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Introduction

When it comes to looking after our customers, quite
often there’s a gap, a huge gap between theory and
practice. There are books about customer relations,
there are videos about customer relations, and there
are Gurus (mostly self-appointed) about customer
relations. None of them actually have to deliver
customer relations. That chore is left to what was
known in the last two World Wars as the PBI – as in “Poor
B….y Infantry”- the foot soldiers. The front line people -
your front line people. So what do they make of it all?

You know about Pareto’s Law – I discuss it often enough – yes that one, the one
that says 80% of the business comes from 20% of the customers? Well, it (almost)
applies in this case. More than 80% of front line staff haven’t yet totally bought
into the idea of effective customer relations. The other 20% have discovered a
very enriching way of achieving a satisfactory outcome from interactions with
customers. In other words, most of the time, they succeed! And when they
succeed, the customers actually thank them!

This can’t be about you – can it? Let’s find out!

Jonathan Farrington
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CUSTOMER SERVICE – THE HUGE GAP BETWEEN PERCEPTION AND REALITY

So what’s the problem? The first answer is: “the Directors”, the next answer is:
“the Managers”. “Nonsense!” I hear you say. “I’m one of those, and I have
explained very earnestly why we must all focus on achieving first class relations
with customers”. Mmmmm….. Creating business and profit enhancing relations
with customers requires the right environment, ethos, culture and philosophy.

You can’t achieve it by simply telling other people to
do it. You can tell them the technique for turning
“difficult” phone calls around, but if they don’t feel like
doing it, then they won’t.

If you and your whole organisation don’t believe in
developing good relations with all of your customers –
it won’t happen.

When so much time and money is spent on training
people about the need for constructive relations with

customers, why is it often so bad? For much the same reason that when so
much money has been spent on telling people that smoking kills you - they still
insist on smoking. No, the issue is the environment. There used to be spittoons in
bars. What is a spittoon? It’s a bowl or bucket into which people spit. Oh yes,
people used to spit into spittoons. They spat because they chewed tobacco;
they spat because they had – please forgive the term – phlegm. For whatever
reason, they spat. And so there were spittoons. So long as the environment
accepted people spitting, there were spittoons. Once that environment
changed, the very idea was repulsive. Which gets us back to relations with
customers. So long as the environment in your organisation is tolerant of taking
a patronising, competing or negative attitude to customers, some people will
do just that.

What does that mean?

Creating 
business and 
profit enhancing
relations with
customers 
requires the 
right environment,
ethos, culture
and philosophy.
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Jargon obscures. There are various terms used such as Customer Relations,
Customer  Care,  Customer  Service,  Customer  Support  –  and  a  few  more
besides.

Customer Relations refers to the principles and
practices used by everyone across the board in a
company in developing and maintaining a certain
quality of relationship with customers and prospective
customers.

Customer Care refers to the techniques and attitudes
necessary to deliver a high quality of service to
customers.

Customer Service / Support / Helpline refers specifically to a department set up
to field enquiries and complaints from customers, so that operational
departments need not spend time dealing with them. The term ‘Customer
Relations’ may also be used for this function. Technical Support performs a
similar function for technical reasons.

In discussing customer relations, we are not just discussing the work of a
Customer Service Department - we need to look at the whole company wide
approach to Customer Relations.

ARE YOU RECEIVING ENOUGH CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS?

It is said that 91% of people don’t complain. They prefer to obtain their revenge
by not buying from a business that has given them an inferior product or a poor
service.

They have a passive power and they know it!
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The following is a true story – only the name of the business has been changed.

Blooming Buds was a well established garden centre on the outskirts of a
growing town. Two years before it closed, it had expanded to include a café, a
gift shop and an organic fruit and vegetable outlet. As well as employing a
core staff of ten, it took on a number of seasonal and part-time staff. The
company didn’t have a customer service policy, nor did it believe in wasting
money on training. Customers seemed happy enough. After all, they hardly got
any complaints. No, ‘everything in the garden was rosy’.

The manager should have been a bit suspicious. No complaints doesn’t mean
that all customers are happy! Most of us don’t bother complaining - we just
walk away and don’t go back.

The expansion, unsurprisingly, led to a variety of
organisational and logistical problems. There were
staffing shortages, managerial inexperience,
reduction in quality etc. Gradually business dropped
off, but still, nothing was done about it.

The staff stopped telling the manager about some of the problems they had
encountered, because he wouldn’t listen. He invested heavily on advertising
and making sizeable capital changes. He never once thought of getting some
feedback from the customers. Eventually the inevitable  happened - the
business had to close.

No complaints
doesn’t mean that
all customers are
happy!
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COMPLAINTS ARE OPPORTUNITIES

Opportunities to do what?

● Evaluate how well you are doing
● Identify weak points in your system and processes and put them right
● See situations from the customer’s point of view
● Improve customer satisfaction
● Create long-term loyalty – handling disgruntled customers well often leaves

them feeling more positive about your organisation than before

SOME WORRYING FACTS

One unhappy customer tells 10 to 15 others about their
experience. If it’s really bad, they’ll tell the whole
world!

For every complaint that could be made, around 20
people don’t bother - this means 20 lost opportunities...

If you handle a complaint badly or with a ‘couldn’t
care less’ attitude or, worse still, if you hide behind the ‘rule book’, you will lose
that customer for good.

You can’t afford to lose even 50 cents, because this will mount up according to
something known as the “multiplier effect”.
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THE INCOME MULTIPLIER EFFECT

Example:

A potential customer goes into a leisure centre which was built last year. The
centre is trying to build up its customer base. It employs 50 staff, part time and
full time, who haven’t received much training in customer service and
complaint handling.

The customer asks about booking a gym session for later that day. He doesn’t
receive a positive reply and the receptionist’s attitude is very much ‘take it or
leave it.’ He shrugs and walks away.

How much has the centre lost in potential revenue?

● $10.00 primary spend – the price of a gym session
● $10.00  secondary  spend  –  a  drink,  sandwich,

possibly a swim, etc.
● $500.00 potential membership fees

He will tell at least seven people about his bad experience so $520 x 7 = $3,640.
It is easy for a small amount of lost income to multiply to dangerous proportions.

MAKE IT EASY FOR YOUR CUSTOMERS TO COMPLAIN

Customers may well want to tell you they’re unhappy about something but
they either:

● Feel uncomfortable about doing so
● Don’t know how to
● Don’t have time - it’s easier to let it go

It is easy for a 
small amount 
of lost income 
to multiply to
dangerous
proportions.
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So give them a choice of mechanisms - for example:

● Simple questionnaires with pre-paid postage
● Telephone help line
● Customer service points
● Exit surveys – face to face questions
● Comment cards

Let them know it’s not a waste of time!

What are you going to do with the information? File it away? Shred it for next
year’s Christmas decorations?

One company I know maintains a whiteboard in the reception listing the key
comments/complaints made by customers, with a note of the action taken, or
to be taken and by whom. This way, customers really feel they are part of the
product and service improvement team.

Customers need to know what’s in it for them if they do complain.

Respond quickly to complaints. If you give a number to ring, make sure
someone is always there to answer the phone. Reply within two days if that’s
what you promised to do.

Have an “escalation procedure” which allows for the
more serious complaints to be dealt with by a senior
member of staff. Directors need to be accessible -
hiding away simply creates suspicion.

Customers need
to know what’s in it
for them if they do
complain
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SUMMARY

Unfortunately, when compared over time, the customers’ interest levels
increase, while the vendors’ interest levels tend to decrease. This creates a
“relationship gap” and is due entirely to complacency.

Fact: It costs seven times as much to locate and sell to
a new customer as it does to an existing one. That
reason alone should act as sufficient incentive for us to
attempt to build brick walls around the relationship in
order to deter predatory competitors – and there are
plenty of them out there!

We must continually strive to earn the right to receive
our customers’ business, and one significant stride in
that direction is to implement an effective customer
care programme.

HOW TO DEVELOP A FORMAL SYSTEM FOR HANDLING COMPLAINTS

Most medium to large businesses have a policy for handling customer
complaints, but perhaps need to review it from time to time. Smaller
companies and businesses, that take a mainly ad-hoc line, would benefit from
developing a consistent approach.

Whatever complaint-handling policy your company has in place, it should be
easy to understand, simple to implement, and effectively communicated to all
staff. After all, what good is a formal policy if your customer service staff is
unaware of it? 

Unfortunately,
when compared
over time, the
customers’ interest
levels increase
while the vendors’
interest levels tend
to decrease.
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WHAT TO INCLUDE IN YOUR COMPLAINT POLICY

Some  of  the  key  features  of  a  good  customer complaint handling policy
include:

● Mechanisms for people to complain
● A system for logging and analyzing complaints
● Identification of those who will be responsible
● Procedures for handling different levels of complaint
● Ways of keeping customers informed
● A structure of compensations
● Follow-up action plan 

RECEIVING INFORMATION FROM CUSTOMERS 

There is no point having a policy to handle unhappy
customers, if such customers are not encouraged to
come forward in the first place. Such an invitation to
comment or complain can take the form of something
impersonal written on the packaging, such as
"Customers who are not entirely satisfied with this
product should . . . (action)".

The complaint venue could also be something very
personal, following the example of the chairman of a
major food chain, who prints his own phone number on
the packaging of products!

Whatever
complaint-
handling policy
your company 
has in place, 
it should be easy 
to understand,
simple to
implement
and effectively
communicated
to all staff.
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Questionnaires, comment cards, suggestion boxes, exit surveys and market
research are all positive ways of encouraging customer feedback.

Informal verbal feedback from talking to customers is often the most valuable
of all. However, in the industries where I have the most experience - i.e.
Information Technology, Telecommunications and Finance - I have always
insisted on regular formal account reviews.

LOGGING AND ANALYZING COMPLAINTS

It is essential to have a system in place that collates and considers the nature of
a complaint if corrective action is to be taken, in order to prevent a recurrence.

To  do  this,  it  is  important  to  realize  just  what  your
company considers a "complaint":

● Is it solely when someone gets angry?
● Is it when a customer mildly points out an error?
● Is it when the customer is deliberately trying to be

awkward?

Not everything that goes wrong warrants a formal complaint or a formal
complaint-handling  process - for  example,  a  certain  number  of  faults  with
machinery is to be expected.
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LOGGING CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS

It is important to consider the exact kind of information you need when logging
and filing your customer complaints - here are some examples:

● Names, address, contact numbers
● Date, nature of complaint
● Action -- solution suggested
● Customer response to suggestion
● Time frame to put matters right
● Person responsible for action
● Corrective action to be taken to prevent problem

from recurring

A computerized database is the most obvious way of
recording and storing information, but paper backup
systems can prove to be a godsend.

ANALYZING COMPLAINTS

Analyzing complaints will identify recurring problems and weak areas and also
pinpoint particular time periods or departments involved. All gathered
information needs to be presented in a simple, non-critical fashion and passed
to the relevant managers. They, in turn, will need to consult staff and formulate
corrective action.

Switched-on managers and directors will want periodic information about
customer complaints. Some companies attach bonuses and other rewards to
the fall in numbers of complaints received.

Analyzing
complaints will
identify recurring
problems and
weak areas and
also pinpoint
particular time
periods or
departments
involved.
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WHO DEALS WITH THE COMPLAINT?

Identifying key people in the organization to deal specifically with customer
complaints, comments -- and even compliments -- has become a preferred
approach for major retailers and transport companies. Staff members need to
be highly trained to handle all kinds of difficult people and situations, and need
full support from the rest of the team, as well as management.

Here are a few common approaches to attaching
complaint-handling responsibility to staff:

● Customer service desks become central points
easily identified and accessible by consumers.

● Smaller businesses may identify individuals in each
department to do a similar job.

● Some management prefer all staff to be able to
deal effectively with complaints, whether or not it is
anything to do with them.

Whatever the approach adopted, the system must be clearly identified and
communicated to everyone.

The bottom line is that the customer doesn't care who deals with the problem,
as long as someone does!
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FINALLY - ESTABLISHING PROCEDURES

Complaints will fit (not always neatly) into different categories and levels - all
requiring specific handling. However, some basic ground rules need to be
established:

● Acknowledge the customer's grievance
● Never appear overly defensive
● Listen carefully, make notes, and give feedback
● Empathize with their feelings
● Do not patronize when you apologize
● Discuss solutions and corrective action
● Agree to action depending on your level of empowerment
● Follow-up: "Was the problem resolved to your satisfaction?"

With a proper system in place for logging, analyzing
and resolving complaints, you will find that your
customer satisfaction will grow. When customers see
that their difficulties are validated and addressed, they
will feel more loyalty than ever.

SIX MORE RULES FOR DEALING WITH CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS

The focus of all modern management thinking, and strategic business practice,
has to be the customer. Keep your customers happy and your sales will
continue to soar; neglect them, or take them for granted, and your bottom line
will suffer accordingly.

To respond to a customer who has a legitimate complaint, you must keep these
six rules firmly in mind.

To respond to a
customer who 
has a legitimate
complaint, you
must keep these six
rules firmly in mind.
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Rule One:
Listen with understanding & sympathy - this diffuses anger and demonstrates
your concern. Tell the customer something such as "I am sorry you have been
inconvenienced. Tell me what happened so that I can help you”. It is vital to
show a sincere interest and willingness to help. The customer's first impression of
you is all important in gaining co-operation.

Rule Two:
No matter what or who caused the problem, never, ever blame or make
excuses. Instead, take full responsibility and the initiative to do whatever you
can to solve the problem as quickly as possible.

Rule Three:
Paraphrase and record what the customer tells you. Whenever you hear an
important point say "let me make sure I understand - you were promised
delivery on the 10th and you did not receive the product until the 1st of the
following month. Is that correct?”

Rule Four:
Find out what the customer wants. Do they want a refund, credit, discount or
replacement? The customer is complaining because he/she has a problem
and wants it solved as quickly as possible. Find out what their problem is, so you
can work towards it and not towards a solution they do not want.

Rule Five:
Propose a solution and gain the customer’s support. When the customer tells
you what he or she wants, the solution is usually obvious. State your solution in a
positive manner. "I will be happy to give you a full credit for it or other
merchandise. Is that acceptable for you?” If it is acceptable, act promptly.
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Rule Six:
If the customer does not like your solution, ask what they would consider a fair
alternative. Never let a customer lose face. If you cannot meet their request,
say so, but never say they are wrong, and never get into an argument with a
customer. It is vital to be considerate of the customer’s feelings and to be
courteous. Sometimes the customer knows full well that there is nothing you
can do. All the customer really wants is someone to hear and respect his or her
point of view - and you can always give them that.

IN SUMMARY

Do remember that a customer’s loyalty is only as strong as the success of their
last contact with you. By transforming an unhappy customer into a satisfied
one, you have proved that you value their custom - and this may well lead to a
strengthened relationship and repeat business

TURNING CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS INTO REFERRALS

It’s a mistake to think that because a customer has
expressed dissatisfaction with your product or service,
they will not come back to you.

They won’t return if you handle the situation badly.
However, some of your most vociferous complainers
could become your most loyal customers, because
you handled the situation well and treated them with
respect.

Do remember 
that a customer’s
loyalty is only
as strong as the
success of their 
last contact
with you.
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This means recognising some essential traits:

● Customers want to be respected
● They want attention
● They want to be appreciated and recognised
● Most of all, they want to be understood

LOSING CUSTOMERS

Why do businesses lose customers?

A survey, with which you may be familiar, asked customers why they changed
supplier/vendor. Here are the results:

● Developed a good relationship with another supplier 5%
● Less expensive products elsewhere 9%
● Unhappy with service/product 18%
● Because of the poor attitude of the supplier 68%
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YOUR CUSTOMERS ARE THE LIFEBLOOD OF YOUR BUSINESS

It is never easy to win new business, which is why we should nurture existing
customers and try to minimise problems and inconvenience.

It’s a good idea to:

● Make regular visits or calls – spotting trouble early on
can help prevent it

● Reply to calls/queries as soon as possible
● Talk to your customers – find out about them
● Keep them well informed
● Conduct regular reviews - see your service through

their eyes

Ensure that the lifeblood keeps flowing through the veins of your business.

SOLVING PROBLEMS

Suppose they are difficult.

Few people are truly difficult. In any case it is important to make a distinction
between difficult people and difficult behaviour, which is often a result of non
co-operation on your part.

● Focus on the problem (challenge?) - not on them
● Show interest – bring out their likeable side
● Put yourself in their shoes – remember empathy?
● Be personal – use their name if that’s what they would like
● Appeal to their better nature - ‘As a parent of small children you…’
● Cultivate their goodwill

It is never easy to
win new business,
which is why we
should nurture
existing customers
and try to minimise
problems and
inconvenience.
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SAYING ‘THANK YOU’

Let your customers know you appreciate them. Find little ways to thank them
for their custom - especially when they are not expecting it. This is a great way
to attract compliments, especially after sorting out a difficult problem.

● A simple, but sincere thank you card – personalised
● Gift vouchers
● Cards at Christmas or other appropriate festivals – Diwali, Hanukah, Eid
● VIP days for special events, launches, dinners
● Social gatherings for key clients

Loyalty cards are very popular now with many organisations. Discounts, bonus
points, free samples - all help to make your business stand out.

COMPLIMENTS & COMMENTS

Why do we find it difficult to accept compliments?

Is it because:

● We  don’t  have  enough  faith  or  pride  in  our
product?

● We think it’s probably a back-handed complaint?
● We don’t trust people?
● We don’t know how to react? (how about “thank

you?”!)

Compliments tell us what we are doing right and give a
boost to our morale. If we allow it, they bring us
pleasure.

Let your 
customers know
you appreciate
them. Find little
ways to thank 
them for their
custom, especially
when they are not
expecting it.
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Some customers just mutter a comment, because that’s how they are. They
don’t really want you to take them up on it. (It’s a good idea though to take
note of what they say and, if appropriate, ask “Is everything okay?”).

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING

Relationship marketing is no longer a new buzz word and obviously it’s here to
stay. It’s all about looking at your customers and your relationship with them in a
new light. Rather than develop a product/service and market it to the
customers, relationship marketers think about what the customers want and
adapt their product development strategy accordingly.

It’s about customisation to meet the needs of the
individual. Relationship marketing is based on getting
feedback and using it to develop and improve your
service. Earlier, it was suggested that companies make
it as easy as possible for customers to complain. In
relationship marketing, feedback is sought before a
complaint occurs.

This helps to:

● Identify potential problem areas before the customer does
● Customise

For many companies, it has become common practice to encourage
customers to provide such information via the website. You need good quality
of information, if you are to have a two-way relationship with your customer.

Relationship
marketing is no
longer a new buzz
word and obviously
it’s here to stay. 
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CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS

Have customers changed? In a word - Yes!

● They are more demanding
● They have higher expectations
● They have a more pressurised lifestyle
● They want everything, but don’t necessarily want to pay for it
● They are less tolerant
● They want more for their money, time and effort
● They are much more aware of their rights – influenced by consumer rights

associations
● They are driven by customer service issues in their own workplace
● They are more likely to seek recommendation from friends and colleagues

than rely on advertising
● They are driven by new technology – particularly the internet

BUT – the key to supplier differentiation lies within these increased expectations,
since customers now value closer links with efficient, competent suppliers who
are willing to act as long term allies.

AND FINALLY

Some  key  lessons  on  keeping  abreast  of  customer  needs  and  minimising
complaints:

● Use as much of the available technology as possible – make it work for the
customer

● Focus on customers as individuals
● Listen and act on what they say
● Increase the value of each customer – especially in the long term
● Welcome complaints – always, always, welcome complaints!
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Jonathan Farrington

Jonathan Farrington is a globally recognized keynote speaker, business coach,
mentor, author, consultant, and thought leader, who has guided hundreds of
companies and more than one hundred thousand frontline salespeople and
sales leaders towards optimum performance levels.

He is the Senior Partner at Jonathan Farrington & Associates, and CEO of Top
Sales World, based in London & Paris.

Formerly, Jonathan was the CEO of The jfa Group, which he established in 1994
and sold in 2005.

Prior to that, he earned his spurs in some of the most demanding and
competitive market sectors – i.e. IT, Telecommunications and Finance.
Outstanding achievement at an early stage in his career provided a ‘fast-
track’ passage to several board level appointments, working with a number of
the largest and most successful international corporations including: IBM,
Wang, Legal and General, Andersen Consulting, Litton Industries and The Bank
of Tokyo.

Jonathan’s written work has been republished by a host of journals, including
The New York Times, The Washington Post and The London Times. He is
consistently named amongst the top most influential sales and marketing
experts in the world, and his award winning daily blog, which he first published
in 2006, for dedicated business professionals, can be found at
www.thejfblogit.co.uk

Jonathan’s LinkedIn profile can be found here:
www.linkedin.com/in/jonathanfarrington

And you will find him on Twitter - https://twitter.com/TopSalesWorld

Copyright © 2014 Jonathan Farrington.
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