Resolving resident complaints: High tech meets high touch

By Neil Fjellestad and Carol Levey

While there are valid reasons to be hopeful that new technologies can make a positive difference in ( CRM )customer relationship management, we are not impressed yet with the way they are being utilized. 

First, what seems to be missing is a complete understanding of how to incorporate available technologies into daily routines, how to apply them to new situations and how to integrate one technology with another.

More importantly, high tech is not an acceptable replacement for personal service unless the customer’s requirements for satisfaction -- trust, control and choice -- are met. 

But technology, coupled with high-touch management, can create efficient systems for dealing with residents in ways that count. Let’s see if we can use a combination of everyday technology and the personal touch to make a difference in resolving a common property management problem.

Low tech support

Just about all phones have call forwarding, voice messaging, conferencing and caller ID. This is true whether at work, at home or wireless phones. How about availability of fax and email? Okay, not universal but pretty common.

How often does a simple routine become a major issue due to a series of events that could have been avoided? Let’s say that a resident calls you with a complaint -- that the plumber left without fixing the problem. 

Anatomy of a problem

You tell the resident that you’ll follow up to see what happened and then get back to her.  You track down the plumber, who says he told the teenage son that he needed a part and would return. The plumber tells you that he will get the part this afternoon and return to finish the repair first thing in the morning. You get off the line and call the resident’s home, but the line is busy. Several more attempts get the same busy signal, so you figure you’ll call in the morning.

You are greeted the next morning by an angry phone message coming off the emergency line from the resident questioning whether you’ve done anything about her call the day before. You attempt a return call, but now get an answering machine. Your voice mail message starts to reveal your frustration as you indicate that you have tried unsuccessfully to phone her. You say that you have, in fact, talked to the plumber and he had already made arrangements with her son to return this morning.

Within the hour, you get a call from your plumber that he made a return visit to do the repair, only to find no one home -- and so he has gone on to other service orders.  He will work it in later. You also have another call from the resident questioning why you didn’t get back to her and why her repair is not completed. By the way, she has spoken to her sonand he says your plumber didn’t make any arrangements. And to top it off, she’s upset that you never called yesterday. 

Establish a “no surprise” policy


What began as a routine service request has now escalated into a time-consuming, CRM -damaging, attitude-eroding episode. Let’s roll this situation back and see if we can apply some high-tech, high-touch methods that help.

How about “a no surprise is a good surprise policy” that requires your plumber to give a call to you or your message center when he leaves a job. The message is simple – “ I arrived at 1:30. Young man let me in. Checked water heater. Need part. Will pick up and return tomorrow @ 8:30am to finish. Please confirm entry arrangements. Leaving premises 1:50.”

An easy solution that works
 Let’s pick it up at the phone call from the resident indicating that the plumber you sent didn’t fix the problem. Putting the call on hold, you check your message center, find the message and report the information to the resident. You could add that since the plumber needs to return, you would like to personally report to her when the repair has been completed – would that be all right? Always asking permission to proceed allows the customer to maintain control and choice in the situation.

On the other hand, perhaps there is no message from the plumber and you need to return the resident’s call. In either case, you ask for permission to proceed and you plan together how you’re going to create “no surprise” communication by the end of the day. May you contact her at work? If so, is there a direct line or an extension number?  Since you want to make sure she has a report by the end of day, would it be acceptable to leave this information in a fax, an email or phone message if personal contact is difficult. Obtain all the information you need to have plenty of recontact options.

Now, let’s say that entry arrangements need coordination with several people. Why not get permission to get it done with a conference call or a group e-mail.  One call or email handles all the arrangements.  

Here is a prime example of how under-utilized technologies combined with customer-friendly interactions can create a win-win environment.  
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