Customer disservice

By  Paul Herbig

Waiting.  On hold: “Your call is very important to us.  You business is very important to us.  Please Hold.” (Been there.  Done that.  You have the entire speel memorized by now.  Sure. I am important. Important enough to be told I am important by an impersonal answering machine with a flat, bored voice).  And you wait.. Waiting and wading through menu after menu only to return to the beginning, frustrated and angry red.  Waiting.  At the checkout desk for the single clerk to get off the phone or finish his/her conversation with her peer/boyfriend/girlfriend while you and a dozen other people try to wait patiently. Waiting.  For the service person to arrive at your home. “Sometime between Eight AM and Five PM within the next two weeks.”  (And I don’t have a life?) Ten minutes.  Twenty minutes.  Thirty or more.  “No more,” you utter underneath your breath. “ I have had it with this (fill in the blank—company, store, person).  This is the last time.” After a hour you hang up.  No better but far worse than you started, for what seems like  you were far younger.

Now. At last. A human.  Don’t hold your breath.  A human it might be but one without any authority to do anything. “Can I have your name and phone number please. Someone will get right back to you.” (sure.  Another waiting game: for me to die).   Or. “Mr. XXX is the only person that can answer that question.  Let me forward you.”  And back to the waiting game again.  (If you are lucky enough to get a human, oftentimes, he provides you a response so heavily in jargon and tech-ese, you are actually worse off than you started)

And the internet.  Page after page of FAQ (frequently asked questions), none of which you understand or applies to you.  You find the contact bar and send a message to the company.  The company promptly sends you back  an auto-responseize assuring you of your importance to the company (where did I hear that before) and the imminent response back from someone at the company (probably the same person who said he’d be at your house sometime during the next two weeks and lord be it for you not to be there when he arrives).  And you wait and wait.  If you try to find a phone number to contact the online company direct, good luck, they bury it in their web pages so thoroughly, only the most brilliant crossword puzzle player could find it (why do you wish to call us, this is the internet stupid, everything is suppose to be done online!)

Call it what you may (and I can’t relay certain four-letter words some of you are certainly thinking). Call it customer disservice. ).   Customer frustration over poor service can be seen in the fact that in one recent survey, 41% of the respondents were willing to pay more for qualified sales assistance; they consider checkout times too long and products too hard to locate.   The best way to overwhelm consumers is with a great shopping experience (Hello, Is anybody listening?)  A sure fire way to drive customers away into the aims of your more accessible competitors (even a small amount of personal contact from a rival supplier is enough to switch business. Bad-mouthing at the office, the home, the legion post, the Rotary, church, to the taxi driver taking you to the airport or back.  In worse cases, even starting up, anti-company web sites or contributing your story to the hundreds already filed. (and usually ignored by those companies).

Sure, increasing cost pressures, have meant fewer bucks to spend on service, support, and after-market.  But you can’t afford to ignore those areas. Dell may have excellent marketing, distribution, customization but if its after-market service and support is lacking, the sale will be the last to that particular customer.  Do not belittle the customer (“Those stupid customers; they should have known to do this or that or call YYY instead of ZZZ.”) If they had known, they would not have called you. The question is do you want to be like the proverbial used=car salesman and live on unsuspecting customers, taking them for what you can, knowing they will never return, and hoping to leave town one step ahead of the angry mob?  Or do you want a long-relationship with your customer and the profits that come with it? View the call not as an irritant but as an additional opportunity to solidify the relationship with your customers. 

A customer service survey found that U.S. consumers will stand for no more than two negative customer service experiences before taking their business elsewhere. The national survey queried 1,000 consumers about recent experiences in the banking, cable, retail, and telecommunications industries. Results show that consumers will hold companies accountable for poor customer service. Among the key findings:

* More than 75% of consumers would hang up on a call to customer service if placed on hold for longer than five minutes.

* 75% tell friends and family about negative customer service experiences.

* 85% report that negative customer service experiences will drive them to switch providers.
Websites.  Call centers.  Newsletters.  Promotions  and advertising.  Service Reps. Even receptionists and secretaries.  All of these act as contact points for your company and your products.  View each contact with the customer as just as important as the sale.  Each contact provides you, the company, with the chance to reinforce their loyalty or to redeem it.  It only takes one misstep all along the relationship minefield to lose that customer for good. 

At each contact point you can gain or lose points.  If the former, pat yourself on the back and vow to work harder next time.  If the latter, find out why before it is too late.

