Service Sells

By Carol Levey & Neil Fjellestad
What prompts our customers to rent and renew their leases? What do they want? Do we understand what they really think and how they feel? What does it take to find out and are we willing to do what it takes?

Nearly 30 years ago I started cleaning dirty apartments to make the rent on my own. When given the choice to “lease ‘em” instead of “clean ‘em” I jumped at the chance. My first orientation was simple and direct. “There’s a prospect here to see an apartment. Here are the keys. Show him something.”  My first attempt lasted four hours, although it seemed longer. My co-workers didn’t know my whereabouts but my prolonged absence didn’t create concern. Imagine a four-hour tour in the 90 degree heat of a summer California day. When you don’t know your way around the community (450 apartment homes, half of them still under construction), but you’re carrying keys to every door on the property you can make a lot of embarrassing mistakes. Count on it. My customer, Ed (Army Colonel, Retired Ed), probably thought he had unwittingly been recruited for another tour of duty.

I look back now and recognize the enduring personal benefit that came from that tour. Defining moments shaping a 30-year career serving customers and training others to do the same.

“Colonel Ed” and I came dragging back into the leasing office. Almost on cue, my manager, Bunny, emerged from the back office. Ignoring me, she waltzes over to the colonel. “Now that you’ve had a tour,” she said, “let’s you and me step into my office so I can help you.” Ed looks my way and then right back at “what’s her name” and explains with a kind smile, but definite voice, “Oh, that won’t be necessary. Carol is the only one I want to help me.”

Yes, I was inexperienced. I barely knew more about this apartment community and probably less about the leasing process than my customer. But I wanted to serve Ed more than I cared about the barriers along the way and he knew it. He chose me because he knew I would spend whatever time necessary, obtain answers from whomever I needed, get it done however difficult. And when I heard him choose me, I knew it too.

“To be chosen by the customer initially; repeat business; referral business has been my dominate motivator ever since.”  --- Carol
We all like to be chosen. Well, you get what you pay for and there is a price for being chosen. Are you a value provider? Almost 20 years ago I discovered a book that continues to maintain a place in my library “How to get People to do Things.” It is not a book about negotiation or intimidation or manipulation or power lunches. Instead, it is a commercial rewrite of the Golden Rule and probably best portrayed in “The Miracle on 34th Street.”  “Find out what people want and give it to them.”  This is how you get people to do things  -- in return for what you give them. Simple, huh?

Let’s break it down and take a closer look

“Find out ...” means Ask, Ask, and Ask again. Good selling is finding and removing the potential customer’s objections. Similar techniques uncover how the existing customer is thinking and feeling. Who are they listening to when they are ready to buy again or recommend our services to their friends? Our enthusiasm to find out will compel us to encourage existing customers to complain.

“… what they want ...” Who are “they”? Resident-customers;  potential resident-customers; co-workers; industry suppliers to name the primary ones. The customer’s perception is their reality. As value providers, we must be sure communication appeals to the customer’s perception, not our reality. Take time to read over your lease agreement and community policies. Do these documents need to be translated into the customer’s language? What does each provision mean, why is it there and what resident-benefit does it create or maintain?

“ …and give it to them.”  We receive a competitive price (wage) for expected delivery. Exceeding expectations is a bonus we give. That bonus translates into “customer delight,” a feeling similar to when you open a gift you didn’t know you wanted, but shortly can’t imagine life without it. How about when someone pays you a compliment at exactly the right time and place? The result of “customer delight” is an emotional attachment between customer and value provider.

A consistent value provider thinks differently; about themselves; about others and about serving others. They talk differently to everyone (co-workers, potential residents, existing residents, suppliers) no matter their personal mood or the difficulty of the situation. They behave differently; on the phone, face to face, on paper, at the end of the day. Details are as important as decisions. Service is an exchange of value. Find out what others want and give it to them. In return, others will empower you to be outspoken, persuasive and successful.

Service outsells anything else we believe we have to offer. Service adds value to our property’s location. Service creates resident satisfaction beyond the design of an apartment home. Service is the catalyst for the “life-style” any apartment community has to sell. Service is the steak. Everything else is the sizzle.

Something as important as service cannot be left to smiling personalities. Frontline service systems require individual commitment, teamwork, support, tracking and accountability. There are common challenges that we see inside industry companies all over the country.

· Lip Service vs. Customer Service  -- A look past the company brochure often reveals that decision makers are insulated from customers while frontline providers are often overworked, underpaid and their input is underrated.

· Hi-tech vs. Hi-touch -- Higher customer expectations exist because of improved technologies. They don’t understand why frontline personnel at their apartment community (their largest household expenditure) can’t respond to their desires with the same speed, ease and consistency as other service providers. Simple examples include an (800) phone number, an (800) fax number, the use of major credit cards for rent payment and/or deposit monies, personalized written notices, and the list goes on.

· Customer-led vs. Operational-driven  -- Company leadership has a strategic plan that may not include the perception of the targeted customer. Frontline service providers are trained to report operational progress but not empowered to ask the customer’s opinion and act on the answer.

Each of us must be willing to take a tough look at everything we do through the eyes of our customers. How good do we really want to be?
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