
Taking care of the customer
It doesn't matter if you're a salesperson, a small business owner, a stay-at-home
mom, a father, a manager, a government worker, or a business leader.

Each of us has to worry about taking care of our customers.

Our purpose in business is finding a customer, serving a customer, and then
retaining that customer. Our success largely depends on how well we do this.

Most of us have business customers to deal with. In order to earn our "daily
bread," we provide a product, solution, or a good deal of handholding.

Some of us may have customers of another sort: our customer may be our
spouse, or our family. We may have constituents or ratepayers as our customers.
We might have co-workers or other departments within the company.

We may brand our customers "clients," or "taxpayers," "patients," or just "Billy,"
but one way or another, whatever you call them, they're still customers.

Each of us, in one way or another, does the same sort of thing. We find, serve,
and retain (or lose) or customers.

How best can we find and keep a customer?

Customers are the very lifeblood of a company -- the more insulated the
company is from the customer, the less likely the company is to survive.
It really doesn't matter how many meetings we have, how often we have revised
the corporate policy manual, or how many changes we have made to the
company letterhead. What matters is how well we address the customer -- the
customer is literally king.

But, it goes deeper than that.

As a writer, I know my writing has to be useful to my audience. The more clearly I
can understand my audience, the more I am able to make my writing useful (and
interesting) to the reader.

As marketers, (and we all market one way or another) we know we gain a better
response rate if we tune our product to the needs of the "consumer." How well
we fine tune our marketing to the needs of those people who use dictates how
well our product is received.
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It goes deeper still.

The customer inherently knows what he or she needs, wants, or desires. It's
our challenge to find that out, and adequately address it.

Some years ago, a former boss of mine took on one of our customers. We knew
if we sent a customer to talk to this man, that the customer likely wouldn't stick
around very long. Rather than addressing the needs of the customer, the
manager reacted badly, suggesting the problem was all the customer's doing,
and refusing to address it.

Some time later, I had an occasion to talk with this customer, and found the main
reason behind the problem was that we didn't adequately understand what the
customer wanted. What we had was a communication failure.
The customer knew what he wanted. We just didn't stop to figure it out.

When I sat down and spoke with the customer, I found out that he had good
points. As I addressed them, I learned from the experience, and it increased the
worth of what I was able to offer other customers.

The customer knew much more than I did -- at least he knew much more than I
did about what he wanted.

I've never forgotten that instance. It made a profound effect on how I deal with
customers. I always start from the point of view that the customer is right.

This brings us to Gibson's law number 26: "Rule number one: the customer
is always right. Rule number two: if customer is wrong, please see rule
number one."

Sometimes, of course, despite Gibson's law number 26, the customer is "dead
wrong." In those rare cases, I figure I don't adequately understand what he/she is
trying to achieve. I back off, and try again. Sometimes, you can help a customer
find what he/she is really after. Often when I think a customer is wrong, and then
follow his/her orders anyway, the customer comes back later with what I
originally had in mind. More often, I decide that the customer has a right to be
wrong, since they're paying the bill.

Here are some suggestions for dealing with customers who may be "wrong,"
even after you've read Gibson's Law Number 26:

1. Seek to understand what the customer has in mind, not what he is
necessarily saying.
Sometimes, a customer is trying to tell you what he wants, but doesn't know the
terminology. You've most likely been doing this for years. You know the
terminology, but may not know what he/she wants.



2. See if you are misreading what the customer is telling you.
As an example, if I say the word "tree," you are going to envision a particular type
of tree in your mind. I may mean a lilac bush, where you're thinking of an oak
tree. We both think "tree," but we aren't on the same wavelength.

3. Realize that the customer may be right, and you may be wrong.
Like my earlier example, you may have something to learn from this customer. It
could be something that will bring you riches, glory, and growth.

4. Realize that sometimes a customer is better served by someone else.
I was reading a post from a group I read today. This gentleman spoke of being
locked out of a truck, and calling a locksmith. When the locksmith said it would
take an hour for him to come to the site, and when the gentleman said he needed
it sooner than that, the locksmith suggested he get a different locksmith, and
provided a name. The first locksmith realized that he was likely to lose a sale, but
still served the customer. This customer may still have an occasion in the future
for a locksmith -- and the first one is still out there.
Sometimes, we are not the best solution for a customer. We have to have the
courage to serve the person and tell him/her that. Often, the customer will stick
around anyway, and much of the time, they will come back to us later on,
because we served their needs and had integrity in doing it.

These rules do not extend just to the business world. Friends, lovers,
spouses, families, are all customers. We need to make certain we are adequately
addressing their wants, desires, and needs. Continue marketing ourselves -- we
may call it dating, or "family council," but we need to adequately make certain we
are addressing the needs of our customer groups.

Lastly, we need to consider ourselves as customers too

As strange as this sounds, we need to remember "Me Inc.," where we think of
ourselves as a business. As part of that, we need to keep asking ourselves what
we need in order to serve ourselves. Training, support, love, kindness,
motivation, remuneration, growth, fitness -- all these things are areas where we
often let ourselves down. It impacts our bottom line. It lessens our ability to
market ourselves. We are customers of our own products, as well as the
producer.

The customer is king -- or queen. If he/she isn't, then we won't be, either.
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