Development Suggestions for Customer Service 
Suggested Readings

	Title
	Author/Publisher

	Fish Tales
	Stephen C. Lundlin, John Christensen and Harry Paul/Hyperion, 2002.

	Award Winning Customer Service: 101 Ways to Guarantee Great Performance
	Renee Evenson/American Management Association, 2007.

	Delivering Knock your Socks Off Customer Service
	Performance Research Associates/American Management Association, 2007.

	Dealing with Difficult People: How to Deal with Nasty Customers, Demanding Bosses and Annoying Co-workers 
	Robert Cava/Firefly Books, 2004.


Activities

(Recognizing the Customer

Know who your customers are and what they want and expect from you.
Your managers are your internal customers.  Recognize that your employees are also your internal customers, and that you are accountable to them.

Take time to train and educate others.
Assume the role of teacher and coach.  Join the customer in helping them to attain their goals while making them feel they are on the same train.

Make all internal and external customers feel valued.
Every interaction with you should be as positive and memorable as possible for them.

(Setting Priorities Among Customers

Compare the customer’s mission and strategic planning goals to yours.
You may want to give priority to a customer with needs, which are more aligned with your organization’s goals versus those which are not in conflict.

Assess the customer’s relative clout with your organization and with others whose support is vital to you.  Consider the political ramifications of not meeting one customer’s needs over another’s.

Determine how much control or influence the customer has over the resources you need to accomplish your mission.

Consider the customer’s history with you.

How much support or lack of support have they been to you and your organization?

Examine what are the customer’s needs to determine if you are the only organization able to provide what is requested.  Perhaps you can recommend another source and develop a new partnership opportunity as well as meet a customer need.

Adhere to any existing mandates and agreements, both formal and informal, between you and the customer.

(Identifying Customer Needs

Conduct surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews as a means of collecting information about the client’s needs.

Remember sometimes the customer is unaware (or ill informed about) their needs.

In this case, seize the moment as an educational and marketing opportunity to inform the customer on new approaches, services, and or partnerships, which may better suit their needs.

Balance the importance of buy-in and perspective.
Recognize that there are costs and benefits in cultivating the expertise of others in work process discussions, project-planning meetings, etc.  If you think only about whose buy in your need versus where you can get additional help or perspective, you may miss critical opportunities to improve the quality of your contribution.

(Conflicting Customer Needs

When faced with the situation of customer needs in conflict with one another, 
determine if the needs are really in conflict.

Research the issue to be sure of what the customer really wants.  Sometimes further discussion will uncover that what was requested is actually not addressing the true need and you may find out that there is no conflict after all.

Determine where there are some underlying needs that are common to all stakeholders.

See if representatives of each organization can form a partnership and identify some common ground.

(Listen actively

A cornerstone of successful customer service is active listening.
A leader who is a strong active listener is able to concentrate fully on the customer and accurately identify essential information.

Listening demonstrates understanding and respect.
Active listening will help you develop rapport, which is the true foundation on which managing, and influencing others is built.  Listening to and acknowledging other people seems deceptively simple, but doing it well, particularly when disagreements arise, takes true talent.

Listening well takes plenty of practice.
However, lack of attention and respectful listening can be costly – lead to mistakes, poor service, misaligned goals, wasted time and lack of teamwork.

(Creating a Customer Service Orientation

Recognize that change can begin at any level.
Although commitment at the top makes improvements easier and faster, change can take place at any level.  Many of the most admired organizations owe their success to changes that were initiated at the bottom.  A good leader empowers their staff to come up with new ideas to serve the customer and allows them some degree of control over the process.

Remind all employees to focus on customer service.
Quality customer service should not be defined in terms of effort but should be defined in terms of results for the customer.  A leader teaches their staff to strive to exceed the customer’s expectations by working smartly versus merely working hard.  Going the extra mile and proactively improving processes not merely addressing problems are the keys to developing true trust and partnerships.

Meet the needs of internal customers first.
Internal customers’ needs directly impact external customers’ needs.  A strong leader focuses their organization from inside out.  They understand that the level of customer service their organization can provide is directly proportionate to the strength of the internal customer service exhibited.   You cannot provide good external customer service if the employees providing these services are dissatisfied.  

Continuously measure your organization’s customer service.
Constantly monitor the effectiveness of your organization’s customer service by including information from all persons responsible for providing the services.  Use as many measures as possible to collect as much information as possible about both your internal and external customers.  Involving everyone helps build consensus and facilitates buy in for changes. 

Encourage and facilitate open communication at all levels.
Give both your internal and external customers as much information as possible.  Open communication enables all customers to make decisions that will improve either how well they deliver services or how well they react to the services provided.

Recognize the customer needs are constant, unpredictable and hard to control.

Dealing with customers involves managing expectations in an ever-changing  environment.  Since expectations and rules are fluid a leader must help their employees plan for and deal with this uncertainty.  A key to this process is to emphasize strategic planning and teamwork.  Help employees deal with contingency plans and make sure they can count on you for support as needed.

Remember leaders can create an environment to help employees succeed. 
Leaders can provide information and tools to help employees learn to acquire new information and develop new tools and methods so they can do their jobs better.  An enabling environment encourages change, resulting in employees who are better able to help themselves, their organization, and their customers.

Assess customer service.
Regularly evaluate customer satisfaction levels to track improvements and to gauge any reactions to changes in performance throughout service delivery processes.

(Adding Value

Understand the importance of adding value.
Adding value extends far beyond accomplishing the present mission and exceeding current customer expectations.  This process involves developing an organizational culture which fosters unlimited possibility, encourages staff to pursue new opportunities and allows employees to make substantial contributions to customer satisfaction.  

Look beyond the current job and into the future.
A visionary leader coaches their staff to look down the road to explore what contributions can be made to unfamiliar and undefined situations and find a way to create value.

“Unlearn” something old as well as learn something new.
The process of adding value means learning new processes and habits coupled with “unlearning” outdated processes and breaking old, unproductive habits.  Brainstorm barriers, which hamper commitment, passion and creativity from flourishing in your organization.  Uncover and remove obstacles, which are keeping your staff from adding value.

Challenge yourself to examine your current work practices to identify opportunities to add value to your organization and increase the quality of customer service you provide.

If you are in a leadership position, conduct a brainstorming session with your staff to help employees identify their goals and values.  Help them uncover obstacles which may stand in their away and inhibit their ability to add value to the organization.  Practice supporting and encouraging others to look beyond their current job responsibilities and help them focus on the future.  Expect high standards, and pass that expectation on.

Suggest that your managers ask employees to define standards for high performance for projects they are working on.
Ask: “What criteria will your employees use to determine whether they’ve completed a project to the highest standards?” Help your employees see beyond the idea that just getting a project or assignment done is the goal.   Continue to evaluate standards and encourage others to do so as well.  

Customer Service Quick Tips:
1. Know who your customers are and what they want and expect from you.

2. Recognize that your managers and coworkers are also your internal customers, and that you are also accountable to them.

3. Regularly evaluate customer satisfaction levels to track improvements and to gauge any reactions to changes in performance throughout service delivery processes.

4. Get periodic feedback from a sample of your organization's customers.

5. Communicate frequently with your customers.

6. Have a thorough understanding of the motives, knowledge, understanding, and attitudes of the customers with whom you will be consulting or negotiating.  

7. Make a list of what you believe your customer's needs are.  Ask your customer to list their needs.  Compare the two lists and identify the differences.

8. Be available for direct contact with your customers.

9. Keep your customer's requirements as your top priority when making decisions.

10. Be prepared to modify your direction in response to your customer's changing needs, input, and suggestions.

11. To the extent possible avoid creating rigid systems that are difficult to change.  Your objective is to design systems that can be constantly adjusted to fit the changing needs of customers.

12. Use active listening techniques when communicating with the customer. Take notes on conversations that are not documented.

13. Make customer satisfaction your goal when developing long- and short- term organizational plans.

14. Develop a presentation for your supervisor or other stakeholders on quality improvement and customer satisfaction.  
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