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(" PartA Text )

Customer Relations

Customer relations describes the resources of a company — be it a store, manufacturer, or service
industry — that are devoted to discerning and then serving the needs of customers. In earlier
times, this was known as the complaint department, the part of the operation that dealt with
negative customer comments, returns, and other concerns. Renaming this function customer
relations is more than a word game. It reflects the proactive nature of the department in modern
industry and retailing. Customer service extends beyond sales and advertising to ensure that the
company understands its customer base and what its customers really want. Customer relations
works within the business to direct the quality of the product or service, its delivery, and advertising
strategy to meet that need. This part of a business operation responds to customer inquiries
and complaints and resolves problems so as not to lose customers; at the same time, customer
relations works with the marketing department to attract new customers.

The short answer to why so much attention should be paid to customer needs and dissatisfied
customers is that such attention has been found to support long-term success. Some of the earliest
such endeavors began with concern over product reputation — as far back as the early days of the
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Industrial Revolution in the 1890s. Placing one’s name on a product was considered to be a bond
of tie between the customer and the merchant and /or the manufacturers.

Over the years, many firms developed a policy of “the customer is always right,” finding that
it was more profitable to take a small loss and keep a customer than to argue with customers
about alleged defective products or problems that occurred with staff. Firms developed complaint
departments to deal with customers who had bad experiences with products or services.

As consumer consciousness grew in the late twentieth century the focus of the industry shifted from
dealing with dissatisfied customers as they complained to a more active approach of reaching out to
discover why the complaint was made, to ensure that the dissatisfied customers remain customers,
and to study each case and improve the product or service and the way in which it was delivered to
customers. In the 1960s the complaint department began to be known as the customer relations
department. Customer relations departments still take on complaints. The advent of toll-free numbers
makes it easier for people to register complaints — and praise. Customers who phone in praise for or
complaint about a product are often offered free coupons and recipes for that product.

Studies of the customer relations movement show that the shift to an aggressive policy of
customer study is more than “nice”; it is profitable for business. Resources expended in the
customer service area are more than offset by savings from customers not lost. Goodwill toward all
customers reaps tangible rewards in the form of increased profits for business.

In a study of service industries, Ron Zemke cited two studies by Technical Assistance Research
Institute (TARP) in Washington D. C. , on consumer complaints. TARP found that one in four
customers was upset enough about a product or service or both to seek an alternative business
for that product or service. Of those unhappy customers, however, only five percent had bothered
to complain. The other 95 percent just voted with their cash by switching. To reduce the loss of
customers in the future, customer relations tries to analyze the five percent who complained in
order to understand the ninety-five percent who did not complain yet were unhappy. Customer
relations must anticipate the needs of each individual customer, up and down the social scale,
across the racial and cultural lines that make up the American melting pot.

Zemke and others offer many strategies for building a good customer relations department.
The best strategies involve learning as much as possible about the customer base and training
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staff well as to what the customers want and the way they want it. Zemke and others show that
a company with excellent service toward customers is one that understands the tie between
employee relations and customer relations. A well-trained satisfied employee is better able to
satisfy the needs of the customer.

An acknowledged leader in customer service in the retailing field is Nordstrom’s department
store. Nordstrom'’s stresses quality in every aspect of its service and merchandise down to the last
detail. A 1994 Washington Post article about a survey of the quality of women’s rest rooms
in metro-D. C. stores and malls reported that the best overall was Nordstrom'’s. Nordstrom’s was
not seeking to highlight this area. When interviewed, the Nordstrom local officials seemed not
to understand the fuss. Maintaining their store rest rooms as one would maintain one’s home
bathroom for expected guests is just one small part of Nordstrom'’s total commitment to customer
service. Nordstrom associates are encouraged to learn about their customers, to send thank-you
notes, to send postcard reminders to customers when products they might like arrive and to give
regular customers advance notification of Nordstrom’s infrequent sales.

The conversion of complaint departments to customer relations departments became so
widespread that in 1973 the Society of Consumer Affairs Professionals in Business was founded.
Consisting of more than 3,000 members who are involved with the management of consumer
affairs divisions of business, the society takes the cause of customer relations to a national level,
promoting harmonious relationships between business, government, and consumers. The society
works on-ways to help businesses assess and compare their successes and failures in consumer
relations and maintains a library and bookstore of materials on customer relations as well as
publishing a magazine, Mobius Quarterly.

(950 words )
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b 2 inquiry /m'’kwarert/ n. 379, 15
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| Useful Expressions

1 aword game X F U,

2 defective products K%

3 take on complaints TR

4  toll-free numbers 5 E S

5 in praise for %

6 abond of trust | BHEXZ

7 rest room | (E) (A Y AW ) A ST Fr
8 Washington Post -2 ECY)
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Exercises

Comprehension

Choose the right answer.

Customer relations
A. develops from the complaint department which handled such problems as consumers’

negative comments, the returning of goods and so on
B. is a better-sounding name for the complaint department
C. is another name for after-sale service
D. Both A and C.

Customer relations should be responsible for all of the following EXCEPT

A. the quality of product or service

B. customer inquiries and complaints
C. finding new resources for the company

D. attracting new customers

. A business should pay much attention to customer needs and dissatisfied customers

because
A. customers are always right
B. a business’ success depends on these

C. customer needs are on the increase
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D. customers are more and more difficult to satisfy

According to the text, when dissatisfied customers complain, the most important thing a
business should do is to

A. set up a complaint department B. deal with customers’ complaints

C. find out why they complain D. study some typical cases

The other 95 percent just voted with their cash by switching. The underlined part is the
closest in meaning to

A. turned to other businesses
B. made purchases with cheques
C. bought things with their cash

D. wanted their money back

According to Zemke and others, a company with excellent service toward customers should
be able to

A. find out why only a small percentage of unhappy customers make complaints
B. understand the tie between employee relations and customer relations
C. anticipate the needs of each individual customer

D. understand that the American melting pot is made up of different races and cultures

Which of the following is NOT true according to the text?

A. Nordstrom’s department store is devoted to retailing.

B. Keeping women’s rest rooms clean has made Nordstrom’s department store an acknowledged
leader in customer service.

C. Maintaining women’s rest rooms clean is only one example that shows Nordstrom’s stresses
on quality in every aspect of its service and merchandise.

D. The Nordstrom officials thought it fussy to be interviewed.

We can infer from the text that

A. with the introduction of toll-free numbers, fewer and fewer customers have complaints to make

B. whenever customers phone in to complain about a product, they will be given free coupons

C. the importance of customer relations cannot be overemphasized

D. the magazine, Mobius Quarterly, has as long a history as the Society of Consumer Affairs

Professionals in Business
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Choose the right meaning of the underlined part according to the context.

Customer relations describes the resources of a company, a store, manufacturer, or service
industry — that are devoted to discerning and then serving the needs of customers.

A. discussing B. disclosing C. discovering D. discarding

This part of a business operation responds to customer inquiries and complaints and

resolves problems as not to lose customers.
A. studies B. solves C. raises D. welcomes

Some of the earliest endeavors began with concern over product reputation — as far back
as the early days of the Industrial Revolution in the 1890s.
A. efforts B. successes C. trials D. ideas

... it was more profitable to take a small loss and keep a good customer than to argue with
customers about alleged defective products or problems ...
A. fake B. low-quality C. rejected D. faulty

Goodwill toward all customers reaps tangible reward in the form of increased profits for

business.
A. receives B. harvests C. increases D. means

TARP found that one in four customers was upset enough about a product or service or
both to seek an alternative business for the product or service.
A. a good B. another C. a familiar D. a nearby

Maintaining their store rest rooms as one would maintain one’s home bathroom for
expected guests is just one small part of Nordstrom’s total commitment to customer

service.
A. contribution B. suggestion C. devotion D. engagement

... the society takes the cause of customer relations to a national level, promoting
harmonious relationships between business, government and consumers.

A. close B. agreeable C. personal D. equal
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Discussion

Questions for discussion.

m Has customer relations always been an important consideration? In what kind of

i

economy does it play a lesser role?

What do customers do when they are dissatisfied with the products or services
purchased? What mentality do their diversified behaviors reflect? In what way do they
facilitate or encumber the development of a business?

Do you approve of the policy of “the customer is always right”2 Why or why not?

!

Stew Leonard’s: The World’s Largest Dairy Store

Stew Leonard’s is the top-grossing, highest-volume food store in the world. Built on the philosophy
that the customer is always right, Stew Leonard’s offers food shoppers low prices, high product
quality, excellent customer service, and a festive, Disney-like atmosphere. The Norwalk,
Connecticut store draws 100,000 shoppers a week, some from as far away as Massachusetts,
Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and New York. Annual sales total $100 million.

A 106,000-square-foot complex built around a highly automated milk-processing operation,
Stew Leonard’s presents a narrow product mix — about 750 items, as compared to the 15,000
items conventional supermarkets stock. Nevertheless, the store sells in such volume that its
per square foot sales of $2,700 recently earned the business a place in the Guinness Book of
World Records.



Customer Orientation
J  Stew Leonard’s low prices — about 10 to 20 percent lower than prices at stores in a five-mile

radius — are partly responsible for the store’s popularity, but even more important is the store’s
responsiveness to customers. Indeed, the store opened in response to requests from Leonard’s
formér milk route customers. Today, customer demand continues to dictate what products the store
carries. Although Stew Leonard’s may test-market as many as 10,000 different products in a year,
an item must sell 1,000 units weekly to remain in inventory. Thus the store carries only the best-
selling brands of such items as cereal, yogurt, and peanut butter. Stew Leonard’s also emphasizes
product quality. Because of its enormous sales volume, the store can buy by the truckload directly
from producers, passing along the savings and freshness to customers. Stew Leonard’s also has
the leverage to order house brands made to its own specifications.

4 Stew Leonard’s strong customer orientation is reflected in the two rules carved in a huge, three-
ton granite boulder just outside the door. Rule 1 states that “the customer is always right”. Rule 2
says, “If the customer is ever wrong, reread Rule 1. ” Customer service is the top priority at Stew
Leonard’s. To eliminate long check-out lines, the Leonards have equipped the store with twenty-
five cash registers. Should any line back up to more than three customers, a store employee
immediately passes out free ice cream or snacks to waiting customers. The Leonards also actively
solicit ideas from their customers, both to keep up with trends and to improve service. About once
a month, focus groups of customers are invited to criticize the store’s products and policies — and
management listens (Stew Leonard’s pays 10 customers $20 each in gift certificates to participate
in the focus groups) . For example, at the focus groups’ suggestion, Stew Leonard’s began to
sell strawberries loose, instead of packaged. Originally the store’s profit margin on strawberries
decreased, but sales increased tenfold; the store was able to get a better deal from the supplier,
and ultimately profits on strawberries were higher.

5 Stew Leonard’s also acts promptly on the hundred-odd messages dropped into the store’s
suggestion box each day. When the Leonards followed one customer’s suggestion that English
muffins be displayed near bacon and eggs, muffin sales increased 50 percent. Another customer
reported that he would have bought deli roast beef on special if the hard rolls had not been
located clear across the store at the bakery. Leonard moved some rolls near the deli counter: sales
of both rolls and deli roast beef doubled.

6 At Stew Leonard’s nothing is too good for a customer. When a woman complained to Leonard the
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day after Thanksgiving that her turkey had been too dry, he immediately handed her a $20 turkey
free of charge, knowing that her week-in, week-out business meant much more to the store than
the price of a single turkey. Leonard also had high praise for the new courtesy booth employee
who surprised a distraught customer with $50 in gift certificates after the customer was unable
to find her missing sterling silver pen. Leonard’s oft-repeated slogan gets the point across to all
employees: “Satisfy the customer; Teamwork gets it done; Excellence makes it better.

Building Customer Loyalty

The Leonards also enhance the appeal of their products by bringing store functions out front,
where customers can watch. The milk-processing plant (so highly automated that a tank truck’s
load of raw milk can be pasteurized and packaged in one day by just four employees) is enclosed
in glass; customers see 150 half-gallon cartons of milk per minute moving along a conveyor belt. A
plastic cow’s head affixed to the front wall of the dairy plant moos when customers press a button.
Butchers and fish cutters slice and package in full view of shoppers, and in the deli department
an employee uses a special in-store demonstration oven to make pizza. Throughout the store,
employees hand out samples of everything from gazpacho to cupcakes, in accordance with the
Leonards’ observation that sales quadruple when samples are available.

Because of all this, Stew Leonard’s satisfied customers often take it on themselves to tell others
about the store. The Leonards are fond of reminding their staff “Lower the price; sell the best;
word of mouth will do the rest. ” Several years ago a customer presented Leonard with a snapshot
of herself standing in front of the Kremlin in Moscow, holding a Stew Leonard’s plastic shopping
bag. When Leonard posted the picture on the store’s

bulletin board, other customers began following suit. ’
Today, an entiré wall in the store is covered with more
than seven thousand photos of customers at locations
around the world — the Matterhorn, the Great Wall of
China, the Egyptian pyramids, the North Pole, and the
floor of the Pacific Ocean — each customer holding
one of the 250,000 bags Stew Leonard’s gives away
each year. Such practices build customer loyalty, say
the Leonards, and inspire customers to pass the word

to friends. ‘
(971 words )



