Is Customer Service Soon

To Be An Oxymoron?
by Rene A. Henry
SEATTLE, Wash., July 11 – (EXCLUSIVE FOR JACK O’DWYER’S NEWLETTER) - For years customer service in the U.S. has been on a decline.  And, it gets progressively worse every year. 

Many U.S. companies once were role models for the rest of the world.  But customer service hit a new low yesterday when Sprint Nextel disconnected more than 1,000 customers because they complained!

In “Customer Service 101” I learned that if you have a problem, you fix it.  Roni M. Singleton, Sprint’s public relations manager for corporate communications, and spokesperson for the nation’s third largest wireless company, issued the following statement: “In a recent review of Sprint’s customers’ accounts, over the past year a small number of our customers – 1,000-1,200 – have made frequent calls regarding account information which we have been unable to resolve to their satisfaction, despite our best efforts.  These individuals are calling Care – in some cases – hundreds of times a month, for a period of 6-12 months on the same issues even after the issues appear to have been resolved.
“While we have worked hard and will always work hard to resolve customer issues and questions to the best of our ability, rather than continue to operate in a situation that was unsatisfactory for our subscribers and Sprint, we chose to terminate our relationship with these particular customers to allow them to pursue other options.  This action occurs without penalties and waives their final charges.  These customers represent a very small minority of our base and we are taking this action to enhance the level of service we will provide our remaining 53 million customers.”

This is what you really could call a “dropped call.”  If I were looking for a cellular company and trying to decide between AT&T, Verizon, Sprint Nextel or T-Mobile, and read this story, I would ask myself, “What problems does Sprint really have?”  In March, Business Week ranked 25 companies as the best in the U.S. for customer service.  The only telecom ranked was T-Mobile at #23 because of its billing attributes and timely problem resolution.
Sprint’s philosophy is 180 degrees opposite that of Carl Sewell, who in Dallas built one of the largest and most profitable Cadillac dealerships in the world.  His philosophy was to turn the one-time buyer into a lifetime customer.  Sewell instilled in all of his employees that the customer is always right, even if he or she is wrong.  He said to always underpromise and overdeliver, and whatever the customer asks, the answer is always yes.  Sewell retained Stanley Marcus of Neiman-Marcus to be a customer service advisor and his book, “Customers For Life,” is a must read.

In recent months, the airline industry has come under fire more than ever for its disastrous, deteriorating and what should be unacceptable customer service.  While the industry needs to be re-regulated, don’t look for anyone in Congress to step forward.  Can you imagine an airline refusing to fly passengers who complained about service?  There would be plenty of seats available on all flights.

When I hear these horror stories, I have to question how involved the public relations staff was in the decision.  In too many companies, customer service reports to sales or marketing or it is a department unto itself, making decisions that impact on the company’s reputation and image.  PR professionals need to convince CEOs and senior management that they must be more involved.  In Sprint’s case, their Beltway lobbyists may have some fires to extinguish, especially at the FCC.
Price and quality used to be synonymous, but today you don’t always get what you pay for.  I had a problem one Friday evening with a new Sub Zero refrigerator, one of the most expensive on the market, and the individual who answered the tech service line did not listen, could not help and said to either call back Monday or someone would call me.  No one called on Monday so I sent an e-mail that was responded to the next day, without any solution, but by that time the issue was resolved.  

Years ago when Whirlpool was a client, you could get 24/7 telephone technical support on any problem for any appliance on its 800 “Cool Line.”  That is what you should expect from customer service.

Last week I sent two e-mails to Epson’s “on-line customer service tech support.”  After three days, when no one had responded, I called the support number, which was not toll free.  After several minutes of recordings I then was told there would be a wait of at least five minutes.  I called back later in the day, at my expense, and after spending 21 minutes with a “support” person, I was told “The problem is with your computer’s Windows Vista operating system, we don’t have an answer and our technical people are aware of and working on the problem.”
Five days later I received a form e-mail from Epson acknowledging receipt of my e-mail request and telling me someone was working on the problem.  And, like so many e-mails companies send out today, it would not allow a response.  Here is a company that doesn’t even have a toll free 800 number.
I had already sent two e-mail requests to Microsoft because of other problems with Vista.  I’m thinking now of junking Vista and going back to Windows XP which worked very well.  As a Microsoft stockholder, I also e-mailed investor relations seeking help.  Again, the e-mail was ignored.  Finally I decided to turn to the PR department hoping I could seek help from a professional colleague.  

Unfortunately, no luck here either.  Christine M. Aguirre, the senior PR manager, responded with an automatic “out of office” reply and said to contact Ellie Ford at Waggener Edstrom.  I did and two days later, still not even an acknowledgment.  What really surprised me was that neither Molly Von Mitschke Collande, PR manager, or Brian Seitz, senior marketing communications manager, had e-mail addresses listed in the PRSA “Blue Book.”  Is this transparent management?  With a company like Microsoft it should be automatic.
In Business Week’s ranking of the best providers of customer service, the magazine cited common principles that included emphasizing employee loyalty as much as customer loyalty and knowing how to respond when service goes wrong.  This makes a very strong case against outsourcing customer service where the employees at the call centers have no ownership or corporate loyalty.
In 2002, a Business Week reader survey reported 77 percent of more than 400 respondents said their customer service experiences over the previous year were only fair or poor.  They had little patience with bad service and 94 percent said they stopped using a company’s products or services after a bad experience; 57 percent said they don’t give a company a second chance.

Shareholders of public companies should be concerned that dissing customers means lost sales.  Several years ago, McDonald’s reported that rude employees cost the firm an average of $60,000 per store or a total of $780 million in the U.S. alone for its nearly 13,000 restaurants.  
If we’re in a service economy, where did the service go?  Customer service are two words that soon may no longer exist in Corporate America.  PR professionals need to get involved and have a proactive approach rather than cleaning up messes or even crises created by others.  And, CEOs and senior managers need to place a greater importance on listening to their customers rather than on their bonuses and stock options.
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