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The Lost Art of Customer Service - or - Is Technology Causing Lost Customers
Many companies say that they provide excellent customer service.  They advertise it, promote it in all company literature, place plaques on walls proclaiming it, and generally rally around the cry of excellent customer service.  When you call them, however, you may experience something quite different than what I would call good (much less excellent) customer service.  

You call and get a voice message that provides a rather wordy dissertation about the menu you are about to be presented.  You press zero, and get told it is an invalid option. Then you listen to from five to seven options, none of which exactly fit what you were looking for, except for one you thought may work…except you cannot remember which number it was….so you listen again.  Then you select your choice…and get another set of  five options….you repeat the ritual…make a selection and get a voice telling you there is a 10 minute wait to speak with a representative.  Then you get the representative, who needs to transfer you to someone else and you get another wait, but only five minutes.  Is this familiar for most of your dealings with companies claiming good customer service?   Maybe even your company?  

The problem here is that customer service is many times put into the hands of system techies who know nothing of good customer service, while the managers who do know customer service have little to say about the system.  Many times the objective is to cut staff by using technology.  The result is the experience described above.  An experience that totally irritates and upsets customers.  The money saved by reducing customer service staff is dwarfed by the potential cost of regaining customer good will.  In any case the cost of regaining a reputation is far greater than the cost of having  staff and systems capable of being responsive to customer sensitivities.  A company’s reputation is degraded seriously when the words excellent customer service are not truly backed by the experience.  The same goes for trying to contact an executive or manager and getting an endless stream of voicemails until the final, “no attendant available”.

Unfortunately, businesses are beginning to beat customers into accepting this poor customer service, because today it is rare to find anything else offered by any other company.   Customers are beginning to accept these low standards as the only option out there.  Perhaps one could gain a competitive advantage doing it differently.

The cure is a three click, three ring, three message rule.  No more than three clicks getting into a website to get exactly what you want.  No more that three rings before the phone is answered (by a person).  No more than three options on a voice system because that is all people can absorb according to studies, and no more than two tiers of options. Hit 0 and get a person in any call system; especially, not successive voicemails when calling a manager or executive.  These rules must be religiously followed in the name of good customer service.   Then, you will have alignment with what you say, excellent customer service, really being the same as the actual experience.  There is no excuse for anything less if your goal is to be outstanding in customer service. 
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