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THIS IS DEDICATED …

… to the one I love. All right, call in the Mamas and the Papas, cue the musicians, and lower the lights to a blue stage wash. That should set the mood for me to tell you about the best partner a man could have, a woman who I have dragged kicking and screaming from one adventure to another. She has never wavered. She has been the brains in addition to the beauty, and she has worked so hard I have often felt guilty. Her name is Melanie, but you can call her Buns. This book and all that I do are dedicated to her, the one I love.


Foreword

—


If you are waiting for a big-name author or consultant to formally introduce this book, just skip to the first chapter and dive right in. We could have asked one of our big-time, high-profile acquaintances we barely know to write the Foreword, but why? Instead, we asked someone with real credibility to do the honors. We asked a friend who knows us personally and can attest to how POS actually mirrors who we are and how we do business. We asked someone who has witnessed firsthand the power of Positively Outrageous Service. So here’s a little testimonial to whet your appetite.



It had been a long week on the road, and as usual I was running through the San Francisco airport trying to catch a flight that would take me home.

While hurrying to my plane, I happened to notice a copy of Positively Outrageous Service at a bookshop on the concourse and was arrested by the title. I thought, Positively Outrageous Service. That’s exactly what I do for my customers!

I picked up a copy and started to read at the gate. In fact, I was so involved that had the gate agent not said, “Mr. Vang, have you decided not to go home?” I would have most likely missed my flight.

I had nearly finished the book by the time we landed in Albuquerque and saved what remained until I had completed the long drive home to Santa Fe. By the end of the weekend, I had a dozen new ideas and had made the decision to share Positively Outrageous Service with my friends and clients. POS turned out to be more than a good idea; it could determine the success or failure of most businesses.

I have since given over 600 copies of Positively Outrageous Service and Scott’s subsequent books to friends and associates in the hope that they too will discover POS.

Since that first reading, Scott (and Melanie) and I (and Martha, my wife) have met on many occasions, both at his home and in Santa Fe. We have spent many hours sitting on the portal (porch in other parts of the country) sharing stories and ideas. Scott always seems to be preparing for the next book, the next twist on Positively Outrageous Service. He sucks up every story, asking what happened next, what did you do, how did they respond, how did it all turnout. As you will see in a matter of pages, Scott loves great stories.

If you are already a master of serving the customer, you will love this book, as I do. It will give a name and substance to what you may have been doing instinctively. If your business could use a little boost, then this book is also just what you need.

There isn’t a business anywhere that wouldn’t benefit from a good shot of Positively Outrageous Service! If you can warm the customer’s heart, the rest is easy!

—A. M. Vang, Automotive Consultant
Santa Fe, New Mexico

ANOTHER FAN CHIMES IN

Postively Outrageous Service was shared with me years ago by a friend who knew I would “get it.” Since my first read, I try to practice POS in both business and people connections on daily basis. Then when I witness POS myself, I make sure I get a copy of the book, write a note, and call attention to the person delivering POS. I’ve reviewed my copy a number of times and shared it more than that. POS is the true foundation of why a successful business wins and why those that don’t “get it,” don’t deserve to win. Read it once, the words will inspire, and the message will then be addictive for life.

—Jeff Bloniasz, Product Support Sales Rep, Milton CAT
Milford, Massachusetts


Preface

—

THE BIG “DO OVER”

We were ten and five. I was the oldest, and my brother Steve was number two in what would eventually become a small tribe of happy boys. Steve, we called him Beaver after the TV show Leave It to Beaver, was my best buddy, even though I didn’t know it at the time. We were always wrestling and chasing—typical boy stuff.

Whenever Mom or Dad would fire up the oil-burning beater of a Studebaker, Beaver and I would race to claim shotgun. If you are young, that’s the right front passenger seat, a pretty desirable prize in the days when all air conditioning was the 255 system—two open windows at 55mph!

“I call shotgun!” was what it would take to claim the throne, until we invented “reverses,” later “recharges,” and still later “backs” as we used up all the words we knew that could indicate a change of intent. Our contest for shotgun would often go like this: “I call shotgun!”

“Reverses! Now I call shotgun!”

“No! I call recharges! It’s mine!”

And later we would call it all in one breathless phrase as we raced to the car, “I call shotgun, no reverses, no recharges, no backs!”

Life in the 1950s and 1960s was a magical time when reverses and recharges could change the course of an afternoon. They were our own little version of “do overs,” that self-offered forgiveness that kept foul balls just inside the first base line and erased a really bad toss when we were flipping for baseball cards in a heated game of “keepers.”

So imagine for a moment that you write your first book and surprisingly it’s a bit of a hit. You sell a hundred or so thousand copies, and suddenly you get mail from around the world and, once in a while, are even recognized in airports. People call and invite you to exotic conference sites and make you the center of attention. And, just when you are about to ask how much this lavish treatment will cost, they hand a check to you!

Wow! Talk about a rush! When a kid born in Kentucky (the only state where socks and underwear are totally optional … don’t worry, I have my socks!) gets this kind of treatment, the only possible, logical thought is,“Good golly, I hope they don’t find me out!”

When I take the stage speaking on Positively Outrageous Service, I think, “If I could just get to the stage and let the stories tell themselves, they will see a thing of beauty. They will see Positively Outrageous Service.”

A speaker friend once said that writing a book is like flushing a toilet (not an elegant analogy but accurate). You write a book that pretty much includes everything you know and that fills about 300 typewritten pages for the average human! And then you are empty. There is nothing else to say until the tank refills. And that is when you discover that there really was more to say, and maybe some of what you said before could use a little tweaking.

It’s not like there was something wrong with the original Positively Outrageous Service; I’ve learned so much more. I’ve learned as much from my audiences as they have learned from me. And others, thinkers great and not-so-great, have contributed to the science and art of terrific customer service. So I have wanted to take back all the copies of the original Positively Outrageous Service and make a few adjustments.

Then one magical day, my editor called and offered me a “do over.” And that was Positively Outrageous Service 2nd Edition. We must have done something right, because you are now holding Positively Outrageous Service 3rd Edition.

I never dreamed this simple book would outlast the author. So this time I have invited two absolutely killer service experts to join me as coauthors. You’ll meet Andrew and Michael as we go along. They share the vision and are excited to be invited “to play.”

I’ve done a few other “right things.”

For one, I married the best woman on the planet. I call her Buns, and she still loves me! I have a son who is good inside and out. We call him Kiddo. I have a wonderful, hand-picked daughterette that I affectionately call Jo Bob and two wonderful grandchildren, Big Guy and The Princess. And we have recently been promoted from grandparents to great grandparents. (I call our little guy Bean. His beautiful mom I call Sauci.)

You’re going to meet them as you read, and if you are wondering why a business writer would include stories about his family in a serious business book, there are a couple of things you need to know.

Positively Outrageous Service isn’t something you do, it’s something you are! And while POS (the insider’s term for Positively Outrageous Service) is serious business, this isn’t a serious business book. That’s right. If you don’t want to have fun, this book and POS aren’t for you!

Now get yourself ready to discover the serious fun of loving on customers—even the ones who wait for you at home.

“I call shotgun! No reverses, no recharges, no backs!”


Part One

 

POS:

An Affair of the Heart


Chapter

 

1

IN THE BEGINNING

“Any fool can give away product but it takes brains to sell it.”

 

I apologize for not remembering the author of the quote, but when I first read that beautiful line, we were neck-deep in a fast-food restaurant franchise that was going down the tubes in a hurry. Our product was good, our prices were competitive, and our service? It was spot on! Too bad I couldn’t say the same for our sales. And then we discovered POS!

This book simply must begin with a story, maybe two.

ROBERTA

One bitingly cold Denver morning I was to speak at the convention center, when we discovered that there were no batteries for my wireless microphone. No problem. There was time enough for me to find one at a local store. Well, there was one problem. It was 5 degrees outside, minus 25 when you figured in the wind chill factor, and absolute 0 if you factored in a Texan’s thin blood.

The morning radio DJ had warned that the bitter cold was dangerous, especially if you were elderly or had respiratory problems. I would have been forgiven for staying put, but I’m not elderly and don’t have respiratory problems, and I had an audience that needed to be served.

I had volunteered and that was that. Without thought, I found myself setting off into blowing snow along streets made dangerous by a thin coating of ice and a howling wind all in the cause of a battery.

Around the corner, I found a 7-Eleven, my battery, and this wonderful story. Inside the store I noticed there were two people, one behind the counter. Her name was Roberta. At least that was what her nametag announced. She had dark skin, almond eyes, dark neatly styled hair, and a crisply starched 7-Eleven uniform.

Roberta’s total attention belonged to the other person in the store, a tall, elderly gentleman who at one time must have been six feet two or perhaps three, but now, in his mid-80s, he walked all hunched over as if bent by the years and a hard life getting harder.

He had a lame leg that he would cast forward, lock into place, and then drag the other up to meet it. I could only imagine how difficult it must be for him to navigate on this bitter cold and icy morning. My noticing came in the form of what felt like a premonition. My gut instinct led me to believe that this guy must come to 7-Eleven every day, buy the same thing every day, and all because, my guess, Roberta was the only person anywhere to treat him like a special human being.

I decided I wanted to be a part of this transaction, if only as an observer with a feeling to verify. I stepped close but not too close.

I watched as the old man placed a banana and a muffin on the counter. He spoke not a word, not then, not the entire time I watched. Instead, he chose to stand as straight as possible.

Roberta rang up and announced a price that I knew her elderly friend already knew. He, in turn, silently slipped a gnarled fingered, age-spotted hand into the pocket of his greatcoat and withdrew a coin purse that was nearly as old as the hand that held it. He tried to hold steady but could not.

Roberta fished out a few small coins and replaced them with a few smaller coins in change. The hand dropped the coin purse back into its pocket, and the other gnarled hand extended and waited for what must to them have been the next step in a familiar dance.

Roberta put the banana and the muffin into a plastic bag, spread the handle as wide as she could, and then gently slipped the handle onto the old man’s wrist. Then with her own young, soft hands she warmed his hands as tenderly as I’ve ever witnessed. Calling him by name, she pulled his scarf a bit closer, buttoned one more button those arthritic hands would have had difficulty with, smiled, and said simply, “Be careful. You know I want to see you again tomorrow.”

And without a word, a much warmer gentleman shuffled into a cold, dangerous morning.

“Not what I expect at a 7-Eleven,” I said. “Why the special treatment? Is he related?”

“He’s my customer,” she said in a short phrase that explained it all. Then she tossed her hair and smiled. “Oh, thank heaven for 7-Eleven!”

And today, she was right.

Roberta’s tale is true and one of my most requested stories. The next story, “The Christmas Man,” touches me so deeply that I never tell it from the platform. If you are sensitive, skip to the next section. Otherwise, hang in there! It won’t be long before I have you busting a gut laughing!

THE CHRISTMAS MAN

First the scene, Christmas Eve at a busy Southwest Airlines gate. The gate agent is suffering from a cold. She is away from her family for the holiday season and feeling as miserable as the weather.

This is a story about angels. Two of them. One is an “angel unaware” named Rachel. The other is named McDonald.

Now, in the words of Angel Rachel: “I looked up and saw the sweetest-looking old man standing with a cane. He walked very slowly over to the counter and in the faintest voice told me that he had to go to New Orleans. I tried to explain to him that there were no more flights that night and that he would have to go in the morning. He looked so confused and very worried.

“I asked if he had a reservation or if he remembered when he was supposed to travel, but he seemed to get more confused with each question. He just kept saying, ‘She said I have to go to New Orleans.’

“It took a while but finally I was able to discover that this old man had been dropped off at the curb by his sister-in-law on Christmas Eve and told to go to New Orleans where he had family. She had given him some cash and told him to just go inside and buy a ticket.

“When I asked if he could come back tomorrow, he said that she was gone and that he had no place to stay. He then said bravely that he would wait right here until tomorrow.

“Naturally, I felt a little ashamed. Here I was feeling sorry for myself about being alone for Christmas, when this angel named Mr. McDonald was sent to me as a reminder of what being alone really meant. It broke my heart to see him standing there.

“I told him not to worry, that we would get everything straightened out. Cynthia, another agent on duty, helped book him a seat on the earliest flight the next morning. We gave him a senior citizen’s fare, which left him a little extra money for traveling. About this time, he started looking very tired, and I stepped around the counter to ask quietly if he was all right. That’s when I noticed that his leg was wrapped in a bandage. He had been standing on it the whole time, holding a plastic bag full of clothes

“I called for a wheelchair, and when it came, we both stepped around to help him in. It was then I noticed a small amount of blood on his bandage. I asked how he had hurt his leg, and he explained that he had just had bypass surgery and that an artery had been taken from his leg. Can you imagine? This man had heart surgery, and shortly afterward had been dropped off at the curb to buy a ticket with no reservation to fly to New Orleans alone!

“I had never really had a situation like this, and I wasn’t sure what I could do. I went back to ask my supervisors, Kathy and Mercedes. When they had heard the whole story, I asked if we could find a place for him to stay. They both said absolutely.

“When I came back out, we got his plastic bag of clothes and cane together and gave the nice World Services employee a tip to take him downstairs to wait for the shuttle. I bent down to explain to Mr. McDonald that we had a hotel room for him for the night and a meal ticket for dinner and breakfast. I patted him on the arm and promised everything would be just fine.

“As he was about to be wheeled away, he said, ‘Thank you,’ bent his head, and started to cry. I cried, too.

“When I went back to thank Kathy, she just smiled and said, ‘I love stories like that. He is your Christmas man.’”

THE REAL POSITIVELY OUTRAGEOUS SERVICE

Positively Outrageous Service is a story. It is about the top line and the bottom line. It is the story of how great servers love their customers unconditionally and put big money on the bottom line. It’s about how they profit in other ways, too. When an organization adopts Positively Outrageous Service “heart,” line, and sinker, there are other changes that are often difficult to describe but impossible to miss.

Positively Outrageous Service is as much about who you are as it is what you do. The nice thing is that when you change what you do, it changes who you are.

THE “UNDER PEOPLE” CONTRIBUTE

A former boss lovingly calls them the “under people” and, to fill out the definition just a bit, let me describe them as just ordinary folks. They are the folks who remain unseen, never too loud, never in the spotlight, just regular folks who bake our bread, press our shirts, change our oil, and otherwise keep the economy moving and the world slowly turning. So I am always happy to shine a light on the folks we rarely see but to whom we owe so much.

These next few stories prove quite nicely that you don’t have to wear a suit to be important and don’t need a fancy title to make a huge difference in someone’s life. Some of our best examples of Positively Outrageous Service come from “under people.”

TOOTH FAIRY

A family was vacationing at the Hilton Sedona Resort. As luck would have it, the guests’ daughter lost her first tooth while there. Without letting her parents know, the little girl decided to put the tooth under her pillow and left a note saying, “If there is such a thing as a tooth fairy, please let me know.” Then the family left to view the Grand Canyon.

During the day, Mabel, a housekeeping attendant, came into the room to clean. When she lifted the pillow, she quickly saw the tooth and read the note left by the little girl. Mabel reflected on the comment “If there is such a thing as a tooth fairy …” and imagined that one day she would deal with such subjects as fairies and other childhood things with her own children.

Mabel is a Service Natural and a talented one at that. Mabel drew a picture of what a tooth fairy might look like, wings and all. Then she dug into her tip money to complete the surprise.

Imagine the little girl’s delight when she returned to the resort that evening. She looked under her pillow and found a beautifully drawn picture of the tooth fairy, wings and all, and $2.

KEYS, PLEASE!

A guest was delayed by the airline and checked into the Hampton Inn St. Louis Airport very late. Even worse, his luggage did not make it. When the guest arrived at the hotel, he told Steve, the night auditor, of his dilemma. He had a 9 a.m. meeting and needed to look fresh and clean.

Steve suggested that he go to Wal-Mart because of their late hours. There he could pick up fresh underwear and dress shirts. Since he had flown in and had no way to get there, Steve (you will never believe this) gave the guest directions to Wal-Mart and the keys to HIS car!

In the coming pages, we’ll learn how to get ordinary people to deliver Positively Outrageous Service. It’s simple, just not easy!

POS DEFINED

With Positively Outrageous Service there really are no rules. If you manage to surprise and delight a customer, how you do it doesn’t much matter. But somewhere in my geeky past, I learned that good science is repeatable science. If you cannot make an experiment come out the same way twice, you’re playing with a phenomenon not a theory. There are many people—we call them Service Naturals—who instinctively give POS when presented with the opportunity.

For POS to be good science, you have to be able to do it more or less on purpose, not just by shooting from the hip. You need a definition so that you can understand why the cool things you do for customers make such an impression on them. Many Service Naturals, folks who deliver Positively Outrageous Service naturally, have thanked me for giving a name for that service magic they do. And bosses who love POS have said that having a definition for POS has made sharing it with their teams easier and made their POS promotions both more effective and profitable.

Positively Outrageous Service is:

•   Random and unexpected

•   Out of proportion to the circumstance

•   Playful and personal to the customer

•   Compelling, leading to positive word of mouth

POS is the service story you can’t wait to tell. It is a “wow” delivered on a random basis. If you are expecting it, it is not POS; it’s something nice but something else.

“Unexpected” is key to the definition of truly Positively Outrageous Service. The element of surprise and novelty jolts the attention of the customer or patron and creates an experience that’s memorable because it is so different from the expectation.

But to “pick” a small “nit,” even if you are expecting the unexpected and don’t know exactly what to expect, I guess you could still call that the unexpected!

Random and Unexpected

You can’t give excellent service 100 percent of the time. Mistakes happen. That’s a fact of life you cannot ignore. If you can’t always give excellent service, how can you expect to always give Positively Outrageous Service? The better question may be, “Why would you want to?” It may be that attempting to serve every guest, customer, or patron with POS will create an expectation that’s nearly impossible to fulfill.

Besides, there is something to be said for keeping them guessing.

Of course, you want the customer to be able to depend on you for courteous, fast, accurate, and complete service. But just once, or once in awhile, serve them outrageously, and they will be back expecting your standard good service but hoping perhaps for another chance to be served outrageously.

Once customers have been served outrageously, they will project that experience into every future opportunity you have to serve them. In other words, one bout of POS will color every future interaction. You may be only providing your usual great service, but to the customers, this experience will be colored by their fond memory of the previous Positively Outrageous Service.

Going above and beyond has merit, of course. But why create an expectation you can’t possibly meet on a regular basis? In fact, there is a danger in attempting consistent POS. Slip to mere “excellence,” and the customer may feel cheated.

The Credit Union Executives Society invited me to speak on a week-long cruise throughout the Caribbean. In the Crow’s Nest Lounge towering over the sea at the bow of the ship, my wife, Buns, and I enjoyed consistently excellent service. Our Filipino steward made us feel more than welcome each night as we would watch the sunset over a glass of wine.

His name was Bito. On our second visit, Bito greeted us by name and, by the end of the cruise, was nearly family. We knew about his kids and career living aboard the beautiful New Holland luxury liner. So far, you’d have to call Bito’s service excellent.

On our last evening visit, Bito presented us with a hand-printed Dutch maiden’s bonnet as a memento of our time together. It was beautiful.

What kind of tip do you think we left?

How would this story be different if I told you that every passenger received the same treatment? What if you patronized the lounge and did not receive one?

Phil Romano, a world-class restaurateur, opened an out-of-the-way Italian restaurant called Macaroni’s. It’s almost as if Phil was actually looking for a place to hide his operation, an independent, not inexpensive restaurant located in the boonies at least 15 miles from downtown and destined for failure.

It didn’t fail. The place was packed. Especially on Monday and Tuesday nights, the same nights that most restaurants struggle to keep their doors open.

Here’s why. Other than the obvious reason that Macaroni’s serves good food, Phil Romano had a gimmick that’s based on the old Psych I principle that random reward begets regular behavior. In this case, the behavior is eating at Macaroni’s on a Monday or Tuesday night!

The original Macaroni Grill probably seated close to 200, maybe more. But if you dined there on a Monday or Tuesday night and happened to get lucky, you and every customer in the joint would receive a letter, instead of the bill.

The letter stated that because the Macaroni’s concept was to make people feel like guests, it followed that it seemed awkward to charge guests for their good time. So once each month, on a Monday or Tuesday and always unannounced, everyone ate free! The letter continued with “… tonight is your lucky night” and went on to remind customers that the waitstaff was also working for free, so “… please treat them generously.” Almost as an aside, the diners were asked to tell their friends about Macaroni’s.

Would you call that POS? I do!

This practice continued until the business simply outgrew the building. It was booming seven nights a week. Now you can enjoy Macaroni Grill restaurants across the country. But for those of us who watched it grow and watched it go, the original will always be the best. Eating free is definitely unexpected and by pulling this stunt at random, Romano not only managed to WOW the customer, he also was able to pack the house on nights when other restaurateurs were climbing the walls.

Let’s take a marketing break and talk about Romano’s strategy. First, his location was definitely out of the way. And worse, it was a single operation outside a major metropolitan area. Electronic media being prohibitively expensive, Romano instead elected to blow his whole advertising budget by comping every ticket in the house once a month.

You could say that by picking up the tab for one out of eight (or nine) Mondays and Tuesdays in a month, he managed a full house on what would normally be a dead night. And one out of eight amounted to a discount of only 12.5 percent.

When you also figure that his waitstaff was working off the clock, the discount was even less. If you figure that his true costs, mostly food and beverage, were much less than retail, you get an even clearer picture of Romano’s bright idea.

Or look at it this way: One night comped out of 30 and you’re down to a 3.3 percent ad budget without considering actual costs. And look who he just put on his payroll—you! Testimonials are said to be one of the most effective forms of advertising. In one fell swoop, Romano got a couple hundred tongues wagging, “You won’t believe what happened to us last night!” Effective? You bet!

What would the value of Romano’s ploy be if it were always on a Monday instead of a Monday or a Tuesday? Why not just give everybody a 3.3 percent discount all the time? See? Random is the operating word.

Random rewards beget regular behavior. In this case, the behavior is going out to dinner at an out-of-the-way restaurant on a stay-at-home night on the off-chance that you may eat free. To his surprised customers, Phil Romano looks like a hero—a rich one.

Out of Proportion to the Circumstance (Bigger Than Big!)

A weary business traveler named McKee was checking in with British Airways for a London–New York flight. Upon reaching the ticket counter he discovered that the only remaining seat was a middle seat. He mildly protested and mentioned his ailing leg in the hope of getting a little sympathy and perhaps a better seat.

“Next time, get here earlier,” was all he could pry from the agent.

At the gate, McKee took another run at the problem. The gate agent was a pretty, red-haired Irish lass, so McKee put on his best Irish brogue and tried again. He mentioned his bum leg and was surprised to hear her say, “I didn’t notice a limp while you were in line. Walk back in line and come up to the counter again.”

McKee walked perfectly back to the line, but on turning back, the limp suddenly appeared.

“Wait a moment while I call my supervisor,” said the girl, now sporting an uninterpretable Mona Lisa smile.

When the supervisor arrived, McKee found himself once again under the microscope as he went through the same line-to-gate demonstration. Only this time, the limp had mysteriously transferred itself to the other leg! The supervisor caught on to the playful ruse immediately and declared that the passenger had a severe medical problem that required “minimum time on the aircraft.”

McKee was immediately issued a new ticket, a new gate, and a new seat—on the Concorde!

Invites the Customer to Play or …

The third characteristic of Positively Outrageous Service is that it is personal and invites the customer to play or otherwise involves the customer. And the more personal you can get the better.

We had landed in Cincinnati to speak to the Hillman Group, the folks who put nuts, bolts, and fasteners of all sorts in your local Ace or TruValue hardware stores. In the weeks leading up to the engagement, we had several conversations with our client in an effort to get to know them better. (Personalization is a form of POS.) It turns out they were getting to know us as well.

Cincinnati is known for its chili, and, peculiar as it may sound, the locals like it served over steaming spaghetti noodles buried under a mountain of grated cheese. Add a fistful of chopped onions, pour on a healthy dose of hot sauce, and you’ve got yourself a “four way.” Skyline chili is always our first stop, no matter what time of the day. To me, breakfast, lunch, or dinner—anytime is Skyline time.

Apparently the folks at Hillman had noticed.

My antenna for POS must have been out of order or switched to standby by the good folks at the West Chester Marriott. They had recently been named the top Marriott in the United States, and at check-in it was easy to see why.

The desk clerk was a “killer”! When she presented my key, she walked around the counter to hand it to me directly, taking time to ask if I needed recommendations for dinner or directions to local attractions.

During the audio check that afternoon, our client asked if we had plans for Skyline. Yep, we’d already made our first stop, and yep, there remained the possibility of a late-night chili run. I noticed Kim Sherlock from the Marriott seeing my gush for Skyline chili but passed it off to amusement that a guy could get worked up over noodles, chili, and cheese. As it turned out, she was about to become an accomplice in a POS moment.

No more was said, the audio check was completed, and Buns and I went off to dinner. When we returned to our room, we were instantly struck by a large basket wrapped in shiny silver foil and tied enticingly with bright red ribbon.

I opened the card. Buns attacked the ribbon. What was inside? The usual basket of fruit? A cheese and fruit plate? An assortment of local jams and sauces? Nope. It was a treasure! Two cans of Skyline chili, two Skyline mugs, and a gift certificate for even more Skyline!

Perfect!

When you listen to your customers, they will tell you how to make them say wow. And when you wow them in a personal way, it tells them that you are listening and that in turn tells them that they are important to you.

Are cheese and fruit plates unwelcome? No, they just aren’t a wow for everybody.

One of our favorite clients called our office asking what it was that turned me on, and prepared a welcome basket of Cheez-It crackers and bottled water. That, to me, was a wow!

The Hampton Inn has it in my profile that I like water and Doritos. Okay, call me a man of pedestrian tastes, but while you are at it, call me a customer of Hampton Inns at every opportunity!

Great POS invites the customer to play or otherwise be personally involved.

And by the way, a basket of Skyline chili, Cheez-Its, or Doritos is bound to cost less than the typical overpriced room service plate of cheese and fruit. And it has considerably more impact!

In Fun

Some businesses have a built-in advantage when it comes to service. Their customers are “in fun” when they arrive. Being “in fun” simply means showing up with the mind-set to be loose and have a good time. People are much more likely to be “in fun” at the ballpark than at the dry cleaners. But smart operators of any business look for opportunities to invite the customer to play.

We own two very different businesses, and you would be surprised at how willing our customers are to join in the fun once we start playing.

As a speaker at conferences and conventions, I find people love to become part of the presentation. You can tease them unmercifully, and they always bounce back asking for more. Audiences love opportunities to get involved physically, give their opinions, and share stories and ideas.

A favorite story happened while speaking at the beautiful Dana Point Resort in Southern California. The audience became highly involved as I hammed it up and described the white chocolate macadamia nut cookies we used to bake fresh at our restaurant. The cookies were distributed at random as a little surprise for our customers. You couldn’t buy them; it did no good to ask. We’re talking free!

These cookies helped build a second lunch run of high school students. The students never knew exactly when a delicious, hot, wonderful cookie would appear on their tray. So not wanting to miss out, they became regulars.

When our seminar broke for lunch, someone inquired about dessert. “We were hoping Scott would provide some of those delicious cookies” was the response.

Aha! An opportunity to serve up a healthy dose of POS! With a little help from the concierge, we arranged for the owner of Chocolate Soldier, a nearby candy store, to deliver the closest substitute we could find—huge white chocolate macadamia nut clusters.

Notice that not only was I serving outrageously but so was Detra (De) Francis, the owner, who volunteered to make the delivery as soon as she closed the shop.

As my seminar was about to wrap up, in walked De, who was sharply dressed and carrying a beautiful gold foil box with bright red ribbon.

This was unexpected, out of proportion, and highly involving as my obviously pleased and surprised audience got a delicious dose of Positively Outrageous Service.

People love to hear their names and see themselves on video or in photos. I make it a practice to memorize key names and industry-related jargon before I speak, so that I can better target the audience. Dropping a name, teasing a big shot, and telling theater folks about “trailers” and soft drink execs about “figals” are all good techniques for drawing the audience into the action.

When we owned our first restaurant, it was amazing how “playing” with one customer often cued another customer to spontaneously join in the fun. Male or female, businessperson or day laborer, they all enjoyed being invited to play.

Think about it. Doesn’t being invited to play make you feel welcome? If being left out of the fun when the older kids went out to play hurt so much as a kid, doesn’t it make sense that just being asked to participate can feel so good?

Creates Compelling, Positive Word of Mouth

Positively Outrageous Service is often so unusual that you feel compelled to talk about it.

The restaurant has been closed for years but even after several decades, I still think about Little Mike’s Ice House.

It was a hot, humid summer evening when good friends called to invite us for dinner at Little Mike’s Ice House. Now that name does not conjure up visions of elegant surroundings or impeccable service. In fact, Little Mike’s Ice House sounds exactly like the corner convenience store that it was. Who would expect that you could also get authentic northern Italian food and a family-style welcome in a place that sells beer by the quart and, from the outside at least, could hardly deserve a much higher status than “dive”?

In spite of food that turned out to be truly fabulous, my friends could only talk about the service. “Don’t be shocked when you see the place,” they said. “Wait until you’ve had a chance to sample the service before you make up your mind.”

Sorry, but the neighborhood was so bad, I was afraid to leave the car unattended. We stepped around two sidewalk drunks drinking from paper bags to make our way to the oilcloth-covered tables corralled by folding metal chairs.

“Now can I make up my mind?”

“Not yet,” they smiled.

Out from behind a wooden screen came a five-foot whirlwind of energy and hospitality saying, “Hi! I’m Anna. Are you hungry?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I must have been too slow on the uptake. The short, round lady instantly replied, “Well, you’d better be. I don’t like my food to sit on the plate. Do you like meatballs? Of course, you do!”

And with a wink, she disappeared only to return with a plate of softball-sized meatballs, steaming hot. You could smell them from ten feet away. I couldn’t wait.
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