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SOLVING CUSTOMERS PROBLEMS

I want to talk about problem solving
Not your problems
Your customers problems
When I was a solicitor I practised in a market town on the Norfolk Broads
Which meant I used to act for a number of Hire Boatyards
I can remember the General Manager of one of them talking to me about the problems they had had some years previously
When they had expanded too fast and maintenance standards had slipped
This meant they had more breakdowns than the other boatyards
There wasn’t much they could do about this in the middle of the season
Because if you have a hundred odd hire cruisers all being let from Saturday to Saturday
And the previous hirers bring them back at 9.0
And the new hirers collect them at 3.0
You only have a turn round time of 6 hours in which to 

Clean the boats

Empty the waste tanks

Fill up with water and fuel

Put new linen on and do all the other things you have to do

You haven’t got time to strip down the engines as well
The problem was that boats could breakdown anywhere
So what they did was to get their maintenance blokes
When they started work each morning

Instead of going to base and waiting for calls
And then taking an hour and a half to get to the problem
Because the breakdown was 50 miles away
To go instead to certain fixed points all over the Broads
This meant that when someone rang up to report a fault
20 minutes later a friendly little face with a tool bag would walk down the river bank
And sort out the problem
Now the General Manager I was talking to
Said that all the other boatyards were very critical of all this
Because they thought it brought the whole broads boat hire industry into disrepute
But he said the funny thing was his Boatyard got more thank you letters than all the other boatyards put together
The spooky thing is they all started

“I would like to say a big thank you for the friendly and efficient way your staff looked after us when our hire boat broke down”
Now the point of that story is the boatyard realised they had a problem
And did what they could to minimise it
Firstly they got credit for it which is an interesting lesson
But secondly the fact that they realised they had a problem
And did what they could to minimise it
Indicated that they took it seriously
And were likely to make sure it didn’t happen again
For your peace of mind in case you are planning a Broads Holiday
I would say this was all a good number of years ago
The best way to avoid a complaint is to do things right to begin with

But as our printers say
And if there is a trade no sane man
Who doesn’t like complaints would be in
It’s printing
“You aren’t judged by the mistakes you make
But what you do to put them right”
They also say incidentally

“The first time you tell them
The second time you tell them again
And the third time you tell them what you told them”
Think about that
I was at a PR lunch a year or two ago and I was sitting next to a fund manager
Somehow we got on to complaints
And she told us about a problem she had had with a sandwich
She had gone into a sandwich shop which was part of a chain
And bought an avocado and cottage cheese sandwich
She took it back to the office and started eating it and it was disgusting
She said you know how it is most of the time you just forget these things
But this time for some reason she was in the mood to complain

So she went back to the shop
And the assistant gave her the name and telephone number of the Managing Director of the chain
And told her to ring him
She thought she was being messed around
But anyway she rang the number
And was put straight through to the Managing Director
She explained the problem to him
And he listened sympathetically
And asked whether she would be in her office for the next hour
45 minutes later a man appeared
He said they were very sorry to hear of the problem with the sandwich
And she must be hungry but was probably off sandwiches
So he’d brought along a bag of goodies, crisps, cakes, fruit and things like that
He took away the offending sandwich and she thought that was the last she’d hear
An hour later she had a phone call from the Managing Director
He said she was right
It was disgusting
He didn’t know what the problem was but thought it was the avocados.

He said he’d taken those sandwiches off all their shelves as a precaution

Two days later she got a letter from the Managing Director apologising again and enclosing £15 in vouchers
Two weeks later she heard from the Managing Director again saying that he thought she should know
That when she next went into a branch she would see that the avocado sandwiches were back
He didn’t want her to think that they hadn’t done anything
They had found that the problem was with the particular avocados they had been buying
They were now sourcing another type and it seemed to have sorted it.

Now think about that for a moment
Firstly the PR the sandwich chain got out of that
She had repeated that story time after time and probably still is
Secondly because the Managing Director listened to complaints he could use them as a problem warning system
By listening directly to the customer he knew things that were going wrong instantly
Whilst there was still time to do something about it
Much cheaper than quality control
Or focus groups or being prosecuted by the Public Health people
The real point though is they weren’t frightened to say sorry 

Sorry is a very under utilised word and it will defuse a vast number of situations
The problem now is that everyone is so wound up with the worry about being sued
That they are frightened of saying sorry
And I think this is a mistake
In my experience the bastard who wants to sue you
Will do so
Whatever you do
The ones you can do something about
Are those
Who are ordinary nice people
Who just want their problem to be taken seriously
Earlier this year one of the rivets on a fish slice I had bought from John Lewis about a year previously came loose
Normally I can’t be bothered to complain
I don’t know why I decided to do so on this occasion. 

I think it was probably that as it was part of a set I had to go back to John Lewis to replace it anyway
So I walked up there one lunchtime
In the ten minutes it took to get there
I had wound myself up so much that I had rehearsed what I was going to do when the assistant started arguing 

I was already writing in my head the complaining letters I was going to send
Sad really because the bloody thing only cost £4.65

So I got there and went straight up to the counter
Pulled the fish slice out
Showed it to the assistant
And he said “Oh right
Would you like your money back
Or would you like a replacement”
Bastard!

The fact is that if you had asked me what I was doing I would have said I was complaining
But it wasn’t a complaint
A complaint is when something goes wrong and no one does anything about it
What I had was a problem
I took it to the first shop assistant I saw
He had the authority to sort it
He did
As a result he solved the problem
At no time did I have to complain
Just think how many times you have started getting wound up when you’ve had to make a phone call about a problem

It could be to your builder, plumber, Doctor, Bank, washing machine repairer or British Gas
How often do they defuse it by just saying sorry and sorting the problem
In my experience whether an organisation apologises depends on how many mistakes they are making
The more efficient the organisation the more likely they are to say sorry
They don’t make many mistakes and when they do they are genuinely sorry and say so
The builder who is so far behind that he’s getting complaints from all his customers is likely to argue
If he apologised to every one he wouldn’t have time to do anything else
He never learns he lurches from crisis to crisis
For some reason the travel industry are the worst offenders
Some travel companies pass all complaints on to their legal department
Not a customer service department
The legal department don’t differentiate between the various complaints they receive 

They don’t see it in terms of customer relations or customer retention
They see their job as being there to minimise the financial loss
The point is that if things are handled well you can still have a perfectly satisfied customer
Who would be happy to use you again
They accept things go wrong from time to time
It’s not the mistakes you make but how you sort them out
Jessica Gorst Williams who writes the Ask Jessica column in the Daily Telegraph Your Money Supplement on a Saturday
Says the number of complaints she receives against HSBC is less than 10% of the complaints she receives about each of the other main clearing Banks
There is an organisation called IBAS the Independent Banking Advisory Service run by a hard working, dedicated, enthusiastic loony called Eddy Weatherill
For whom I have a lot of time
I remember him saying to me once that he received any number of complaints against Barclays, Lloyds and Natwest
And virtually none against HSBC
I put this down to several reasons
It may be that they just get less things wrong
But I suspect the main reason is that the HSBC branches have authority to sort problems
And Head Office expect them to do so and not to argue 

This means that if a problem arises it is sorted before it becomes a complaint
Another reason may be that because it is the branches job to sort out the problem
They are more likely to try to avoid the mistake in the first place
The significant point to remember
Is that of all the banks I’ve mentioned
The one that gets the least complaints
Makes the most profit
By far

Are you beginning to catch my drift? 

The most likely reason for a problem becoming a complaint is when no one will take responsibility

You are passed from one person to another
The best you can hope for is that someone takes pity on you and may be prepared to help
But it is not their problem
Barclays Bank has a centralised complaints unit
I know because I’ve talked to the person who set it up
They are very proud of it
It is perhaps the best of its kind
It’s sad if you think about it
The point they are missing is that once it’s become a complaint it’s too late

The lessons to be learned are:
Firstly what is the point in spending a fortune advertising for new customers if you are brassing off existing ones
It is much cheaper to retain an existing customer than acquire a new one
The second lesson to be learned is that complaints, perversely, handled well can make friends 

People end up trusting you
They are happy dealing with you
They will bring you their custom and they will tell other people
The third is that you can benefit from other peoples problems if you understand them
And that is the main point of this speech
Although I may have seemed to have been talking so far about complaints.

I haven’t
I’ve been talking about problem solving
Handled right a problem can retain and increase business
Just spare a thought to that last one  

If someone loses business as a result of a complaint or problem that means someone else is probably picking up that business
And you want it to be you
Now what I hope I have shown is that most complaints aren’t that at all
They are problems
The customer needs something
And is grateful to the person who can solve the problem
In some cases the organisation has prevented the problem becoming a complaint by absorbing it into their system
Some have actually seen it as a marketing opportunity
The important thing about a problem is not what YOU think of it
It is trying to see if from the customers point of view
Virtually all the problems I’ve mentioned so far were created by the company in question
And that’s a lesson in itself  

You create a problem you put it right
And they think you’re wonderful
But that isn’t actually the point of this speech
The point of this speech is to try to identify problems other people are creating
And turn them to your advantage
Now this may sound complicated and expensive but it doesn’t have to be
What concerns people, what are their problems
Have you asked your staff in your branches or call centres recently
What things constantly come up which are problems
What do people ask for
And your staff have to say sorry we can’t do that
If you think about it another word for problem solving is marketing
Working out simple things which customers want
And instead of saying no we don’t do that
Say why don’t we do it? 

I was in a branch of the Abbey National recently
But to be honest I suspect this applies to lots of other banks and building societies as well
There was a notice on the counter

“We regret we can accept only one bag of loose change per customer” 

We know why the Abbey Branch put up that sign
We sympathise with that Branch
But if you think about it what they’ve done is identify a problem the public have
And they’ve decided to tell them they can’t help
All it guarantees is that that person will have to find somewhere else to go
To take another example of a problem
You would be surprised how many people have a problem knowing where to put Trust Money
For one reason or another it’s not something any of you make easy
We get more requests for a section on that in Moneyfacts than anything else
Another one I heard recently in fact it was from the Marketing Director of the Clearing Bank involved 
He had found that their minimum mortgage loan
Was higher than the average house price in the area in South Wales where his parents lived
So the local branch hardly lent anything
The branch knew that but Head Office had never thought to ask
Another one I heard recently was of someone who had an awful job borrowing £20,000 on £60,000
Totally riskless and the one thing that customer wasn’t arguing about was rates
I can think of another recent example
Someone who had given up work temporarily to do up a house and wanted to borrow £150,000.00 on £600,000.00
None of the local banks or building societies were allowed to touch it
So he ended with a broker who put him onto a subprime lender 

Think what rate he must have been paying
The broker and the lender must have thought it was Christmas
Have you thought about the problems people from ethnic minorities with limited English have  

It’s no different from some of you who have branches in Gibraltar

Not just as offshore tax havens
But because you know expats in Spain like to bank with someone they’ve heard of
And somewhere where English is spoken
The West Bromwich has radio advertisements in Hindustani
They also run one hour monthly radio programmes on local Ethnic radio stations in which Asian members of staff provide information on subjects such as how to cope with mortgages and investments
People will walk in to West Broms branches and ask to speak to the person they heard on the radio
They rightly or wrongly
Honestly it doesn’t matter
Saw coming into a Building Society Branch as a problem
Knowing there was someone there who spoke Hindustani solved that problem
Another example is Leeds & Holbeck’s separate mortgage shop sections in their larger branches
Why?
Because some people are put off by having to join a general queue to enquire about a mortgage
A separate section is business like and clear
If you don’t understand that people can be effected by very simple things like that
With respect that’s your problem
You solve someone’s problem and you’ve got a happy customer
It may be being flexible   

On lending limits


On taking in cash


On early or late opening
Or not needing an appointment when I want to talk about a mortgage
Or advertising that if someone needs a mortgage decision quickly you can do it in 5 working days
You could even see if you could charge an extra fee for that you know 

Or just knowing someone is there to talk to if I have a problem
As I say this doesn’t have to be complicated
Why not circularise your staff and ask them
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