Attention to Quality Customer Service Yields High Returns
(Commentary)

By Kari Utley- Stout Executive Search

As printed in: Northwest Arkansas Business Journal 6/1
Our customer is what? To be serviced.

Customer service. Two words that when heard bring either really bad experiences or really
good experiences to mind. We want the wait staff to get it right the first time. Medium well
please, not medium rare and still mooing. And hurry. We want our fine dining experience
quick and efficient. We want all surfaces spotless, shiny and clean. We want the
atmosphere just right for the occasion — candles lit, live jazz and excellent ambience. Is
that too much to ask from Pete's Barbeque? Wait a minute. It really doesn't matter if it's
"fine dining" or a "throw your peanut hulls on the floor" bar and grill. The difference in any
business — whether it's a restaurant, a bank, a discount store or a local garage — is
customer service. We want to be treated well. Don't get me wrong. Quality steak is
important. Properly managing my investments is huge. Installing the correct tires on my
car is essential.

All that said, if every "thing" is perfect and in its proper place yet we are not treated well
from beginning to end, then we have had a bad experience and the lack of customer
service may have just lost you a customer. But when we are treated well and shown that
our need for service matters, then on the occasion when a business makes an error, we are
more likely to return and give them a second chance.

This seems like a no-brainer but for some reason people still need reminding of the value of
customer service. Small business. Big business. White collar. Blue collar. No collar. When
you open your door of "service" you are saying "trust me with your money, your time, your
hair, your product that needs repaired." Trust is a big deal, especially in this era of forced
regrouping that our society is experiencing. No one is exempt. Now is a great time to
evaluate where your business stands in the customer service arena. Whether you're a small
business or a large corporation, customer service is the same. It involves basic human
kindness and how we treat each other. It's about respect for the individual and how we
speak to each other. Big isn't always better and small doesn't always get it right. However,
small businesses that focus on customer service by building relationships can build a very
successful and rewarding business.

There is no such thing as "bad customer service." If it's "bad customer service" it's not
called customer service, it's called a "bad experience." Either we get it or we don't.

Customer service is an investment. It means you look beyond the invoice to the face of the
person writing the check for your services. Even if the nature of your business is servicing a
one-time passing-through customer, you can still treat the individual with respect and
dignity. It means listening. It means making eye contact or focusing on what the customer
is telling you they need. Mistakes are made when the lone priority is speed. We are a speed
demon society. We want that done yesterday. And we want it done right. Certainly there is
a need for speed, but there is a greater need for efficiency. Customer service includes both.

As recruiters for Wal-Mart supplier teams, one of our firm's greatest rewards is when a
company calls us back to the table to help with a job search. Hard work has paid off.
Efficiency has paid off. Quality people with the right skill set presented to that company has
paid off. Trust has been built. We heard them — our customer — serviced.

We often hear customer service starts at the top. That's not always true. | consistently use



the drive thru-services at my bank. | purposely try to time it so my favorite teller is
working. Jamie is awesome. She is quick, efficient and is a walking smile. She knows my
name. When | pull up, she greets me before | even send over my documents. Sounds
crazy, but for the next few minutes while Jamie does her work, | literally can catch my
breath, know that my business is in good hands, and that my needs are being met.

Customer service is a belief and an attitude. If genuine, it permeates throughout the
organization creating the foundation for your company's culture. Customer service needs to
be brought back to the forefront and emphasized not only in training, but in the maintaining
and running of our businesses. Our customer is why we are in business. Service them.

(Kari Utley is the manager of public relations and marketing for Stout Executive Search in
Springdale, which focuses on the Wal-Mart supplier community. She may be reached at
kari@stoutexecutivesearch.com..)
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