Fighting your way
out of tough times:
it’s not just about service

At a time of unprecedented economic slowdown, it has become an almaost unchallenged
truism that if the customer is king, then customer service must be the overriding senant
of that master. Anmnalize Cuthill says that although focussing on existing customers is a
logical response, there are other ways to tackle tough times.



Though it is all-too-easy to see the total sales
opportunity as shrinking in times of economic
downturn, this ignores the greater opportunities
to sell to a more promiscuous and demanding
ustomer base willing to shop around for the best
mbination of product and service support.

RECENT SURVEY of senice
wecUthves aCross UK

mianyfacturing and service industn
raflects the moreasing difficulty of
selling into mora competitive marats.
A% & resall, the fact thal bunesses
are wighly putting greater omphass
on customer ratentian should come
85 nd surpise, especially as the cost
of deeloping additional business with
an gxisting customer is demonstrably
cheaper than generating naw business,

el this i precisely the time when
wardor organisations shaukd be focusing
miora than ewar on customer acquisition
a5 the foundetion for future sucoess.

Far, thaugh it is all-log-gay o See
the total sales opportenity as shranking
in tirmas af ecanomic downtum, this
ignares he grealer opportunilias 1o S
ta a more pramisclous and demanding
customer basa willing to shap around
Tor the best combination of produst and
Service suppar. Similady, oppodunilies
will arise as lass able compatitors fail to
SUruE tha cumant ecanomic prassures.

Eagy o say but bard 1o achiewe?
Parhaps, but by moang sales from
thee narmaw departmental slo wpical of
Mgy organisations and putting it at
the very heart of the business, a Lving
Salas approach offars bath a practical
and achievabla way of creating credible
differentiation in meeting the identifed
raeds of both existing customers and
prospECts.

FLAWED STRATEGY

UK busingsses are stll fimmiky focused
on hakling anto exsting custamens.
through sendce rather than proactively
selling o atirast new custornens, The
survay found that fewer than one in fue
respandents placed & greater emphasis
1 custormer acuisition, with the

overwhalming majority aither focusing
o both goats equally or more strangly
o custormer retention.

And the logic of this approach
appaared to be underlinad by tha fact
thet, as custarmers, 90 percent af
respordents corfinmed thal hey would
buy mars fram a supplior 85 a drect
result of receing high-guality senice
bevard (heir sspectations,

Irorically howeser, the survay showed
thist this is failing to deliver the desred
results, by not feeding thiough to the
custormer. Mary vendors are faling
at the first hurdle in deliverng eaen
an adequate level of sendce, as 39
pesrcenil of those quastioned citesd pooe
customer support’ as the principal
soura of frustration with supplers, both
i business and consumer rrarkets.

And the lack of swareness of 8
rzed o get close to the customes
was reinfarced, B the suney found
Ihigt piber sall issues such a5 lack of
vnogrstanding of my busingss” and lack
of responsiveness’ also festunad much
more highly than ‘lack of real product
differentiation * and lack of crhliily”
a5 reasors for customer dssatisfaction
and switching suppher.

This St Uit werdans” bast
mtgntions t improve the customer
expanenca are nat being realised at the
point of contact. Equally rportantly,
it reflects & lack of recognitian that 4
strong salias facus is more important
" NEN EVEF IN 8N BCONOMIC CWTIILITL

CREATING VALUE

In tough times, it is easy to think

thit everything comes down to prce.
And, &5 products hive bacome mong
commoditized and buyers batter
nformed as a result af tha intamat.
thess have become valyable bargaining

tools in driing down peice at a trme
when the buyer seems to be holding
miced, if rol all, the cards,

Yk if it were true that price is the
anly issue, only the cheapest suppliers
wauld surave: yet, time after time,
organisations charging & premium foe
their products and senaces continue:

10 win business through even the

migsd dliffioult conditions, Sucoessiul
wendors focus on other aspects of
sarace support ard daliery, looking for
mngeative and creative weys to create
the: necessany differertistion 1o stand
aut from the crowd”,

For exampla, resaarch shows that
i difficidl limes Brmg ane edramely
nisksarvzran ard arg mong likely to opt
for thie safest, rathar than tha cheapest,
efition. Companies cannat atford o
il rmiglabes so they play il safe,
often willing to pay a premium for a low-
fisk option. To ba succassful tharefare,
the Sisles person neouires e skils la
gomance the customer thay have the
beast and safest salution.

In order to put Wgether an al-round
proposition which begt meets the
mdiidual customr's requirements,
it is essantial to undarstand - and,
beller shill, sgres — precsaly whal their
challengizs and demands are.

Technologies such as customer
relations rmanegement saffware ook
Cin g Sorme way 1o helping heng, in
making cLstomer infarmation available

¥ Tl UM AL TNa pant Of Contact, in

order g improve the quality of decisian-
maling. However, two further dements

are necessary to get ‘under tha skin” of
the client of praspest in identiting their

s,

Thiz indisidual sales parson requinss
an aspacialy high lavel of nterparsanal
sales and negotiating skill to caope with
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Sales has to sit at the heart

of the business, creating
ry Hmpfmet'
cognises fhf.- role they can
play in positively influencing
the sales process

the addtional commercial pressures
facad by the business during a
racession. In addition, sales has to sit
at the heart of the business, creating &
commearzial philasopty in which awery
amployes recognises the rola they can
play in positively iInflugncing the sales
Process,

This undedines the strang link
betwean sakas ard serdce quality n
el the quastion remains: what,
precisely & good sendce? The answer
liEs in a recognition that customeers”
demands cantinua to fisa at tha same
timiz as their willingness 1o accept any
shortfall in delivery diminishas,

Custormar acouisition and lmalty is
Fiared-vaan today and requires somathing
e han simply mesling sxpeclalions,
To win business, vendons must g
Besaond sirmply adding value to craating
walae for thelr customers. This requines
2 desep level of austomer Swareness
which enables the saller to both
resagnise and anticipate tha buyer's
nesds,

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAINING
‘With vendors ooking 1o cut spending
thraughaul the organisation, the ae
often fals on staff training, This may
lack: @ttractive as & simple way to
roduy custs, et e Wty i powee 8
false econamy. As highlighted recently
By the LK Cormmissian far Employment
and Skills, reszarch shows that firms
that do not trein their staff dunng a
recession are more than twice es lkely
1o fail 4% Whose who do,

Far tha sales team thare are & numbar
of key skils critical in & recessionary
errdronment. These includs:

* Daveloping the sellers’ ability
to identify and develop
cUslomEr needs.

The most impartart skl resded

-

in & recession & hal of exploring,
identifing and developing
custarnar needs. Independant
resaarch revealed that training
sakaspeople o use saling skilks can
actually mcrease sales, oven i a8
FECESSIon. [N ane custorner Study,
sales increased by 1T percent

in a trainad growp, while thair
urirained countemarts experinced
a sundval strategy is ko win more
new client business, then training
tha sales team to adopt establzhed
salkas irmprovement technigues might
prove & seund nvestment.

Training sellers to develop
competitive advantage.

In tough tirnas, there is 8 greatar
need 1o win busness at the expense
of the competition. Scllers nood

to understand the strangths and
weaknesses of their afferings and
desvelap needs whens they ars
strang, and build the skils to deler
a campetitive edga.

Developing slronger

perceptions of walue.

Customars ara rmare concamed
about costs duning B recession o
sales people need 1o dermansinste
the value of the solutions thay bring
Too often, they do this by telling the
sty aboed i denefis Gy can
deliver. & more effective stratagy is ta
help the customer 1o think threugh
the sirvings and benefits that will
accrua from adopting the soltion.
Helping the customer to explare the
Sindrgs and berefils themashes
maans they're more likely to identify
thea ful valuz of the salution.
Teaching salespeople Lo handle
oustomer concerns about risk.
A5 CUStomErs ang more neleawerse
whean times ara hard, they are mora
likedy t by safe salulions they

can st Sales people need to
identify paterial araas of risk for
tha customer and help ta aliminate
trem. Raesearsh shows the abiity to
haandle cusiomer congerns is 4 key
skill in wirming high value salas,

* Developing sellers’
negoliating skills,
Price prsdurs i inevitable in
a rocession, often leading to
CONCESSIONS to try 1o win of retain
business. Where margins are elready
Hight, thi% can mean aking on
biginess on an urproftable basis,
Salespeapla need the skils to trads
concessions Tor adding value ard
seeloways of expanding the cdeal
to creata a mutually benefcial
agreement.

COMPANY-WIDE APPROACH
Fesearch supports the argurmert
thal the companies which surdve
and thrive are thase that develop

a whaolly salas-centric culiura, by
embracing and championing sales.
Thay implement the necessany skill
sals 85 3 core requirement - nafk just
tor those irvabed drectly in seling
bt for ermployess such as call cenire
and technical support staff, at every
custarmar tauch point.

TEs REUuines & e dhat saies
onented behawours must be ingreined
Al al bevals, &% an enbarprise-wide
philesophy and ot a depatment. Such
an approach undoubtedly challengas
the pancatved worth of the sales
ride and i mcs cases will reguire &
fundamental cultural shift that restores
the value of selling,

Toy Bring in and relan buginess,
sales people need the suppart of their
colleaguas. The objective therefore
I5 nat 1o wm sl STEM iRt selles:
thal would bie yrrealstic and indead

counter-productive. Ingtesd, though
seling remains the domain of the
professianal sales team, every mamber
of staft leams 10 appreciate the impact
Ehair bahavipur car have gn ibe
busingss” battom line,

Thiese ane not just fing words but 8 set
of practical deliverabiles which enables
the busmess to gn that critical step
beyond just good custormear service.
of undarstanding tha customer's
organisatian, how they are struciuned
and, ulimatzhy, how thay sell. s
about articipating thair needs - aven
betore they are sware of them - and
fnding precisely the righl Solution,

WIN/WIN STRATEGY
In g the customes whisl hey
haven't asked for” in this way, the
buyer banafits a5 much as the wandoy
who ultimately becomas embedded
ag an indisperdgible pan of the buver's
business devalopmant strategy.

Ta achieve this, training is Wial

i posithee behavours have Lo be
learned, retained and applied at awery
lewal thraughout the business - from
improving negotiation skills within the
sales leam, through the way incoming
calls are handled to accounting,
technical suppon 8nd even tha
Hesl-roanm.

Amrned in this way, the bUsiness
should be well-aguipped o compete for
sakes and guen grow at the epense of
tha competitian. One thing is for sura:
doing nothing is an affectise sirategy
for becoming a victim of the recession
rather than a surdvor
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