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21% Century Customer Service

Customer serviceisvital to the survival of your com-
pany. If your customers aren’t happy, it will just be a
matter of time before your business fails. We define
customer service as giving customers what they need,
inthe manner they need it, whiletreating them with dig-
nity and delivering the highest service possible every
time. Thismonth wewill show you how the customer
relationship processdevelops. Understanding thispro-
cess will ensure that your customer service outshines
everyoneelse’s.

In order to improve your customer service, you haveto
realize why it is so important. First, customerstalk to
each other and will tell about bad treatment or service
they havereceived. Asnegativewords moveaong the
“grapevine,” businesswill decline. Second, standards
aremoving higher and higher. Customersexpect more
out of you than they did in years past. If you are not
constantly improving and raising your standards, your
customers are going to be disappointed and will ook
for someone else who will meet their expectations.
Third, poor customer service affectsrevenue. Poor cus-
tomer serviceleadsto unhappy customerswhowill turn
somewhere elseto get what they want. You should also
note that most customerswill not complain to you--they
will just leavewithout notice. Thisgivesyou no chance
to make amends and try to win back their loyalty.

There arefive main stagesfor customer bonding. Dur-
ing each stage the relationship between you and your
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customer grows. Being conscious of the devel opment
processwill help you to be amore attentive vendor.

Friendship

In this stage you begin to build the relationship. One
side, usually yours, might be giving more than others,
but this helps to lay the foundation of trust. The
relationship isbased upon your strength, but be careful.
A littlemessup early on can derail therelationship. Itis
also hard to always know where you stand at this point.
Persistence and following through with what you say is
the best prescription for success.

Dating

Onceyou' vebuilt theinitia relationship with acustomer,
he/she startsto be open to limited products or services.
By thistimeyou will also start to have knowledge of the
customer’smission, val-
ues, and strategic goals,
athoughitislimited. As
you start to do business
together, good perfor-
mance will open up the
relationship to deeper
bonding. You know that
the customer has a de-
sireand aneed for your productsor services. Therela-
tionshipisstill fragile. Doing abad job will cause the
customer to stop the relationship cold. Spending time
getting to know your contact person and going the extra
mile to communicate is the best prescription for suc-
cess during this phase.

(continued on page 2 Customer Service)
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Going Steady

At thispoint, therelationship isstableand each party is
involved. Information isbeing shared on aneed-to-know
basis. The customer now likes and trusts you and is
investing time in bringing you up to speed. However,
therearetill issuesthat must be dealt with so youwon’'t
lose this customer. Competition is making attemptsto
interfere and the cost factor may still beanissue. Itis
imperative that you examine everything asalong term
focus. Getintouchwithyour contact person asoften as
possible. It aso helpsto create reasons for your cus-
tomersto need to call you for advice.

Engagement
By this point, people are committed to the direction of

therelationship. Communicationisexchanged between
customer and vendor frequently. You have now built a
deep rapport that is close. Competition has trouble
breaking in due to the depth of that relationship. Price
is also becoming secondary. Even though the
relationshipisstrong, itishard to keepit developingin
thisdirection. Theassociationiswith alimited amount
of people--normally only one or two. To continue the
success of this relationship, make contact with others
throughout the organization. Furthermore, make sure
that customers have numerous reasons to come to you
for added value.

Marriage
Finally, the relationship is so strong the customer
becomesamouthpiecefor advertising your productsand
services. They give others numerous benefits of using
your products or services. Currently
loyalty isshownin both directionsand
N you have anin-depth knowledge of the
( A entire organization of your customer.
Since the customer is spreading the
word about your company, you must
be sure that the quality of your work isexcellent. The
customer’s credibility is on the line when they
recommend you. Conversely, if someone doesnot like

your customer, they might view your organizationina
negativelight. You should praise customerswhen they
recommend you to someone else. Write thank-you
letters and cardsto demonstrate your gratitude. Don’t
be stingy. Giverewards, lunches, or ticketsto events.
Help them sell you. Give them information about all
new services and products you offer. The customer
might have a limited view of all your services and
products so make sure they have all the information
necessary to giveto others.

Once you have gotten to the marriage stage, you still
must be careful that you do not slack off with your
customer. Do not takefor granted that they will aways
bethere. Customerswant tofeel appreciated and taken
care of. If you keep your customer happy, everyone
will be happy.
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