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Accentuate the Positive

Nature of Customer Relations

SR

Entrepreneur James Cash Penney once
said, “Every great business is built on
friendship.” Does this statement, made
by the founder of a department store
chain that’s more than a century old,
still apply to businesses today? Certainly!
It doesn’t mean that every customer
should be a close, personal friend of
the business owner, but rather that busi-
nesses should view their customers as
people, not just numbers or dollar signs.

It’s important for businesses to build
relationships with customers and to
serve them with courtesy and respect

at all times. Find out more about positive
customer relations and how you can help
your business achieve them.

Objectives

A Discuss the importance of positive
customer relations.

Describe ways that organizations can
build positive customer relations.

Are You Positive?

The big picture

Everyone has a horror story about an experience they've had with a business. It could
involve a faulty product, poor after-sale service, or a rude employee. What's your
“customer relations nightmare” tale? How many times have you related it to family,
friends, or acquaintances? You may be just one customer, but your actions can have a
big impact on a business. That's why it's so important for businesses to take customer
relations seriously.

Customer relations refers to all the activities a business engages in to interact
with its customers. It is often used interchangeably with the term customer service.
Simply put, having positive customer relations means having happy customers.

A business with positive customer relations has customers who are more than just
satisfied. As a matter of fact, studies have shown that satisfied customers are not
necessarily loyal customers. A successful business knows that it is not enough to
just meet customer needs and wants—it must exceed them. You probably have a
personal story about positive customer relations as well. Think of a time when a
business went “above and beyond” to solve your problem or to make you feel like
a valued customer. How did this business exceed your expectations?
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A Being kind and listening to customers is a great way to have positive
customer relations.
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Positive customer relations makes customers feel important. They know that they are more than just a business transaction or

a “‘means to an end” for the business to make money. The business listens to their feedback and takes their needs seriously.

A relationship is present—they feel connectedto the business. Is there a business with which you feel this type of connection?
What has the business done to make you feel this way?

To build positive customer relations, businesses must be proactive. Reacting to questions, complaints, and problems as they occur
is not enough. Businesses must stay ahead of these issues, striving to keep problems from happening in the first place, as well as
striving to provide positive customer experiences with every interaction. A business can succeed at this task only when it makes
customer relations a top priority and integrates customer relations principles and practices throughout the entire organization.

4

LN Read more about proactive customer service in Kristen Hicks’ article “Six Tips To Shift From Reactive to
Proactive Customer Service” at http://csi.softwareadvice.com/6-tips-to-shift-from-reactive-to-proactive-
customer-service-0411/.
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Importance of positive customer relations

Every business depends on its customers to survive.

A restaurant needs diners, a doctor needs patients, a
college needs students, a wholesaler needs retailers—
you get the idea. So, it goes without saying that keeping
customers happy is an important ingredient of business
success. Now, let’s take a deeper look at the many rea-
sons businesses should work hard to keep customer
relations positive. All of these factors contribute to one
important goal—making a profit.
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A A positive customer experience at a restaurant can encourage
diners to come back and new customers to visit.

E very business owner and employee is also a customer of other businesses.
Now that you’ve thought about your own customer relations experiences,

both good and bad, consider how you can use them to help bring
positive customer relations to your place of work.

Customers are tough to please. Today’s customers are more demanding than ever. Studies show that customers who stop doing
business with certain companies often do so because of poor customer relations experiences. Customers know how they want to be
treated—and they will take their business elsewhere if your organization fails to meet their expectations.

. .". To learn more about today’s challenging customers and businesses’ need to accommodate them,
18 check out “The Way Customers Use Products Have Changed—but Brands Haven't Kept Up”

':. .. at https://hbr.org/2018/05/the-ways-customers-use-products-have-changed-but-brands-havent-kept-up.
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Competition is fierce. Modern customers are knowledgeable, and they spend their money wisely. In the past, “shopping around”
was more difficult for customers to do, but today’s economy is wired and global. If the company down the street doesn't satisfy a
customer, s/he may be able to hop online and find a better customer experience with the click of a button. Customer relations often
makes the difference in a customer’s choice between two businesses offering the same product at the same price.
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<« Great customer
service is a way
to set yourself
apart from the
likely numerous
competitors who
want to offer
customers their
own products.

Building positive customer relations is one of the least expensive ways for a business to compete. A smile, a “thank you,” and
a helpful attitude are free, and even the smallest businesses with the most limited funds can afford to provide them. Not every
company can pay to create a large-scale marketing campaign, but every company can build positive customer relations.

Loyalty is valuable. Positive customer relations encourages repeat business and customer loyalty. When customers
feel that a business has taken the time and effort to build relationships with them, they are much less likely to switch over
to a competitor, even if the competitor lowers its prices. Over time, these long-term customers can spend a lot of money
with the business, making its customer relations efforts pay off for years to come.

Retaining current customers also costs a business less money than reaching brand-new customers. Think about it—
courteously answering a current customer’s question about a product is much less expensive than paying a salesperson

to bring in a new account.

Word-of-mouth promotion is priceless. When custom-
ers are happy with a business, they are likely to tell their
friends, family, coworkers, and acquaintances about it. This
is known as word-of-mouth promotion, and it is truly
priceless to a business—since it can't be bought! Potential
customers tend to take word-of-mouth promotion more
seriously than they do a business’s marketing communica-
tions, since it comes from sources they personally know and
trust. Word-of-mouth information is very powerful; however,
businesses must keep in mind that this information can also
be negative. Unfortunately, customers are even more likely
to relate their negative experiences to others than they are

to relate their positive experiences. When businesses make
positive customer relations a priority, they are allowing this
free promotion to work in their favor.

A Customers that have good experiences at your business are likely
to tell others about it. A bad experience can be just as loud.
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Productivity matters. To boost profits, a business wants to keep costs low and productivity high. Beligve it or not, spending
the extra time and effort to build positive customer relations can actually increase productivity. Let's say a customer ordered a
piece of manufacturing equipment, but the business selling it hasn't taken the time to follow up and make sure it's been delivered
on schedule. A shipping error occurs, the equipment doesn't arrive on time, and an employee must spend several hours tracking
it down. Not only did the business irritate its customer, it decreased its own productivity by wasting time and resources to resolve
the problem. This situation could have been avoided if the business had made customer relations a priority in the first place.

Employees are key. A corporate culture that values customer relations tends to create a positive working environment for its
employees as well. Smart business owners realize that positive customer relations depends on employees putting the right
principles and practices into action. So, they strive to keep employee relations positive as well. Satisfied employees help create
satisfied customers and contribute to overall business success.

"'_,, - To learn more about the importance of quality customer relations, read Rick Suttle’s
article “What Does Excellent Customer Service Mean?” for the Houston Chronicle:

https://smallbusiness.chron.com/excellent-customer-service-mean-2085.html.
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Summary

Customer relations refers to all the activities a
business engages in to interact with its customers.
Positive customer relations makes customers 2. Describe positive customer relations.
feel important and connected to the company. 3
It exceeds their expectations. Customer relations is
important because it helps satisfy today’s tough-
to-please customers, helps a business compete, a. Customers  d. Word-of-mouth promotion
helps create loyal customers, helps generate b. Competition  e. Productivity

word-of-mouth promotion, increases productivity,
and creates a positive working environment.

1. What is customer relations?

. Describe the importance of positive customer relations
as it relates to:

c. Loyalty f. Employees
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Providing excellent customer service means making customer needs and wants a top priority.
Ryan, a salesperson at an electronics store, is helping a customer who needs a new mobile phone
and contract. After explaining all the options, the customer says that he needs something a bit
cheaper and more flexible than what Ryan’s business can offer. Ryan knows that a competing
business can give the customer what he’s looking for. Should Ryan tell the customer this? Is it
ethical to send business away from the company you work for? On the other hand, is it ethical
to withhold information that could help a customer with her/his needs? What do you think?

5
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Stay Positive

You know that building positive customer relations is important for business success. So, why do so many organizations still fail at this
endeavor? Perhaps they forget that positive customer relations doesn’t just happen on its own. It requires a lot of planning and work.
Many factors affect a business’s customer relations. Let’s take a look at some of them.

Business processes. All of a busi-
ness’s processes and activities should
be approached with customers in
mind. Customer relations should be

a priority that is built into the overall
organizational plan. No business can
be all things to all people; therefore,
it's important for businesses to identify
their target markets and focus on
building positive relations with those
customers specifically. Customer
needs and wants should be continu-
ously evaluated—after all, it's point-
less to work on customer relations if
you aren't offering a good or a service
that people want to buy.

A By focusing on target markets, a business can better serve its customers.

As an employee, you may have little to no control over your business’s organizational planning decisions. However, you can still
approach your daily job tasks with customers in mind. You can make them your priority each and every day, helping your business
build positive customer relations. You can also contribute to your business’s customer relations efforts by being attentive to the
feedback you get from customers. What contributes to their satisfaction? What bothers them? How could your business “go the
extra mile” to make them happier? Use this information to perform your job better, and pass it along to your managers and supervisors.

Lo

"'( Learn more about how businesses can build a positive customer service culture in
Alyssa Gregory’s article “9 Tips for Providing Excellent Customer Service.” You can find
it here: https://www.thebalancesmb.com/providing-excellent-customer-service-2951744.

iStock/Thinkstock

Business environment. A business’s environment is both tangible and intangible. In the tangible sense, a business is a building with
offices, desks, chairs, manufacturing equipment, etc. This physical environment can affect customer relations in many ways. A service
business, such as an oil-change shop or a dentist’s office, may have a reception area or a waiting room for customers. This environment
can greatly influence how customers feel about the business. Comfortable chairs, a good selection of magazines, and coffee or snacks
can certainly go a long way toward making customers happy and helping them feel positively toward the business.
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In the intangible sense, a business’s environment is the way employees and customers feel when they interact with the
organization. For employees, this is known as corporate culture. A business that promotes a culture of teamwork,
respect, and professionalism among its employees has built a strong foundation for building positive customer relations.

Let's say a customer service representative
needs the help of a salesperson to address a
customer’s problem. If the business has created
an environment of teamwork, these employees
should be able to work together effectively to
solve the problem and satisfy the customer.

Technology. Technological advances offer two
main advantages for businesses when it comes
to building positive customer relations. First,
technology allows customers greater access

to the business. They can visit the business'’s
website to get answers to FAQs (Frequently
Asked Questions), to view product photos

and information, to place orders, or to track
shipping. They can call the business’s toll-
free number to receive technical support

or to provide feedback. Today's customers
value convenience. When a business uses
technology effectively to create convenient
experiences for its customers, it can improve
customer relations.

o 4
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Check out Megan Totka's article “Four Ways To Improve Customer Service Through Technology” to
learn more: https://smallbiztrends.com/2017/05/improve-customer-service-through-technology.html.
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Second, technology allows a business to track and organize customer
information more effectively and efficiently. By doing so, the business
can serve its customers better and offer them more personalized atten-
tion. For example, if a business tracks a customer’s ordering history,

it can use that information to recommend new products the customer
might like. Not only does this benefit the customer, it can create more
sales for the business. Businesses can also use customer information
to identify valuable customers and create targeted marketing campaigns
to reach them.

People. The most important factor in a business’s customer rela-
tions is its people. Employees “make or break” a business’s efforts to
build positive relations with customers. That's why it's so important
for businesses to hire the right people. Skills and traits that are use-
ful in customer relations (problem-solving skills, decision-making
skills, friendliness, etc.) should be key skills companies look for when
recruiting and hiring employees. Customer relations skills should also
be stressed during employee training and should play an important
role in decisions regarding bonuses and promotions.

;"“'

A Having a positive corporate culture can extend to having great customer service.

LDProd/iStock/Getty Images Plus

A Technology not only makes getting your work done easier,
it also allows you to better serve your customers.

LAP-CR-003-CS © 2020, MBA Research and Curriculum Center®

Accentuate the Positive 6



B

Put it info practice
What techniques can your business use to help build positive customer relations? Consider the following tips:

Be customer-centric. Right, right—you already
know that the customer comes first. But the impor-
tance of this perspective cannot be overstated. If's

not just an idea or a philosophy—it should be the g
“rule” that you put into practice during every single c“sllloM En
customer interaction. This applies even when a cus- ' :

tomer is being difficult or demanding. In this case, —
the customer may not be right, but you can still treat :
him/her with courtesy and respect. e

Pay attention to internal customers. As you
know, building positive customer relations depends :
on a business’s employees. They are the “face” of . ez S ety s s
the company to the public, and their attitudes and
actions greatly impact how customers feel about the business. Attitude is often contagious; therefore, unhappy employees have
difficulty creating and maintaining positive customer relations. That's why it's important for an organization to maintain good
relations with its employees as well.

Communicate. Positive customer relations are impossible without good communication. Businesses have a lot to tell customers
about themselves and their products and services, but their best form of communication is to /isten respectfully. Customers have
a great deal of valuable information to give your business if you will listen. They will tell you about their wants and needs. They will let
you know what you're doing well and what you can improve. They will explain how you're stacking up to the competition.

Many businesses make the mistake of making communication too difficult for their customers. Automated systems answer customers’
phone calls, websites don't offer contact information, or employees are too busy to give attention in the store. This is poor customer
relations. Not only should businesses make communication easy for customers, they should find ways to encourage it. Incentives such
as coupons or free samples may capture customers’ attention and motivate them to give feedback (such as filling out a survey).

Resolve complaints in a quick, satisfactory manner.
Addressing customers’ problems and complaints is a key part
of customer relations. No business wants to hear complaints;
however, a smart business views them as opportunities
rather than annoyances. Why? Because customers often
have better relationships with businesses that have success-
fully resolved their complaints than they do with businesses
where no problem has occurred at all. The experience stands
out in their minds; they remember it.

Complaints give your business a golden opportunity to
build positive customer relations, but only if you handle
them correctly. They should be addressed quickly and
resolved to the customer’s satisfaction. Not only should you
fix the problem, you should do so courteously and apolo-
gize for the mistake. A simple statement, such as, “'m sorry
you received the wrong product, Ms. Anderson. I'll ship the
correct one to you today, free of charge,” can go a long way

A Resolving complaints is a way to strengthen your relationship with toward bUI|d|ﬂg pOSiHVB customer relations.
your customers and make customers feel valuable.
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Be thankful. Keep in mind that business success depends on customers and
their loyalty. They appreciate it when businesses show them gratitude for their
patronage. Saying “thanks” is often simple and free. At the end of a recent South-
west Airlines flight, the pilot was overheard thanking passengers for choosing his
airline and allowing him to make a living doing what he loves. He certainly didn't
need to say this, but the passengers appreciated it and related it to their friends
and family. It gave them a very positive impression of the pilot and the airline.
Sometimes, a business can show its gratitude by offering customers special benefits
or perks, such as frequent-buyer discounts or special-occasion gift certificates.

Display courtesy, friendliness, and professionalism at all times. It's amazing
how many times employees behave rudely toward customers. Can you think of a time
this happened to you? In a successful business, this type of unprofessional behavior
is unacceptable. Customers should always be treated with courtesy and respect. A Displaying courtesy and being P;‘;lfes?i"“al towardd
However, not being rude is still not enough. Employees should display friend- ;‘;:Z?:rcsuﬁ(?;:rniﬁ?géfart ol having strong an
liness toward customers by smiling, offering handshakes, using the customers’

names, etc. Customers don’t want to deal with businesses that don’t understand the basic rules of etiquette and courtesy.

Fizkes/iStock/Gelty Images Plus
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Keep your promises. A customer will always remember a company’s broken promise. Broken promises equal poor customer
relations. You should avoid them at all costs. It's better to under-promise and over-deliver than it is to break a promise. For example,
if a customer is looking for a hard-to-find or out-of-stock product (perhaps a discontinued nail polish color), you might promise
her you'll locate at least five units, knowing you can probably find more. Isn't it better to promise five and deliver 10 than to promise
10 and only deliver six? It's OK to make promises, but you must always be certain that you can keep them.

Be helpful. You might not be a manager or a supervisor, but you should know how to handle customers’ basic questions and
problems. A server, for instance, should know the soup of the day. A sales associate should know how much an item costs or
when the sale will end. If you don't know an answer or don’t have the authority to address a complicated inquiry or complaint,
you should know exactly who to contact to make sure the customer gets prompt, appropriate attention.

Remember your touchpoints. Companies must remember that customer relations doesn’t occur only when a customer visits
the business in person. Touchpoints (interactions) can happen over the phone, online, through the mail, and through marketing
communications as well. Can you think of any more touchpoints a business has with its customers? It's important for businesses
to pay attention to each interaction and make sure it's a positive experience for every customer, every time.

F o

- %‘ Watoh this video about a great experience at a restaurant to see why customer

ikt '- service is important: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUVan7QyD28.

Certain factors affect a business's customer relations, including business processes, business environment, technology, and people.
Tips for building positive customer relations include being customer-centric, paying attention to internal customers, communicating,
resolving complaints quickly and satisfactorily, being thankful, displaying courtesy and professionalism, keeping promises, being

helpful, and remembering touchpoints.
Make It Pay!

How does your school or educational institution
1. What factors affect a business’s customer relations? build positive “customer” relations with its students?
What steps does it take to make students feel important
or to demonstrate that it takes their needs seriously?
Does it encourage feedback and communication?
Are you a happy “customer”?

Summary

2. What techniques can a business practice to build
positive customer relations?
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