Customer Service — A Penny Saved Could Be a Customer Lost

By Betty J. Trout

ver since Tom Peters and Nancy

Austin published In Search of

Eax-cellence some 15 years ago,
companies of all sizes and cultures
have been looking for ways to upgrade
and im-prove the customer service
they deliver.

Whenever a customer needs assis-
tance—be it help at your local bank, or
answers {rom a pharmacist—it’s an
opportunity to provide customer service.
But all too often, these opportunities
become frustrations for everyone
involved. The teller is going on a break
or your pharmacist won’t make eye con-
tact with you. Even though everyone
talks about customer service and how
important it is, the sad fact remains that
with few exceptions, customer service
today is as bad as it’s ever been.

Speaking volumes about your culture

How a company delivers service
speaks volumes about its culture of
customer vision and focus. Customer
service is an opportunity for your cus-
tomers to learn about your service
level, and it’s an opportunity for your
associates to demonstrate the service
your sales reps brag about.

So why are so few companies able to
deliver high quality service on a consis-
tent basis? And what can we in the office
products industry learn from how others
handle the customer service function?
How can we make sure our associates are
doing what we want them to do?

For most small to mid-sized busi-
nesses, the “glamor” department is
sales. After all, it’s the sales reps who
bring customers to us and who help
generate inventory turns and profits.
That’s why most dealerships focus a
great deal of emphasis on getting and
keeping professional, productive sales
reps. Our livelihood depends on their
sales efforts, and once they successful-
ly win an account, we guard it selfish-
ly, not wanting to jeopardize or disap-
point our new relationship.

But if the sales department is impor-

tant, customer service is no less so. In
the office products industry, customer
service is everyone who answers ques-
tions, writes orders, handles problems,
helps educate customers about prod-
ucts and quotes prices.

Your customer service people are ulti-
mately the ones who do the most to
build a relationship with your accounts.
They are in touch with customers on an
ongoing basis, frequently two or three a
times a week, and, we all hope, in a
way that is beneficial to both sides.

But therein lies the inconsistency.
When our sales reps gain new cus-
tomers, we hand them off to our cus-
tomer service department. The day to
day maintenance of these prized
accounts is the responsibility of people
who already overworked and under a
great deal of stress.

All too often, we fail to provide them
with any clear instructions about how
the account should be taken care of, or
what service level the customer was
accustomed to. Yet we expect these
associates to take care of that most
precious of commodities—our cus-
tomers—so that they will not only stay
with us, but buy more!

In other words, once sales brings the
customers to us, we expect customer
service to keep them coming back.
They’re expected to put out fires, recog-
nize everyone’s voice, and complete vast
quantities of paperwork, all with a smile
on their face and a song in their voice.
And amazingly, most of them do an ade-
quate job in spite of the lack of resources.

The point is this: Is account mainte-
nance any less important than winning
these accounts in the first place? Can we
say unequivocally that our customer
service associates are any less critical to
our operations than our sales reps?

Customer service associates’ jobs
should be as important as any at your
dealership. No, they don’t bring in cus-
tomers, but they keep customers coming
back! Customer service people touch the
customer more often, learn their person-

alities, voices
and buying
habits. Yet,
some operate
without ben-
efit of even
rudimentary
training or
benchmarks
and objective
criteria with
which to
measure
themselves.
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Training—an investment that pays
Employees don’t learn new ideas in
their sleep. They don’t develop innova-

tive ways to deliver service when left
to their own devices. It’s up to dealer
management to provide opportunities
for associates to discuss customer situ-
ations, role play scenarios, learn about
customer expectations and get excited
ahbout their jobs all over again.

There are many components that
make up an end-user’s decision to
change suppliers. But all other things
being equal, the level of service you
provide represents a critical factor that
just may be the difference between
keeping or losing an account in the
future. And putting it simply, it’s far
too important a factor to leave it to
chance.

A customer service department where
no training is offered (whether product,
skills, or interpersonal training) can
expect predictable results. Service will
become stagnant, and turnover and
burnout will loom on the horizon.

No group, regardless of how clever,
upbeat or willing and able its associates
may be, can compete head to head with
a company whose associates are well
trained. It’s no contest.

Training for your customer service
associates may not seem profitable. It
may seem expensive given the level of
employee and involve negotiating a
logistical nightmare just to schedule.

Continued on page 15
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CUSTOMER SERVICE, continued from page 5

You can’t take your customer service
people off the phones during working
hours and weekends are out. But there
are creative solutions to this dilemma.

I know of one dealer who trained his
customer service reps on a Friday while
the sales reps manned the phones. 1t
was an eye-opening experience for both
groups and it worked!

Another dealer divided his customer
service staff into two groups and
trained half one day and the other half

the next. Both groups had a busy day at

only half-strength on the phones, but
the full day they enjoyed in a training
program more than made up for it.

In ideal situations, associates are
well-versed on policies, procedures, and
the preferred process for handling cus-
tomers. They have a departmental mis-
sion and everyone understands how the
department fits into the overall organi-
zation and what purpose it serves.

They are compensated fairly and have
opportunities to participate in spiffs and
promotions that directly reward them
for their efforts. They are continually
monitored and coached through record-
ing and mystery shopping. And they
seem genuinely interested in customers.
Most importantly, they're professional.

All of this is possible, but it doesn’t
happon without an investment in your
people. This investment will pay huge
dividends that can be measured in
good attitudes and happy customers.

[ know of no better payoff. A
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BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

INCREASE YOUR RETAIL SALES AT LEAST 27% - Guaranteed!
Attention ALL retail O/P Dealers: not only that, we’ll also increase
your GP by 4% and reduce your on-hand inventory by a third!
How can we do all of this and guarantee it? Give us a call, toll-free,
for information, brochure, references, etc. ... It’s time we talked!
Since 1981, 100% of EVERY client we have worked with is still

in business TODAY! Special pricing for ALL NOPA and Buying
Group Members. Don Larson & Associates, Orlando, phone toll-free
(888) 594-8111, email DLWrldwide@aol.com “The ‘Real” Office

products people - Worldwide.”
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Subscribe to Office Furniture Update
And Keep on Top of Furniture News
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In most cases, the Trust pald 100
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are guaranteed until at lcast 2003,
And that's not all! Here are some
more reasons why the NOPA
Insurance program makes so much
sense for your business:
e Supplemental Life Plan rates have
just been reduced by up:to 47 per-
cent, depending on age. Benefits of

up to $200,000 are dvu]ablo for

10 Term Dlsablhtv Plan with
For t]b is available for groups with
5 or more employees.

Why not take a few minutes to
find out how NOPA can help you
boost your benefits program simply
and economically? Call us today at-
1-800-542-6672 to discuss your
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