People who need People

By  Paul Herbig

The famous Barbara Streistrand song says it all: ‘People Who need People are the luckiest people in the world.’ Too bad it is  often customer support troops who flunk personality school.  The corporate has-beens and misfits seem to land there—where corporations think they will do the least damage.  WRONG.  Let me remind you customers are people, living, breathing humans, not a demographic group, or an invisible market segment but people and as such liked to be treated as such, with respect and dignity.

Some examples should suffice:

Bank teller, “Whatdayawant?” interrupting her conversation with the teller next to her.

“Nope. Ain’t got that here.”   Says the cashier Chewing her gum obnoxiously all the time.

“I don’t know.”  Says the grocery worker while filling shelves, Without even a thought to finding out for you. And was is even worse when you get the “It’s not my job. Ask somebody else” comeback.

I could go on and on but you get the picture and it is not  a pretty picture at that.

Whatever happened to common courtesy.   Etiquette. Manners. I know I wasn’t perfect in my youth but I was taught always to say  ‘Please’, ‘Thank you’, ‘You’re welcome.’   ‘Yes, Sir.’ ‘Yes, Madam.’ Perhaps today’s youth do not believe they need to say these things, they believe they are welcome to whatever the world has to offer and need not give anything in return.  If so, they are sadly mistaken.  I learned over the years the cliché, “You get farther with honey than vinegar,”  still is relevant, even in this day of informality and selfishness.

According to the Research Institute of America, over 90 percent of customers will stop doing business with an organization whose employees have been discourteous  to them.  I only wonder why the other 10 percent put up with it?  Smart businesspersons will not permit untrained subordinates to interact with customers when they are not knowledgeable of appropriate business protocol.  Smarts will get you far but it is people skills that will win the day.  As Elwood P. Dowd (from ‘Harvey’) put it so concisely, “For 36 years I was oh so smart, the last 3 years I was nice. I prefer nice.”  

Today’s students may be well skilled technically, may be able to surf the net like a pro from the North Shore of Oahu, but often their people skills leave much to be desired.  Many do not know how to dress, let alone the importance of proper attire in the world of business.  I am a Rotarian and proud of it.  During our latest scholarship award program, we invited the recipients to one of our meetings to receive their scholarship checks.  I had to remind four, count ‘em, four, young men, bright enough to be accepted to college and talented enough to receive one of our scholarships, to tuck in their shirts.  They looked at me as if I were from Mars.  Perhaps I was a little rough on them: At least they wore a dress shirt and not a T-shirt, long pants and not shorts. Several of the young women wore outfits more suitable to the beach than an award ceremony.  Only one young man wore a suit and he had been home-schooled!  (Don’t ask me how many of the students had the courtesy to thank us—you’d rather not know!) 

Perhaps this is why according to a nationwide Department of Education survey, employers are becoming more interested in applicants’ attitudes and behaviors than in their grade point averages and school evaluations.  You can teach an employee what he has to know to perform the job but attitudes and behaviors are more deeply imbedded, gained over a lifetime, and harder to change. No one doubts the value of a solid education but book learning will only go so far.  In the business world, as is the case in most matters, interpersonal skills are the key to success in any chosen field.

If the graduates (either high school or college) are not getting the essential people skills they need, it is up to the employers to provide them.  After all, any impressions they present to customers flow directly to your entity, positively or negatively.

