‘An emotional bond is
most compelling’

Sitting at her lunch table in Mumbai’s sprawling Four Seasons hotel, renowned organisational
development and management guru and president of TMI US (a human resource development
company], Janelle Barlow, gears up for a hectic week of travel and seminars in Delhi, Mumbai ang
Bangalore on customer relations. But not before she lends a hand to the RPG Group fo help it
become a more customer-centric organisation and also release the rewritten version of her
former bestseller, A Complaint is a Gift. The much-sought-after Barlow conducts training
programmes and workshops on customer service and service recovery for top
management personnel from the leading companies around the world. She has also
authored best-selling books like Branded Customer Service: The New Competitive Edge
and Emotional Value — Creating Strong Bonds with Customers. Barlow spoke
extensively to Byravee Iyer on customer service and the role it plays in building an

Whatis good customer service?
If the purpose is to keep cus-
tomers, every company has to
do it differently. Customer
needsare different in different
places and essentially all hu-
mansaredifferent. Keeping that
inmind, the best customer ser-
vice would be one that meets
the expectations and needs of
customers, and makes them
comeback. Butthereis noone
way todo that.

How does a company create a
strong bond with customers?

Themost compellingbond is at
anemotional level. Ninety-five
percentof thetimesacustomer
comesback because heis emo-
tionally satistied with a partic-
ular product or service provid-
edbyacompany.Itislikeaman
andawoman meetingeach oth-
er, You can't talk someone into
loving you, it has to do with
chemistry. Take the case of ma-
tureeconomies wheremostor-
ganisations are moreorlesssell-
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ing the same thing. What en-
ablesonefirm todifferentiateit-
selffromanotheris service. Fur-
ther. thisdifferentiation builds
acompany's reputation. And
employeesformabigpartofde-
livering the said service.
Whetherit'satabankorevena
non-service business, ultimately
itboils down toa person.

How should big corporations
withalarge customer base cater
to each customer'sneeds?

Abigcompany hastocreatea
mindset of what the overall
business is. The company
mustbe clear on what itis go-
inglodoforthe customer. Re-
search what they want. For in-
stance, everyone wants to be
a winner in a casino game.

Hence, that feeling needs tobe
delivered. Toachieve that, the
message first needs tobecom-
municated internally and then
externally, otherwise the casi-
no will fail to meet customers'
expectations. Next, it is im-
portant to make sure thatstaff
behaves as people, and not as
robots. Noorganisation should
script theirstaffand direct their
behaviour. For instance, some

Ninety-five per cent of the times a customer
comes hack hecause he is emotionally satisfied

with a particular product or the service

companies dictate their em-
ployees togreet superiorsina
certain manner, smile in a par-
ticular way, maintain eye con-
tact and so on. The healthy
way to do it would be for the
leadership to trust the staff. If
thereis alack of trust, the em-
ployees will spot that, and in
turn, won't trust the leader-
ship. Also, managers and su-
pervisors should monitor ex-
ponential behaviour.

Are there any differencesin the
way people are managed in
India and in the US?
Thechallengein Indiain
the past has been hir-
inglabourcheap.
Therefore, In-
dian firms
tend to mass
hire. Many
times, fewer
people do-
ing more is
better. More-
over, Indiahas
amore servile

culture, which is not the case
in America and Europe where
there s a peer to peer relation-
ship. Peopleare constantly trad-
ing roles. Sometimes you pro-
vide me a service and some-
timesIprovideyouone, Theup
and down position has to go,
andIbelievethat it will happen
ultimately.

What fthe challeng
companies face indelivering cus-
tomer service?

Managers will say it is unqual-
ified staff. That's a frequently
identified problem. 1, howev-
er, think the challenge lies in
the department system fol-
lowed by most organisations.
Customers don't carefor these
departments, they just want
theirneeds met. Nowadays cus-
tomers’ expectations are going
upand they areeven willingto
pay for service. But when a
company tells acustomer that
they would have to pay twice
asmuchifthey want betterser-
vice, it is really hurting itself.
What these firms don't realise
is that enough people are will-
ing to pay for a service. An-
other fatal flay that
companies commit
istryingtobeevery-
thing for every-
body. Decide
what the busi-
ness objective
isand deliver
that. For in-

stance, Southwest Airlines in
the United States never in-
tended tobesuch abigairline,
But theirmodel of cheap fares
was so well delivered that it
made them the biggest airline
in the country.

Which is the best way to evalu-
ate customer satisfaction?

Most companies use customer
satisfaction surveys. Of late,
due to the sheer number of
these surveys people have gol-
ten tired of filling these forms
and they refuse to do it any-
more, Therefore, asurvey needs
to be kept simple, there needs
to be space for writing com-
ments, notjustboxestotick. At

“Research points out that
customers don't feel like
they can trust companies.
Every business has
to clock 55 per cent
of new customers every
year to make up for the
ones they lost”

the most, there should be only
2-3 questions. Focus groups are
alsoemerging
means toevaluats
isfaction, Companies need to
spend a good two hours with
customers and goin-depth. Al-
so, mystery shoppingisagood
option, Therefore, a good mix
willbe both soft dataand hard

data would be ideal in evalu-
ating customer satisfaction.

B tiioks
ser taught
through training?
Ideally, a person needs tobein-
nately intelligent about cus-
tomers, Canitbe taught? It will
be tough but it can be done if
oneisemotionally intelligent.
Atthe end of the day, customers
arelooking fortobe spoken po-
litely to, treated fairly, have
theiranswers metquickly and
honestly. They want tofeel like
they can trust you. In reality,
research points out that cus-
tomers don't feel like they can
trust companies, Every busi-
ness has toclock 55 percent of
new customers every year to
makeupfortheonestheylost.
Thus, when they upset a cus-
tomer they are throwing prof-
it away. And until recently,
boards were not even ad-
dressing customer attrition.
They were only focusing on
revenues, profits and employ-
ee attrition. Boards should
place customers at the centre
and then strategise, because
without customers there
would be no business torun.
Luckily, the focus seems tobe
shifting towards the customer
these days. CEOs are talking
less about competitionand in-
creasing profitability and more
about meetings customer sat-
isfaction. What's more, many
firms are creating positions to
represent customers in the
board room. ;
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