Customer Service

Your Best Competitive Advantage

Customer service is an area in which a business can clearly set itself apart from the competitors.  By providing truly exceptional customer service to your customers you can improve your chances of being drawn into the ever downward spiraling price competition scenario.
To accomplish this you are going to need to establish a higher perceived value of your product or service with your customer.  In its simplest form, the perceived value of the item is at the point at where the price of the item exactly meets the customer’s expectations.  

Recognizable and appreciated customer service becomes evident when the customer’s perceived value is exceeded at no additional cost.

Example
A warranty or the ability to return a product that the customer has never purchased before might greatly influence a buying decision from you or your competition.  

In this situation, the business owner has got to emphasize and sell the benefit of offering this as a way of providing customer service.  While the value of this benefit can’t be expressed to the customer in a particular dollar value (it’s built into the product) the benefit it provides as to feeling comfortable about the purchase could very well influence the buying decision as to whether they buy from you or go down the street.  If your competition isn’t emphasizing this particular area of how you service your customers your chances are improved to get the sale.
At some point, the price you charge for that product will exactly meet what the customer is willing to pay to have that value of easy return met.

Offering to handle product returns and address warranty related issues locally can play a major role when facing competition.  It’s even more valuable when facing internet competition that’s remote and totally removed from the customer.  Make your customers aware of it and sell the benefit!

The example of using a generous return policy as discussed above serves to provide an example of adding perceived value to your product.  The great thing about this example is that it costs absolutely nothing unless the product is of the quality that is going to warrant an appreciable number of returns!
Providing It
As can be imagined, there is a wide spectrum of ways to enhance the perceived value of your product by providing customer service, many of which aren’t even related to the product itself:

· Greet the customer cheerfully and by name if possible.  Keep a “cheat sheet” on names and clues to use to identify them when they walk through the door until you recognize them immediately.

· Handle complaints quickly and with dignity.  It cost six to eight times as much to get a new customer as to keep an existing one.  Don’t hesitate to say things like ‘I am sorry for any inconvenience’ or ‘thank you for brining that to my attention’.  Simple statements like those can diffuse anger and keep a good relationship.

· Go the extra mile.  If you do a little of “bending over backwards” to please them, don’t hesitate to tactfully let them know “I made an exception especially for you”.  End the instance by asking them if there’s anything else you can do to make sure they’re satisfied.

· Offer a beverage or other type item (snack, candy, etc.) after they’ve entered.  
· Provide an area to relax in, particularly if the shopping experience is one that takes some time to gather, compare, browse, etc. (Grocery stores, retail clothing, video rental, etc.), or if it requires the customer to wait on a particular service provider (bookkeeping service, tax preparation, salons, etc.)

· Keep your place clean and fresh smelling.  You might even do some “cursory” cleaning or disinfecting in their presence to bring it to their attention.  Ask them what they think about a particular candle or scented oil you may use.
· Learn your product!  The more your customer is convinced you know everything about it and express confidence in your knowledge the more comfortable they will be to make a purchase.

· Offer logical and practical items or services that enhance the one they’re buying.

· Follow up after the sale.  If you’ve obtained their name and other information (great for doing mailouts, etc.) give them a short call to see how the product is working out.
· Give employees a certain level of latitude to handle issues on their own without having to recite “I need to get the manager”.  

· Ask your customers point blank if they’ve got any suggestions that might make your business stand out from the rest.  Let them know you’re emphasizing customer service and you value their opinion.

· If you don’t have what they need, make a suggestion where they might find it.  Always let them know to come back to you again so you’ll have the chance to meet their needs.
These suggestions are by no means the end to addressing customer service needs.  They should however get you going down the right path to set yourself apart.  And by all means; BE CONSISTENT – If you embrace any of the above or come up with your own ways, keep doing it because you are enhancing the perceived value of your product or service.  Once any of the things that you used are taken away, your price is going to be above their perceived value and you’re in danger of losing a customer.
Measuring It

While the return of the same customers on a regular basis gives some credibility to thinking you’re providing good customer service (unless perhaps you’re the “only game in town”), a more quantitative method will give the business owner real feedback on how the customers perceive their efforts such as:

· Feedback cards and suggestion boxes

· Exit interviews (How did we do, what could we change, what did you like, etc.)

· Mystery shoppers.  Come up with a way to have someone shop the store and give you feedback on how they were treated by employees, staff, etc. or what they thought of the product or service.  
Teaching It

Teaching employees (or yourself for that matter) how to provide customer service is akin to teaching an art.  There has to be a certain affinity inherent in our characters to accomplish it.  Some ways to improve the chances might be:

· Direct observations of similar businesses.  Emulate those that enhance the value and develop strategies to take advantage of practices the competition is doing that takes away value.  Learn by seeing!
· Have a documented list of customer’s expectations that everyone works with from memory with every customer encounter.
· Role play likely scenarios with co-workers.  This action proves very useful to train and condition us to handle particularly “explosive” situations in the proper manner when they arise.

· Facilitate discussions with employees to relate their good and bad customer service experiences to come up with ways to take advantage of what was learned

Reward It

Recognize employees that have clearly demonstrated great customer service.  While a monetary reward is great, it can also be in the form of merchandise, products, prime parking space, extended lunch, etc.  At the least, make your appreciation and their efforts known to everyone at the business and even to your customers!
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