A Bad Customer Service Department Doesn't Have to Kill Your Client Relationships
by Paul McCord

We struggle to make a sale and then, after we finally succeed, our new customer runs into a problem and calls—oh, my God, they call Customer Service instead of us!  Panic.  Fear.  Our life flashes before our eyes.  Death would be a kinder fate than having a customer call Customer Service.

Hopefully your Customer Service department isn’t this bad.  If you’re really lucky, your company’s Customer Service department is great.  Unfortunately, if you’re selling anywhere in the tech industry, there’s a good possibility that your company’s Customer Service has a long way to go just to be adequate--and by no means is bad customer service only a problem with tech firms.

Two recent encounters have me thinking about how we as sellers must deal with the inevitable customer service issues that arise and especially how we must deal with them if our company’s Customer Service department is something to be avoided.

The first encounter was with a seller who has been through a couple of my training programs and is a subscriber to my newsletter.  He sent me an email asking my advice on how to deal with his clients when they have customer service issues. 

Dale sells for a well known company selling accounting and payroll software to small and mid-size businesses.  His complaint is that when clients have customer service issues they generally have a difficult time getting timely service.  Although the company has a phone number clients can call for customer service, the time on hold is excessive and few customers will stay on the line that long.  They then must go to the website and fill out a trouble ticket.

Response time for trouble tickets is typically 18 to 36 hours.  Typically the initial response from the support tech will not be an answer but more questions.  Once the client answers the questions the support tech has asked, they must wait another 8 to 16 hours for a response which may be an answer or possibly more questions.

Not surprisingly, clients aren’t impressed with this process.  Dale’s frustration is that no matter how much he complains, the company’s response is that they are no worse than most of their competitors and they can’t afford to invest more money in customer support.

The second encounter was with a software company that I was considering buying software from to build a new website for McCord Training.  Over the years we’ve used a number of programs and we’ve never been truly happy with any of the programs we’ve used.  I decided to search out another program for this build.  With a bit of research I found a program that I thought would work well and downloaded the 21 day trail version.

The trial version was touted as having all of the features of the purchased version as well as access to the Customer Support department.  I figured that we could quickly evaluate whether the program would meet our needs in terms of its capabilities and ease of use.

Over the course of a week or so we made significant progress in developing a new site—and invested a great many hours into the new site using the program.  Then a problem arose.  We had problems integrating one of the other programs we use within our website with the software.  We tried a number of solutions and nothing worked.  We had no choice but to turn in a Trouble Ticket to the manufacturer.  A day later we received the response—it was an unsupported question so we’d have to go to the forum and ask other users if they knew how to integrate the two programs.

Off to the forum we went only to find that there didn’t seem to be a way to ask a question.

Another Trouble Ticket inquiring as to how to ask a question in the forum.

A day later the answer—since we hadn’t purchased the software yet we weren’t allowed to ask a question because the technicians thought that opening the forum up to non-purchasers resulted in them having to spend too much time cleaning up SPAM in the forum.

So we can evaluate the software but if we have an issue the technicians won’t answer then we have no way to determine whether the software can work for us because the technicians have decided it takes too much time to clean up the forum if non-purchasers can have access to the forum.

Now, that may seem like a stupid stance for any company, but that’s the way this particular company’s Customer Support department works.  I sent them a Trouble Ticket letting them know that I thought that from a customer service stand point it was an idiotic position to take leaving me with no choice bot to make a decision to pay for the software because we had invested so much time and money building the site with it and hoping we could make it work or we’d just have to scrap everything and move on to another program.

The head of Customer Support for the company said he’d have a support person call me on my cell phone at a particular time.  At the appointed time I was on the phone with one of our clients.  I allowed voice mail to take the call knowing that I’d be off the phone within a minute or two.  Within a minute I was off the phone and retrieved the voice mail.  The technician from the software company informed me that I had committed to taking their call at X time, I didn’t answer so my appointment was cancelled, not to try to call him, and that if I needed further assistance to turn in another Trouble Ticket.  I then got a followup email from the tech letting me know that by not answering the phone I was being discourteous to him and other customers and that his time was far too valuable to be wasting on an unanswered phone call.  I could call and reschedule a phone appointment for a fee of $36.

This was just the beginning of my experience with the Customer Support department of this software vendor.  Although it continued to get worse, in many ways they were no worse than many other tech firms. 

The central issue with Dale’s customer service issues and the software company above is that the companies have no real concept of what customer service is.  Instead of service they view themselves as providing their customers a favor.  Some seem to view their customers as being much too stupid to use the product.  At the very least they view themselves as having the upper hand in the client/company relationship as demonstrated by one of Dale's customer support techs who told him not to "worry about your customers, they need us too much so no matter how upset they get, they'll always be back."

In both instances above the Customer Support department is headed and staffed by technicians, not customer service professionals.  In many instances the technicians are individuals barely trained in the product themselves.  The focus of the department is on what makes life easy for them, not what makes life easy for the customer.  Case in point: preventing someone who is evaluating the software from asking questions in the forum because by allowing non-purchasers access to the forum, the technicians have to spend some time cleaning up SPAM entries.

So how do we as sellers deal with these situations?  How can we prevent these self-centered Customer Service departments from destroying our relationships with clients?

By being proactive and taking responsibility for being the go-between between our client and the support department.

I’ve had Dale redirect all of his client’s customer support issues directly to him.  He has found that if he gets the issue first he can often answer the question on the spot.  If he can’t, he can deal with Customer Support directly and usually get a resolution to the issue hours or days earlier than if the client had simply turned in a Trouble Ticket.  Most importantly, he saves his client aggravation.

Taking on the customer service issues of his clients is costing Dale time.  He has to become a better time manager in order to deal with clients and continue to bring in new business.  But a good bit of the time he is now devoting to helping clients resolve issues was previously spent listening to their complaints about the company’s lack of customer service.  Most importantly, his clients are happier.

The ideal is for your company to provide first class customer service.  But if they don’t—and there are a great many companies that don’t—take matters into your own hands.  These are your clients.  These are your future.  Be proactive in resolving their issues even if that means you have to become the go-between.  You’ll either spend your time fixing the problem upfront to insure a happy client or you’ll spend the time later getting chewed out by your client.  Take actions to fix your client’s issues—it’s the right thing for your client and for you.
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