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“Van Hooser absolutely hit the bulls-eye with an outstanding instruction manual
about the keys to extraordinary customer service. I have no doubt that companies
and customer service professionals across virtually every industry will find value
and fresh new insights in the pages of this brilliantly written gem.”
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Who knew a cabbie could teach you so much about customer service?

As a successful professional speaker who travels constantly, Phillip Van Hooser has been in and  out of his
fair share of cabs. But only one cabbie ever taught him anything about customer service. That cabbie
is Willie, and the commonsense wisdom he imparted has become known as Willie’s Way.

Willie doesn’t have an MBA, but he doesn’t need one to know that the most critical aspect of salesman-
ship is a personal relationship with the customer. In fact, people enjoy doing business with people they
know and like – and they remember people they like when it’s time to do business again. The simple
things Willie does to get to know his customers not only leave them happy, but also leave them wanting
more of his special brand of service. What kind of business leader wouldn’t want his customers to feel
the same way?

In Willie’s Way, Van Hooser reveals Willie’s unique brand of  personalized service – how he woos cus-
tomers so that they come back, how he wows them so they tell their friends, and how he wins their
long-term business by exceeding their expectations. Even better, Van Hooser shows how business lead-
ers can apply Willie’s techniques to their own enterprises to build long-term customer loyalty.
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Praise for... Willie’s Way

“Willie’s Way is pure GOLD…entertaining, educational and loaded with words
of wisdom, presented with insight and sparkling good humor. It’s food for thought,
nourishment for the spirit and contains stuff that will stick to your ribs.”

Bob Mann, President
Club Marketing Services, Inc.

“Along comes Willie’s Way and I’m reminded once again that when it comes to
making customers happy, it’s still the basics that really matter. Every page contains
a nugget to be picked up , examined, appreciated and put in a visible place where it
can serve as a daily reminder that Willie knows how to drive true success.”

Marilynn T. Mobley, Senior Vice President 
and Strategic Counsel, Edelman

“Phillip Van Hooser delivers a passionate message on customer service…a passion-
ate message with real life stories, proving that inspiration comes from unexpected
people in the least expected places.”

Steve Powless, President, CEO
Computer Services, Inc. (CSI)

“Phillip Van Hooser has captured the essence of customer service through his
exhilarating delivery of personal anecdotes coupled with timeless fundamentals. I
recommend this book for anyone who has an interest in improving their own or
their organization’s level of customer service.”

Greg Burden, Senior Account Executive
Training & Capability Enhancement
Proctor & Gamble Pharmaceuticals

“Willie’s Way is an invaluable tool that is a must for everyone in the service industry.”

Shelly Foxworthy, First Vice President
Medicare Audit & Reimbursement, 
Mutual of Omaha

“Phillip Van Hooser is the ultimate ‘service champion.’ With Willie’s Way he shows how
top service wins in an increasingly competitive world.”

Tom Moser, Vice Chairman, KPMG LLP



“Phillip Van Hooser’s perspective on attracting customers is a pragmatic way to empha-
size the key factors of success with any customer. He has proven that customer relations
is simple, while we work to make it complicated. I would recommend Willie’s Way to
anyone who has customer relations as a part of their life or who appreciates good stories.
Not only can this book teach you the power of customer focus, Phillip Van Hooser’s
storytelling talent is filled with clever insights that can’t help but educate and entertain.”

Jerry Armstrong, President
CVG Americas

“This book is a must read for all! Willie’s Way shows you how to bring out your fullest
potential so you can make a positive difference in this life by creating special memories
in every life you touch. Success in life can be yours if you will follow ‘Willie’s way!”

Mia Kosasa, Vice President
Bradley Pacific Aviation

“Phillip Van Hooser encourages and suggests to his readers to brand and personalize
service—avoiding the cookie cutter approach. He challenges us to be innovative and
creative, thereby creating a winning situation for the customer and the organization.”

Bonnie A. McElearney, Director
Employee Development, Atmos Energy

“Just as he connected with Willie Watson, Phillip Van Hooser has a unique gift in his
ability to connect with people at all levels in any organization. He takes leadership and
customer service principles which can be difficult to practice on a daily basis and com-
municates them clearly and in a common sense manner so that everyone can relate
them to their own situation.”

Dan Daniel, Group Executive
Danaher Motion

“Unleashing the principles of Willie’s Way on a group of employees like ours with a
common focus has value that will grow with each customer encounter.”

Stephen K. Wiggins, Chief Information Officer
BlueCross BlueShield South Carolina
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Looking back, little did I know that as I begrudgingly made my way to the taxi
cab waiting outside that South Carolina airport that my personal standard for
measuring those who provide service to others would soon change. I was
about to meet the man who would initiate that change and establish the new
standard. But how could I have known? As far as I was concerned, this was
just another cab ride. One of many. I expected the service experience to be
more of the same.

Willie Watson, on the other hand, viewed this encounter far differently.
Willie knew that if the service—and the attitude with which he offered it—
were impressive enough, this encounter could be special. And if the encounter
was special enough, the possibility existed that a positive economic benefit
could result. Make no mistake about it. Willie Watson was a nice guy. But he
was also an entrepreneur, a businessman. In Willie’s business, better tips and
additional business opportunities spelled the difference between profit and
loss on a day-by-day, fare-by-fare basis.

Willie, therefore, had the upper hand in this service encounter. Even
before the encounter took place, he knew what he needed to do to build a
positive experience for the customer. He saw customers like me come and go
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Secret # 1

Acknowledge Your Customers Immediately

My name is William Watson. 
My friends call me Willie. I’d appreciate it 

if you’d call me Willie, too.
– Willie Watson



every day. Over time, he had learned the importance of establishing a personal
connection with his customers early on, in order to set the stage for the pos-
itive service experience to follow.

But Willie also knew that his window of opportunity was limited. If his
passenger was able to make it to the back seat of his cab without that initial
positive connection being made, there was a real possibility that the passen-
ger might soon be engaged in a telephone conversation, have his faced buried
in a newspaper, or even fall asleep, any of which would mean the opportunity
for personal connection was lost, possibly forever.

Willie was unwilling to take that risk. He recognized that the first few
seconds of any business encounter often set the stage, positively or negatively,
for all that could follow. Rather than wishing and hoping, Willie was engaged
in planning and acting. He put his plans into action by acknowledging me
before I had even made it to his cab. (“Hey, buddy. Need a ride? I’ve been sittin’
here waitin’ for ya.”) He then personalized the relationship even further once
we were both inside the cab (“My name is William Watson. My friends call
me Willie. I’d appreciate it if you’d call me Willie, too.”)

With two master strokes, he accomplished what many who labor in
service-related jobs never learn. First, he effortlessly broke down the invisible
barrier between two strangers, the one in which one party waits uncomfort-
ably for the other to speak or act. Second, he offered me the opportunity—
the invitation—to be included in that elite group of individuals he calls
his “friends.” And he accomplished both with two well-planned and well-
executed statements.

You may be wondering if the focused actions that Willie embraced are
available only to entrepreneurial cab drivers, or if these techniques could
benefit other professional service providers as well. The good news is that the
techniques are available to anyone willing to learn and practice them. The
sad news is that too few people ever do.

Willie’s Way
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Acknowledge Your Customers Immediately

Consider some additional examples—good and bad—of other service
providers and how their approach to servicing their customers might compare
to Willie’s.

What Is a Customer?

Several years ago my wife Susan and I were on vacation driving up the United
States’ eastern seaboard. Our trip took us all the way to the state of Maine in
search of picturesque coastlines, fresh lobster, and a break from the stifling,
late summer heat and humidity of our native South. As is our vacation cus-
tom, there were very few firmly established items on our travel agenda. But
on one stop we had both agreed. We were determined to visit the anchor store
for L.L. Bean, located in Freeport, Maine.

New Englanders have known about L.L.Bean for decades. But for many
other North Americans, our knowledge has been limited to L.L.Bean’s mail
order catalogs. Personally, I had enjoyed their merchandise for years. Their
sterling reputation for quality products and service—albeit almost always
long distance service—was nothing short of legendary. But the hook for me
was the claim the store made that they never closed. I had to see for myself.

Susan and I arrived at the L.L.Bean retail store shortly after 1:00 a.m. As
one might imagine, there were few customers and only a smattering of staff
to be found in the wee hours of the morning. Nevertheless, Susan was soon
lost to me in her dogged pursuit of all things Gore-Tex, flannel, and fleece.
Her absence allowed me the opportunity to wander the premises, exploring
on my own.

As I sauntered up one aisle and down another, I eventually found myself
in a back corner of the building. There I noticed something stenciled on the
wall for all to see. As I drew closer and began to read, I soon found myself
wondering if it had been placed there for the benefit of customers—or as
a constant, very visible reminder to all L.L.Bean employees. It read:
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At L.L.Bean a Customer Is . . .

• The most important person to us, whether in person, by phone or mail. 

• Not dependent on us, but us on them.

• Not an interruption of our work, but our purpose for doing it.

• Human like us, with feelings, emotions and biases.

• Not someone to argue or match wits with.

The simple, straightforward message grabbed me. I thought it a good
working example to share in my future customer training programs. So
right there I took out my pen and began scribbling the words from the wall
on a piece of scrap paper. Soon I was totally immersed in this solitary activity
when someone suddenly tapped me on the shoulder. The physical touch star-
tled me and caused me to jump. I had assumed I was all alone. I whirled
and found myself face-to-face with a young store clerk who, seconds earlier,
I didn’t know existed.

“Excuse me, sir. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said sincerely. “I was
just curious if there is a problem I can help you with?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I replied nervously, still working to regain my
composure. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, sir, I couldn’t help but notice that you were focused on our
customer commitment statement,” he said, pointing in the direction of the
wall. “I just wanted to offer my assistance if you were experiencing any sort
of problem.”

I resisted the temptation to say what I was thinking. You mean a prob-
lem other than almost causing me a heart attack?

As I began to realize the sincerity of his motive, I moved from being
startled to being thrilled.

Here is someone who gets it! He really gets it! Serving the needs of
customers has become real to him.

Willie’s Way
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Acknowledge Your Customers Immediately

Don’t be fooled. One cannot determine a company’s or an individual’s
true commitment to servicing their customers simply by some fancy, well-
scripted proclamation printed on glossy paper, etched in granite, or even
stenciled on a wall for all to see.

Willie Watson didn’t have his service commitment monogrammed on
his shirt. Willie didn’t hire a public relations company to craft and promote
his “service creed.” No, Willie earned his service stripes the old-fashioned way
by seeking out and servicing individual customers—whenever, wherever,
and in whatever manner he could.

A true commitment to service is always mirrored in the actions of
isolated professionals. Someone once said, “Character is what’s on display
when no one is watching.” No one was watching Willie during our ride from
the airport to the hotel. No one was watching this third shift L.L.Bean sales
clerk. No one, that is, but me—the customer. And both of them responded
marvelously. They met and exceeded my expectations.

Keep in mind the customer is always watching. It’s either the customer
you are interacting with presently or the one who is trying to determine if
he or she wants to interact with you in the future. Do a good job and the
customer will likely return again and again. Be indifferent to the customer
who is watching, and the outcome most likely will mean opportunities lost.

Opportunities Lost

Too often, unfortunately, instead of the customer being acknowledged and
appreciated immediately by the service provider, the customer is ignored and
taken for granted. The business consequences of such shortsighted actions
can be devastating.

Susan and I work together. She laughingly tells people that after 20 years
of marriage, our personal and professional relationships still work because
I travel and am gone much of the time.
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