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1.
Basis of market success - customer satisfaction

In order to reach the goal of customer satisfaction a development process must be started in the enterprise which has to involve the entire staff. This can not be achieved by giving orders and instructions but presupposes a suitable work atmosphere. A positive work environment conveys the readiness to deal friendly and openly with the customer.

It is certainly not sufficient to tell the service technicians or employees that from today on they should please treat the customers a little bit more politely and friendly. Equipped with such an "instruction or training", one will hardly be able to achieve the goal of acquiring new customers for the enterprise.

In the first place, a positive basic attitude in the whole company must be realised. This process must start at the top, in the management positions before it can reach the employees and co-workers at the basis of the enterprise. Unfortunately, in most companies these considerations take only place when an increasing competition already compellingly requires it and the pressure becomes so strong that a change has to realised in any case.

Many scientific investigations and surveys demand a change in the relationship between craftsmen, salesmen or service technicians on the one side and the customer on the other side. In a service economy each human being also makes experiences as a customer, e.g. in handling craftsmen, while shopping, in the car repair shop or in the restaurant. What does the customer think if impolite salesmen or grumpy service technicians reply to his requests in the following way: "This is not possible...", "this is much too costly...", "what do you still want to do with this...", "how do you possibly wish to buy anything like this..." ? Unfortunately, one also often hears such answers in the sanitary, heating, air-conditioning and solar energy service business.

Quite frequently not only lacking politeness can be observed but also missing advisory competence, especially in regard to the very promising new market of regenerative energy technology. Each year the companies in the sector are losing millions in profits through deterring and unprofessional customer advisory and counselling. The big discrepancy between the in theory often demanded "customer proximity" on the one hand and the reality on the other hand becomes clearly visible here. 

A further proof that something has to be done in order to first achieve and then to preserve "customer proximity" shows a study about this topic conducted by the EMNID Institute on behalf of the German SPIEGEL magazine (source SPIEGEL 26/94):

What does consumers in Germany disturb ?

Did you already once leave a shop from annoyance over bad service without buying anything?

60



Yes

39



No

1




None

Do you have the impression that the sentence "the customer is king" is still correct today ?

39



Yes

52



No

9




None

What does you disturb most ?

Unfriendly personnel

72



Yes

19



No

9




None

Overdrawn prices

70



Yes

20



No

9




None

Lacking readiness to help

51



Yes

31



No

8




None

Sloppy job execution

57



Yes

35



No

8




None

Obscure and unclear bills

56



Yes

36



No

8




None

Long waiting periods

56



Yes

35



No

8




None

These survey results imply clear objectives for the changes that have to be realised in regard to customer relationships in the service sector and especially in the handicraft business where carrying out services in the order of customers is daily business.

A survey about customer orders in the handicraft business shows a further aspect that speaks for the expansion of customer relationships and of customer care:

Thus, small and medium sized enterprises achieve 65% of their sales with regular customers.

The costs for the acquisition of new customers are five times as high as the costs for preserving old customers.

Over 90% of the customers which are not satisfied with a company will not do any business again with it. Further large damage results if the word about a company's bad order execution, bad service, etc.. spreads to other customers.

The many times praised "word of mouth promotion" can be very positive but also very negative for a handicraft company because this verbal form of advertising contributes substantially to the operating results of a company in a positive as well as in a negative sense.

Many conditions still hinder or make necessary reforms more difficult in the service oriented handicraft business, e.g.:

· More flexible closing times in the wholesale business

· Lower incidental wages costs in the wholesale business

· Terms of notice

· Minimum wages

· Part time employment

· Work safety conditions

Demands to flexibilise these conditions have been frequently made. However, they are not easy to realise and do not always lead alone to the desired changes in the customer service in the sanitary, heating and air-conditioning business.

It is not always easy in the daily work practice to break out of the vicious circle to be forced to service the customers better with always decreasing numbers of personnel. On the one hand the companies in the sector tend to reduce the number of their employees for cost saving reasons. On the other hand the remaining employees should take more time for customer advisory and customer service. This can not work in the long run.

2.
Conditions of customer service - a total concept for the enterprise

There are handicraft companies that conduct their business according to a "total customer orientation" philosophy. Indeed not all companies in the sector offer a bad service or do have only unfriendly or incapable service technicians. On the contrary, there are many companies which are managed first-class and which understood to establish a very tightly-knit relationship with their customers by carrying a very good range of products or by offering a broad range of services and service guarantees.

If one takes a closer look at these companies, it can be observed that in general not sales training measures, different training programmes or financial incentives for the employees have made their success possible. It is simply that the co-operation between the management and the employees functions extremely well in these companies. This also seems to be an important requirement for a similarly positive relationship between the employees and the customers. So it proves to be true in practice that the employees of an enterprise normally treat their customers the same way they themselves are treated by the management.

A positive customer orientation presupposes a corporate culture in which work means fulfilment and in which a consent with the employees and co-workers is always tried to be achieved. If one wants to reach this goal, usually a reorientation on the management level is necessary and also a different leadership behaviour has to be realised in the enterprise.

A company in which the employees are not included into the marketing concept can not have the desired success. Including the employees into the overall marketing strategy can be just as important as the targeted customer marketing.

The general goal of all people employed in a company has to be the good co-operation in the order of the customer. This goal should even be raised to the highest goal of the whole enterprise.

Some principles of customer care:

· Precede with a good example

· Mutual respect and mutual esteem among the employees as well as with the customers

· Including the employees into all decisions that lead to a customer orientation

· The management has absolute model function.

· Promotion of customer-oriented behaviour

· Implementing a suggestion system for the handling of customer orders

· Comparison of own services with those of the competitors

· Customer care by regular customer contact 

· Development of new offers tailored to the customer's needs.

· Determination of customer preferences and wishes through personal or telephone conversations

· Recognise errors and learn to avoid them.

3.
Who is a customer ? Self contemplation in connection with the consumer's everyday life

Everyone of us is a customer, no matter whether it is a friend, neighbour or colleague. Being a customer however also means consuming goods, products and services on a regular basis. The everyday life of a consumer is characterised by own expectations and own consumer behaviour. So, as a customer we all already made buying experiences and thus experiences with salesmen. These experiences help us to realistically value purchase situations.

Briefly said, one can not sell everything to a customer if he enters a shop. Also not, if a craftsman comes to the home of a customer to make a repair and advises him about water and energy saving measures on this occasion. The customer has a special position and he knows that very well. One can say that the customer of today is self-confident and well aware of his power. Consumer associations, the German Foundation for the Testing of Goods (Stiftung Warentest)), the media and recently the Internet have all contributed to the fact that today's customer has turned into a "customer of age". One has to take this in mind in every customer conversation.

Increasing school education and an improved criticism ability, particularly of the recent generation of young people, demand a reorientation in regard to the handling of customers. Due to the above mentioned sources of information and also thanks to numerous new energy counselling agencies, the customer, especially in the sanitary, heating and air-conditioning sector, is very often up to date with the newest technological developments. So, he certainly will not be very happy if a craftsman is not well informed about e.g. the newest public financial support guidelines about solar energy use or about new technologies available in his sector.

For these reasons one has to use totally different arguments for the customer advisory today than twenty years ago.

In general, one should accept the customer and his wishes as they are and one should prepare oneself accordingly. One should not try to deliberately "re-educate" the customer.
4.
What expectations does the customer have ?

Even if it is not always easy to understand the customer with his own ideas and wishes, this has to be accepted because:

· The customer has an individual life-style and likes to enjoy his spare time according to his own ideas.

· The customer is very discriminating and expects for his money tidy products and an appropriate service.

· The basic need in our modern society is "living" and not "surviving". So, the general behaviour of people nowadays is strongly influenced by entertainment, sports, nature and the striving for personal health and fitness.

· The prosperity of the customers also makes an individual treatment and appropriate handling necessary.

· However, this does not mean that the customer does not pay attention to the price anymore, rather the opposite is the case. 

Very often the price specified by the service technician or the customer advisor is subject to negotiation again. In this situation the service technician has to be able to present the advantages of his company, of its products and of his work in a way that no overproportionally large losses of profit in the form of big price reductions must be accepted here. In such negotiations often the size of the company does not matter but the consistent customer orientation. If this is consequently taken into consideration a well trained customer advisor or service technician will get the customer order even if competing companies might be larger.

5.
How is a customer relationship developing ?

Customer relationships are developing through different kinds of communication. They can result from mere coincidence, from advertising, from a telephone contact or from an advisory conversation. A few general recommendations shall be given here one should consider in regard to the development of customer relationships:

· At the first encounter it is not always possible to tell the other person what one really wants.

· Very often it is not important what one says but what the conversation partner understands.

· Clear statements and good formulations make the understanding easier.

· The conversation should be conducted in a way that the conversation partner is encouraged to engage in a dialogue.
· Only give understandable and useful information.

· The establishment of contacts should not always be done following the same pattern. One should be open to new and original ideas in this regard.

· The maintenance of a constant contact between the customer and the enterprise is expensive and time-consuming, but this expenditure will be rewarded in the long run.

· Contacts outside the company (e.g. on a social level) should be maintained and further developed.

· The promotion of the company's products by corresponding advertising measures has great importance since the best services offer or products are useless if the customer does not know anything about them.

· Already established contacts have to be maintained and should not by neglected by the company.

In general, the customer has to be considered the capital of the company. All employees of a company have to carefully deal with this "capital". Like with real financial capital, the objective is to take care of and increase the "customer capital".

6.
How does one hold a customer conversation ?

In theory everything seems very easy: The customer comes and tells the employee what he wishes. The employee then fulfils the order of the customer. Both parties benefit from the business done in the end. However, in reality it does not function so easy, even if the main steps are included in this simple description:

· The customer comes to the employee.

( He is coming (but if he will return is still unclear).

· The customer tells the employee his wish.

( He e.g. wants to view a fitting without knowing with absolute certainty what he finally wants to have.

· The fulfilment of the customer request so that both parties are satisfied.
( Only by satisfying the wishes of the customer the company can be satisfied as well.

The above outlined steps only show a very small aspect of the whole process and all the efforts involved in a customer advisory conversation. So, it is e.g. very important for the customer to constantly get the feeling that the salesman, advisor or service technician is absolutely committed to find in co-operation with him the shortest, fastest and most secure way to solve his problem.

The advisory or sales conversation should always be experience-rich and interesting for both parties. Also the customer should not get overloaded with too many unnecessary technical details. The customer wants to have a feeling of success after making a purchase. So, it is important to present technical explanations if they should be necessary in a simple and easy to understand way.

7. Course of a successful customer conversation

Opening of the conversation:

· First encounter of the customer and the customer advisor or salesman.




( The basis for a good sales deal is set here. Very often the first impression is the most

important one.

· Description of the customer problem and finding out what the customer really wishes

· Linking the wishes of the customer with the company's range of products and services.



( Here the customer has to be introduced into the offers of the company, always taking

into consideration his wishes. The customer in a way should be led secretly without noticing it, however he should not be enticed. One has to precede with caution in this regard. If the customer suddenly gets the impression to have been outwitted or talked into something it will not be easy to win back his trust.

· During the process in which one tries to determine the right offer for the customer a solution for the wishes of the customer has to be found always taking the technical knowledge of the customer's situation and problem into consideration. If the customer then makes a decision in favour of a particular solution offered to him a first very important step is being made from the perspective of the customer.

· Now, the customer has made a decision in favour of a solution or a product but he still has not bought anything.

· This phase should be used to explore if the customer still has other related wishes or problems he might not have mentioned yet. In this way, it is maybe possible to make an additional deal with the customer.

An example: The customer has decided to buy a solar energy heating system and is looking forward to take a shower with hot water heated by solar energy, however he does not have a water-saving shower thermostat in his shower. Or he is complaining about defects at the shower head caused by a hard or very chalky water. Customer statements like these would present an ideal opportunity to start a discussion with the aim to make an additional deal (e.g., selling a shower thermostat or shower head) before completing the main deal - the sale of the solar energy heating system.




It is ideal if a salesman or customer advisor is able to complete a main as well as an

additional deal in this way.

· The customer must get a feeling of satisfaction to have exactly bought what he always wanted as a solution for his wish or problem. 

After this description of the typical course of a customer conversation, the introduced points will be discussed in more detail on the following pages. Beyond that, other possibilities will be introduced for satisfying customers.

Order of the steps in a typical customer advisory conversation:

Opening of the customer

conversation

Each service technician who enters the home of a customer for the first time, but also each customer who enters the product exhibition of a company for the first time encounters a particular atmosphere there that affects him in a special way. This first impression can be influenced positively or negatively by the room atmosphere, i.e. type of the furnishing (e.g. different tables, chairs, etc..).

Even more influence on the first impression however do have the people that are in the room (e.g. sales personnel or customer advisors). Positive atmospheric conditions favour the course of a sales talk significantly. This is intensified even more if between the customer and the salesman a mutual feeling of sympathy develops.

Some fundamental advice for the opening of a customer conversation:

· The customer must feel already when he is being welcomed that he is important and that the employee has time for him. Private conversations with colleagues have to be stopped immediately and the employee has to approach the customer.

· The customer must feel a friendly obligingness, whereby however an artificially put on business smile should be avoided.

· A currying favour or obsequious behaviour also has to be avoided. The customer will regard this as rather repulsive and so it will not help to achieve a sales success in any way.

· The conversation should take place if possible on a personal level and start therefore with a small polite gesture, like e.g. open the door for the customer, help him to remove his coat, put his umbrella in a save place, accompany him from the windy door area to a pleasantly placed table and offer him a tea or a coffee. Above all, one should never make a telephone call during a sales talk with a customer nor should one have other conversations at the same time. If one visits a customer in his home, naturally one should never smoke. The family of the customer and his children have to be greeted politely.

During the first contact conversation the customer has told the employee his wishes or his problems. However, very often actually quite a big difference can be noted between what the customer wishes and what he really needs. For this reason as many information as possible should be collected from the customer. In order to be able to make the customer as many alternative offers as possible the employee or salesman has to get to know the following:

· If the purchase wish of the customer has purely material and economic reasons normally goods, products or services will be selected according to the following criteria:

- Economic efficiency

- Quality

- Guarantee

It does not make much sense to try to sell a customer with such a purchase wish more expensive products with e.g. an exclusive design. In this case one speaks of a "rational purchase wish" and about a corresponding " rational purchase advisory or consulting".

More expensive, higher value products can rather be sold to customers who are buying for "emotional" reasons. This type of customers often buys products because they represent a status symbol. E.g., the customer already owns a beautiful house with a swimming pool and now only an eye catching solar energy installation is missing.

The following criteria can be relevant for the purchase decision of such customers:

· Need for admiration

· Individuality

· Urge to possess a luxury product

· The wish to conserve and protect the environment

· Sense for design and aesthetics

· Sportiness

· Security needs

For all customers the security aspect is important for the purchase decision. The customer advisor or salesman has to find out other motives for the purchase by using clever conversation tactics. This is not an easy task since the determination of the customer type in the course of the conversation has to be done simultaneously to appropriate consulting and advisory. 

As an important principle is that the employee or customer advisor should not put too much weight on the selling of the goods or services but should help to satisfy the needs of the customers and help to solve his problems and fulfil his wishes.

In order to determine the actual wishes of the customer the following principle applies:

· The employee asks - the customer answers

· The customer is speaking - the employee listens

Only if one considers the basic principles mentioned above a good "style" can be achieved in the communication with the customer. It is certainly always possible to "make a quick deal", however a good relationship to the customers can not be developed in this way.

At this point the "exploratory phase" is beginning in which the conversation is brought down step by step to the business level. However, the personal character of the discussion should be kept as a basis and should never be abandoned completely. If the customer gets the feeling to have found in the employee the right person for the fulfilment of his wishes and the solution of his problems one is on the right way.

In the exploratory phase two important sales or advisory techniques should be used:

· Correct question technique

· Impressive presentation technique

In general, people learn in different ways, whereby we can differentiate between two "types":

· The auditory type ("ear type"), he remembers what he hears.

· The visual type ("eye type"), he remembers best what he sees.

Since we do not know which type of customer we have in front of us we have to combine the needs of both types in our presentation technique. One can e.g. include real objects or products into the own explanations. In this way, one achieves that the customer understands the explained processes and things as well as possible.

In the then following offer preparation the purchase intention of the customer has to be "positively co-ordinated" with the sales intention of the salesman or advisor. Again it applies here that the customer should not be talked into something but that he should rather be convinced.

Now, the customer normally makes his purchase decision. If he decides to buy his decision should not be challenged or put in question anymore. On the contrary, the customer should be encouraged in his selection or decision, whereby exaggerated behaviour and too much talking should be avoided in any case.

At this point the customer should feel satisfied since his wishes could be fulfilled and his problems solved. This situation should be used to explore if the customer has further possible wishes. This is also done with the intention to not let the customer get the impression that now after he bought one loses interest in him.

If the employee or salesman has managed to sell the customer e.g. a vacuum tube collector in stead of a flat plate collector he succeeded in convincing the customer of a higher value product. If he now finds out that the financial limits of the customer are reached it does not make sense to try to sell him more things - this can even be harmful for a beginning customer relationship. Nevertheless, in some cases one can begin to discuss a purchase wish the customer might have for a later point in time:

An example: So, one could ask the customer: "Should you be interested in a new fitting in the near future ......., which of these shower thermostats presented here would you like best ?" With questions like this the customer is not put under any buying pressure, however a possible future purchase wish is intensified. Many additional future deals have been prepared and realised in this way. 

After the purchase is done and the customer has placed his order one should never turn to the next customer immediately. The employee should rather thank the customer for his order and should continue to encourage him in his purchase decision eliminating possible remaining doubts. Until the customer has left the shop or company one should continue to talk if possible on a personal level with him and then finally say politely goodbye to him. 

8.
Customer conversations

Quite frequently the relationship between companies and customers are suffering under an unfriendly conversation tone. Also a rude behaviour among the company employees themselves has a negative effect on the customers.

A good customer relationship is maintained not only by a good job preparation but also by polite formulations, gestures and facial expressions while dealing with the customers. Depending on the conduct of the employees a positive or negative impression can develop which can be decisive for the further contact and thus customer order.

The communication between people can be stimulated by good or bad rhetoric or dialectic but also can be reduced to a monotonous monologue which lets further contacts literally fall asleep.

Rhetoric


(elocution or eloquence). E.g. characterised by the following:

· The adaptation to the listener (appropriate choice of words)

· A clear pronunciation (no mumbling)

· The right speed of speech (not so slow that one falls asleep but not exaggeratedly fast either)

· The emphasising of parts of the sentence (by rising and lowering the voice and including pauses)

Dialectic


(the art to conduct a discussion). E.g. characterised by the following:

· Politely clarify unclear customer questions through alternative answers

· Counter wrong customer arguments with own arguments

· Correct false customer opinions about e.g. the function of a product by showing the possible effects and consequences of this false opinion

Both rhetoric and dialectic can be trained. Through constant practising the ability to express oneself and to conduct a conversation can be substantially improved.

Here some fundamental rules as to how to conduct a conversation with a customer:

Formation of sentences while speaking:

· The service technician should always

- Form short sentences

- Form complete sentences

(

Effect on the customer

- Listening is easier and not so exhausting.

- Fewer mistakes are made while speaking.

- What one says is more convincing.

- The statements appear more precise.

Pronunciation:

· The service technician should always

- Speak clear and understandable

- Not speak too quietly but not too loud either

(

Effect on the customer

- The customer is understanding one very well

- He can listen comfortably without having to make big efforts to understand what one is

saying

Vocabulary:

· The service technician should always

- Use very little technical terms

- Only use terms the customer is likely to understand

- Vary the word selection

- Avoid word repetitions

(

Effect on the customer

- The customer understands the explanations.

- He feels addressed and understood.

- He is interested in the explanations.

- He does not get bored during the conversation.

Gestures, facial expression and behaviour:

· The service technician should

- Face the customer in a friendly and open way

- Not be rejecting

- Maintain an upright and open posture

- Look the customer in the face during the conversation.

(

Effect on the customer

- The customer feels accepted.

- Through a polite and open behaviour a positive atmosphere is being created.

These are only a few basic rules that should be followed. Through constant self-observation of the way one conducts a conversation this ability can be continuously improved.

Of course, the customer can articulate himself much more freely by e.g., giving vent to his annoyance about a bad service or unsatisfactory done work. Service technicians, customer advisors or salesmen however should never confront an annoyed customer in the same way or try to "pay him back in his own coin". Even if one might also get annoyed in such a situation about the unfriendly behaviour of the customer an employee always has to listen willingly to the complaining customer. An appropriate language selection enables the employee in such situations to achieve the following:

· Limiting the flow of words of a continuously talking outraged customer

· Convincing the customer of mistakes in his own argumentation

· Persuading undetermined customers

· Eliminate distrust
Not alone the linguistic training of the employees is decisive however. An important role in conducting a customer conversation also plays the personality of the service technician or the employee, his professional experience, his self-control, his self-confidence, his friendliness, his technical qualification, his personal authority and last but not least his ability to convince people.

So one should indeed start to critically think about his own personality and his own self-confidence once. Normally, balanced, positively minded and self-confident employees have more success to gain the confidence of a customer in a customer conversation.

Here are some points and questions which can help the employee to test himself in this regard:

· Self-confidence

- Am I determined enough to argue objectively, i.e. can I control my emotions sufficiently?

- Can I express myself enough linguistically ?

- Can I adapt myself to the linguistic capabilities of my customer ?

· Personality

- Am I a polity, open and reliable person ?

- Do I often pretend to be something or somebody else ? One should not forget that in the first place he/she is a service technician.

· Way of thinking

- Can I think logically and develop solutions ?

- Can I co-ordinate different steps of work in the necessary and rational order ?

· Posture

- Do I move upright or do I stoop around ?

- Do I behave easy and relaxed ?

- Do I often keep my hands in my pockets when I speak with customers ?

· Eyes

- Do I have an open look or do I always look a little bit sinister ?

- Do I keep eye contact with my conversation partner without staring at him ?

- Do I have ever tried to smile politely with my eyes ?

- Do I have lively or sleepy looking eyes ?

· Facial expression

- Can I sufficiently control my facial expression or do I e.g. immediately show an annoyed customer that he/she gets on my nerves ?

- Do I have a relaxed or always grumpy facial expression ?

- Does my face immediately show each tension or anger ?

· Gestures, expression and body language

- Do I try to emphasise my explanations or certain things I say by using gestures ?

- Are my movements relaxed or always a little bit excited and hectic ?

· Time feeling

- Do I control the contents of the conversation and the course of the conversation in accordance with the available time ?

- Do I give the customers sufficient time to say everything they want to say ?

· Sales goals

- Which sales goals do I fully support as a person ?

- Are the sales objectives of my company identical with my own objectives or do I have to make compromises in this regard ?

· Customers

- Do I have the ability to properly deal with the customers and to quickly identify their wishes ?

- Can I identify problems fast and solve them to the satisfaction of the customer in any given situation ?

A further principle that should be taken into consideration in every customer conversation is that if two people have common interests and share the same ideas the development of a relationship is generally much easier. So, if a conversation should begin to flag once it is very often a good idea to simply change the subject of the conversation. Frequently, one discovers thereby common interests with the customer. This can then serve as a new starting point for a further successful sales or advisory conversation.

9.
How does one get satisfied customers ?

In general, one gets satisfied customers if one is able to follow certain rules and also if one is able to observe people and to adapt oneself to them. This also includes to accept people the way they are.

In this regard, one should take the following things into consideration and prepare oneself for them accordingly:

· Education and social status of the customer

· This is important for conducting the conversation.

· Technical expertise of the customer

· Which arguments are going to convince him most likely ?

· Mood of the customer during the conversation

· A good mood generally helps to create a positive conversation atmosphere.

· Speaking habits and origin of the customer

· Language and/or dialect are cultural peculiarities. For this reason, the language or dialect the customer speaks should always be fully accepted and tolerated.

· Oneself should speak in such a way one is used to. However, it always has to remain understandable.

· With foreign customers one should speak slowly and use easy sentences. Dialect in general is very difficult to understand for foreigners.

It can sometimes be very helpful to maintain a customer database in the company where information about the customer's family, its spare time activities, profession of parents, number of kids, etc.. is stored. In this way, one does not have to speak "about the weather" all the time if e.g. a service job in the home of the customer is carried out. The ability to conduct a conversation on a personal level helps to create relationships which usually pay off quickly. The creation and maintenance of a customer database is an important condition for a consistent customer orientation.

10.
Procedures to follow in case of customer complaints

Of course, also mistakes are being made in a handicraft company from time to time like in any other business. These mistakes annoy customers and usually lead to customer complaints.

In case of a complaint it is important to take the customer serious because in no way one wants to lose a regular customer. The goal has to be to re-establish the trust in the company and in the own person. In general, one has to accept the complaints, has to recognise the faults and then has to eliminate them as quickly as possible. Very often employees do not like to handle complaints since this is usually an unpleasant task and in most cases it means additional work that also has to be quickly done. If one receives a customer complaint one should be able to behave very relaxed and quite since in most cases one has to first calm down upset customers.

What does it make so difficult to meet a customer who has complained about a service ?

Each customer who is complaining about something first believes that he is right. In the first place, he is annoyed about e.g. a not functioning fitting, radiator or air-conditioning device because these products are not working properly and thus are useless for him. The trust of the customer into the company or the craftsman is reaching a low. Besides that, complaints always mean a significant additional time expenditure for the customer for e.g. telephone calls, written correspondence and partly the personal presence once repairs are carried out. So, as a service technician who handles a complaint one has to frequently confront upset and very emotionally acting customers. 

With the reception of complaints it is advisable that one first listens and then puts the complaints down in writing. Hereby, it is important to show friendly objectivity and understanding for the problem because the customer's trust into the goods and products, into the salesmen, into the technicians and into the whole company and its services has to be restored.

One should encounter the customer quietly and reassuring. Sometimes it helps very much if one recognises and accepts a mistake. A "we do not make mistakes" attitude should be avoided in any case. Furthermore, it would be very awkward to encounter the customer in a complaint situation using the following remarks and comments:

· "How can you possibly play around with the control valves, no wonder that everything is now wrongly adjusted....."

· "How can you not have discovered that the switch is off..... ?"

· "If one handles a device the way you did it is clear that it stops working........"

Also not much better are the following comments:

· "Well, that also happened to my children once......"

· "You are not the first one who does not understand this.........."

· "If you should forget how this works we will come by again........"

Such and similar comments and remarks mostly have the following effects on the customer:

· He is even more annoyed.

· He is annoyed about the whole company.

· He is very unsatisfied with the delivered equipment or installation.

· He has entered the company for the last time as a customer.

· The "word of mouth" advertising starts to turn negative for the company, since the customers are beginning to warn their friends of the company instead of recommending it or speaking positively about its services. The corporate image of the company can thereby suffer an enormous damage.

Instead one should behave in the following way in case of customer complaints:

· objectively

· friendly

· calmly

· understandingly

· politely

Instead of blaming the customer that he is partly responsible for e.g. the faulty product too or instead of looking for excuses one should concentrate on the following points:

· How can the complaint be solved to the satisfaction of the customer ?

· How quickly can one start to work on the complaint by e.g. resolving faults ?

· How much time does it take to resolve faults also in the customer's home ?

Here again the most important rules of conduct in case of customer complaints:

· Listening

( One lets the customer speak and writes down the most important things.

· Understanding

( One shows that one understands the situation of the customer.

· Thanking

( One accepts the complaint and thanks the customer for drawing one's attention to the mistake or the faulty product since the customer gives one the possibility to first resolve the mistake and secondly notice that the company sells faulty products.

· Apology

( One apologises for the faults and the possible damage that occurred even if it might not be clear who is to blame for the mistake and where it originated from.

· Memory

( One should call the customer the long-time good co-operation with the own company to mind and refer to the many orders that had been fulfilled to the full satisfaction of the customer.

· Notes

( One should make notes of the details of the complaint so that the customer is gaining the impression that one takes his concern seriously.

· Publicity

( One should not discuss a complaint with a customer or argue about it in the presence of other customers.

· Time

( Complaints have to be dealt with immediately and should never be postponed.

· Blaming other people

( One should not put co-worker, suppliers, other brands or competitors in a bad light.

· Re-establishment of trust

( Should a customer complaint turn out to be unjustified one can consider to solve the problem with an obligingness or fair dealing arrangement. In such a case the customer should be politely informed that through the generosity of the company no further costs will occur for him even if in his particular case the company can not be blamed for the faults committed. Generally, obligingness or fair dealing arrangements have positive effects on future customer orders.

If one has done everything to satisfy the customer the company will not suffer from a damage to its image by a customer complaint. An important condition however is that such an incident is not continuously repeating or cases of complaint become a fixed part of the daily business.

11.
Service, sales and the handling of different types of customers

It is an important goal in the service sector to have satisfied customers, especially in the sanitary, heating and air-conditioning business since in this business the handicraft companies operate very customer oriented. The customers for which one is going to work are often as different as the orders and jobs one has to fulfil. So, it is not always easy to deal straight away with a customer appropriately whose home one enters. Sometimes it happens that a customer opens the door that one finds immediately sympathetic. The next customer however is so rejecting on the first impression that one would like to immediately turn back on the threshold.

As a service technician or salesman one has to be able to skilfully handle different kinds of customers and people so that they do not sense that we possibly dislike them.

In dealing with other people it happens quite frequently that we "put them into different drawers" if we meet them for the first time and have not known them better before. This "category determined way of thinking" influences very often and we might not even be aware of it what we first expect from these people. Very easily such thinking leads to a prejudice where we "label" or "type classify" other people like e.g.:

· "Just look how he moves, a typical government paid official....."

· "Like this drives only a BMW or Mercedes driver.........."

· "This can only be a teacher just like he knows everything better........."

· "A typical beginner.........."

· "This is typical for a woman............"

However, in most cases one has to quickly revise his prejudices about a certain "type" of person in a negative but also in a positive sense as soon as one gets to know him for a longer period of time. As soon as the "thinking in fixed categories" does not seem to fit any longer, one suddenly hears comments like:

· "One can hardly believe that he has done that........"

· "I would have expected him the least to do this............."

· "That he has given up on it is hardly conceivable.........."

· "He was so helpful and has done so much even if he did not have anything do with it........"

Now, one has to ask oneself how such false judgements or false classifications of people can occur ? It is just not possible to judge another person correctly in such a short period of time. More time and more intensive observations are necessary to do this:

· E.g. if someone is always in a hurry one can easily get the impression that he is a very nimble person who is always carrying out his work fast and immediately. However, in reality the person usually gets up too late in the morning and therefore is always in a rush.

· Also certain postures as well as impressive appearance can only be pretended in order to make others believe that one is a very self-confident person. But in reality one is not very self-confident at all and only wants to cover up his own insecurity in this way.

· If one is terribly nervous on the first impression he does not have to be a very nervous person in general. If e.g. one expects important news one can indeed make a nervous impression that is however only lasting for a short period of time until the situation has clarified.

By these simple examples one recognises that it is necessary to observe people more closely and not always look at the surface only before one comes up with a judgement about a person. Only in this way false judgements can be avoided.

People can be judged by e.g. their gestures, facial expression, posture, language and choice of words. At the first attempt, one will not be able to make a final judgement though. By observing someone intensively however one can learn to better adapt to his personality in order to better deal with him in a better way. In this context, it is important to pay attention to the following things:

· Observing:

· Clothes

· Appearance

· Posture

· Way of walking

· Gestures

· Facial expression

· Eye expression

· Listening:

· Who says what ?

· How is it being said ?

· How much is being said ?

· About what is being talked ?

· Why is something being said ?

· Judging:

· Taking into consideration the observations made and after having listened carefully a judgement about the conversation partner can be made.

· Handling:

· According to the results of the own judgement one can now adapt his own actions to the customer and his peculiarities, e.g. chose the right conversation language.

· Adaptation:

· Human behaviours can change and because of this one has to correct his adaptation to the customer from time to time as well.

Generally, two main groups of customers can be distinguished. The first group is characterised by its active and dynamical behaviour. With this group one should consider the following points in order for the conversation to take a positive course:

· Listen quietly

· Not contradict constantly

· No long discussions

· Do not try to take over the discussion but carefully try to control it.

· Try to concentrate fully on the requests of the customer in order to satisfy them.

· Listen carefully to the customer and try to create a positive conversation atmosphere.

To the second group belong the more hesitating and more passively acting customers which in most cases only make decisions after they being convinced in long discussions and after they thought the decision over again repeatedly. With this group the following points should be considered:

· Encourage and help the customer during the decision making process.

· Exercise restraint and do not give the other the feeling that he is inferior.

· Back the own arguments with facts, test results and recommendations in order to increase the own credibility and to win the trust of these customers.

· A calm, objective and professional conversation atmosphere suits these customers best.

· A personal and friendly conversation tone is especially necessary with these customers.

In general, it can be said that people who are sociable and contact-ready by nature get along more easily in the customer service business. One needs a little bit of talent like in each profession, however many things can be learned and trained.

Only those who are constantly working on themselves can improve their ability to deal with customers and can learn new things. With the following questions one can test to what extent he/she already possesses the necessary communication skills as a service technician.

· How clear do I make things during a conversation with the customer ?

· Do I have good examples ?

· Can I make good comparisons ?

· Can I make the customer the cost-benefit relationship clear ?

· Do I describe and explain things in a way that the customer easily understands them ?

· Presentation and counselling

· How do I present the products during a customer advisory conversation ?

· Can I explain processes and functions using real objects ?

· Do I work with the PC ?

· Is the use of the Internet possible (e.g. for visiting the virtual product exhibitions of wholesale companies) ?

· Do I work with presentation foils ?

· Do I have the latest models and prices in my product catalogue ?

· Motivation and tension

· Do I have the ability to positively surprise the customer during the advisory process ?

· Do I manage to generate a feeling of curiosity and excitement with the customer during the advisory process ?

· Am I capable to reduce a tense atmosphere again ? 

· Can I hold a relaxed conversation that reduces tensions ?

· Am I capable to overplay moments with polite friendliness where the customer gets into a stress situation ?

· Do I follow my objectives in a sales talk or do I tend to talk about other things and neglect my conversation goals ?

· Meaningfulness and power of the language

· How convincingly can I speak ?

· Can I intensify my language so that the customer understands the contents of my statements better as well as understands me acoustically better ?

· Do I repeat my statements or explanations in a way that it does not appear offensive ?

· Can I emphasise with my voice certain contents I would like to stress ?

· Can I interrupt my own explanations if the customer wants to ask a question ?

· Ability to assert oneself

· Can I speak with the customer in a way that he will be convinced by my arguments and will start to trust me ?

· Can I listen quietly and eliminate the counter-arguments of the customer without offending him or upsetting him (see customer complaint case) ?

· Can I use arguments that speak for the own company without putting the competition in a bad light ?

· Body language

· Do I use gestures and facial expressions so that it does not seem to be rejecting for the customer ?

· Do I keep a polite distance to my conversation partner so that he does not feel to be pressured ?

· Do I understand to convince the customer instead of trying to talk him into a decision he probably would not have made of his own ?

· Do I manage to clarify the wrong opinion of a customer about a particular subject without him feeling offended (e.g. in the customer complaint case) ?

· Can I avoid an open dispute with a customer ?

· Creativity

· Can I speak imaginatively ?

· Can I make the customer feel better and can I get him into a good mood by choosing my words appropriately and skilfully ?

· Can I come up with formulations that can cheer up customers if necessary ?

· Do I tend to talk too much during a customer conversation ?

· Can I keep control and not make ironic comments even if the customer's behaviour provokes one to do so ?

· The art of "speaking" and "listening"

· Am I an agreeable conversation partner and listener ?

· Do I allow the customer to freely express all his wishes and do I give him enough time to describe all his problems ?

· Do I succeed in keeping my own person in the background or do I always try to push myself into the foreground during a customer conversation ?

· Do I manage to make the customer feel that he is important ?

· Can I formulate my questions so that they do not seem irritating or indiscreet ?

· Can I control my facial expression and gestures so that they do not appear exaggerated in they eyes of the customer ?

· Can I also remain silent and say nothing if it should be necessary ?

· How do I behave if a customer brings me in a situation in which I can not give any answers ? Do I become unsure or do I succeed in freeing myself of the situation without appearing ignorant or incompetent ? Do I manage to get out of the defensive without bringing the customer into the same situation ?

It is advisable to test oneself with these questions in certain time intervals and observe oneself in order to positively correct the own behaviour if necessary.

Some remarks at the end:

The course of a customer advisory conversation in the handicraft business is always similar, whether it takes place in the product exhibition rooms of a company or in the heater-room of a customer during a service repair job. The slightly different conversation patterns only have to be filled with different contents. So, e.g. a service technician while advising a customer which bath to purchase has a different goal than a craftsman who would like to sell a solar energy system or module. However, all share the wish to advise the customer as best as possible and to complete a sales deal to the mutual satisfaction of all parties involved.

In order that this can be reached a corresponding corporate philosophy and corporate culture must be existing including an innovative and open-minded management. It is the main task of the entrepreneur to establish these conditions in order to realise and maximise the operational success of the company. In the German sanitary, heating and air-conditioning sector there are indeed entrepreneurs who have recognised the changes in the customer orientation and who have taken the above described measures as a consequence already. Supported by the active work of their positively co-operating employees they quickly managed to achieve an entrepreneurial success in the form of good operating results.

For the employees of the sanitary, heating and air-conditioning companies the recommendations and procedures that were discussed here should represent aids to improve their communication and customer advisory skills. By acquiring qualifications of this kind they ultimately contribute to put into practice the necessary changes in the companies of this sector.

12.
Order execution process

A basic condition in order to achieve customer satisfaction consists in the right planning and handling of the customer order. For this reason one should follow the order processing plan presented below in any case:

( ...

Acquisition of customers











-
Select and carry out different

advertising measures

( ...

Request - Contact 















-
Customer advisory, examine

The customer visits the company






technical conditions and situation


















-
Consultation in home of customer

-
Selection of products

-
Examine economic and

financial conditions

-
Perform a labour costs calculation

-
Perform a general cost calculation

-
Do the work scheduling

( ...

Submission of an offer including

explanations. The customer accepts

the offer and gives his order

( ...

Order planning

















-
Perform technical calculations

-
Make technical drawings

-
List materials needed and order them

-
Plan the work process

-
Co-ordinate work with other companies

-
Plan use of personnel

-
Plan use of equipment and tools

( ...

Order execution

















-
Co-ordinate order execution process

with customer

-
Transport of equipment, machines

and materials



-
Carry out assembly works according




to plan

-
Check if work implementation copes

with technology rules and environment

protection regulations

-
Putting the installed system into service

-
Handing the installed device or system

with documentation over to customer

-
Briefing and introduction of customer

( ...

Order evaluation
















-
Do expenditure calculation (material, time)
-
Write bill

-
Do post-calculation

-
Offer service contract

( ...

Customer service
















-
Send service offers to customers

-
Maintain customer database

-
Inform and speak with customers

about modernising existing



devices and systems and the current



public support programmes available

13.
Learning aim control for the "communication and customer advisory"




module

After studying this module carefully one should now be able to answer the following questions.

1.
Which possibilities do exist for a crafts company to make advertisements ?

Please name 10 possibilities.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.
How should an employee (skilled worker or apprentice) present himself in presence of a



customer ? Please give 5 examples (in regard to e.g. behaviour, tidiness, work, etc..)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.
How and through what measures can a company improve its image ? (Example: car fleet,

office, construction site, repair shop, inventory, execution of customer orders) 

Please give two examples and describe them in detail.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.
How does a customer order should have to be handled in practice ? Please consider the



right order. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Each question is going to be credited with a maximum of 25 points - in total 100 points.

Points:___________














Grade: _______________
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