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Ontario Farm Fresh Marketing Association’s Guide to

OUTSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE:  
YOUR BEST MARKETING STRATEGY
[bookmark: _Toc446062572]Purpose of Guide
As direct farm marketers, we know the importance of providing great customer service.  The following guide was written to help you, the business owner, understand the key principles for creating an outstanding service culture.  Written in a step-by-step format, this guide walks you through the process of defining your business’s signature service, removing barriers to providing that service, and training your staff to deliver.  Each step includes a section called “Your Turn”, giving specific instructions for applying each principle.  These principles are valuable for on-farm markets of all sizes.  You can complete these steps on your own, or as a management team.  In addition to this guide, you can find links to companion resources on the OFFMA website.  A webinar and handouts have been created for the purposes of training employees.  These resources can be found at www.ontariofarmfresh.com, in the members only section.  
[bookmark: _Toc446062573]Introduction

How would you describe Outstanding Customer Service?  Fast, efficient, quality products, and helpful staff…. and the list goes on.  Outstanding service doesn’t just happen.   Business owners need to define how they want their customers to be served, and create a plan to ensure their vision is realized. 

Why is Outstanding Customer Service important?  Simply put, customers are the reason you are in business.  Outstanding service is critical for sustaining and growing your business.   And when it’s delivered consistently well, it will be your most effective marketing strategy. 

Outstanding service creates loyal customers.   When you consistently meet customer needs and provide an enjoyable shopping experience, you build loyalty.   Customers will return again and again because of outstanding service.  Loyal customers will buy more products more often, and are more forgiving in difficult times.  Why?  You have built a relationship with these customers, by consistently providing outstanding customer service. 

Outstanding service creates word-of-mouth marketing.    Your loyal customers will tell their friends and family to buy from you.  Why?  They are confident their friends will love you (as much as they do).   Outstanding service is rare to find.   That inspires people to spread the word on social media and in the community.  No amount of paid advertising or event sponsorship will provide returns like customer testimonies. 

Outstanding service creates happy employees.    It feels great when customers love us.  And a business that commits to the customer also commits to its employees.   A prerequisite for outstanding service is a team atmosphere, open communication and competent staff.   Your focus on customer service will mean that you focus on creating a workplace culture that employees will love.

Outstanding customer service is your best marketing strategy.  If implemented well, your customers will love buying from you and bring their family and friends.  Your employees will love coming to work, enjoy serving your customers and become ambassadors for your business.
“Do what you do so well that they will want to see it again and bring their friends.”
Walt Disney
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[bookmark: _Toc446062575]
STEPS TO CREATING A CULTURE OF OUTSTANDING CUSTOMER SERVICE
[bookmark: _Toc446062576]1.  Create & Communicate Customer Service Promise and Service Standards
[bookmark: _Toc446062577]Your Service Promise
A Customer Service Promise is a statement describing the company’s commitment to its customers. It also creates a common goal for employees and establishes expectations for customers. For a customer-focused company, their Mission Statement is likely their Service Promise.  

Example 1:  Walt Disney is the pinnacle customer-focused business.  Its service promise is:  To create happiness for people of all ages everywhere[footnoteRef:1].  It is simple to understand and would certainly appeal to its current and prospective customer. [1:  “Be Our Guest:  Perfecting the art of customer service”.  Disney Institute.  Page 30.] 


Creating a service promise is an important step because it defines Outstanding Customer Service for your business.   For Disney, making people happy is what really matters.  Service is therefore defined in terms of how the business will make people happy. 

Example 2:  Pete’s Fine Foods is another customer-focused business that has embedded its service promise in its company mission.  Customer service is not a stand-alone division of a business.  It encompasses the whole business.
“Our mission is simple.  While preserving the culture of our English market heritage, we commit to our founder's passion of consistently providing our customers with the finest & the freshest, the most unique & the most unusual, with true entrepreneurial spirit. We recognize our success is made possible by relentlessly pursuing valued relationships with staff, and memorable experiences with customers while being recognized as partners in the community.  This is our promise to our community, our employees, and of course, our customers.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Pete’s Fine Foods: http://www.petes.ca/our-mission] 
YOUR TURN:  Create a Customer Service Promise
Create a Service Promise for your business.  It is a statement that describes what your customers can expect to receive from your business.  To create your service promise, ask yourself these questions. 
· What do my customers expect?
· What do I want my customers to feel when they come to my business?
· What kind of service will differentiate me from the competition?

Identify the common themes and draft a statement that will inspire you, and resonate with your customers and your staff.  It can be short and simple like Disney’s, or more descriptive and encompassing like Pete’s Fine Foods.





[bookmark: _Toc446062578]Your Service Standards
Customer service standards or service values are statements that clearly define how the business will deliver on its service promise.  They are essentially the priorities deemed critical for consistently providing outstanding service. 

Example 1:  Walt Disney
Disney focuses on four key areas:  Safety, Courtesy, Show, and Efficiency.  Disney has deemed these as “operational criteria that ensure the consistent delivery of the service theme”.[footnoteRef:3]  If a customer is not feeling safe or is concerned about the safety of their family, they will not be happy.  Courtesy is about ensuring guests feel special (which makes them happy) through friendly service, knowing answers to common questions, and being respectful of cultural differences.  The ‘Show’ highlights the importance of entertaining guests.  Shows are to be of the highest level and delivered without interruptions.   And lastly, efficiency must be achieved, pointing to the importance of smooth operations. [3:   “Be Our Guest:  Perfecting the art of customer service”.  Disney Institute.  Page 58] 


Example 2:  Pete’s Fine Foods.  The following is posted on the company website at www.petes.ca.It’s what creates the Pete’s Experience.
We believe that delivering an extraordinary experience comes from the core of our operation - our employees. Our core values are our foundation.  They guide us to consistently provide an exciting environment that honours our relationships with our staff, customers, suppliers and community. This is who we are and it’s who our customers expect us to be.   
We’re Always On Stage
We proudly deliver a superior experience to all those who encounter Pete’s through our standards of quality and excellence of our products, product knowledge, customer service and attention to detail. 
We Do the Right Thing, Every Time
We interact with each other, work and make decisions with integrity – as if the people we respect most are looking over our shoulders and are aware of our actions.  With enthusiasm, positivity and care we hold ourselves accountable to our own sense of right to surpass the expectations of our stakeholders.  We are always looking for opportunities to be extraordinary and to make the everyday extraordinary for our customers.
We Nurture Valued Relationships
Trusting, family-like relationships are fostered at Pete’s because we value people personally and professionally.  We take pride in and respect each other’s diversity and connect through our shared values.  We put effort into getting to know the people around us and we think it’s important to have fun at work.
We Think Fresh
At Pete’s we deliver uniqueness and innovation every day, by pioneering new trends in food and service and anticipating the desires of customers. Our open-mindedness and adaptability allow new ideas to come forward, experimentation to take place and creativity to be expressed in all aspects of our business.
We Help Others be Extraordinary
We work to unlock the latent potential in each Pete’s team member.  We strive to nurture each other’s strengths through recognition, encouragement, feedback and accountability.  We view our environment as a place to grow and develop to become our best selves.
We Select Sustainability
We have a responsibility to support the health of our environment, the profitability of our business, the happiness of our employees and the vivacity of our community.  We operate efficiently, make environmentally conscious decisions, appropriately manage waste, and use our resources effectively.  




You may have a clear idea of your values or service standards.  Are they written down?  This is an important step.  The process of writing them down helps refine them, and more importantly, make them clear to your employees and customers.YOUR TURN:  Create Your Customer Service Standards or Values

Create three to five customer service standards for your business.  Service standards identify how the business will deliver its service promise.  To help you, consider
· What must I focus on to ensure we can keep our service promise?
· What are the biggest threats that prevent us from keeping our service promise?

As with the service promise, service standards should inspire your staff and resonate with your customers.  

Hint:  If you are having difficulty, proceed to the next step and then come back to developing the service standards.


[bookmark: _Toc446062579]2.  Identify & Remove Barriers To Outstanding Customer Service
With a clear vision of the type of service your business aims to provide, it is time to be proactive and remove potential barriers to delivering on your service promise.  One approach is to list the common reasons for poor service (or perceived poor service).  What causes your customers to be unhappy?  What are the common complaints?  You may find that customers have varying expectations of service, making it difficult for you and your staff to satisfy their wants and needs. However, there are some broad categories that capture the majority of barriers to outstanding service. 
[bookmark: _Toc446062580]Product:  Quality, Availability & Pricing  
Product quality is top on the list of customer complaints.  Freshness, packaging, and easy-to-read label are attributes of top quality products.   Product availability is also important to customers. Leaving without an item (or a substitute) is certain to cause dissatisfaction.   Price can also lead to complaints.   Product pricing needs to be consistent with customer expectations, whether that is value pricing or niche pricing.
[bookmark: _Toc446062581]Operations: Policies & Procedures“The customer’s perception is your reality.”
Kate Zabriskie, Business Consultant

The overall operations of the business contribute to the customer’s perception of service.  When operations are not smooth, the customer perceives your service as slow, inefficient or simply inconvenient.  Put yourself in the customers’ shoes and critically review all policies and procedures of your business.  Ensure they enable you to provide outstanding customer service.



Suggested areas to review:
· Hours of operation:  Are they consistent and convenient for customers?
· Website:  Is it easy to navigate or mobile-friendly?
· Food sampling: Can customers try before they buy?
· Custom orders or packaging: Are there options in how orders are prepared and/or packaged, the quantities that can be purchased?
· Checkout Procedures:  Are payment methods efficient and convenient?  Are tools available to minimize pricing errors or employee errors?
· Product Return Policy:  Is it easy for customers to return a product? What is the return policy? Do employees know what it is?

The goal is to ensure policies and procedures are favourable from the customer’s perspective.  They also need to be easy for staff to understand and implement.
[bookmark: _Toc446062582]People:  Employees  
With quality products and customer-friendly operations, the focus now turns to the people serving your customers.  Complaints are often associated with the customers’ perception of how they were served.  Was there a caring attitude?  Were they attentive to their needs? Did they answer their questions?

The goal is to have your employees work together as a team, to consistently deliver your service promise and standards.  This can be achieved through training and coaching, which are the next steps in this guide.  For now, note the unfavourable attitudes and behaviours that you observe, and complaints that you hear from customers.   These can be real barriers to outstanding service.  However, once identified, specific concerns related to employees can be addressed during training and coaching. 
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YOUR TURN:  Identify & Remove Potential Barriers To Outstanding Customer Service
The following steps are best completed with your business partner(s) or select employees/managers.  Completing these steps before training employees is critical.  This step will help ensure systems, policies and procedures do not inhibit your ability to deliver great service.  Better yet, the following steps will help prevent or minimize customer complaints.

1. Brainstorm a list of common customer complaints.   Your goal is to identify the barriers that are preventing your employees from delivering outstanding customer service.   List complaints most common with respect to:
· Products and their quality, taste, packaging, storage, pricing or availability.
· Operations that might cause the customer to view their shopping experience as slow, inefficient or inconvenient.  When is it not easy to shop at my business?
· Employees and how my customers perceive how well they are served.

2. Determine from your list of potential complaints, those that are most inhibitive to delivering on your service promise. Which are the biggest barriers?   What are your critical success factors?  In other words, if you don’t get these “right”, it will be difficult to provide outstanding customer service.

3. Review and update your service standards.   The service standards should provide focus on areas that will prevent or minimize complaints.   For example, if you deem product freshness as critical to outstanding service, it should then be one of your service standards. 

4. Remove Barriers.  Brainstorm proactive measures that will remove or mitigate potential obstacles to outstanding service. To do this, review each of your service standards and determine best practices to help ensure you can meet that standard.  Continuing with the product freshness example, consider the actions needed to ensure consistent availability of fresh products.   Is the supply source reliable?  Is the inventory system accurate and timely?  Do staff properly rotate inventory, or remove expired inventory? Do customers need to be educated on proper storage to maintain product freshness? 
· Review each of your service standards and brainstorm possible actions that you can take to ensure the business and employees can deliver.
· Update internal procedures or create best practices that support each service standard. 





[bookmark: _Toc446062583]3.  Provide Training To Employees
With your service promise and standards in place, and causes of common complaints removed, it is now time to train employees.  Training and coaching creates clarity, consistency and an overall culture of outstanding customer service.  The service promise and standards will remain only an idea until staff use them everyday, with every customer.  Business owners may overlook a formalized approach to customer service training because it may appear to be common sense.  However, there are different ideas or beliefs of what defines great service, and how it should be delivered. 

Training introduces the service promise, standards, tools and examples.  The goal is to ensure everyone understands and embraces your vision for outstanding customer service.   It is also your opportunity to build the team and open the lines of communication.  There are many ways to approach staff training.  Regardless of the products and services you offer, ensure you include the following key principals of providing Outstanding Customer Service.  

[bookmark: _Toc446062584]The Principles of Outstanding Customer Service 
[bookmark: _Toc446062585]i.  Outstanding Customer Service = CARING about the customer
[image: ]A caring attitude is the first prerequisite to outstanding service.  In today’s fast-faced and competitive environment, customers tend to walk away feeling neglected or treated like everyone else.  Your business will stand out when customers feel that you care about them.  Of course it must be genuine.   It has to be more than just words.  Customers will know you care by your actions.  When we greet a customer by name, remember what they purchased during their last visit, or help them decide which product is best for their upcoming event, the customer will certainly feel that you care about them.  On the contrary, if we fail to acknowledge customers upon entering the store, or appear bothered when they ask a question, we’re essentially telling the customer we don’t care.   

A caring attitude is the underlying principle to outstanding customer service.  When the customer feels you care, they feel special, that you want to help them, that you appreciate them.    


BEST PRACTICES:  CARING ABOUT THE CUSTOMER

· To make customers feel special, encourage employees to do one exceptional thing a day.  It’s the little things that make the biggest difference.
· Share and celebrate the little things that staff do for your customers.











5 Steps That Show You Care

1. Greet: Promptly, with eye contact and a smile, to develop rapport.
2. Ask Questions: Genuinely, to establish your focus on them, and uncover their needs.
3. Listen:  Patiently, to identify current and future needs, to make them feel special.
4. Respond: Quickly, with enthusiasm, to ensure they leave with their needs met.
5. Thank: Sincerely, to show that you appreciate their business.
 




These steps may seem straightforward.  However, many businesses underestimate their power.  

Greet.  A warm and prompt greeting is the first critical step to making your customer feel welcome and appreciated.  A simple “hello” acknowledges the customer and lets them know you are ready to serve.

Ask Questions.  Questions demonstrate that you are interested in the customer.  Many make the mistake of immediately ‘selling’ to customers, telling them about promotions or the new items available.   Customers may want to know such details, however, leading with information conveys a message they’re being treated like everyone else.  Begin with questions.  It helps you focus on their specific needs, rather than serving in auto-mode.

Listen.  It’s a skill many of us need to develop.  It is especially important in the customer-service role.  We listen to uncover needs, and gather clues that suggest other potential needs.  For example, they may ask for a specific cut of meat, but later determine another kind would better suit the recipe.  Truly listening to understand what our customers want is the most effective way to demonstrate we care.

Respond.  The goal with our response is to ultimately help them find what they came in for.    It may be a specific product or answers to their questions.   Sometimes it’s not possible to meet all their needs.  For example, you may not have an item currently available.  Your response can still demonstrate a caring attitude by finding out when it will be available, or giving alternative suggestions. 

Thank.  Customers have many options for buying food or experiencing farm-related activities.  Visiting an on-farm market often means an extra stop or a little further drive from their normal routine.  Make it a habit to thank customers for coming and supporting your business and suggest that they return again…i.e. See you next week.  

[bookmark: _Toc446062586]ii.  Create a Memorable First AND Lasting Impression

A customer’s first impression of your business is important.  Equally important however, is that they leave with a positive and memorable impression.  

What Makes a Great 1st Impression?
It begins in the parking lot.  Does your business have an inviting curb appeal?   Freshly painted signs, well-groomed grass and flowerbeds, easy-to-navigate parking are factors contributing to a great first impression.   Enter your business with the perspective of your customer.  Attention to detail shows that you care, and that you place high value on the customer experience.   Remember, for some customers, travelling to the country or to a farm can be intimidating or uncomfortable.   It is a new experience.   Be sure that they don’t hesitate to turn into your driveway.  
“You never get a second chance to make a first impression.”

Will Rogers, American Humorist



How Do We Make a Lasting Impression?
We want customers feeling great when they leave your business.  Did they find what they were looking for?  Did they get answers to their questions?  Did staff have a caring attitude?  Did they receive help in making a purchasing decision?  Sometimes we simply focus on quick and efficient service.  That is the minimum standard today.  We make a lasting and memorable impression when customers experience positive, caring and helpful interactions with employees from the time they arrive, until the moment they leave your parking lot.  
[bookmark: _Toc446062587]iii.  Be Knowledgeable About Products & Services Offered
There is nothing more frustrating for customers than an employee not knowing information about the products and services provided.    With information so readily available, expectations are extremely high.   To successfully provide outstanding customer service, place a focus on product/service knowledge.  Anticipate what customers wants to know, and ensure employees learn the answers or know where to find the answers.  Make it a priority.

Examples of what your customers might want to know:
· How to store, prepare and serve your food
· Ingredients and allergens of prepared foods
· How produce was grown, or where it was sourced.
· Complimentary products (this goes great with that!)
· Prices and promotions (especially when advertised)
· When produce will come “in season”

Ensuring employees are knowledgeable in all of the above areas might seem overwhelming.   Focus on the most common questions, or what you believe is key to your reputation.   

The key is to keep the conversation about product knowledge ongoing.   You cannot simply tell employees the answers during their first week and hope they retain and learn as they go. Create a buddy system (pair up experienced employees with new employees).  Ensure the answers are readily available.  And let employees know that it’s ok if they don’t know the answer.  However, they are accountable for finding the answer and closing the loop with customers, rather than telling the customer where to find the answer.

[bookmark: _Toc446062588]BEST PRACTICES:  INCREASING PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

· Create & post reference material throughout store and online
· Include ‘Feature Product’ in newsletters or daily sales huddles
· Host a sampling evening for employees
· Ask employees to try a product and report back to the team
· Ask suppliers to host a product information event



[bookmark: _Toc446062589]iv.  Be Proactive

The key difference between great service and outstanding service is when employees take proactive measures to ensure the best possible customer experience.  It’s often the simple actions that have the biggest impact.   Three areas for proactive behaviours:

1. Offer assistance before customers need to ask.  
· Offering a cart or basket to someone with their hands are full.
· Offering assistance when body language reveals they are searching for a specific item.  
2. Taking initiative to prevent a potential negative customer experience.
· Refilling an item before there is a bare spot in the display.  
3. Communicating feedback or ideas with team members, with the goal of improving service
· Suggesting changes that reduces wait times, or improves communication with customers.

Proactivity is necessary for outstanding customer service.
[bookmark: _Toc446062590]v.  Address Complaints Immediately

We do our best to remove barriers to great service and develop internal best practices.  However, complaints come with all customer service roles. The key is to have processes to effectively address complaints and learn from them.  We want customers to know we care about their concerns and want to remedy the situation.  And let’s remember, research shows that resolving complaints can be a great way to gain a loyal customer!

[image: Gain Loyalty]



“Your most unhappy customers are your greatest source of learning.”

Bill Gates, Co-founder, Microsoft

















Why Customers Complain

Complaints usually fall within three broad categories:  Price, Product, or People. 

Price.  Customers may complain if they feel the price is too high, if a promotion has expired, or feel the value of the package contents was not as expected.   Errors during checkout also fall in into this category (i.e. wrong change, variance in price on label versus shelf signage).

Determine how best to respond to these common complaints around price.  If you feel your price represents the quality or uniqueness of your product, determine how best to convey that message and share the information with staff.  If there are value options available, be sure customers are aware of them (for example, buying frozen or in bulk quantities).  When errors are made by staff, address immediately and amend procedures to help prevent future mistakes.  

Product.   When selling food, you will undoubtedly receive negative feedback regarding product taste (i.e. too salty, not hot enough) or perceived quality.  This can be difficult to manage since it really depends on the customer’s opinion.   Be sure procedures are in place to remove any seeds of doubt in terms of product quality.  Highlight your safe-food handling practices, ensure food areas are visually appealing, expired items are removed, and staff uniforms are neat and clean.  If you find complaints are due to customer error (i.e., not stored or prepared properly), be proactive and increase customer knowledge in those areas.  

Customers may become upset when an item is not available from you, out of stock, or out of season.  This can be particularly upsetting if customers have made an extra stop or have driven a distance. The best way to prevent customers leaving empty-handed is to review your communication tools. Leverage road signs, print promotion, social media and your website to clearly convey what you sell.  The goal is to manage customer expectations before they arrive at your farm.    

People.   The most difficult complaints to address are related to people.  Whether there is a perception of a poor attitude, miscommunication, human error or simply a personality conflict, it is difficult to remedy.  You must balance the needs of your customer and employee.  Chances are, the customer (or the employee) is having a bad day.  Problems are most often due to miscommunication.  The best prevention is to hire people with the right attitude and great people skills.  Help your employees put their best foot forward, and handle customers with a caring attitude.  Provide ongoing coaching. Help employees focus on making it right with the customer, rather than determining who’s right or wrong in a difficult situation.  And above all, equip your staff with the tools to respond to complaints.









Responding to Complaints

Zingerman’s, a food service company that started in Ann Arbor Michigan in 1982, offers a 5 Step approach to handling complaints.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Zingerman’s 5 Steps to Effectively Handling a Complaint DVD 2009.  OFFMA members are invited to borrow this resource by contacting info@ontariofarmfresh.com.  ] 


Zingerman’s® 5 Steps to Effectively Handling A Complaint

1. Acknowledge The Complaint
Customers want you to hear their concern and demonstrate genuine concern.  It’s about acknowledging the issue and showing empathy (understanding their perspective).

2. Sincerely Apologize 
Apologize for the situation, inconvenience or for the fact that they have been dissatisfied (i.e. “I am sorry to hear it wasn’t to your expectations”).  Avoid becoming defensive or providing excuses.  It is not about deciding who’s right and who’s wrong.  The customer is interested in knowing that you care that they have a problem.

3. Make It Right
Let the customer know that you’re on their side.  Ask them what you can do to make things right, or provide options to the customer in terms of what you can do for them.  It may cost you to fix a mistake, yet you are helping to ensure the customer comes back for many years to come (future revenue).  As the business owner, empower employees to solve customer complaints. 

4. Thank The Guest
Complaints need to be viewed as a gift.  You cannot fix a problem unless you know about it.  Most customers will not complain (but will tell their friends).  So when they do come forward, they are giving you an opportunity to make them happy.  So thank them.  They will likely be surprised, and also feel valued and perhaps part of the process for making your service, systems or products even better.

5. Document The Complaint
The last step is crucial for ongoing process improvement.   It will ensure managers are aware of the complaint and enable them to identify trends.   It can serve as a tool to follow-up with a customer (when applicable), and validate changes that need to be made to prevent similar complaints in the future.
YOUR TURN:  Provide Training to Employees

Set a date and time to provide employee training.   Share your vision of outstanding customer service and why it is important to you, and why it should be important to them.  

Suggested outline:
1. Your vision for Outstanding Customer Service
· Your Customer Service Promise
· Your Customer Service Standards 
2. Ask employees to watch Webinar: Outstanding Customer Service:  Making Customers Love Us!    It can be found at www.ontariofarmfresh.com, Members Only section.
3. Provide the Employee Handout located at the end of this guide.	
4. Advise employees that you will be coaching them on-the-job (see next step). 


[bookmark: _Toc446062591]4.  Coach Employees to Provide Outstanding Service

Now that employees have received your vision and expectations for providing outstanding customer service, it is time to coach them to success.  Coaching is the process of helping others perform to the best of their ability, that is consistent with your clearly defined expectations.   

Customer service skills are behavioural in nature, which can only be improved over time with positive, consistent and supportive coaching.  No two customers are the same.  No two employees are the same.   How we respond naturally varies by employee and by the customer scenario.   Therefore, outstanding customer service is learned and developed on-the-job.  

Coaching Ideas

Visual Reminders.  Post key words to act as reminders for employees.  The service promise and standards posted on the wall is a good place to start.  Perhaps “Greet-Ask-Listen-Respond-Thank” placed in strategic areas will help keep this top of mind.  A mantra “We Care” might also be helpful.

Develop Weekly Topics. Choose a topic from training, and focus on it further throughout the week.  Review the topic and give them a specific task to practice.  An example is: After greeting a customer, ask them “What are you looking for today?”. Ask employees to share what they heard and how they responded.  This creates an opportunity to share best practices and challenges. 

Establish a Buddy System.  A great way to help employees build their service skills is to create a buddy system.  This is especially helpful if you have both new and experienced employees.  Challenge them to learn something from each other.  Regardless of age or experience, we can always learn new ways to help customers, use technology, cook a certain food (and the list goes on).   Be sure to have them report back to the group.  This helps create a team atmosphere and acknowledge that everyone has something to offer.
[bookmark: _Toc446062592]Common Areas of Difficulty
It is relatively straightforward to train and coach people on product knowledge, policy and processes (the technical parts of the job).   In terms of outstanding customer service, the people part of the job can be more challenging.   Good communication skills, ability to read body language, and listening take time to develop. 

“I absolutely believe that people, unless coached, never reach their maximum capabilities.”

Bob Nardelli, CEO, Home Depot

Create a supportive coaching environment.  Acknowledge that customer service can be difficult, and that we will help each other be successful.  In order to do that, ongoing training and coaching will be part of working at your business.  Remember, employees want feedback.  They want to know when they are doing a good job, and when they are not meeting your expectations.   It comes down to how you provide that feedback.   

The following table outlines common challenges that employees experience and tips that might help.


	COMMON CHALLENGES
	COACHING TIPS

	Confidence  
It takes confidence to proactively approach customers and ask how they can be of service.  What if I don’t know the answer?  What if they know what they want and I cannot offer anything of value?  What if I give them the wrong information, or not do it as well as someone else?   

When employees do not approach customers, don’t assume it’s because they’re lazy or have a bad attitude.  A lack of confidence might be the underlying reason.

	Increasing Employee Confidence
· Provide time for training.   This is the foundation for confidence.
· Give them tools and resources that help them find answers when needed.
· Provide positive feedback.  Catch them doing things right.  Be specific in what they are doing right AND why it is important that they continue.  Share with the team when explaining best practices.
· Give constructive feedback.   Let them know that it’s not easy to always get it “right”.  Be specific on what you want them to do next time and why it is important.  Give them a chance to ask questions, as it may be due to a misunderstanding.  Provide feedback in a timely manner, yet be mindful when correcting in front of customers and employees.  Your goal is to maintain their self-esteem and increase confidence.  



	Interpersonal Skills  
The ability to listen, ask questions, read body language, and communicate well comes with time and practice.   Be patient and help them develop these critical skills.

	Improving Interpersonal Skills
Identify common challenges among staff and choose it for a weekly topic.  Examples are:
· Listening:  challenge yourself to listen with intent to summarize back or ask a question to further clarify.
· Speaking:  Slow down.   Many people talk too fast when speaking with customers.  They will hear you better, and feel as though you are not rushing them.
· Be present.  Stop and give customers your full attention; one customer at a time.
· Smile and make eye contact.  That will go a long way!


	Task-Oriented
Some people are more task-oriented than people oriented.    They place high value on completing their task at hand (i.e. finishing a floor display, refilling the shelves).  

Unfortunately, their dedication to completing their to-do list can be at the expense of outstanding customer service.    Help them see that customer needs always come first.

	Putting Customers First
· Always stop and give customers your full attention.  They will feel that you really care and are ready to serve. (Beware: some employees are overly attentive to customers.  Help employees judge the appropriate time given to customers, or how to politely disengage from customers who dominate staff time.)
· Provide strategies to manage peak times.
· Maximize slow times to stock shelves or prepare foods. 
· Ensure staff know when & how to call for help
· Avoid reprimanding for not completing tasks if they were serving customers or helping fellow employees serve customers.
  

	Attitude   
You do your best to hire people with the right attitude.   Unfortunately, some simply do not demonstrate the desired level of care, motivation or accountability.   It may be due to a situation (challenging customers or team members) or it just may be their way of being.

	Fostering a Caring Attitude
· Get to know employees.  What is important to them and what do they value?  When you care about them, they are more likely to care about you, the business, and customers.
· Show appreciation for their talents and contributions to the business.
· Make work fun.  Not sure how?  Watch the “Fish!  Catch the Energy.  Release the Potential” video[footnoteRef:5].   Champion and model the four principles: [5:  Fish!  Catch the Energy.  Release the Potential.  By Charthouse Learning.  OFFMA members are invited to borrow the video and training guide by contacting info@ontariofarmfresh.com  ] 

1.  Play
2.  Make Their Day
3.  Be There
4.  Choose Your Attitude

	Accountability
Some employees will avoid helping a customer, believing that someone else will do it.  Others may not follow through on commitments made to a customer. It may be due to lack of confidence.  Or it may be due to a lack of accountability. 

Outstanding customer service requires all employees to be responsible for meeting customer needs, regardless of position.  We need to own up to mistakes and not blame others for mishaps.   Everyone is responsible for making sure customers leave satisfied.
	Increasing Accountability
· Ensure that every employee knows his or her top priority is serving customers, or helping team members serve customers.
· Acknowledge that mistakes will be made.  Own up and learn from them.
· Emphasize the need for teamwork.  Acknowledge that everyone has different strengths and that together, we will provide outstanding customer service.
· Give the gift of trust.  Empower employees to make decisions and provide flexibility in how they deliver on the service promise.



Develop an employee coaching plan.   Schedule time to meet weekly or monthly with each employee, with the goal of building on their strengths, and gaining commitment to address any gaps.  Consider areas of:  
· Job Function:  Ability to perform tasks, operate equipment, follow procedures.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Personal Skills:  Listening, ability to work independently, problem-solving, attention to detail.
· Team Skills: Ability to give and/or receive direction, supporting others, positive communication (no gossip).

It is ideal to have a clear job description for each employee.  A job description outlines the roles and responsibilities they are expected to perform.   It is a simple yet effective tool for creating clarity, building teams and managing performance. (OFFMA has a Staff Manual Template that may help as well.)

When you establish a coaching environment, you’re letting employees know that you care about them.  The goal is to help them perform at their best.   We feel great when we know we’re doing a good job.  And that is the foundation for outstanding customer service.





BEST PRACTICES:  HIRING FOR CUSTOMER SERVICE

Hire for attitude.  Train and coach the skills.  
Ideal traits include:
· Passion, Enthusiasm, Positive Outlook
· Genuine Concern For Others
· Adaptability
· Communication: Open and Friendly, Good Listener
· Desire To Go-Above-And-Beyond











YOUR TURN:  Create A Coaching Plan

1. Determine how often you (or supervisors) will meet with each employee.
2. During the initial coaching session, ask employees to identify their strengths and weaknesses as it relates to their role and responsibilities.  Build upon this list with your own observations (be sure to give specific examples of what you see as their strengths and weaknesses).  
3. Ask the employee to identify 1-3 specific areas that they wish to improve upon (job function, personal skills, team skills).  If you agree that these would be top priority, continue to next step.  If you have other priorities, discuss and come to an agreement.  
4. Identify the desired outcome.  How will you and the employee know if they are on the right track?
5. Ask the employee what you can do to help them improve in these areas.  They may not have ideas, yet this lets them know you are there to support them and open to their suggestions.
6. Ask the employee to develop an action plan.  Ensure they include specific tasks or steps that both of you will complete.  Establish a timeframe for your next meeting.
7. Provide coaching on-the-job.  You don’t need to wait until your next meeting to give feedback (positive or constructive).   Review the preceding table.  It outlines common challenges that employees face and tips for coaching them to success. 
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