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Complain With Me:

Dibeyendu Ganguly

OINTING Lo the largenumbe
service stall ata luncheonin he
honour, Janelle Barlow savs,
“Such a waste —all these pe
ple standing around. From an
American point of view, this is oo
much service."She actually has a point.
There's abulfetand a bar, but the ban-
quet hall still has a large number «
waiters carrving trays ofhorsdoeuvr
and beer, which no one seems 1o want.
But they work the party anyway, happi-
i nversations with their
s of mushrooms and chicken
ka. Shaking her thI parlow deliv-
|~|I1L coup de‘grace: “But then, India
alwavs |h|l\\l\.|\|_|\|\|l atproblems.”
put then again, the president and

5.

ownerof the consulting (irm TMITUS isa
Sarlow is ||1r

I iomal unnpl.nml
author of the best-sellin
ing [eedbac I\\ul\hl‘l.ll.
lmd whole countries) and watchin
theirreactions is part of her research.

Parlow may make time to tell the
hotel about its “oppressive”
levels of service. As she says
in her be customers who
don't complain 1o the
wsation usually oo and do
something far worse —+hey
tell their Iriends, associates
and perlect strangers about
it And evervone knows how
damagin bad  word-of-
mouth publicity can be. The
most casual ‘T had a quite a
bad experience there once,
from a [riend s enough to undo mil-
lions of rupees worth of adver
and celebrity endorsements

1l a complaint i simply a statement
about expectations that have not been
mel, Barlow puts some of the blame on
advertising. “Companies raise expecta-
tions through expensive advertisin
campaigns, but then don‘tspend mone
ontraining their customer-laci
meel those expecta
g the example
which once ran a campaign saying
“you're more than just a number (o us”
But, when acustomer called theirnum-
ber, the inescapable first question still
was “what i your number?

American Express withdrew the ad
when it realised how silly it was making
the company (TV shew comics
couldn’t get enough of ity Other compa-
nies sulfer more long-lasting dama
account of a mismatch between real and
expected service, Research shows that
the average service brand loses 50% of
its customers every [ive vearsand 97
of the multiple switchers say it was bad
service that made them leave, "says Bar-
low

P service is far more than the lack

YOU CAN'T BUILDYOUR
gan- POLICIES AROUND THE
OCCASIONAL CUSTOMERWHO
LODGES FRAUDULENT
COMPLAINTS

JANELLE BARLOW
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ol tender loving care. 1t's the airine

whose delayed flight results in a missed
meeting; the restaurant that serves stale
food: the insurance company which

takes i1s time processing claims or the
manulacturer whose TV, cellphone or
washing machine breaks down amonth
alter its warranty period

Faced with these kind of situations,
customers don’t always register a fo
mal complaint. The s vary a
cording to the peronality of the cus-
Innul but some of the common on
It would cost more to complain’,
or ‘1 didn't know who to talk 1
“The last time 1 complained, nothing

happened,” or ‘T'd probably get more
upsel. 10s better tojustdrop .
‘.|'I|.I1LL|-I|'HM|\L|\|11|||1II'I ays Bar-

lowe, it's a sign that they care enough
about the u-m|nn\ 1o mive it another
chance. Bul \.]Lllll ollen, companies
blow that chance. Some don't respond
Lo complaints at all \lhlll others just say
‘sorry, there's nothing we cando’. Some
blame the customer with a ‘vou must
have handled it wr or ‘vou should
have come 1o us earlier’. Others pass the
customer all over the organisation till he
or she gives up. The worst ones launch

e

A customer who
complains is always
better than the
thousands who walk
away silently, says
Janelle Barlow. The
next time you are
confronted by
complaining
customers, don’t go
red-in-the-face. Say,
thank you instead

into an interrogation with questions like
‘how do we know what vou sayis true?”
It takes gritto complain o a larae cor-
porate about its service and research
shows the one most likely 1o doitisa
voung, upwardly mobile male. Compa-
nies don’t like complaini
and in some extreme cases they are ac-
tually viewed as blackmailers out o g
Iree replacement or activists who
might haul the company to court if 1t
admits Lo any wrong-doing. Bulas Bar-
low says, “You can't build your policies
around the « nal customer whe
Iud-lmh.m.iulnnlu\mnllmh
ATPOD [rom the University of California

s

at Berkley, Barlow believes organisations
should view complaints s and train
their stall to receive them with a thar
vou for bringing this to our notice,” fol-
lowed by an explanation of why the fee
valuable (it will help us improve
Lgives usan apporiunity 1o
things [or you?. Previously inconflict
with the company, this approach unites
the customer with thecompany asapart-
ner, lighting the problem.

The next step m the process is the
apology, which is rendered only after
|Iu customer cxplains what went

i ‘Companies have asked me
wl I1\ they should say sorry if they were
not at fault,"says Barlow. “Bul it ha
nothing 1o do u|||1 blame or fault. It's
like when you meet someone whao has
experienced a death in the [amilv.
When vou say ‘T'm so sorry,” you're nol
2 responsibility for the death by

[t lormula
is a promise to dosomething about the
problem immediately. By then, the cus-
tomers should usually be in a posi
receptive frame of mind -k they were
ar they would have cooled down —
and the service represeniative can
down to the nitty griny of asking
the information m]uuull process the
complaint. 'What this entails depends on
company policy and may stretch Irom
replacing the product to olfering a di
count on future purchases, but whatev-
eritis, ity worthwhile to get back 1o the
customer and ask il he or she is satisfied
with what has been done. And lastly,
every complaint is a learning opportuni-
ty for the organisation, more so il the
compensalion s expensive.

omplaints are a gilt, companies need 1o
make |I1L-|\|ncn\' as easy lorthe customeras pes-
t i all cenir nd

W personally 'I'h\-n |I|L|'u.1|rcu: -nu-lsu'huplx
Ter writing and send letters or e-mail. Here, says
Zarlow;, the company should respond with aper-
i thana standardised one.

disgruntled custamers aut
there has escalated in the mtemet era, savs Bar-
low, and companies need tomonitor what is be-
ing said about them in the net. ‘One lnandal
company hastaken it too far by threatening any-

Al action. The

Anotherbad strat
W 1o anonymously write pos

auidedtoble
same Lime, they shouldn'thbe P
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