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INTRODUCTION

WARNING SIGNS

How often have you heard remarks like this?

‘You’re the fifth person to complain about that today!’

‘Everyone moans about that’

‘We can’t possibly do that’

‘If it’s not on the shelf we haven’t got it’

‘I’ll put you on hold…’



Sound familiar? I expect you’ve got many more examples of poor customer service from all types of businesses: solicitors to IT companies, public sector organisations to the medical pro-fession, plumbers, builders, banks, butchers, bakers and candlestick makers. If you’re in business you have customers: whether they are called patients, clients, or passengers they are all CUSTOMERS. They hand over their money to you in exchange for a product or a service.

You are my customer. You have parted with your money and purchased this book. You have certain expectations from this book. If it disappoints you, then you become a dissatisfied customer. Where did you purchase this book? Was it on the internet or in a bookshop? What was the service like? Will you buy a book from that organisation again? If not, why not?

Having a good reputation for excellent service and products is one very successful way of building a competitive advantage for your business. But be warned, a good reputation is not easy to attain, or retain. This book will show you how you can develop a customer service policy that can help your organisation deliver successful customer service.

It is often weak management and poor communication that results in poor customer service. The first section of the book, therefore, examines how you can develop a successful customer service policy, motivate your staff and improve communications within your organisation. The second section looks at the interpersonal skills needed by individuals for delivering good customer service.

WHAT THIS BOOK COVERS:


• How good customer relations can help you win more business

• How to win more business by retaining customers and gaining recommendations from them

• How to satisfy your customers’ needs

• How to develop an effective customer service policy

• How to use positive behaviour and attitude to win more business

• How to build a better rapport with your customers

• How to handle anger, complaints and difficult customers and turn them into satisfied customers





Part 1


CREATING A CULTURE OF EXCELLENT CUSTOMER SERVICE





CHAPTER 1

Why good customer service is essential

Why provide good customer service?

Providing excellent customer service consistently is not an easy task but if we don’t give our customers what they need and want, and we don’t deliver it in a way that is acceptable to them, or indeed in a manner that exceeds their expectations, then we will lose them. This chapter examines some elements of poor customer service and why providing excellent customer service is essential to the success of an organisation.


EXAMINING YOUR OWN CUSTOMER SERVICE

First, let’s start with a simple questionnaire. Tick the answer you think is correct.


1. What is your opinion of the following?

❑ a) It’s only front line staff that deal with customers in our organisation.

❑ b) We don’t really have customers.

❑ c) Everybody has a customer.

2. What do you think about the service in your organisation?

❑ a) The quality of service inside the organisation is just as important as outside.

❑ b) How we serve the public is the most important issue.

❑ c) Service isn’t really something we think about, it just happens.

3. How do you feel about the following?

❑ a) Other departments can think what they like about this department, I don’t really care.

❑ b) I care what other departments think about our department, but I have no control over it.

❑ c) I am responsible for what other departments think about our department.

4. What do you think about people’s behaviour?

❑ a) It is directly affected by the treatment they receive.

❑ b) People behave the way they want to regardless of the treatment they receive.

❑ c) Only some people’s behaviour is affected by the way they are treated.

5. Which do you think is the correct statement?

❑ a) Customer care is all about smiling at the customer.

❑ b) Customer care is about meeting customers’ needs.

❑ c) Customer care is only necessary if you work in a shop.

6. Does your behaviour with colleagues have anything to do with the quality of the service you give external customers?

❑ a) Not really.

❑ b) It has some effect.

❑ c) It has everything to do with it.





You might also like to give this questionnaire to your staff.



Now let’s see how well you and/or your staff understand what providing good customer service is about.



Here are the correct answers:


1. What is your opinion of the following?

c) Everybody has a customer.

2. What do you think about the service in your organisation?

a) The quality of service inside the organisation is just as important as outside.

3. How do you feel about the following?

c) I am responsible for what other departments think about our department.

4. What do you think about people’s behaviour?

a) It is directly affected by the treatment they receive.

5. Which do you think is the correct statement?

b) Customer care is about meeting customers’ needs.

6. Does your behaviour with colleagues have anything to do with the quality of the service you give external customers?

c) It has everything to do with it.





Are you and your staff already customer friendly or at least on the right lines by getting the correct answers to the questionnaire, or do you have some considerable way to go yet? If you do need to improve then the following chapters will help you.

WINNING MORE BUSINESS FROM EXISTING CUSTOMERS

Marketing strategies within organisations are often geared towards winning new business from new customers. This is all very well but what about winning more business from your existing customers? They are, after all, the easiest people to sell to, but time after time they are ignored.

Many organisations fail to realise the value of their existing customers, or the fact that they can sell more to them. They treat them in a cavalier manner, often ignoring them once the business is won, and in some cases making it as difficult as possible for customers to purchase products or services. It sometimes amazes me that businesses make any money at all. Of course some don’t and subsequently fail. Many organisations chase the Holy Grail of obtaining new customers, spending time, money and energy on capturing them only to provide them with a service or product that quite frankly is inferior. What a waste.

If we do not look after our customers then someone else will. In addition, those dissatisfied customers will tell others about their awful experience with you. Once you have a negative reputation it is extremely difficult to reverse. Because of the speed, ease of use, increased access and global reach of the internet, bad news travels almomst as fast as the speed of light. So, once a negative remark is on the internet it is there for all to see, thereby further damaging your organisations reputation.


It is generally said that:



96% of dissatisfied customers do not go back and complain



But they do tell 7 other people how bad you are*



13% will tell at least 20 others*



90% will never return



It costs 8 times as much to attract a new customer as it does to keep an existing one



(*The internet vastly increases this amount. If the customer hasn’t told you what’s wrong but has posted a negative comment on the internet it will remain there, spreading the bad news.)



With those kind of figures isn’t it foolish not to get things right inside your organisation?

So what goes wrong?

There are several things that can and do go wrong within an organisation.


ACTION POINT

Think for a moment of all the things that annoy you when you are a customer.

Now draw up a list.

If you employ staff then get them to do the same. You could organise them into groups and put all the elements that annoy them as customers on a flip chart or white board.

Now look at my list below – is it very similar to yours, or do you have some additional points?



Here are some of the things that annoy me as a customer:


• Being passed around

• People not returning calls

• Having to chase up all the time

• People not taking ownership of the problem

• Obvious insincerity

• Poor communication of mistakes and problems

• Being kept waiting

• Voice mail and music whilst on hold

• The telephonist never coming back to you

• Staff not knowing enough about who does what

• Staff making mistakes – again and again

• Arrogance and complacency

• Rigid inflexible procedures

• Being patronised

• Staff who couldn’t care less/are rude/lacking in product knowledge

• Not delivering on time!



And sadly there are many more…


ACTION POINT

Now examine the list you and your staff have compiled.

Ask yourself if any of these things are happening in your organisation.

Can you honestly say, with hand on heart, that these things never happen?



I bet you can’t. Of course things do go wrong; after all, we are only human. But there are some mistakes that are made time and time again. It is these that you need to identify and resolve. And if your staff have a ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude then you need to ask how motivated are they? How motivated are you?



If you are a supervisor, manager or director then it is your responsibility to motivate and enthuse the staff and to put into place procedures that ensure the best possible customer service is delivered – consistently.

Here are some further questions you need to ask yourself:


ACTION POINT

1. How close are you to front line staff – those who deal with the customer on a daily basis?

2. If you are based in a head office rather than at the heart of the customer operations, or in an office remote from where the customer is dealt with, then do you honestly know what the problems are?

3. How often do you spend time on the ‘shop floor’ or on the front desk?

4. Is your visit announced to the staff and therefore they are ready and on their ‘best behaviour’ for you? Or do you often drop in unannounced to see for yourself exactly how things are handled on a daily basis?

5. Do you see the letters or emails of complaints, or handle telephone calls from disgruntled customers? Or is this dealt with by someone else and you never get to review them or hear about them?

6. How often do you survey or talk to your customers and ask them for their feedback?

Just examining, or even considering, the answers to the above questions can give you some indication of whether or not you are really in touch with your customers and if you know what problems exist. And you need to know, because if you don’t then how are you ever going to be able to put things right?




TOP TIPS

Encouraging your customers to complain or at least to give you feedback is the best that can happen. The worse is that they say nothing.



Not knowing what problems your customers face is far more damaging for your organisation because it never gives you the opportunity to correct what is wrong, therefore allowing even more customers to experience the same problems, creating more missed sales for your organisation and damaging your reputation.

The causes of poor customer service

Poor communication is often at the heart of poor customer service. In large organisations this becomes even more pronounced as layers of management prevent problems from being recognised, accepted and rectified. But small organisations are also at fault. Along with poor communication as one of the causes of poor customer service, are weak and ineffective management and disaffected and demotivated staff.


Providing good customer service is essential for the survival and success of your business.



WHAT IS ‘GOOD’ CUSTOMER SERVICE?

Well, it’s not just about smiling at the customer and saying, ‘Have a nice day.’ As you will see from this book, it goes much deeper. Providing excellent customer service is a philosophy, a complete way of doing business. Delivering exceptional customer service is a complex, onerous and never-ending task, but its rewards can be huge in terms of job satisfaction, motivated staff and increased profits.

Providing excellent customer service consistently is not easy, far from it. Why? Because people deliver customer services, people make products and provide a service, and people are fallible.

We all have different personalities, varying degrees of confidence, and diverse styles of communication. We have good days and bad days. We have moods, headaches and heartaches, and all these affect how we perform and interact with others. Is it no wonder that we can sometimes get it wrong!

Your challenge as a manager, director or owner of an organisation is to minimise these problems, eliminate the scope for error, and provide guidelines and rules to help people perform in a manner that will satisfy your customers. Above all you need to set an example (even when you have a headache!)


TOP TIPS

Good customer service starts at the top of the organisation.



WHY GOOD CUSTOMER SERVICE IS IMPORTANT

We’ve already seen what a dissatisfied customer can do for your sales and profit levels – it can send them plummeting. So what can a satisfied customer do?


• Satisfied customers become – advocates

• Satisfied customers become – repeat purchasers

• Satisfied customers bring you – prospects (who in turn become customers)

• Satisfied customers increase your sales and profits



By winning the loyalty of your customers you can increase sales for your organisation.


TOP TIPS

Word of mouth recommendation is a very powerful and highly cost effective marketing tool.



And if you’re still not convinced that providing good customer service is essential to your business here are 12 more reasons why you should take the time to get this right.

12 benefits of providing good customer service


 1. Increased revenue

 2. Increased efficiency

 3. Less waste

 4. Improved staff morale and confidence

 5. Reduction in staff turnover and absenteeism

 6. Saves money

 7. Enables individuals to take responsibility – saves time

 8. Increased customer confidence – which leads to more purchases

 9. Gives employees a sense of pride in the company – increased motivation

10. Increased profits

11. Happier shareholders (if you have them)

12. Less bad publicity, more good publicity, which in turn brings in more customers



Plus there is another overwhelming and compelling reason for providing excellent customer service – it can give you an edge on your competitors.

In order to provide excellent customer service, you and your staff need to develop good interpersonal skills. This means you need to be able to:


• Listen and interpret needs accurately

• Ask the right questions

• Have a positive attitude

• Be tactful and helpful

• Have an open mind about people

• Have good self esteem

• Be quick thinking

• Have an assertive manner

• Be approachable and well mannered

• Have excellent communication skills

• Be a good team player

• Have good body language and a presentable appearance





You also need to understand three vital things:


1. Who your customers are

2. What they want from you

3. Why they buy from you





The following chapters will help you to:


• Analyse your market

• Draw up and implement a customer service policy

• Provide you with some interpersonal skills to help you deliver that excellent customer service



We are not born with these interpersonal skills already fully developed. They need to be learnt and then practised. Often we develop many of these skills as children, learning from our parents, guardians, teachers and others. But dealing with the public on a continuous basis is no easy task, and particularly when under pressure or handling the difficult customer or a sensitve situation. Many of us will require additional and ongoing training to help us become and stay assertive to improve our connumincation skills and to show us how to interpret and use the most appropriate body language.


QUICK RECAP

• If you don’t look after your customers then someone else will. 

• Dissatisfied customers will tell others about their awful experience with you.

• Once you have a negative reputation it is extremely difficult to reverse it.

• Providing good customer service is essential for the survival and success of your business. 

• Delivering exceptional customer service can reap rewards in terms of job satisfaction, motivated staff and increased profits.

• Satisfied customers become advocates and repeat purchasers, and recommend you to others.

• Excellent customer service can give you an edge on your competitors.

• You and your staff need to develop good interpersonal skills.

• You need to put in place a good customer service policy.





CHAPTER 2

Knowing your customers

The more you know about your customers the more successful you will be in delivering the kind of exceptional service they require. But this isn’t as straightforward as it seems because you may have many different groups of customers all with different needs. This chapter examines who your customers really are, what they buy and why they buy.


WHO ARE YOUR CUSTOMERS AND WHAT DO THEY WANT?

Quite often organisations see their customers as only the group of people who buy their products or services but it goes much deeper than this. There are many different groups of ‘customers’ within or surrounding an organisation who have a vested interested in it or demands upon it.


EXAMPLE

A local newspaper, its customers are:

• Readers (people who pay to buy the newspaper or pass it on to others to read)

• Advertisers (people who pay to advertise in the newspaper)

• Shareholders (who want a return on their investment)

• Councils and other local organisations (who wish to inform local people)

• Newsagents (who sell the newspaper to readers)

• Regulatory bodies ( who need to make sure the newspaper is complying with laws)

• Suppliers (who sell goods to the newspaper company)

• Staff (who work for the newspaper)



Although there may be some overlap, each group will require different things from the company in order to become a satisfied customer. For example: readers want a lively, entertaining and informative newspaper, whereas advertisers want increased profile for their organisations and more customers. Councils may wish to inform and educate the local population; shareholders require a profitable newspaper; suppliers seek a healthy relationship with their customer and to be paid on time; and the staff want to work for a successful and interesting company.



You may be surprised that I have included both suppliers and staff on the above list. Although strictly speaking neither are customers, each group, however, forms an impression of the organisation and that impression is communicated to the outside world. If suppliers say it is difficult to get paid by the organisation for the services or products they have supplied, this may well spread a rumour that the organisation is in financial difficulty, or that they are awkward to deal with. This message can have a negative impact in the market place.

Likewise if the staff say negative things about the organisation they work for then word is likely to get around. Not only will the organisation find it difficult to recruit highly motivated and good quality staff but they will also find that this negative message spreads to their customer base, and therefore affects the organisation’s reputation.


TOP TIPS

Remember that suppliers and staff are potential customers too, and they have a part to play in communicating your reputation, whether good or bad, to your market place.




ACTION POINT

Who are your customers? Make a list of them.



Now let’s return to our newspaper example. One of the groups on that list was ‘Readers’, but readers can cover a vast number of different groups of people. There could be older readers, as well as younger ones who are single, and those with children, and of course both male and female readers. What is the lifestyle of the readers and their socio-economic background? What are their interests and those of the local community? What are their concerns?

Understanding who their readers are will enable the newspaper to tailor its news to appeal to that readership, and to produce the right style of newspaper with the right editorial content and therefore satisfy its customers. If it satisfies its customers by giving them the kind of newspaper they are interested in buying and reading, and by producing it on time and to an acceptable standard, then it will attract more readers, increase sales, attract more advertisers, recruit more staff because it is more successful and please its shareholders. Let’s examine another example.


EXAMPLE

A legal firm will have a variety of customers (or clients) depending on the services it provides.

It will have business clients, which can range from the small, one person firm to the large corporation. It could have clients who operate in the retail sector or in engineering, or construction, the professions and the not-for-profit sector. It will also have consumers (members of the public), who could be young people buying a property who need the conveyance service or those who require their estates to be managed and their Wills and Trusts to be drawn up. It could also have clients who are seeking a divorce, or require other legal advice such as litigation or criminal law.In addition, the legal firm could be acting on behalf of overseas clients in all kinds of business and personal legal matters.

All these clients expect a certain standard of service from the legal firm, which if not received will result in them taking their business elsewhere.

Each client is also an individual and will therefore need to be treated as such. This means that some will demand a higher level of service than others. Some will have needs that are quite straightforward, others more complex requiring more time and ‘hands on’ assistance.

Some clients will have ‘open’ and ‘friendly’ personalities and will want to build close relationships with their legal advisers. Others will be quieter and more serious and want more of a formal approach, whilst others will be extremely demanding. So it is not merely enough to lump all your customers under the one heading of ‘customers’ but to examine what you are providing to each of them, to determine the level of service they require and to deliver it in a manner to make them feel they are getting exceptional customer service rather then merely adequate or good service.

In a service organisation 90% of staff have direct contact with the client compared to 10% in manufacturing.



Giving exceptional customer service is about understanding what different groups of customers require from you and what different individuals also require, then delivering that to meet or exceed their needs.


ACTION POINT

Return to your list of customers you drew up earlier.

Can you can break this down even further?

For example, can you divide it into groups of customers by type and size of business, into different sectors, or by age, life-style, gender or geographical area?
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