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1Introduction


No matter what type of business you are in, there is one irrefutable fact: if you don’t look after your customers, then somebody else will. And that will probably be your competitor.


Never before has customer care been such an essential element of any successful, thriving business. Customers no longer have the mentality of ‘put up and shut up’; if they’re dissatisfied with your product or service, they will let you know one way or another. If you’re lucky, they will tell you. This is fortunate indeed because it gives you the opportunity of putting right whatever is wrong and compensating the customer for their less-than-satisfactory experience. If you’re unlucky, they will tell you with their feet – by walking away from you and towards an alternative supplier. Along the way, they will probably tell the world and his dog about their bad experience with your organization, and the resulting negative impact on your sales could be significant.


The bottom line is that it costs more to get new customers on board than it does to retain the loyalty, repeat business and recommendations of existing customers. When you focus on keeping your customers happy, there is invariably a positive, knock-on effect on sales.





2Lesson 1


Customer care is more than just saying ‘Have a nice day’


3It would be very easy to believe that customer care is purely related to how your staff interact with customers and the quality of the service they deliver. However, it is far more than that. Your organization is giving out messages all the time that are interpreted as an attitude towards its customers.


For example, what first impression would a visitor to your organization gain? If you have a reception area, what does it look like? Are there dried-up potted plants, dirty coffee cups and a carpet that clearly hasn’t been vacuumed for several days? Or is it clean and tidy, with comfortable seating and perhaps a framed copy of your mission statement on the wall?


Are your reception staff friendly and welcoming or would visitors feel like they are an inconvenience, interrupting a personal conversation by their presence?


What impression does your organization’s website convey? Is it difficult to navigate with text errors dotted throughout the pages or does it look sharp, professional and user-friendly?


So start thinking about the overall impression that your organization sends out to past, present and potential future customers. In so doing, you will notice that customer care is very closely allied to marketing, in that the image you present is, in effect, your shop window to the world.



4Imagine the scene


You’re visiting a town that you used to know well some years ago. You haven’t been there for a long time but you remember that there used to be a really good Italian restaurant on the high street where you enjoyed many pleasant evenings with fabulous cuisine. You decide that you will seek it out and have a meal there.


You head for the high street, and there is the restaurant, but not quite as you remember it. It looks a little shabby – on the sign outside a letter is missing from the word ‘restaurant’ so that it now reads ‘restaura t’. Undaunted, you step inside. It’s quiet – hardly any diners at all. You stand for a few moments, expecting someone to greet you with a smile and usher you to a table. You can see two waiting staff in the distance with their backs to you, chatting and laughing together and completely oblivious to your presence. You decide to approach them and, in fact, you walk right up to them and say, ‘Excuse me, table for one, please?’ before they are even aware that you exist.


On hearing you speak, they finish their conversation before one of them turns to you, waves an arm in the direction of several unoccupied tables and says, ‘Anywhere you like.’ You head for a table near the window and become aware that they have resumed their chat. You sit down and take in your surroundings. The lighting is low, and you assume that this is to create an ambience – until you notice that no fewer than five light bulbs have blown and now remain unlit, still in their fittings. On further inspection, you notice the cobwebs that are delicately dangling from the ceiling chandelier.


There is a menu on the table and, despite the large coffee stain on it, the range of dishes on offer looks promising, so you decide to remain optimistic. One of the waiting staff ambles over after you have managed to make eye contact with him. You ask him what the soup of the day is. He hesitates, then turns his head and repeats your question in a raised voice to the waitress, who is now engrossed in sending a text message on her mobile phone. ‘Minestrone,’ she yells back, without bothering to look up.


You order a bowl of minestrone soup. Fish for your main course would be nice, except that it’s off. Chicken, perhaps? No, they’ve run out of that too. You settle for lasagne and order a glass of wine.


5On your table is a small vase of faded silk flowers. The waiter notices you looking at it, picks it up and thoughtfully blows a fine layer of dust off the petals before replacing it before you. ‘Thank you,’ you hear yourself say as you notice from his fingernails that he probably has a day job as a motor mechanic. In fact, your nose tells you that he must have rushed here straight from the garage without having the time to shower or use a deodorant.


As you sit back in your chair, you look around the room and realize that the décor is exactly the same as it was when you used to come here regularly, all those years ago. Yes, you’re certain that this is the same wallpaper – it’s just not making as much contact with the walls as it used to and one or two pieces are missing altogether.


The waiter returns with your glass of wine and you notice that whoever was last to drink out of this glass had been wearing a delightful shade of rose-pink lipstick.


The soup arrives – a full bowl – and as the waiter plonks it down on the table in front of you, it sloshes over the sides and spills onto the tablecloth. Fortunately, there are already other stains on the cloth so one more won’t make any difference. And there’s another bonus: there’s no need to blow a cooling breath onto every spoonful before putting it in your mouth because it’s not too hot at all. In fact, it’s lukewarm.


The lasagne is a different prospect completely. Not only is the dish it arrives in far too hot to touch, but the pasta is crisp and curling up at the edges. You suspect it has been reheated in a microwave oven.


By now, your optimism has left you, along with your appetite. You decide to bring this experience to an end and ask for the bill. At least, you would ask for the bill if you could see anyone to ask. The two waiting staff have disappeared now, probably out of the building to have a cigarette.


Finally, you get the bill. You pay in cash, including a small tip that you feel obliged to give, even though the service, and in fact the whole experience, has been abysmal. You leave the money on the table and make for the door, uttering a ‘goodbye’ on the way there. Behind you is the unmistakeable sound of a deadpan voice saying, ‘Have a nice day’.


6Although there has been some exaggeration in the details of this story, you may have had a similar experience. You may have felt your heart sink when your favourite pub or restaurant put up a sign saying ‘Under New Management’. You may have witnessed standards of care and quality declining, with the inevitable result that customers take their business elsewhere.


So let’s explore all the factors that constitute customer care, using the restaurant story as an example.


Visual appearance




	The letter ‘n’ missing from the word ‘restaurant’ on the sign outside


	The five light bulbs that were no longer working


	Cobwebs dangling from the ‘chandelier’


	The stained tablecloth


	The coffee stains on the menu


	The faded silk flowers covered in dust


	Wallpaper peeling off the walls.





There is a danger that if a problem isn’t corrected shortly after it occurs, it starts to become invisible. That is, staff who are constantly around it stop noticing it, as was the case with the items listed above. When a customer arrives, seeing these things for the first time with ‘fresh eyes’, they form an impression that the business has a slapdash attitude to quality, which probably extends to everything else it does. The customer just might turn on their heel and leave right then.


If your business doesn’t have physical premises that a customer would visit, then these principles apply to your website. How professional does it look? Is it easy to find a phone number on there if the customer wants to call you? In particular, check every page with a fine-tooth comb for text errors. I once worked with a family-run cleaning business that relied totally on their website to promote them. Even though they had reviewed every page when it was first created, I found 20 errors spread throughout the site. One in particular sent out an interesting message: instead of the text saying ‘we will hoover around you’ it read ‘we will hover around you’! If your 7potential customer doesn’t like the look of your website, they will leave and look for your competitors’ sites instead.




Exercise


Review your organization’s visual elements, both physical and virtual, as though you were a potential customer. When reviewing, you are looking at something again, with a greater attention to detail.





Attentiveness and helpfulness of staff




	The two waiting staff chatting instead of noticing a customer approaching


	The waiter who waved an arm in the direction of some empty tables instead of showing the customer to a specific table


	The waitress who was busy sending text messages in full view of the customers


	The waiter didn’t know what the soup of the day was


	Dirty fingernails and lack of personal hygiene


	Both waiting staff disappeared, probably for a cigarette break


	The meaningless ‘have a nice day’ spoken with total insincerity.





Without doubt, staff attitude and behaviour towards customers is the key element in customer care. People buy people first, and even if the food in this restaurant had been superb, the experience was still damaged by the behaviour of the staff.


It is imperative that customer-facing staff smile. Here are five good reasons why:




	
Smiling is contagious. In a study carried out in Sweden, it was discovered that people found it difficult to frown when they were looking at others who were smiling. In fact, their facial muscles started twitching into smiles all on their own! If your staff smile at customers, there is a very strong chance that your customers will smile right back.


	
Smiling releases endorphins. Endorphins are the body’s natural painkillers and have been found to be anywhere from 18 to 500 times as powerful as any man-made analgesic. Endorphins are non-addictive, can reduce feelings of stress 8and frustration and can even control cravings for chocolate and potentially addictive substances. In fact, they are the best (and legal) way to achieve a natural ‘high’.


	
Smiling boosts your mood. Because the mind and body are inextricably linked, psychologists have found that even a forced smile will instantly lift your spirits. So smiling staff really are happy staff.


	
Smiling is easier than frowning. Your body has to work much harder and use far more muscles to produce a frown than to smile. Also, frowning is ageing whereas smiling lifts the face and makes you look younger.


	
A smile can be heard over the telephone. If you change the shape of your mouth, the voice coming out of it will sound different. Even if you can’t see your customer, you can still smile at them down the phone and they will be able to hear that.





Quality of the product or service




	Lukewarm soup


	Menu choices not available


	Lasagne microwaved to a crisp.





In the restaurant example, the food would have needed to be outstandingly good to compensate for everything else that was lacking. It wasn’t. And I’m sure our customer never set foot in there again.


However, people often behave in an interesting way in restaurants. Perhaps you’ve had it happen that you and a companion order your meal, it arrives and, while you’re eating, you both comment that the quality isn’t as good as it could be. Just then, the waiter appears and asks if everything is okay and you hear yourself saying, ‘Yes, fine, thank you’. Perhaps you don’t want to make a fuss, and what could the waiter do about it anyway? So you say nothing, but you take your custom elsewhere. The waiter, who hasn’t personally tasted the food he put in front of you, is unaware that there is a quality issue. He only knows that the restaurant doesn’t get as busy as it used to, but assumes that this is just a sign of the present ‘economic climate’ out there.


9It is very, very important to not only maintain your existing standards of quality but also to seek continuous improvement. It’s too easy to become complacent, to unwittingly allow standards to slip and then have the uphill struggle of trying to recover your previous good reputation and tempt ‘lost’ customers to return to you. Even from an economic standpoint, it costs more to get new customers on board than it does to retain existing ones. Get your customer care right and you can reduce your marketing costs.10



11Summary


In this lesson, we have explored some of the many components of customer care. We’ve seen that it is not just about how the staff conduct themselves; it is also about how the organization conducts itself.


We have highlighted three key focus areas – visual appearance, attentiveness and helpfulness of staff, and quality of product or service. They work well as starting points for achieving excellent customer care.


What are your competitors doing in these three areas? If you’ve ever lost even one customer to a competitor, why was that? You need to know what your competitors are doing, how they’re doing it and how you can do it even better. This is valuable research; every organization does it.


Competition is the best incentive there can be to keep you on your toes with customer care. It can give you ideas for quality initiatives that you wouldn’t otherwise have thought of – you may not be in the same industry, but could their ideas ‘map across’ to you?



12Fact-check (answers at the back)


Note: all questions require a single answer.


1. Which statement is true?


a) The visual appearance of your business makes no difference to customer perceptions.   ❏


b) Attention to detail is nit-picking, time wasting and unnecessary.   ❏


c) Customers see your business with ‘fresh eyes’ and notice things you don’t see.   ❏


d) The cleanliness of your business premises is of little importance.   ❏


2. Which statement is true?


a) It costs more to keep existing customers happy than it does to attract new customers.   ❏


b) It costs more to generate new customers than it does to retain existing ones.   ❏


c) Customers are naturally loyal and will always overlook your failings.   ❏


d) Customer care and marketing are completely separate functions.   ❏


3. Which statement is true?


a) Nobody will notice the occasional text error in your website.   ❏


b) A website is just a marketing tool; it has nothing to do with customer care.   ❏


c) As long as you have a website, you don’t need to publish your phone number.   ❏


d) Your website is your organization’s shop window to the world.   ❏


4. Which statement is true?


a) Personal appearance and hygiene are very important for customer-facing staff.   ❏


b) If staff don’t feel like being attentive to customers, they needn’t be.   ❏


c) ‘Have a nice day’ always works well, spoken in any tone of voice.   ❏


d) As long as you have wished your customer a nice day, you have fulfilled all your customer care responsibilities.   ❏


135. Which statement is true?


a) Customer care begins and ends with your customer-facing staff.   ❏


b) Customer care is about how your staff and your organization conduct themselves.   ❏


c) Customer care is a nice idea that will probably just happen anyway.   ❏


d) Customers are an inconvenience and interruption to the working day.   ❏





14Lesson 2


How do you measure up?


15If I were to ask you how your organization is performing, you would probably refer me to the last set of annual accounts. You would be able to give me figures for annual turnover, gross profit, net profit and so on. Departments within your organization will have budgets allocated to them, within which they must contain all their operating expenses. No doubt they track actual against planned on an ongoing basis so that any remedial actions can be taken as appropriate.


In short, because money is tangible and relatively easy to measure, it gets measured. However, it should be said that a set of accounts can only ever represent past performance – like looking in a rear-view mirror while driving forwards.


Customer care is less tangible than money, and therefore it is not as easy to measure. Because of this, it often gets overlooked as a measure of performance. Managers are unlikely to have a monthly or yearly plan for customer care against which their actual performance can be measured, yet if any department significantly underperforms in this area, there could potentially be a serious impact to the organization’s financial results.


In this lesson, we will explore ways of creating and implementing customer service standards throughout your organization to nurture a consistent, conscientious approach to customer care.



16Common sense


Customer care should just be a matter of common sense; it is, after all, about treating others in the way you would like to be treated. How difficult can that be? However, what is common sense to one person is not common sense to another, hence the need for standards.
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