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Praise for Exceptional Customer Service

With few exceptions, the typical retail experience is little more than a disappointment … The question is, do companies really understand what it takes to create exceptional customer service? Lisa Ford, David McNair, and Bill Perry provide the wisdom and tools essential for companies to build that phenomenal experience every customer yearns for. Great learning, especially important in these tough economic times when every detail matters.

Mike Tattersfield
President and CEO
Caribou Coffee Company


The City of Charleston, South Carolina, was cited in 2008 by Travel and Leisure as the friendliest in the U.S., and for eleven years our city has been named the “Most Mannerly” in the country. We have used the information in this wonderful book to guide all facets of our city staff to new heights of customer service excellence.

Joseph P. Riley, Jr.
Mayor
City of Charleston, SC


If anyone ever asks “Who wrote THE book on customer service?” — this is it. Lisa Ford, David McNair, and Bill Perry absolutely nail the keys to winning and keeping customers. Now more than ever, customer loyalty has to be a top priority for any business. If you want to create truly compelling experiences for your customers then get this book for everyone on your team.

Joe Calloway
Author, Becoming a Category of One


In this practical and engaging book, Lisa Ford, David McNair, and Bill Perry provide the what, why, and how of world class service. Read it and you'll find out why their work and speeches have helped so many organizations take their service to new levels.

Mark Sanborn
Speaker, author of The Fred Factor and You Don't Need a Title


At Goodwill Industries, providing exceptional customer service to our patrons and donors provides the resources to fulfill our mission of eliminating barriers to opportunity and helping people in need reach their fullest potential through the power of work. Over 20,000 employees of Goodwill Industries nationwide have used the material in this outstanding book to help brand service excellence in their retail stores and donation centers.

George Kessenger
Former President and CEO
Goodwill Industries International


Anyone thinking about writing another book about customer service can turn off their computer and put down their pen. The perfect customer service book has now been written. Exceptional Customer Service doesn't just describe what good customer service is, it provides examples and exercises that allow anyone to make these concepts second nature. This book is a “must-read” for everyone who has to interact with people.

Michael Swartz
Senior Vice President, Administrative Services
Standard Parking Corporation






A Special Note of Thanks!

Each of us owes a great deal of thanks to our incredibly supportive families for their love and patience with us as we've constructed this book. Our spouses, children (and for Bill — grandchildren), parents, and other extended family members have endured our constant and sometimes vigilant focus on service in everyday life. It's a 24/7 experiential relationship and one never can “leave it at the office.” With all our love, L, D, and B.
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Foreword to Second Edition

I'm always excited whenever I learn about a book devoted to delivering exceptional customer service, so I'm honored to be writing the foreword to a book with Exceptional Customer Service as the actual title.

At Zappos.com, our long-term vision is for the Zappos brand to be about the very best customer service and the very best customer experience. We sell a lot of different items today, including shoes, clothing, and bags, and we have customer-friendly policies such as free shipping both ways and a 365-day return policy.

But you may be surprised to learn that our number-one priority is actually not customer service. It's company culture. Our belief is that if you get the culture right, then most of the other stuff, like great customer service or building a great brand, will happen naturally on its own.

I'm reminded of a story in which one of our Customer Loyalty (call center) representatives answered the phone and was surprised to hear from a customer from Santa Monica, California, in the middle of the night. The customer said she was really, really hungry and would really like to order a pizza. While it's true we do sell a variety of items at Zappos, we don't actually sell pizza. At least not yet.

The customer explained that she was stuck in a hotel in the middle of the night and that room service had stopped serving hot food. She knew Zappos had great customer service and wanted to know what we could do to help.

Without missing a beat, the Zappos representative put the customer on hold and two minutes later came back with the list of the five closest places in Santa Monica that were still delivering pizza at that hour.

Clearly, this type of situation doesn't happen every day at Zappos. And truth be told, I was a little apprehensive about putting this story in this book, because I don't want Zappos to be flooded with phone calls from people trying to order pizza. But I think it's a fun story that illustrates the power of building a great service-focused culture. If you get the culture right, then even strange, unanticipated situations will be handled in a way that reflects positively on your company's brand.

Everyone knows that customer service is important, but most companies don't do it very well. Why is that?

It's because most companies are missing a culture made up of passionate, service-focused employees, and they're at a loss as to how to go about building it.

If you're wondering how to build a customer-focused culture, the book you're holding in your hands is a great starting point. This book isn't just about inspiring people to deliver great service. It's filled with plenty of exercises, tips, stories, and plans for bringing your culture to the next level.

It's never too late to start down the path of making your organization more customer-focused. The next step is easy. All you have to do is turn the page.

Tony Hsieh CEO, Zappos.com





Foreword

How better to introduce you to this book than to tell you just why I like it. There's been much written about customer service through the years. Just look in the bookstores and Internet libraries, and see the vast materials available on customer service. That's not surprising when you consider that we, in the service profession, have been at this business of trying to please — better yet — to delight customers since the beginning of time.

Consider the phrase “customer service.” We gloss over it in speaking and we print it on signs, in brochures, and in advertisements. How often do we stop and think of the profound implications of those two simple words? As for ‘customer,’ each of us walks in these shoes every day. You would think that alone makes us eminently qualified to evaluate, critique, and, hopefully, improve our own service delivery. Also, as customers we are better educated, have vastly greater access to information, and, most of all, have far more choices for buying goods and services than did our parents.

All of which makes the second word, ‘service,’ such a very important part of the phrase. All the research shows that today's consumer makes buying decisions based 10 percent on product and 90 percent on service. But, if you do not receive the service, the value of the product, then you did not get what you paid for. Enough said?

I am no stranger to customer service. Ritz-Carlton Hotels are often cited as one of the world's true icons of exceptional customer service. Of this, I am personally very proud. For our people, who serve so willingly and tirelessly, I am truly and deeply grateful. For this question that I am asked repeatedly, “How do you instill such a consistently high level of service?” I wish I had a simple answer. My short answer is our people. Our people truly and genuinely care. We believe in “moving heaven and earth” to make our guests happy but also realize that two ingredients are necessary for that to occur: culture (philosophy) and a plan. The service culture must start at the top and, through shared vision and values, permeate the entire organization. Exceptional service comes from our people and your people. At the same time it must be backed by a strong service culture, training, technology, and systems that empower us to serve. It centers on our Credo, our 20 Basics, and again, our people.

Exceptional Customer Service speaks to frontline associates, managers/leaders, CEOs, and owners alike. It's not hype; it's real issues with real solutions … not to mention some great humor mixed in. It's a text that brings you the practical do's and don'ts that have made Lisa Ford's videos the best-selling training series in the United States. Whether you are a tire dealer in South Carolina, a dry cleaner in California, or a major manufacturer in the Northeast, this book can and will help you. It talks retail, it talks professional service firms, it talks business-to-business, and most everything in between. Exceptional Customer Service has tips, team and individual exercises, humorous cartoons, and most of all, real-life anecdotes from the authors to bring home the experiences of poor and exceptional service.

I join these authors in encouraging you to make a difference in how we serve. Begin your journey to Exceptional Customer Service today and set the standards for others to follow. You'll be glad you did!

Horst H. Schulze

President, Chief Operating Officer

Ritz-Carlton Hotels

Authors' note: As founding president and COO of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, Horst Schulze revolutionized the hotel industry, creating one of the most recognizable international brands, forever altering the very nature of customer service by creating a culture of “ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen.” Today, Mr. Schulze is chairman, president and CEO of Atlanta-based West Paces Hotel Group, where he applies his considerable talent to building a new standard in luxury hotels. Visit www.westpaceshotels.com.





Preface

If there is a common denominator shared by all organizations, it is the critical need for exceptional customer service. In a 2008 Forrester Research report 64 percent of respondents claim that the customer experience was a “critical strategy issue.” This is why we have written this book. It's a how-to with steps, tips, and exercises. It's an individual and team guidebook that provides a roadmap for changing service attitudes and behaviors. As this second edition has been updated, we realized something very profound. The art of creating exceptional experiences for customers is TIMELESS! Certainly technological advancements have been achieved over the past decade, and as before, they continue to either enhance or inhibit the personal customer experience. Research continues to focus on what makes and breaks customer experiences and loyalty — and we have shared the current studies to help you understand the trends of today.

It is difficult to think of a business that doesn't live or die by its customer focus. Even the much-maligned Internal Revenue Service has been forced through public and congressional pressure to become more customer friendly.

Thousands of books have been written on the subject of customer care. Many are excellent; some generate enthusiasm and resolve that propel one to the office the next day to revolutionize customer service. Most of these books fall short, however, in one major respect. Providing exceptional customer service requires behavior modification on the part of executives, managers, and frontline workers alike. Modifying behavior requires persistence, perspiration, and most of all, practice.

The second edition of Exceptional Customer Service: Exceed Customer Expectations to Build Loyalty and Boost Profits is based on a combined close to 100 years of knowledge and practical experience of the authors. What has previously been shared on video and in seminars with millions of people around the world is now in print to be taken home or to the office with practical methods of improving customer service.

In writing this book, we have taken into consideration the current trend toward flatter and more global business structures and the use of teams. We have also included the technological impacts of today, including the evolution of e-business. Exceptional Customer Service is not only a must-read, it's a must-use book that should not sit on the bookshelves of corporate libraries. It should be on the desk of managers and frontline associates for ready reference during team meetings, training sessions, and in the heat of battle with challenging customers.

We hope you enjoy the book, but, moreover, we hope you use it at all levels in your organization! And remember — today is a great day to get started.

Lisa, David, and Bill

For additional biographical information, refer to the authors' websites:

www.LisaFord.com

www.TheMcNairGroup.com

Lisa Ford, lisa@lisaford.com

David McNair, david@themcnairgroup.com

Bill Perry, billp@themcnairgroup.com



One

A Great Day to Get Started

“It's a GREAT day at Gerald's Tires! My name is Scott, how may I help you?”

This is the enthusiastic greeting you will receive when you call Gerald's Tires in Charleston, South Carolina. We begin this book by telling you a little of Gerald's story for a couple of reasons.

First, we want you to know about them because they represent the essence of creating the customer experience. Secondly, we like Gerald's because everyone can relate to them — both as a customer and as a service professional.

[image: illustration]

They are not Walt Disney World, Nordstrom, Target, Ritz-Carlton, or FedEx — the names you so often hear associated with exceptional customer care. They are a simple tire and brake store with six locations and just over seventy employees. They deliver what many perceive to be a commodity in a competitive industry, and yet they have distinguished themselves as Service Stars. The best part about getting to know Gerald's is that you can see that what they have is not magic, nor is it perfection. What they have is an organizational culture that never loses sight of the customer. Almost never anyway — and in this world that puts them in the top .00001 percent!

Meet Bill Watts, the president, and David Ard, Gerald's vice president and general manager. Better yet, meet Scott Cook, Jane, Andy, Amy, or any of the employees and you will walk away impressed! These folks have a simple philosophy — make the customer happy! In fact, you almost don't realize the planning and systems that make their customer care program work so well.

How It All Began

When you do business with Gerald's Tires, you might expect there to be someone named Gerald. It must be the owner, right? Wrong. Well, maybe half right. The business began when two men, Howard Watts and John Sullivan, decided to carve out a niche in the tire industry by opening a retread-only tire store. Gerald Davis was a deliveryman working for Howard at his retread manufacturing plant. When the company opened its first retail retread store, Gerald was given the opportunity to run it. He greeted the folks, changed the tires, exchanged the cash, and was even known to dispense some personal advice now and then. The store's owners thought it might be a good idea to name the store after the man who represented the business so well every day — Gerald. And was that one proud employee! Gerald ran the store like he owned it; he treated the customers like he owned it. And guess what? Customers treated Gerald like he owned it, too. In fact, as the business grew, Gerald became part owner of four stores. Gerald's legacy for personal service lives on today at these fine stores.

Inspiration with a Plan

So how do the current owners and managers of Gerald's keep the service spirit alive? How do they retain their employees at levels far above industry standards? Why do their customers keep coming back and telling their friends and neighbors to do the same? They have a plan. It's a system that begins with employee recruitment and training. It's a system that stays healthy through continuous measurement of results; and it promotes itself with attitude, communication, and a determination to always do what's in the best interest of the customer.

How They Hire

If you want a job at Gerald's, be prepared to take a personality test. A personality test to change tires? You bet. Every employee at Gerald's is screened for his or her social interaction skills. Sure, they look for organization, attention to detail, and other professional traits, but above all else, they'll sacrifice some “dotting of i's and crossing of t's” to get a person who relates well to other people. They want a person who not only enjoys people but who enjoys serving other people.

And once they find the right person they train them. The company's expectations are clear. Here are a few examples:

Phone Skills: The telephone is often the first impression made, and it's an opportunity to reinforce relationships throughout the customer experience. At Gerald's they have a script. It tells you how to answer the phone, how to use your name, how to ask for the customer's name, how many times to use the customer's name, and how many times to use the store's name. Yet with all of this, the script is flexible enough to allow an employee to inject his or her personality into the call. It is anything but robotic.

Policy Stomping: Gerald's coaches employees on certain words to use (or not use) that reflect their company's culture. For example, you better not hear an employee talk about “company policy.” Customers don't want to hear about policy. Think about it. When do you usually encounter the word policy? It's most often being used defensively in some sort of service standoff.

Haven't you stood in line at the dreaded retail store return counter (often referred to as the Customer Service Desk — Ha!) and been a bit uneasy because you didn't have the receipt for your item. Possibly you were armed with your story that it was a “gift” or maybe you were prepared to lay blame on the store that they never gave you a receipt. Whatever the case, you were prepared and attentive — and the moment the word “policy” was tossed in your direction, you launched into an explanation of why it shouldn't apply to you. Rather than citing policy, isn't it better to ask the customer what they would expect in the situation or, simply put, what would make them happy or what they believe is fair?

Customer Recovery: Bill Watts, president, is the first to admit that Gerald's slips now and then. But the company doesn't take those slips lightly, and when they do occur, they are ready to make it right. Bill spends a great deal of his time coaching employees on doing what's right for the customer. “Don't call me,” he says. “I'm not standing there with the customer. I'm not looking at his car, and listening to his concerns. You are. You have good judgment. Just do what you think is best.”

Measuring the Customer Experience: Gerald's uses three different techniques for keeping abreast of their customers' opinions.


	Mystery shoppers and teleshoppers — hiring “fake” customers to do business with your stores and report on their findings.


	In-store comment cards.


	Follow-up phone calls to make sure everything was okay.




On a day when I visited Bill at his office (a place he'd rather not be if he can spend time with folks at his stores) he grabbed a stack of comment cards from his in-basket. We flipped through them together to see what customers were saying about their experiences. I was stunned. The comment cards have a rating scale of 1 to 10, representing poor to excellent. They ask for impressions regarding prompt greeting, courtesy, wait time, etc. What I saw was 10, 10, 10, 10, 10, 10, 10! Rarely did a customer give any other rating. And when asked if they'd recommend Gerald's to a friend, not only did customers check yes, but they often wrote, “already do.” Now there's a loyal following!

One gentleman wrote in on six different comment cards, “You need more benches outside.” As you would expect, more benches were ordered, but so was something else. Gerald's sent the commenting gentleman a gift basket with a personal note that said, “We heard you about the benches. Come visit us and try them out. Thanks as always for your business.”

And Then Some

The overall philosophy at Gerald's is give ‘em what they ask for, and then some! In other words, don't just handle the transaction, build a relationship. Maybe it's just a more casual way of saying, “Exceed their expectations!” One thing is for sure, it works. The employees understand it, and the customers appreciate it.

One of the “and then somes” that Gerald's is most noted for is giving a rose to every female customer. It is laid on the seat of each car before pickup, and it comes with a note that expresses special appreciation for the business. Gerald's knows how intimidating car service stations can be for people, and they are constantly striving to soften the rough edges. Now think about this — a rose being given at your tire dealer! Can you picture the discussion that must have taken place as this idea was first tossed out by one of Gerald's employees? A rose?! To every woman that brings her car in … are you serious?! Who's going to go get these roses? How much will this cost? How will we keep them fresh? What if they sit in the car too long on a hot Charleston summer day — they'll look more like a flat tire than a rose! Bad idea! Fortunately, Gerald's not only embraced the idea, they also thought of ways to solve all the logistical barriers to it. And has this idea paid off? You bet. This idea has engaged their customers and created a word-of-mouth campaign that no advertising budget could replace.

The “and then somes” don't stop there. If it's not a flower, maybe they vacuum the floorboards of your car or wash your windshield and top off the fluids. The “and then somes” have led to great ideas like play areas in the waiting rooms to help entertain children, and fixing all flat tires for free! The fact is that this philosophy of service builds a creative energy that puts no boundaries on the possibilities of going above and beyond.

Pass Me the Silver Bullet

Bill is frequently requested to speak to college students, trade groups, and at various industry forums about Gerald's' service success. When he does, he's quick to point to the other 100 associates in the company who make it what it is. And finally he says, “There is no silver bullet for service. People keep looking for it. Is it the roses, the enthusiasm, the personality-based recruiting, or the countless other ‘and then somes’? Maybe yes, maybe no, maybe partly. But it is the culmination of many little things — all of which are delivered with a smile.”

Nothing More Than Survival

This book is about customer service. It's also about competitiveness, profitability, and, in fact, business survival. The two are really the same, and owners like Bill Watts know it. There are plenty of very good tire stores in Charleston, South Carolina. Plenty of places to go if service at Gerald's takes a nosedive.

Consider the reasons why customers go elsewhere. A number of surveys have been done on the subject including this one reported by the American Society for Quality and the Quality and Productivity Center. Here's what it showed:

[image: illustration]

Why Companies Lose Customers

Customer dies .......... 1%

Customer moves away .......... 3%

Customer influenced by friends .......... 5%

Customer lured away by competition .......... 9%

Customer dissatisfied with product .......... 14%

Customer turned away by an attitude of indifference on part of service provider .......... 68%

[image: illustration]

That's right! Sixty-eight percent of the time that your business loses a customer it's because of poor service. If that statistic alone isn't a wakeup call, consider this one. The average company loses half of its customers every five years and doesn't even know it lost them, much less the reasons why.

As If That Wasn't Enough

Here are a few more statistics to consider:


	It costs between five and six times more to attract a new customer than to keep an existing one.


	According to research done by Bain & Company, companies can boost profits anywhere from 25 to 125 percent by retaining merely 5 percent more existing customers.


	A 2 percent increase in customer retention has the same effect on profits as cutting costs by 10 percent.


	Happy customers tell four to five others of their positive experience. Dissatisfied customers tell nine to twelve others — and who knows how many on the Internet — how bad it was.


	A study by Daniel Yankelovich revealed that two-thirds of customers do not feel valued by those serving them.




From looking at these numbers, two messages are crystal clear:


	Exceptional customer service results in greater customer retention, which in turn results in higher profitability.


	Most organizations haven't gotten that message yet or are ignoring it if they have.




A Bain & Company survey of more than 362 companies concluded that 80 percent believed they delivered “superior experience” while their customers only rated 8 percent of them as delivering that “superior experience.” That sums up the disconnect between service delivery and the service experience! Furthermore, when Adobe Systems, Inc., teamed with the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) on a global survey, they discovered that eight in ten executives believe their companies lose sales each year due to failure to create customer engagement. Some believe this lack of engagement accounts for between 50 to 75 percent of lost sales! EIU's senior editor, Rama Ramaswami, said: “Executives are increasingly finding that the winning differentiator is no longer product or price, but the level of customer engagement relative to the competition.”

Just Wait Until Next Week

A case in point: A New York Times reader named Dorothy Klein sent a story into the Metropolitan Diary section of the paper. In the story, Ms. Klein described the scene at a large post office in Brooklyn where a long line of customers was not so patiently waiting for service. Only one window was open and the wait seemed endless. All at once, five postal workers appeared carrying a ladder, balloons, and a banner that read “Customer Appreciation Week.” Slowly the workers proceeded to hang the banner. Meanwhile, the line of customers barely moved. Finally, a very frustrated man near the end of the line pointed out to the supervisor that while five workers were hanging a customer appreciation banner, people had been waiting for more than half an hour for service because only one window was open. He asked the manager, “Do you not see an inconsistency here?” “Oh that,” she replied, glancing at the banner and at her work crew, “that doesn't start until next week.”

Haven't we all experienced this type of situation somewhere, sometime? Or we walk into a store and immediately see a sign that reads something like, “Through these doors pass the most important people on earth — our customers!” Thirty minutes later, after searching desperately, you finally find a sales associate. Apparently, many businesses think that by simply declaring dedication to the customer that behavior will magically follow. It takes more than words and even more than the right attitude toward customers. Exceptional customer care takes a plan, a method of translating attitude into action. Bill Watts has a plan at Gerald's — it includes recruitment, training, feedback, measurement, and many other service aspects.

It's All in the Attitude

The human resource firm HrEasy Inc. surveyed 1,000 applicants for customer service associate jobs. The results were very revealing.


	41 percent disagreed with the statement that the customer is always right.


	25 percent said it is hard to keep a positive attitude when dealing with customers.


	20 percent felt most customers were too demanding.


	15 percent said that dealing with customers gets in the way of getting their job done.




Yes, you heard it right, 15 percent of a sample of 1,000 people applying to serve the public feel that the customer gets in the way. Imagine that! If I just didn't have those long lines of people and cars, imagine how many hamburgers I could make!

Business to Business

Many of the stories and examples we use in the book are retail businesses — restaurants, hotels, airlines, department stores, etc. Most of us can relate personally to the good and bad examples of their service. We've witnessed it. The principles of exceptional customer service apply equally in business-to-business situations. Supply chain management, as it is often called, involves the numerous and complex relationships necessary to fuel today's economy. Whether it's an automobile or airplane manufacturer relying on thousands of parts suppliers, a busy legal or accounting firm dependent on office machines and computer maintenance, or a hospital in need of fresh linens, quality food, and smooth working relationships with doctors' offices and health maintenance organizations, customer care is vital. In each of these examples, one or more customer-supplier relationships exists, and the nature of competition is such that business customers will “walk” just as quickly if service is poor as you and I do if we are treated rudely at a restaurant.

Lincoln Contractors Supply in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, a supplier of contractors' tools and equipment, understands this. They also understand the need for a plan. Fifteen years ago, the company implemented a “Customer for Life” business philosophy. They look at every customer and ask, “How much could this person or company spend with us over the course of their lifetime?” Lincoln doesn't want to deal with a customer just once; they want a customer's business forever.

The company has more than just a vision. It has a plan to accomplish that vision, which involves creating an atmosphere where the customer says “Wow.” Here are a few things Lincoln does:


	Maintain large, clean showrooms with 20,000 items on display.


	Think of the store as a home and customers as guests. That means cookies in the showroom in the morning, pretzels in the afternoon, coffee and tea, and twenty-five-cent sodas in the soft drink machine (many contractors come in for their quarter soda and end up buying something). On hot summer days, a fivegallon cooler full of Gatorade is also available at the counter.


	Encourage the sales staff to always try to exceed customer expectations. When dealing with a challenging customer, they are told to ask the customer what is fair, then take it one step or a few dollars further — in the customer's favor.




Lincoln Contractors Supply has only one rule for the entire workforce:

Empower your people to make decisive and immediate customer service decisions.

How It All Comes Together

Fast food restaurants are not generally considered bastions of great customer service in America. Of course, there are exceptions. Most are individual restaurants that stand above their average corporate counterparts. If you have ever been to a Chick-fil-A, however, you know things are different as soon as you walk in (note: the chain is not yet national). A friendly greeting, an accurately delivered order, and a sincere thank you are the minimum you get.

There are many reasons for this consistently delivered service. It starts with founder Truett Cathy, who established the company on a strong set of values. Careful hiring and orientation, rigidly enforced service standards, and generous employee benefit programs all contribute to a service culture second to none in the fast food industry.

Gerald's Tires and Chick-fil-A share many things in common in their approach to serving customers. Foremost is a passionate commitment from the top down to providing the highest levels of service every day. The chapters that follow are loaded with tools, exercises, and stories that can help transform your organization into a customer-centric one. Enjoy!
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