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             PACIFIC OCEAN OFF THE WESTERN COAST OF MEXICO, Nov. 18 -- Crystal Cruises is another company that is proving my thesis that many people want and will pay more for customer service.  This cruise from New York City to Los Angeles on the company’s Crystal Symphony is sold out and the travelers are proving that even in a depressed economy or recession that they will pay extra for great customer service.

             My recent articles on the subject of quality and service cited the successes of both Discovery Card and Ally Bank.  This is yet another example that CEOs in any given business and industry need to listen to their customers and respond to what they want.  And if they do, they can take it all the way to the bottom line.

             Airlines, banks and financial institutions could learn a great deal from Crystal’s management in how to treat customers and that people will pay extra for service.  For many years this cruise line has been named the best in its category by a number of travel publications and pollsters.  If the Crystal Symphony were land based, it would be a five-star hotel.  In fact, it is a floating St. Regis the way it delivers customer service.

             The ship could also be called a “Cheers at Sea” where everyone knows your name, like the television series that was based on the popular Boston bar.  More than 80 percent of the passengers on this 19-day cruise have been on the ship before.  Not only are they seeing old acquaintances, but almost every member of the crew calls everyone by name and certainly by the second day at sea.  Taking it one step further, so many of the waiters, restaurant captains and bar tenders even remember the favorites of the customers they serve.  I feel guilty when I sometimes forget the names of those serving me, but I can use age as an excuse for not remembering.

             The majority of passengers on the ship are from the U.S. but many countries are represented from Asia, Europe, Latin America and Canada.  The crew is even more diverse with hometowns on all five continents.

             Customer service in any company or institution has to start at the very top with a leadership commitment from the president or CEO.  The pride of service has to be made contagious with all employees.  Happy employees result in happy customers.  With so many incidents of air outrage today in airports and on airplanes, I find it hard to remember the last time I found an airline employee who really loved his or her job.  It all reflects in the quality of service provided.  There are less than a handful of airlines today that truly understand and provide customer service.

             We have an entire generation of CEOs heading American companies who need to take remedial courses in customer service and be examples for their employees.  Companies and organizations who fail to provide customer service are those most vulnerable for a crisis.  It would seem logical that customer service would be a priority in any company but that too is becoming an oxymoron in business today.
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