PAGE  
4
High Esteem Customer Service

High Esteem Customer Service
Amir Bhimji, MS, MBA, MA (Org. Psych.)

Observe different customer service providers handle irate customers and you will see what I have observed over the years. This is true no matter what the industry, whether it is a hair salon, a hotel front desk, a call center, or a retail store. One service provider can refund a percentage of the product cost to the customer and the customer still leaves dissatisfied. Another service provider without providing any refund can have the customer leave with a smile and a commitment to return for another experience. The difference in the two situations is self-esteem. This article speaks to the importance of self-esteem in customer service and how your organization can become a high esteem customer service company. 

Criteria for Good Customer Service
A criteria to measure good customer service is customer-esteem. If you hold your customer in high esteem and your customer senses it and feels that you value him or her, then the customer will return. No customer wants to go to a place of business where he or she is not valued and all customers want to go where they are valued. 
It is very similar for situations where the customer service for some reason has gone awry and now you are interacting with an irate or dissatisfied customer. With an unhappy customer, the customer’s self-esteem has taken a hit and the strategy for creating a happy customer is now to enhance the customer’s self-esteem.

Anatomy of a Basic Customer Service Interaction
The anatomy of a basic customer service interaction is illustrated in Figure 1 below.









The service provider has an excellent opportunity to enhance the customer’s esteem in the process of rendering the service. The customer that feels more valued will return. The customer that does not feel valued will find another place where he or she feels more valued. Every customer has certain expectations of the service and the value of that service. When the service meets or beats the expectations of the customer, then you have created a happy customer.
An unhappy customer is created when the customer’s expectations have not been met. Some examples of unmet customer expectations are:
· Bad haircut
· The other guest checking into the hotel got an upgrade and I did not

· Had to wait very long time for the food service

· The other customers came later and got faster service, etc.
More often an unhappy customer has taken a hit on his or her self-esteem. The feeling can be summarized as “someone else was treated better than I or I was not treated fairly.”
Figure 2 below illustrates the customer service process in handling an unhappy customer.









Providing High Esteem Customer Service
A key ingredient for a service provider to provide high esteem customer service is that the service provider needs to have high self-esteem to start with. You cannot give away something you don’t have. An analogy I like to use to illustrate this point is that it takes an already lit candle to light another candle. Further the already lit candle loses nothing by lighting another candle. It actually gains more brightness. It works similarly in providing high esteem customer service. When a service provider with high self-esteem displays behaviors that are perceived as genuine by the customer then the customer responds to that genuineness.
1. The service provider must have high self-esteem to effectively provide high esteem customer service, and more importantly

2. The service provider’s self-esteem is enhanced with every successful interaction. Just like the candle gains more brightness by lighting another candle, so also the service provider actually feels better from enhancing the self-esteem of an unhappy customer.

Enhancing the Self-esteem of Service Providers
The responsibility of enhancing the self-esteem of service providers in any organization belongs to both, the service providers and the organization leadership. 
· For leaders in any customer service organization, the mantra should be “For Us Our Customers are # 2; Our First Line Service Providers are # 1!!!” This mantra should be the guiding philosophy. Strategies for coaching, training, and management of service providers should be derived from this philosophy.  
Service providers should simultaneously take the initiative to educate themselves about enhancing their self-esteem. The education can come from books, videos, training classes, etc.
Becoming a High Esteem Customer Service Organization
Some strategies that organizations can adopt to reflect this philosophy are:

· Consult with experts for advice specific to your organization

· Provide High Esteem Customer Service Training to associates, coaches, supervisors, and managers in the organization

· Publicize throughout organization that if the associates are treated like they are #1, then they will make the organization customers #1.
· Conduct confidential surveys of associates to assess their perception of organizational treatment and their sense of being valued. Identify issues in the minds of the associates. Associates cannot provide the best customer service if they have unresolved issues in their minds.
· Follow-up on the results of the surveys

· Build confidence and skills in service providers to use customer complaints to build relationships

· Create a truly honest and open environment in the organization. A good test is how well associates surface issues to their immediate supervisors.

· Help your associates become “psychic” service providers. Ideally they should know the customers needs, preferences, and dissatisfactions even before the customers have expressed it.
· Empower the associates to address customer issues and simultaneously build their confidence to use the authority.
· Recognition of associates for good customer service and addressing of customer complaints
Behaviors Within a High Esteem Customer Service Organization
Listed below are behaviors that service providers should be experiencing within the organization. These are same behaviors that service providers should be displaying with their customers. However if they don’t experience these behaviors from their supervisors within the organization then it will not be easy to display behaviors they don’t experience. Any display under such circumstances will not be consistent, will be erratic, and will not be genuine. Customers will sense the lack of genuineness and respond accordingly.
In this article the emphasis is on generating customer service behaviors in an organization starting from the top of the organization. The associates will adopt the behaviors they experience within the organization and reflect those behaviors with the customers. Hence if you want service providers to be able to say “I’m sorry” with ease to customers, then they have to hear it as much in the organization. 
Here are some other behaviors that service providers should see happening within the organization:

· Respectful interactions; in meetings, one-on-one, in giving feedback, in addressing issues, etc.

· Acknowledgement of mistakes at all levels when mistakes happen 

· Constructive feedback given with a focus on behaviors and not on individuals

· Positive feedback given at least as often as constructive feedback
· Less directive comments and more affirmations

· Frequent display and boosting of confidence
· Maintenance or enhancement of self-esteem

· More “asking questions” and less “telling comments” 
· Genuine offers to help each other 

· Good interaction skills practiced in all communications including active listening, display of empathy, non-judgmental comments, etc.

Children will naturally and genuinely display behaviors they see at home. Service providers will similarly; naturally and genuinely display behaviors they experience within the organization. That is the essence of High Esteem Customer Service.
Amir Bhimji is an author, seminar leader, and motivational speaker. He has published a book on internal motivation titled, “You Can Make the Horse Drink Water.” He speaks on the Power of Self-esteem to Build Better Relationships and Motivate Others. He can be reached at amirimage@sbcglobal.net or 630-567-2557. 
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Figure 1
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