, Nordstrom has created a fast career track for energetic, highly entrepreneurial people who are rewarded for their performance through sales commissions.

Store managers have the freedom to hire a huge sales staff and they are responsible for training, coaching, nurturing, and evaluating their sales team. Buying is decentralized: Managers are encouraged to buy as much inventory as their shelves will hold, and to solicit input on fashion direction, styles, colors, quantities, and sizes ( because they know best what the customer wants. Decisions get made closest to the point of sale, the business’s “center of gravity.”

Key #3: The third key to Nordstrom’s success is its total emphasis on the customer. Nordstrom believes in creating a memorable experience for its customers. To do this, Nordstrom’s features more seating, larger fitting rooms, and wider aisles than its competitors. A tuxedo-clad pianist plays live music. In the shoe department, the chairs have arms and taller legs so customers can concentrate on buying shoes, rather than on how to get out of the chair gracefully. It’s this level of detail that earns customer accolades.

Create Legends
Employees are instructed always to make decisions in favor of the customer over the company: The store’s primary rule is to use your good judgment in all situations. Salespeople are never criticized for doing too much for the customer ( only for doing too little.

Nowhere is this more evident than in “Heroics” ( true tales of incredible Customer Service that is part and parcel of the Nordstrom corporate culture and mythology.

Nordstrom: Tales of Incredible Customer Service

A customer, who was on her way to catch a flight at Sea Tac airport in Seattle, inadvertently left her airline ticket on a counter in Nordstrom’s women’s apparel department. Discovering the ticket, her sales associate immediately phoned the airline and asked the service representative if he could track down the customer at the airport and write another ticket. The answer was “No.” (That airline should take lessons from Nordstrom!) Not having enough time to get her car out of the garage, the Nordstrom salesperson jumped into a cab, rode out to the airport, located the customer, and delivered the ticket herself in time for the woman to make her flight!
A woman purchased a pair of jeans at Nordstrom and was advised by the sales associate to wear them, wash them multiple times, and then bring them back to be shortened, free of charge. Following this advice, the customer returned and the alteration person pinned the hem. The customer returned to pick up the jeans a week later, but she didn’t have time to try them on.

At home, when she took the jeans out of the bag, she discovered they had never been altered! The customer went back to the store and explained what had happened to the senior salesperson in the department. With abject embarrassment, the salesperson apologized and promised the jeans would be fixed by that same afternoon. When the customer said she could not return then, the salesperson offered to drive the jeans to her home when she finished her shift. She said she would stay to make sure the jeans fit correctly. And she was as good as her word.

Love can be difficult, love can be costly, and love can be perplexing. You can be disappointed in love many times before your find the real thing, but when you do find it, it changes your life and there is never any question that it has all been worth it. And, when you think about it, don’t you find the same to be true of a great company delivering great Customer Service?
Ambitious

15) Make sure your customers are satisfied. Ask them!

Keeping your customer satisfied is the refrain sung by the leader of a cross section of companies and industries including transportation, technology, communication, manufacturing, retail, and service. Savvy leaders have learned that keeping customers means knowing customers, and knowing customers means hearing and responding to them. You must be supportive to sustain the relationship.

“We know exactly where we want to go because our customers will show us the way.”

( Jerre Stead, CEO, AT&T Global Information Solutions

As an example of a change program, let’s consider improving Customer Service. Your company can sail through the storms of change like a Lexus or a Nordstrom if you have the commitment from senior management to creating a winning customer-service strategy. Without buy-in from the top of the organization, employees are unlikely to champion the program. 

Just how do you go about creating such a program? Like any change, step-by-step. Here are 10 suggestions recommended by the Organizational Development Corporation in its Re-Designing Customer Service newsletter for creating a winning Customer Service strategy in your company.

I. Establish Creditability. One of the best ways to communicate a new mandate effectively is to create a team whose members represent as many functional areas as possible and to have company clout in the eyes of employees. Without this authority, roadblocks may develop because other departments, managers, and frontline staff do not view the team as having the authority to make them change. Employees must understand this change is supported throughout the organization, has full commitment from the top, and involves them. The team must effectively communicate to employees and generate enthusiasm.

“When the window of opportunity appears, do not pull down the shade.”

( Tom Peters, American business writer and speaker

Only when the program is fully championed does it have any hope of succeeding. To receive adequate attention, substantial priority and time must be devoted to the program.

II. Prioritize Customer Service Issues. One of the first tasks of the team is to identify ( objectively and quantitatively ( the issues that have the greatest impact on Customer Service. One effective method is to survey customers, either through anonymous questionnaires or focus groups. Also useful is to survey customers who have defected to determine why they went elsewhere.

Another source of information is feedback centers (customer complaint areas, information desks, receptionists, sales staff, and so forth). Once the information has been collected, rank the responses numerically and according to revenue loss. This can help the team focus on solutions that can save or generate the most dollars for the program.

Review Customer Feedback at Three Levels

Before you collect customer data, you should have a plan to use it. A top executive group should use the results to allocate resources and decide on direction. Middle management groups should use the data to help support line functions. Groups of line people should look at the findings and report back up the hierarchy on what they need to improve performance.

III. Establish Realistic Goals. After identifying the key Customer Service issues, it’s time to agree which problems to solve first and to set target completion dates. Issues can be ranked again ( this time according to the level of activity required to solve them.

Attaching time lines to each issue is also necessary to track results. The A list might require multiple levels of approval, involve major technical support, take six months or more, and so forth. The B list might require input from other departments, but it might not require significant paperwork or investment. The C list might require minimal activity, such as changing staff coverage or reinforcing a policy that has fallen through the cracks. This is often a good place to start because you can demonstrate immediate results and get staff to “buy into” the program.

IV. Endorse the Program. Once the team is clear about its goals and time line, it’s time to kickoff the program at the corporate or department level. This is the time to introduce the team, share the vision, and communicate the intentions of the program and level of involvement.

“We do not come to work in the morning and think about how we can do against GM or Toyota. We think the way to win is to focus on the customer.”

( Alex Trotman, head of Worldwide Operations, Ford Motor Company

V. Raise Staff Awareness. Meet with staff on a smaller scale and educate them as to what quality service means to your company. Your staff can do many exercises to become more customer-oriented ( from identifying all internal and external customers to creating its top ten tips to improve Customer Service.

VI. Implement Continuous Quality Improvement Circles. Input from frontline staff is critical to the successes of a winning Customer Service strategy. To encourage participation, create employee-centered continuous improvement (quality groups that address the customer, employee performance levels, and work processes).

VII. Develop Product and Service Quality Standards. Staff and management together should establish standards of excellence, followed by key performance indicators for employees. In this way, employees know what is expected of them on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis, as well as what is considered “excelling.” Many supervisors find negotiation with staff results in higher productivity and levels of commitment to service.

VIII. Benchmark. Keeping score of performance levels and achievements by tracking key results on a company-wide level is important. You can establish several months of results so performance comparisons can be made, either by time or by group. One positive benefit of benchmarking is many individuals begin to improve their performance levels when they know they are being tracked. Publicizing results on a regular basis to keep the momentum going is important.

Make Benchmarking Fun

When you hear about a great idea another business is using, send out an “exploration party.” Make it fun. For example, use the company van and rush everyone to the scene of good Customer Service. Encourage people to take notes and actually apply the lessons when they get back to office or store. Invite employees to report good business experiences to their supervisors so your company can benefit. It’s informal benchmarking, and it’s a way to get everyone involved in continuous improvement.

IX. Recognize and Reward. Initiating an employee incentive program can recognize, reinforce, and reward top performers, as well as remind staff of the importance of their jobs and the company’s goals.

“In the long run, our customers are going to determine whether we have a job or not. Their attitude toward us is going to be the factor determining our success. Every employee must resolve that their most important duty is our customers.”

( Joseph Wilson, Xerox CEO, 1961-67

One reward is the bonus incentive, which attaches dollar amounts to goals achieved. Employees like the bonus incentive because they are rewarded for their hard work and can earn extra money. Another type of plan is the creative incentive, which can take the form of well-timed surprises or individually tailored perks, including free trips, days off, and so forth. A third recognition program is the Employee of the Month award, which creates competition and public acknowledgement of individual achievements. If you take care of your employees, they will take good care of your customers. 

X. Promote Your Company’s Quality Customer Service. Once your company can consistently reach the service and quality goals that  have been established, and you can be certain you have a proven track record, it’s time to blow your horn a little. Publicity can be created through paid advertising, a direct mail program to customers, in-house visuals (T-shirts, banners, posters, billboards, mugs, and so forth), and sales collateral. A catchy slogan (perhaps derived through an employee contest) can be part of a publicity campaign.

At this point, you may think you’ve finished what you set out to do, but few companies ever reach the ultimate stage of customer satisfaction. Why? Because many variables are constantly changing. This makes creating and maintaining a customer-driven organization an ongoing process. 

“You celebrate the victory, but you analyze the defeat.”

( Bill Walton, former pro basketball star

Remember the watch company from the previous chapter?

Once we learned the management didn’t understand its role in providing Customer Service, seeing how the company fell short of reasonable expectations for communication, fulfillment, and understanding of the situation was easy. The company assumed a refund would make everything okay, but what was needed was a solution. After all, the customer had a need and the refund did not satisfy that need.

“I solemnly promise and declare that for every customer who comes within ten feet of me, I will smile, look them in the eye, and greet them, so help me Sam.”

( Employee pledge, Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.

If you stay focused on your customer and keep improving how you service him or her, however, you will realize significant results. This kind of focus can never stop, just as in dating, courtship, and marriage. You must always dazzle your date, anticipate his or her needs and wants. And you must always treat your customer or your date as he or she expects to be treated. 

Action Summary

Change is an inexorable fact of life. How you react to change is up to you. Positive or negative, Shift Happens! and Customer Service demands you respond to those changes. Here are 12 actionable ways to help you navigate the seas of Customer Service demands:

1.    Walk the talk. If you want others to bring about Customer Service change, 

 be willing to take the lead.

2.  Continually increase the number of people taking responsibility for 


their own changes.

3.
Embrace improvisations as the best path for better performance and change. 

  4.
Encourage lateral thinking, creativity, and imagination.

  5.
Use team performance to drive change.

  6.
Concentrate organizational designs on the work people do, rather than on the decision-making authority they have.

  7.
Sell ideas by sharing results. Make everyone a part of the solution.

  8.
Put people in the position to learn by doing. Provide the information and support they need in time to perform.

  9.
Treat mistakes as learning moments. Aim for success, not perfection.

10.
Confront your fears and allow yourself to be human.

11.
Asking dumb questions is easier than correcting dumb mistakes.

12.
Do unto your customer as you would like to have done for you.

Remember, D•A•T•I•N•G Is Fun!

15 Ideas to Anticipate 

  1) Don’t resist the idea of change ( or the implementation of change.
  2) Embrace change and manage it the best way you can. 
  3) View change as a process.
  4) View the process of change as a moving target. 

  5) Your customers always think they are right.
  6) Managing during periods of change often requires changing yourself.
  7) Mistakes should be viewed as learning opportunities.
  8) Your goal is to create long-lasting relationships with customers.
  9) Customer-driven means you’re committed to narrowing your knowledge

       gaps about your customers. 
10) The most important skill you can develop in the pursuit of customer satisfaction is listening.
11) The customer-driven company views complaints as opportunities.
12) Complaints are an opportunity to interface with the customer and improve your relationship.
13) Settle the complaint quickly.
14) Give authorization to your staff to settle complaints.
15) Make sure your customers are satisfied. Ask them!
How do I learn more about

D•A•T•I•N•G Your Customer?

Another module in the D•A•T•I•N•G Your Customer Series can be purchased online at www.datingyourcustomer.com or www.shifthappens.com.  The D•A•T•I•N•G Your Customer Series is also available as blended learning CD-ROM presentation or as a Keynote speech presentation. We also have other topics, such as 3DThinking, Appreciating Your Assets, Leadership Skills for the 21st Century, and Thriving on Change.  If you would like to learn more about Shift Happens Presentations please visit our website or call 888-SHFTHPNS or 312-527-1111.

Other Books in the Module Include…
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