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‘Customer service is simple, focused and about engaging your people first. Feargal’s book shows you just how to do this.’


ALLEN LEIGHTON, CHAIRMAN, ROYAL MAIL




 





‘Listen to customers. Lots of people say this now, but Feargal said it first. He created a wonderful supermarket built around the shopping experience which became a model for retailers around the world. The book explains how it was done in a simple, clear way. It’s a unique story from a unique person.’


SIR TERRY LEAHY, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, TESCO




 





‘Instinctively and obsessively, Feargal Quinn looks at business the way his customers do: noting the apparently tiny things and drawing from them huge conclusions. No theory is advanced without practical, entirely convincing, examples. And not a single instance of management-speak. The very best businessmen will be the first to welcome this splendid book.’


SIR MARTIN SORRELL, CEO, WPP




 





‘Feargal Quinn has written about the essence of his incredible success as one of the world’s greatest retailers. It is based on a simple principle – he cares. He cares about everyone associated with his operations and above all he cares about each customer. Many say the customer is king or queen, but seldom mean it. For Feargal it is the truth. Walking through a Superquinn store with him is like walking through his home. He knows everyone and everyone knows him. His secrets are all in this book. We should be grateful Feargal has shared them with us.’


DONALD R. KEOUGH, PRESIDENT AND CHIEF OPERATIONS OFFICER, THE COCA-COLA COMPANY (USA)




 





‘It’s a jewel. It’s clear that you have the Irishman’s unique gift of communicating and I thoroughly enjoyed reading Crowning the Customer.’


RALPH S. LARSEN CHAIRMAN AND CEO, JOHNSON & JOHNSON




 





‘You have put down on paper all the things that we managers know in our hearts we should be doing … talking and listening to our customers, seeing our customers as people, making ourselves available, giving people meaningful responsibility, and staying focused on what made the business successful in the first place.’


WILLIAM E. LAMOTHE, CHAIRMAN AND CEO, KELLOGG COMPANY
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Feargal Quinn and his company





Feargal Quinn was born in Dublin. He was educated at Newbridge College and at University College, Dublin, where he graduated in commerce.


Food retailing is in Feargal Quinn’s family background. “Quinn’s of Newry” was a long-established name in County Down. Feargal’s father, Eamonn Quinn, operated a successful chain of grocery stores called Payantake in the 1940s. He later went into the tourism business, setting up the Red Island Holiday Camp in Skerries (County Dublin), where as a teenager Feargal got his first experience in business.


In 1960, having become convinced from travels in Europe that grocery retailing was on the brink of a revolution, Feargal Quinn determined to be among the leaders of that revolution in Ireland and to put his distinctive stamp on it.


He opened his first shop in Dundalk in November of that year, a small premises of less than 200 square metres and with a total staff of eight.


Today, Superquinn employs 4,000 people and has a sales area of 40,000 square metres. It operates 21 shops and owns 8 shopping centres. Following investment by Select Retail Holdings Ltd. in 2005, Feargal Quinn remains associated with the company in a non-executive capacity as president.


From the beginning Feargal Quinn’s approach was driven by a search for excellence, and a single-minded determination that his company would be the best at whatever it decided to do. Early on he decided that his shops would specialise in fresh food, and this is still the group’s speciality.


Superquinn, as the original “Quinn’s Supermarket” soon became, quickly built itself a reputation for innovation. It pioneered in Ireland the idea of in-store bakeries and sausage making, where customers could see the freshness of the products as they were produced before their own eyes.


Another part of Feargal Quinn’s retailing philosophy that soon emerged was his emphasis on customer service, founded on a determination to keep close to the customer and to build an organisation that would always try to see things from the customer’s point of view.


To remind his shop managers that their real job is on the shop floor, he always tells his architect to give them a small, dingy office. People who work at Superquinn’s central support office have sometimes found that their desk has disappeared while they have been on holiday, as a gentle encouragement to them to get out more on the shop floor.


Feargal Quinn’s preference was to hold meetings when walking around his shopfloors, a preference that sometimes surprised people used to more conventional business encounters. He distributed tie-pins to colleagues with the inscription “YCDBSOYA”, which is said to stand for “You can’t do business sitting on your … armchair”. As he demonstrates in this book, he is committed to the notion that business should be fun.


Such aspects of his approach to business, though they often catch the popular imagination, are in fact deeply serious in intent. Top of his priority list is the need to stay close to the customer, and he feels that this is a lesson that everyone in business can learn.


One of the ways he did this himself was through regular stints in each of his shops packing bags for customers, and weekly customer panels at which he listened to groups of volunteer Superquinn shoppers tell him how they think the group could serve them better.


Out of such encounters with customers have come many of the innovations for which Superquinn is renowned. A customer at Superquinn is offered a range of services that is unrivalled not only in Ireland but virtually anywhere in the world.


These include playhouses for customers’ small children, an umbrella service on wet days, carry-out service to the customers’ cars and many others. Superquinn pioneered the concept of loyalty cards in Europe, a practice that has now become virtually universal in retailing.


A notable feature of Feargal Quinn’s shops in comparison with most other supermarkets is the number of people they employ. Feargal Quinn has always believed that customers want a high level of personal service, and a kind of service that can be provided only by human beings, not machines. He has proved that investment in people pays off in terms of increased business which pays for the additional staffing costs.


It is perhaps this aspect of Superquinn above all others that has attracted most attention internationally – the fact that a high-service supermarket operation can be provided without charging higher prices. Elsewhere around the world, the received wisdom has been that a high level of service is something the customer has to pay for in higher prices, but in Ireland this has always been impossible because the grocery trade is so competitive.


The notion that customer service is the competitive battleground of the new millennium is gaining acceptance throughout the retailing world, and Feargal Quinn is in constant demand as a speaker on this theme at international gatherings of retailers. Through his efforts, Ireland is coming to be regarded internationally as a cradle of retailing innovation.


Apart from his involvement with Superquinn, Feargal Quinn has made many other contributions to Irish life. For a decade he was chairman of the Irish postal service, leading its transition from a government department to a semi-state commercial body. Since 1993 he has been an independent member of the Senate, the upper house of the Irish parliament. He chaired a steering committee that oversaw the introduction of the Leaving Certificate Applied, a landmark development in Irish education. He has been awarded honorary doctorates by the University of Dublin and by the National Council for Educational Awards and received a papal knighthood in 1994.


On the international scene, Feargal Quinn is past chairman of CIES – the Food Business Forum. He is also a board member of the Food Marketing Institute (USA), and a Fellow of the Institute of Grocery Distribution (UK).


He and his wife Denise have five children and live in Dublin.



















How a small (165cm) grocer got to write a book





WHEN SUPERQUINN WAS a smaller company, I not only interviewed every applicant for a job but made sure that I spent a great deal of time with each new member of our team during their first few weeks. This was as much to make them feel at home in their work as it was to train them.


In this way it was easy to see that each new person learned very quickly things I believed to be important, and where the priorities lay in our small company.


But as the company grew, I found that among the duties I had to delegate to others was that of training. And in doing so I had to find a way of explaining to our trainers the theory behind the way we had been running our business since the first shop opened in 1960.


When I finally got around to putting my thoughts to paper, my personal assistant Anne O Broin suggested to me that the same message could be of interest to a wider audience. And that is how the idea of this book was born.


If the book can help people outside our company, I will be delighted. But I am afraid that in describing our way of doing things, I will inevitably give the impression that I am taking all the credit for the ideas and the successes.


Nothing could be further from the truth. The successes of Superquinn are due to a great team of several thousand enthusiastic merchants – many of whom never thought of themselves as that, but joined the retail trade almost by accident and became entranced by the magic of the marketplace.


I dedicate this book to them, but not only to them. I dedicate it as well to another, much bigger group of people who are equally responsible for Superquinn’s success in the marketplace and its reputation in the world of retailing.


You’ve guessed it: that second group of people is our customers. Thank you all for making it possible. And thank you for making it fun.



















CHAPTER 1


This book is about how, not why





IF I HAD SET OUT TO WRITE this book twenty years, or even ten years ago, my starting point would have been very different.


Then I would have had to focus it on the reasons why I think every business should be customer driven. It may be hard to believe now but only a short time ago that idea was off-the-wall.


Every business had customers. Every business took them into account to some extent. But very, very few were genuinely customer-driven.


By customer-driven I mean a company where all the key decisions are based on an over-riding wish to serve the customer better. A company where everyone in it sees serving the customer as their only business.


That’s the principle on which I started my supermarket business in 1960.


I didn’t do so because I believed in it as a theory. I did it because it came naturally to me, and because my first business experiences as a teenager convinced me of it.


Once the company was up and running, I learnt two things very quickly.


First, that the customer-driven approach pays off.


For us in Superquinn, it gave a strong competitive advantage right from the start – and still does today, thirty years later. That competitive advantage allowed us not alone to survive in a cut-throat business, but eventually to become the market-leader in the region where we operate.


From the beginning, our customer-driven approach marked us out as pioneers in our field. It created a national reputation for us as innovators, in spite of the fact that we were then only a very small local operation.


Second, I also found that the customer-driven approach that came naturally to me was incredibly rare. I say “incredibly” because I found it hard to believe that people could so often ignore something that was at the root of their profitability.


In those days, none of our competitors shared our approach – despite the fact that retailing, of all businesses, offers the easiest ways to get close to the customer.


Needless to say, I shed few tears about the opportunities our competitors were missing. But what did concern me was this. I saw the same lack of customer drive in many of the manufacturers that supplied us.


Even the sophisticated manufacturers – the ones who certainly saw themselves as marketing organisations – often lacked the feel for the customer that I believe is the essential core of marketing.


That was how, and why, I turned into an apostle of the customer-driven approach.


I needed to talk about it inside our company, of course, because as Superquinn grew (from a staff of eight to the several thousand it is today) I had a selling job to do. I had to work hard to make sure everyone on the team shared the approach that had created our early success and that I saw (and still see) as the key to our future growth.


Outside the company, I also talked a lot about being customer-driven. First, because people were curious about our success and it made good commercial sense to make our approach as widely known as I could.


But more than that: I felt strongly that Irish industry as it fought for a place in an increasingly tough competitive environment could compensate for the disadvantage of its small size by the quality of its customer focus.


The strange thing, though, was how few people listened.


The fact was that during the 1960s and 1970s, business had priorities other than the customer. In very many cases, manufacturing companies became increasingly production-focused and service companies became more system-focused. The arrival of new technology heightened these trends.


The day of the customer seemed to have passed.


The fact that our company thrived on being customer-driven was seen as a hangover from the past, not a harbinger of the future.


And when, at the beginning of the 1980s, I told groups of international retailers of my belief that the future competitive battleground in our business would be service rather than price, many of them simply could not see it happening for large organisations such as theirs.


But now everything has changed.


The 1980s saw a sea-change in the attitude of people in business. Books like In Search of Excellence changed international business culture virtually overnight.


I remember the impact that Tom Peters’ book In Search of Excellence had on me. It arrived from America shortly after it was published, and I started reading it one evening after work. I didn’t go to bed that night I was just so excited about it. Because the book focused again and again on what I had been doing for years and years, and had finally begun even to apologise for.


An example was when someone joined the company and asked me for our organisation chart. And I found myself saying:


“Well, actually, I know I should get around to doing one, but I haven’t had the time.”


In fact, we didn’t have an organisation chart because I don’t believe in them – but I was too timid to come out and say it.


And then Peters comes along and says the best companies in the world don’t have one!


Suddenly what I was doing became respectable. All the time I spent away from my office out on the floors of my shops – a practice that I sometimes found myself on the defensive about – was now elevated to an acceptable principle: “Management by wandering around.”


Though the message of In Search of Excellence covered the whole range of management activities, some of its most important lessons were about customer focus. The overall message was: “back to basics”, and one of the basics that was rediscovered was the customer.


Now, nearly a decade later, everyone wants to be customer-driven. It is, for better or worse, the conventional wisdom of our age.


So I no longer have to sell the why.


But believing in the customer-driven approach is one thing; delivering it is quite another.


To judge from what we see around us, many people and many organisations have changed what they say – but not what they do.


When you look around, you don’t see a dramatic change in the level of customer service that organisations deliver.


And yet a dramatic change is exactly what you would expect, given that everybody is now preaching customer service.


Too often, customers still feel like the poor relations.


Too often, excellence in customer service is hailed as the exception – rather than as the norm.


Why is this?


The reason seems to be that people in business don’t know very much about what being customer-driven actually means.


In a nutshell, they don’t know how to do it.


And therefore we are in danger of ending up with the worst possible thing: a principle that everyone admits is a winner, a principle that gets lip-service, but a principle that is not acted upon.


So my aim with this book is to help you turn that lip-service into action.


To do that, I can tell you what being customer-driven means to me, and what I have learned about it in thirty years of running a retailing business.


I can tell you the techniques that have worked for me, and how I think they can be made to work in any business.


I can spell out what being customer-driven means for the person at the top of an organisation, and for the people who work in it at every level.


What I cannot claim is that becoming customer-driven is easy. It is not.


But I do hope to show you that it is simple – there is nothing terribly complicated about it. This is not a book loaded down with esoteric theory. It is a book full of rather obvious things – some of which, indeed, you may well have heard before.


Even more important, I also hope to show you that it is fun. Being customer-driven is, by a long shot, the most exciting and rewarding way of doing business.



















CHAPTER 2


This is where it starts: the Boomerang Principle





IN THE NEXT FEW PAGES you will find the most important lesson in this book.


It is an umbrella idea that embraces pretty well everything else I believe about being customer-driven.


But before explaining what it is, let me tell you how I discovered it.


My first business experience was not in retailing at all, but in the tourism business. In the 1950s my father Eamonn Quinn ran a holiday camp called Red Island, just outside Skerries on the coast of north County Dublin.


Pioneering obviously runs in the Quinn family blood: before going into the holiday business, he had set up and successfully run a chain of retail shops called Payantake that were in many ways the precursors of modern supermarkets. And having blazed a trail there, he moved into the then infant Irish tourism industry with a concept that was very different from the traditional seaside hotel.


I worked at Red Island during my school holidays, doing anything and everything and – though I didn’t realise it then – getting an excellent grounding in the basics of customer service. I was a waiter, I was a pageboy, I was a photographer, I was a bingo caller.


But the most important thing I learned was rooted in the particular way the product at Red Island was sold to the customer.


When a holidaymaker booked a week or a fortnight at Red Island, he paid a bill that included everything. Travel, meals, accommodation, entertainment – everything was included. From the moment the holidaymaker arrived, he didn’t have to put his hand in his pocket. There were literally no extras.


In those days in particular – just after the Second World War when everything was tight and there wasn’t much money around – that all-in price was a tremendous attraction. The customers knew exactly where they stood. But what I want to focus on is where it left us.


The fact was that when guests arrived, we had made as much money from their visit as we were going to make. No matter how hard we worked to give them a good time, we would not increase our profit from their stay. That was already fixed.
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