CUSTOMER

ERVICE

EVER MORE CHALLENGING, EVER MORE IMPORTANT

“The customer’s perception is your reality,’ writes author Kate

Zabriskie in her book, Customer Service Excellence: How to Deliver

Value to Today’s Busy Customer. There is meaning and power in

that one short sentence. Customer service has changed. Society
moves at a more rapid pace than it did a generation
ago. Customers are more savvy, and have higher ex-
pectations than they did 20 years ago. International
free-trade agreements and burgeoning global trade
mean more products from vastly more places.

Grant Heggie, president and c.e.o of Toronto,
Ont.-based Melmart, believes the combination of all
of these things has created one of the flooring indus-
try’s biggest challenges. I think the biggest thing that
impacts us from a customer-service standpoint is the
simplicity of our business 20 years ago versus the com-
plexities today,” he says.

“For a customer service person,’ says Heggie,
“there wasn’t much information to know. They had
to know something about carpet and vinyl, and that
was about it. Now we sell 10 or 12 different categories.
Our people have to know about ceramic, porcelain,
wood, solid wood, engineered wood, laminate flooring,
carpet and sheet vinyl. And that’s before you get into
understanding pads and glues and the complexity of
all the different glues that go with all those different
products and all the trims and mouldings.”

“When our customers call here,” he adds, “they
would love to get somebody who is an absolute expert
in absolutely everything.”

That is clearly an unreal, impossible customer
service expectation to meet. Melmart, for example,
stocks 10,000 SKUs in its 90,000-square-foot ware-
house. Heggie says it takes a customer service person
at least one to two years just to start getting familiar
with all those products.

When it comes to customer service today, dis-
tributors and dealers, alike, find themselves having
to pretty much operate by the motto of the U.S. Navy
World War Il construction battalions, known as the
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Seabees: “The difficult we do right away. The impossible takes a
little longer”

“Customer service is the opportunity to make yourself
stand out from the competition,” affirms George Leahy, who co-
owns Fabulous Flooring in Moncton, N.B. He and his partner, Gary
Williams, opened their own store in 2003 after being connected
by an installer who did work for both of them. Williams and Leahy
had been competitors for 20 years. Their tight focus on custom-
er service has been an essential part of the store’s success. That's
why, for example, the staff is not paid on commission.

“I spent 20 or 25 years on commission,” Leahy says. “If you
don't sell, you don't eat. And that makes you make bad customer
service decisions.

“You can't just tell people what you think they want to
hear,” he explains.“Because you know what? People really do
want to hear advice. They do want to hear you suggesting some-
thing that may do a better job for them, rather than taking the
easy road and selling something that’s a better price and fits
their budget.

“We ask all kinds of questions, and the answers guide us
to where we should go,’ Leahy adds.“Some people you listen to;
some people need to be steered; and there are some people who
have it all figured out and you just have to go to the cash register”

LEAHY’S AND WILLIAMS’S RETAIL customer-service philoso-
phy has seen Fabulous Flooring build a stable of repeat cus-
tomers over the years.“A lot of times we'll end up giving away
cleaners to cement the deal and the relationship,” Leahy says,
“because that person is going to have a son or daughter, or
know somebody who will want to come in. In the long run, that
eight-dollar cleaner is going to bring me more in the long run
than the three dollars profit | would have made on it

As a local flooring dealer, Leahy has carved out a niche for
himself and worked hard to build a solid reputation with his cus-
tomers. In the flooring industry, independent retailers are very
much up against the big-box stores. Leahy believes there is a big
difference in customer expectations between the two channels.

“I don't think people expect a lot of customer service out
of the big-box stores. That's a price-driven outlet,” he explains.



An independent store, how-
ever, is driven by service first, then
product knowledge and finally =
price, Leahy believes. Customers 3
who come into an independent
store such as Fabulous Flooring
aren't putting price first. They're
coming in to make a flooring invest-
ment in their home. The bar is raised
much higher.“They want to come
in and talk to the people who know
what they're talking about,” he says.

There are different nuances in
customer service at the dealer and
distributor levels. At the store level,
for example, Leahy believes listen-
ing to customers about their design
styles is the most important aspect
of client service.

“When most women come

g

in — and it's women who make ; 5
the majority of design decisions — 0 g large amo
it's style and colour first, and then eet dealer needs for fa

whether this product is going to

stand up. That’s where the product

knowledge comes in. It might be the toughest product in the
world, but if the lady doesn't like the colour you've just wasted
alot of her time and yours by giving her useless information be-
cause it's blue and she wants green”

ON THE DISTRIBUTOR SIDE, customer service is more com-
plex — and more demanding. Distributors have both dealers,
and their consumers, as their customers. For distributors like
Melmart, their primary clients’ expectations are more practical.

“Customers call for something, and they want you to have
it. They understand that we have 10,000 SKUs and we can't pos-
sibly inventory all of them. When we don't have something, they
want to know when we can get it, and they want that informa-
tion to be accurate. On an ongoing basis, that is probably be one
of our biggest challenges,’ says Heggie.

“Big-box stores often have a small colour selection and
deep inventory. But for a specialty retailer, that doesn’t work.
He's going to have a consumer walk in and see hundreds of
colours. That's just the way they operate. We can have a small
inventory in a narrow collection, but we have to have a lot of in-
ventory for other products”

The quick local availability of product from a distributor is
becoming more important with dealers, Heggie says. “Most of
them don't want to stock big inventories. They are tying up their
precious capital when they do that”

Marcus Stone, Melmart’s vice-president of marketing,
agrees that ease of doing business is the number-one priority in
the customer service relationship between flooring dealers and
distributors.

4 “Years ago when the mar-

ket was more vibrant, dealers could

book [installation projects] six to
b 1 . eight weeks in advance and it would
. give us a lot more breathing room to
™™ satisfy their needs with materials;” he
2 ‘ says.“Today independent retailers
are really relying on the distributor
to have the answers and the stock
right away because they're probably
booking two to four weeks out.”

Distributors have it tougher
when it comes to customer service.
When they have a supply issue, for
example, there’s a domino effect.
When product isn't in the ware-
house when it was supposed to
i be, it means dealers are not happy.
That's because they can't start an in-
stallation on schedule. In turn, their
customers aren’t happy, because
there is a room with a floor that has
been ripped out.

With more and more woods
coming from Russia and China, for
example, distributors often get caught in the middle of interna-
tional trade and security, as well as logistics issues. A shipment
may not be able to leave Shanghai on time, for instance. For
U.S.-bound cargo, manifests must be electronically transmit-
ted to U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) 48 hours prior
to scheduled departure. The cargo cannot be loaded until CBP
receives the manifest. Marine carriers must also electronical-
ly transmit cargo information in advance to the Canada Border
Services Agency for shipments arriving in Halifax, Montreal and
Vancouver. Even if a shipment does leave a foreign port on time,
it could be held up at Customs in the U.S or Canada upon arrival
if containers get inspected. Bad weather on the high seas can af-
fect transit time. Or containers may end up sitting in a Canadian
National or Canadian Pacific Railway intermodal yard until the
next eastbound train is scheduled to leave.

There can also be issues even when a dealer’s flooring or-
der is manufactured in North America.“A shipment coming from
North Carolina isn't going to get here in a day,” notes Heggie.

“We've often said that in our business, our customer service
can only be as good as our suppliers,” says Heggie. “We end up not
looking good because we get a date, but then a supplier calls and
says‘now it's going to be this date! That makes us look bad’

In the past, Heggie says, a common complaint from dealers
was that they didn't learn about delays until they arrived at the
warehouse to pick up orders. That has changed, Heggie notes.

When their customer service goes awry for whatever rea-
son, Leahy, Heggie and Stone have one thing in common: all
three take it personally.

“When we have provided service that is unacceptable,
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you take it very personally,” says Heggie. |
think it's very hard not to if you have been
in the business for any length of time and
you care about it

“There've been times when things
haven't gone perfectly,’ admits Leahy.
“Sometimes it has been my fault, some-
times it has been the fault of someone
else on the team. You want to make it
good in the long run because you're a
small, local business.”

Leahy is very conscious of the fact

George Leahy (left) says, “Customer ser-
vice is about being able to stand

out from your competition.” At right is
his partner, Gary Williams.
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that other people — his employees and
their families — are relying on him for
their financial well being. That’s a big part
of the reason why he is so focused on pro-
viding the best customer service that he
and his team can, he says.

Finding the right people for cus-
tomer service today is getting more chal-
lenging, says Heggie.

“When [ started in the industry 30
years ago, everybody was young. There
were a lot of 20-somethings. Today that’s
not so common.”

Younger workers today don't hes-
itate to change jobs if they don't feel
there’s any gratification. A couple of gen-
erations ago, people started a job and
held it for 30 or 40 years. Today, people
change jobs an average of seven times in
their careers.

One of the top customer service
tips from the Canadian Professional Sales
Association (CPSA) is letting final job
candidates spend some time on the floor
with other team members. The CPSA says
this is a good way to let the person get a
taste of the team and the environment,
and for staff to provide their first impres-
sions of the candidate.

“MOST THINGS ARE ABOUT ATTITUDE,”
says Heggie.“To us, customer service is
being very, very helpful”

Leahy believes this is where having
staff who aren’t paid on commission is re-
ally important for customer service.

He tells customers whom he has
been dealing with himself, not to worry
if they return to the store when he isn't
there, because they'll be looked after by
another team member.“That’s a big part
of customer service, too — taking care of
a customer who isn't yours,” he says.

Some businesses have better cus-
tomer service than others. That’s simply
the reality of it. Leahy and Heggie have
similar philosophies — they treat their
customers as they themselves want to
be treated as consumers. Leahy has this
piece of advice for anyone who doesn't
have a strong focus on customer service:
“I'd say you better find another line of
work, because retail and customer service
go handin hand” i*

Comment at www.coveringscanada.ca.



