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Preface


I started writing this book the day after Steve Jobs died, an event which deeply touched me. I write these words on my beautiful iMac which serves as a functional piece of equipment and doubles as a piece of art in my living room. I just replied to a friend’s text on my much-loved iPhone 4. When on the move, my MacBook Pro and iPad are tools I cannot do without.


Steve Jobs is worth mentioning, because he got it. I don’t recall the words ‘customer delight’ mentioned in any of his talks, but the culmination of what he has created over the course of his life amounts to just that. The sheer pleasure one feels when one uses an Apple product or watches a Pixar film is a testament to this. His inherent understanding of the importance of customer delight is a contributing factor to the genius of the man.


Interestingly, these much-loved toys that have grown to co-exist with us and become a part of our everyday lives are redefining how we perceive ourselves and in turn how we perceive the world and what we expect from it.


Just over a hundred years ago, in my great-grandmother’s lifetime and for thousands of years before that, life for most was about survival. It was only the select few who could expect a life of abundance and luxury. And even then those few, such as kings and queens, were understood to be rightfully appointed by gods to rule over us. So in the frame of reference of the average human being, abundance and luxury were simply not attainable.


Technology in the 20th century changed that, at least in the industrialised world. And our baby-boomer parents contributed. My generation grew up thinking and feeling that we were special, inherently endowed with wondrous human virtues and limitless capacities that only had to be tapped and unleashed at one’s choosing. Beautiful. An interesting by-product of this way of thinking is that many of us have developed a sense of entitlement, and this is not going away any time soon. We are further cementing this in our children by the way we parent them, and there is nothing to suggest that the trend is turning.


This will have serious implications for businesses and organisations in the coming 20 years; indeed the game has already started to change. If you are in business or intend to be, do not think you can ignore what’s coming. If you do, your business will simply perish. As far as I am concerned, delight to your customers should be your number 1 priority.


For those who care to delight, and more importantly, to understand why delight is imperative, read on…


We have become little princes and princesses. And our children will most certainly perceive themselves to be little princes and princesses. As such, the expectations of these as customers are far greater than that of the ‘common man’. Moreover, treating these customers as common is such a grievous injury to their sense of self-worth and self-importance that it induces Customer Contempt. This is my first use of the term. Expect to see it used throughout the book as the antonym of Customer Delight.


At this very early point in the book, it would be quite understandable were you to have the reaction that we should put a prompt stop to this and cut these little princes and princesses down to size once and for all. Alas, it is not possible. A confluence of factors is shaping us to be this way. High levels of equity for all in law, the choice by parents to have small nuclear families so that they can lavish their children with absolutely everything, high levels of education among the general population are but a few of these factors. And looking at even just these three, not many among us would suggest that we want things to be different.


The analogy of princes and princesses is used rather than that of kings and queens intentionally. The sole purpose of a prince or princess is to enjoy life, to be princely, to frolic, splurge and play about with largesse. By contrast kings and queens bear the responsibilities of state while they enjoy abundance and luxury. Princes and princesses do not have these worries. In this sense, when a little prince or princess visits your establishment or decides to do business with you, the responsibility to please rests squarely on your shoulders; her sole purpose as your customer is to be delighted.


It is appropriate here to provide a counterbalance to the analogy. Unlike idle princes and princesses, those who are your customers and expect the best in quality and service when patronising your business are themselves employed in roles where they have to serve others. In turn it is their duty to apply the same levels of delight when fulfilling their roles. Extrapolating this view, it appears that we are creating for ourselves a well-served society, where each person provides the best level of quality and care to his customers and in turn receives it when it is his turn to be served. It’s a nice picture. But is it achievable?


This book contains twenty chapters organised into five parts, providing theoretical and practical advice that explains how customer delight is the principle by which a business will either thrive or fail. Part One deals with key concepts of customer delight. Part Two extends the conversation by providing deeper insights. Part Three explores the minds of the business owner–executive, manager, staff and the organisation as a whole. Part Four provides guidelines on how to apply the theoretical concepts of customer delight into business practice by implementing specific business strategies. Part Five closes the conversation and ends with a short story of a futuristic customer delight utopia.




PART ONE


KEY CONCEPTS




1. Customer Delight Defined


Business writers love to express ideas by depicting them as quadrants. Interestingly, customer delight is aptly defined by using such a quadrant. Figure 1 portrays a quadrant framed by two axes, Customer Perception on the x axis and Memorableness of Event on the y axis.
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Figure 1


The bottom right quadrant describes a state where the customer perceives a business experience to be positive, but the event itself is not memorable. This type of event produces Customer Satisfaction.


The bottom left quadrant describes a state where the customer perceives a business experience to be negative. Fortunately for the business, the event is trivial and so not memorable. This type of event produces Customer Displeasure.


The top right quadrant is the focus of this book. It is the state where the customer perceives a business experience to be positive, and the event is outstanding and memorable. This leads to Customer Delight.


The top left quadrant is the opposite of Customer Delight. It is the state where the customer perceives a business experience to be negative, and unfortunately for the business, the event is significant and memorable. This leads to Customer Contempt.


Many businesses place a strong focus on customer satisfaction: this is important because satisfied customers are repeat customers. However, customer satisfaction alone does not produce competitive advantage. For customers to be truly won over, businesses need to provide customers with delighting experiences.


Definition:


Customer Delight is the emotional imprint left on a customer who attributes the rich, positive and memorable feelings produced by an experience to a business or organisation.


Definition:


Customer Contempt is the disdain a customer feels for a business or organisation that has produced negative, lasting feelings as a result of their product or service delivery.


Numerous business texts draw attention to the customer. Many of these focus on topics such as customer service, customer satisfaction and service quality. These topics are treated as objective components of business to be managed. Customer Delight is not this. To understand Customer Delight, it is necessary to accept that its reality is not external: it is internal and experiential. As such, it cannot be systematised and is outside the realm of direct control. The scripts and routines used by thousands of businesses all over the world do nothing to contribute to customer delight. At times these even serve to produce customer displeasure.


But every now and then a customer will encounter someone who might be using the same scripted words and performing the same routine actions, but the customer is touched. The customer experiences customer delight. Why should anything be different? Deep down, you already know the answer: the interaction has soul. We have all experienced this, and we love the feeling. This is the feeling that you need to commit to creating for your customers time and time again. It is very important that you understand that you cannot directly create this feeling in anyone. The best you can do is provide a well-thought out mix of stimulating factors that results in your customers having customer delight experiences.


It is evident that we are dealing with an intangible and subjective reality. This point cannot be stressed enough. This is what makes customer delight and its opposite, customer contempt, so powerful. Unfortunately for businesses, customer contempt has more of a grip on the customer than does delight. A customer delight experience is unlikely to undo the memory of an event that has produced customer contempt. However, a customer contempt experience that follows one that produced delight is highly likely to eradicate the emotional memory of delight. This means that businesses must take extra care to ensure they never produce customer contempt in their customers.


Businesses can get by in the quadrants of customer satisfaction and displeasure, even frequently oscillating between the two. Entrepreneurs are coming to understand the power that comes with being able to create lasting positive impressions in customers. Eventually, the businesses that manage to produce only satisfaction will struggle to survive. A snapshot of business suggests that most businesses operate in the bottom two quadrants and only a small percentage of businesses operate in the Customer Delight quadrant.


Smart entrepreneurs are catching on to the idea that creating delight for customers is an effective way to grow market share. While wealth is unbounded (because the introduction of new products and industries into an economy produces more wealth) market share for any given industry is finite. As such, the growth of market share for one business must inevitably result in the loss of market share for another. In years to come, businesses that are customer delight focused will devour market share from customer satisfaction-only companies—and many of these companies will not even know what has happened until it is too late.


Customer delight is not an every time thing; by definition it cannot be. Delight is an emotion that contrasts normalcy, monotony and everydayness. This is good news for businesses looking at implementing customer delight strategies. It means that they can focus their efforts and create the experiences necessary to produce customer delight at strategically opportune times. One customer delight experience once a year is all that’s required. If yours is a business that only deals with a given customer once or twice a year, such as a resort or high-end restaurant, then every experience with that customer has to be one that produces delight. This is why they choose to experience your product or service. However, when contact with the customer is regular, such as in retail or banking, the business should attempt to create experiences that produce customer delight once or twice a year, and preferably not at regular intervals or predictable events, such as Christmas or holidays. It’s about breaking patterns and creating moments that produce powerful, positive, lasting emotions at the least expected of times.


Every business must retain its market share if it is going to survive. It must grow market share if it intends to prosper. By creating experiences that produce customer delight, a business gives itself a significantly better chance than its competitors to achieve these objectives. Two things will happen when a customer is delighted. Firstly, the customer remains a customer and happily does so.


Secondly, the customer enthusiastically shares that experience with family, friends and associates; they become evangelists of your brand and your business. There is no better way to gain business than by having someone tell those in their inner circle about your business. This is so powerful, even more powerful than promotional and advertising campaigns, because people trust their family and friends. When someone relates a customer delight experience, the effect is significantly more powerful than if they were just saying something matter of fact about your business. The customer delight experience is about emotion, and it is this emotion that is the centrepiece of the story. The listener is left thinking, ‘Wow, that’s really something! What can I do to experience this too?’ The answer to that is part of the story itself: become your customer.


This chapter should have left you with a clear impression of what customer delight is and what it is not. To recap, it is the emotional imprint left on a customer who attributes the rich, positive and memorable feelings to your business. It is not an external phenomenon that can be objectified and treated systematically: it is an internal and subjective experience. It cannot be produced directly: it is a by-product of an event that brings positive feelings and makes a lasting impression. It is ideal to create customer delight experiences once or twice a year for each customer and it makes sense not to give the events any regularity in terms of type or occurrence in time. Powerful actions resulting from customer delight are that customers are retained and that they become evangelists of your brand and business to family and friends. Such evangelising is a most effective way to gain new customers and grow market share. Understanding customer delight is the first step.


Next we explore the characteristics of customer delight to provide you with the insight to create delighting experiences for your customers.




2. Characteristics of Customer Delight


An experience that produces customer delight has four key characteristics:


1. Stands out


2. Minimises stress


3. Expresses soul and passion


4. Values the person.


An experience needs to convey all four characteristics if it is to trigger delight in customers. When you think of your own experiences where these characteristics were combined, it is highly likely that you experienced delight.


Interestingly, it is the reversal of the last three characteristics that produces customer contempt:


1. Stands out


2. Heightens stress


3. Expresses apathy


4. Attributes little value to the person.


The focus of this chapter is to discuss the ingredients for creating powerful customer delight experiences; nothing further will be said about the ingredients of customer contempt.


1. Stands out


The very first characteristic of a customer delight experience is that it needs to stand out. If an event is not memorable, it cannot produce customer delight. A fundamental of customer delight, as defined in Chapter 1, is positive emotional imprinting. As such, the event that achieves this has to be significant enough to create emotions deep enough that they remain imprinted in the person.


Think of your own experiences. Start with positive life-changing experiences. You feel you will always remember them; they are unforgettable because of how significant they are to you. We don’t expect that customer delight experiences will measure up to a life-changing event. To aim that high would be unrealistic and impractical. But a truly delightful customer experience would retain emotional memory for at least a year, ideally two and possibly up to five years for something truly exceptional before fading into the recesses of memory.


In a nutshell, that is the meaning of an experience that stands out.


2. Minimises stress


Stress is no small thing. It is a significant contributor to many of the illnesses diagnosed every day. Because stress is debilitating, our physiological and psychological selves highly prize any reduction of stress, whether we consciously give thought to this or not. If an experience is going to have any chance of producing customer delight, it needs to absolutely minimise stress without fail.


A distinction needs to be made here between stress and excitement. Even though the two feelings can produce similar physiological sensations, stress results in negative emotions and leaves the body feeling battered and worn. Excitement on the other hand is nervous anticipation. Excitement is a key consideration when designing a customer delight experience. Think of the anticipation involved before jumping on a sideshow-alley ride or before receiving a public award or recognition, or before the winner of a prize is announced. Excitement is expected and positively contributes to the experience.


3. Expresses soul and passion


Let us begin this short section by delving into what soul is and what passion is. It is beyond the scope of this book to engage in an exposition on what is the soul, which is defined by Dictionary.com as ‘the spirit or immaterial part of man, the seat of human personality, intellect, will, and emotions’.1 That said, soul as we understand it as a characteristic of producing customer delight experiences is somewhat related to the soul. It is related to the spirit and essence of something. Examples of soul: exceptional athleticism, prodigious music, captivating art, inspiring literature and beautiful designs.


Dictionary.com defines passion as ‘a strong affection or enthusiasm for an object, concept’. It is apparent from the examples of soul and the definition of passion that the two are related. The relationship seems to be that one requires passion to produce outcomes and objects that are infused with soul. From a customer delight point of view, this implies that in order for experiences to be capable of producing customer delight, they need to be infused with passion by the creator of the experience. Where little thought, energy and brilliance have gone into creating an experience, it is highly unlikely that it would produce customer delight.


While we are so busy achieving our core business, what passion remains that we can channel into producing customer delight experiences? Don’t be discouraged by the seemingly defeatist sentiment of this question. I ask the question to demonstrate that customer delight is not easy, nor is it intended to be. Customer delight is the cornerstone of competitive advantage in the current business climate. In order for it to be an advantage and remain an advantage, it cannot be something that is easily achieved. However, it is the underlying premise of this book that businesses who recognise this and have its people put their minds and hearts to the task can and will achieve the benefits that are gained from producing delightful experiences for customers. Part 3 of this book provides background into the mindset needed to succeed in this, while Part 4 details the mechanics that an organisation ought to have in place to bring it all together. For the moment, it is sufficient to understand how soul and passion are related and how they combine to feed into the experiences that produce customer delight.
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