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Customer care or customer service is really the outward facing aspect of 
quality, focused on formulating and implementing policies and standards 
of behaviour and practice, which will ensure that customers' needs are 
identified. Customer care is also about developing procedures which 
ensure that customers are treated politely, fairly, and positively if and 
when things go wrong.  
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The term customer service often has negative connotations in so far 
as the phrase is often used a label for what is effectively the complaints 
department of many businesses, hence customer care is often used as an 
alternative to emphasise the more positive focus on quality. To further 
differentiate between the two: customer service is often described as the 
way in which we respond to customers and their problems. In contrast, 
customer care goes a stage further in that a customer care policy (like a 
TQM policy) tries to build a policy of awareness and responsiveness to the 
customer within the provision of the product or service as a whole, and with 
the intention of avoiding possible problems at a later stage. Customer care is 
about minimising the occurrences that are likely to give rise to complaint, 
and responding quickly and positively when complaints do occur. 

Invariably the customer service policy will overlap and reflect the 
sales and marketing plans, and the quality policy of the business, as it does 
in effect define the way in which quality standards are implemented within 
the sales environment. The service aspects of customer needs can most 
effectively be determined by asking the customers, directly face to face, by 
telephone, or by written questionnaire, whether the business is meeting the 
full range of their needs and expectations, where, if any, are the gaps or 
shortfalls, and how the customers would like to see those addressed. 
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Apart from the details and specifications of the products themselves, 
in most cases when we are talking about customer needs we are in reality 
talking about customer expectations. By this we mean what the customers 
expect from us as suppliers, and what the customers themselves perceive to 
be their needs, as opposed to what we believe them to be. 

 
What type of things then, do the customers expect? 

From the business: Pleasant and suitable surroundings which are 
clean, welcoming, well-lit, safe and hygienic, and living up to the general 
image of the business and its products or services. 

From the staff: Sufficient staff to be available. Staff to show a 
friendly, interested and welcoming attitude, and to be pleasant, and certainly 
non-threatening. Staff should also be smart in appearance, competent and 
knowledgeable. Customers also expect that dealing with the organisations 
staff should be a pleasant experience, and free of problems, antagonism, or 
excuses. 

From the products, goods, or services. These should be available 
when wanted, fit for the purpose for which they were acquired, and at a 
reasonable price which constitutes value for money. User-friendly 
information should be provided as to where the product can be found, and 
its use and operation. The product should also be supported by a friendly, 
helpful and efficient after-sales service in the event of any problems arising. 

 
So why should we bother with customer service or customer 

care? 
The primary objectives of customer care policies are to: 
Retain customers for repeat business. The use of sales staff and 

advertising, etc. to find new customers is an expensive process. If we can 
retain, or at least reduce the rate of natural turnover of existing customers, 
then sales effort can be invested in finding extra new customers which 
overall will increase the sales revenues and profits of the business. 

Increase the level of trade with existing customers by improving 
their confidence in the business and its products or services. Dealing with 
the business should constitute a pleasant and problem-free experience. This 
again will generate extra sales revenue and profit in the longer term. 
Enhancing the reputation of the business and its quality standards. This is 
aimed at increasing customer loyalty and recommendation, which again 
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adds to turnover and profit. Even customers who complain, but who are 
treated well in response, tend to return, and to tell others about their positive 
experience. In contrast, poor service leads to loss of reputation and 
customers, and consequential reductions in turnover, or the need for extra 
sales effort to replace lost trade. 

« In the longer term, the implementation of customer care policies 
tends to reduce the costs of operations. As in the case of quality 
management described in the previous chapter, by building in quality 
systems it is possible to reduce the need for checking and inspection, 
leading to a reduction in the cost of quality control. Similarly, a good 
customer care policy tends to reduce the occurrence of problems and to 
correct them before they get out of hand. Customers who don't complain 
often tend to go elsewhere anyway, so the idea is to avoid complaints 
arising in the first place, to prevent the loss of customers. Overall the 
process should result in a reduction of costs as the need for inspection and 
remedial action is reduced. Within the business itself, a positive customer 
care policy should also have the effect of increasing job satisfaction of staff, 
both by the positive interaction with their customers, and by avoiding the 
stress and aggravation which accompanies customer complaints. Once 
again, this should contribute to the overall efficiency of the business. 

Customer expectations do not always relate to the object in question 
but to the potential benefits that object offers. People do not just go to 
restaurants for food, they go to spend a pleasant evening with friends in 
relaxed and convivial surroundings. Cars are not just sold on engine size, 
they are sold on the pleasure of driving in comfort, their reliability, 
economy, the exhilaration of speed and acceleration, and the image they 
convey. Most important of all, the attitude projected by staff must be 
perceived as being genuine, no matter how obnoxious the customer may be 
in reality, and given time, the positive attitude may even rub off on them! 
Customers are a complex mixture of personality, emotions, motivations, 
attitudes and needs; and the more that you understand of their perspectives, 
the better you can meet those needs. 

The implication of this is that the quality ethos and customer care 
attitude must be an inherent part of the internal culture of the business, 
which implies a high level of commitment on the part of the owners, to 
motivate their staff and to treat them in a similar equitable fashion. Like 
charity, customer care starts at home, and you cannot expect your staff to be 
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caring and considerate to customers if that care and consideration is not 
reflected in aspects of your management style. 

 
How do we go about formulating a customer care policy? 

As we have just said, the customer care attitude must become an 
inherent part of the culture of the business, and the policies which are 
developed must work towards that end. In larger organisations this normally 
takes place as part of an overall TQM strategy affecting all systems and 
operations, and relating to the internal customers as well as those in the 
external marketplace. In a new business the initial primary objective is 
usually that of survival and growth to a level of financial stability, and only 
once that stability has been achieved, can the proprietors move further 
towards enhancing growth and profit using quality systems. The fact is that 
irrespective of any desire to employ quality systems, most new businesses 
do not have the time or resources to implement these in the early stages of 
their existence. However, once a basic level of stability is achieved, they are 
then in a position to move from reactive to proactive methods of working, of 
which the introduction of customer care policies is an obvious choice and 
priority. 

Probably the most important aspect of the customer care policy is 
that it should coincide with, and work towards meeting, the primary 
objectives or mission statement of the business. In fact most businesses 
which actively promote policies of customer service and customer care 
invariably end up including reference to those policies within those 
objectives, particularly in service industries where the process generates the 
profit. The mission statement might be something like: "The company will 
aim to provide a high quality, reliable service to its clients which will 
establish it as a first-choice supplier in the market place, leading to 
maximisation of profits and sustained and continuous growth". The 
corresponding customer care statement might be something like: "To 
provide a high standard of customer service and care which will enhance the 
reputation of the company's services leading to an expansion of its customer 
base and enhancing the profitability of the business". 

The policy also needs to identify how the customers of the business 
will be made aware of the customer care policies. Some organisations do 
this by incorporating their customer service standards within their printed 
terms of trade, although there may be a tendency for the information to be 
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lost in the small print and seldom read. Some clearly publicise their policies 
in their advertising material, or on printed sheets which accompany receipts 
or sales invoices. Where physical products are produced, the information 
may be contained within the printed warranty or product guarantee. Others 
have their policies displayed prominently in their reception areas where 
visitors and clients can readily view them. 
 Most of the conventional textbooks on customer care are geared 
towards larger organisations, and propose commendable ideas such as 
creating posts of customer service manager, increasing levels of teamwork 
and multi-skilling, integrated audio, video, and data communications. These 
may be great for a large company, but are somewhat grandiose and 
impractical for the average owner-manager of a new business, who struggles 
to afford a secretary. What is needed then is to take some of the ideas from 
the big-company model, and to apply them on a smaller scale. So in answer 
to the question: "How do we go about formulating a customer care policy?" 
we revisit the customer expectations which we examined earlier and apply 
them to the small business environment. For example, we know that our 
customers expect to receive a positive and prompt response to enquiries. So 
in place of the "integrated communications systems" of large organisations, 
we look at practical ways of ensuring that no call from a customer is 
overlooked, and that all enquiries receive a response within a specified 
period of time. In fact within small firms the formulation of the customer 
care policy becomes more a case of identifying where there is a potential 
problem, resulting from a customer expectation not being met, then finding 
the most practical and affordable solution for that problem, and setting basic 
standards for ensuring for operating the solution. 

 
Quality standards for customer care. 

It is the prescribed standards of performance that form the backbone 
of any customer care policy, as unless the various processes of interaction 
with customers are measurable against defined standards, there is no way of 
telling whether or not the policies are working. The process then involves 
defining a comprehensive range of standards for each stage of the 
interaction with the customers, i.e. before, during and after the transactions, 
and then monitoring the achievement of those standards. 

Pre-transactional standards are concerned with the stage prior to the 
transaction, when contact with the customer is first established. These 
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define the processes and responses required to keep the customer satisfied in 
the preliminary or enquiry stages of the sale. The transactional standards 
relate to the quality and provision of the actual transaction itself, the 
production and quality of goods or materials, the processes by which it will 
be delivered, and the standards that can be expected from the people 
involved.  

Post-transactional standards are used to define levels of after-sales 
service, warranty conditions for products, locations of service centres, 
response or turnaround times, etc. They would also include how the service 
is completed, and how feedback on service provision would be sought.  

The last of those post-transactional standards is particularly 
important as there is little point in establishing a comprehensive list of 
standards and associated targets without some form of monitoring to ensure 
that they are being achieved. The feedback should be evaluated and used to 
modify the standards or to develop new standards. 

 
How do we implement the customer care policy in practical 

terms, and ensure that it is achieved? 
If we look back at the rest of the customer expectations described at 

the start of this chapter, we can see that the process used in those three 
examples can be extended and applied to most of the others in some form or 
another, within just about any small business. The list of customer 
expectations are useful as a starting point for identifying ways of 
implementing customer care, but the owner-manager still needs to analyse 
the full range of other expectations which might arise from customers of his 
or her particular business. Each and every one of them can be treated as a 
potential problem area, in response to which a customer care policy will 
need to be formulated. Once this solution to the potential problem is 
proposed, and a method of implementation identified, standards can be 
established which will be used to define its success. The final part of the 
policy then, is to identify the process and frequency with which the 
achievement ofthose standards will be monitored. That in a nutshell, is how 
customer care policies can be implemented in even the smallest of 
businesses.  

To summarise this paper: 
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ü "quality begins with marketing". In the first instance we must 
establish the customers' needs for the goods or services we aim to 
provide. 
ü Secondly we must establish the customers' expectations of the 

products and services, and of the businesses which aim to provide 
them. 
ü We must analyse every stage of the production or provision of the 

goods or services, and the systems which support that provision, to 
identify potential problem areas, and to design those products and 
systems to avoid the anticipated problems. 

We must set precise, accurate, and realistic standards for our 
products and systems which will act as targets against which we can 
monitor our success in providing quality products and services. 

We must ensure that all staff involved in the business are committed 
to the principles of providing quality products and services, and are 
knowledgeable about the standards required of them, and that they have 
received any training necessary to enable them to achieve those standards. 

We must monitor the compliance with standards on an on-going 
basis, by monitoring customer feedback, complaints, product returns, etc., to 
ensure that any problems are promptly addressed and rectified. In the longer 
term, we must monitor changes in sales volumes and revenues for our 
products and services, and overall customer retention, to assess the impact 
these are having on the overall performance of the business. We must 
review all products, systems and procedures on a regular basis to ensure that 
quality standards are maintained, or are modified as needed, and that these 
are redesigned to eliminate future potential problems when required. We 
must define and regularly monitor a customer service policy that will enable 
the business to maximise customer retention and loyalty so that sales effort 
can be focused on developing new business rather than on replacing lost 
customers.  

Finally, we must continue to ask ourselves the question: "If I were 
one of my own customers, would I really be happy with the quality of the 
service and products which I am receiving from this business?" 
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