problem child

BY JEANINE GATEWSEI

WHEN TO DITCH A DIFFICULT CUSTOMER

on CUSTOMER MANAGEMENT

s president of IT services firm Analy5TS, Siephen V. Kolbe has weathered his share of diffiout cusiomers. But e in particular, lef’s call him ‘Bab,”
was more iroublesane than mest. Bob wanted 1o hire AnalySYS to replace i current IT technician. Problem wes, the current [T technidan wes

Bobs sm, Jim.

“Cine of the parameters of the relitionship was that Jim was going to g fired,
and Bob was going to do che firing.” Kolbe says. “5o we signed the clisne an with
the sxpectarion that Jim would go and we would provide che IT suppart. Inseead we
found curselves reparting to Jim, who didot like us because be knew we wers
coming in to take over his job. Bob said Jim was going to lsave in owo weels — didnt
happen. Another tro weeles — didet happen, The mistake [ made was noc commou-
nicating m disapproval more clearky: I was an adversarial relationship co begin with
and it lasted for exacty cne vear, at whidh time we wers noc geing o renew.”

Firing a customer can be a harrowing ecperience, After all, chis is che guy who's
putting monsy in your pocker. Somerimes these “difficult” cuscomers, wich a lird=
hard wark on vour parr, can be converted ineo your biggest fars, And sometimes,
parting ways is the berter business decision far the CEO who has the fartinade o sy,

“emough is encugh.”

“If the value izn’t there, then it's time I';‘ )
to nicely walk away”
LARRY BLUE, CEQ, H-G-Tek

5IGM5 OF THOUELE

Diifficult cuszomers become difficule for 2 mumber of reasors, and the meer absi-
ous reason, whether you wane to believe it ar no is that pour company is ac faule.

“Mast people dont complain just to be abnoxious,” saps Joe Fapne, CEO of
Elesqua. “When someone is making a lot of noiss, there is probably an appartunin:
for cur cepanization to do something becter, Whar we see is a smptom - a custamer
being a jerk — bue it's often a sympeom of a product or sarvice failues"

Hemwever, the customer aften shoulders much of the resporsi bilitr for che prob-
lerns, and it usually comes down 1o demanding oo much of your dme for o licde

compensation.
*Zoame difficult custamers weve had were very demanding of our time and took

advaneage of a personal relaciorehip we bad,” saps Tile Sudios E Rachael Baird. “®ich
ane we kepe changing cur procedures to acommodars che custamen, bue we realizd
we were spending all our time an cne project. We just could nocdo business thae way."

THE CARDINAL 5N
“In rare cases, o few customers committed the cardinal sin: they are
abusive to my staff. Staff abuse is the one thing I can't talerate. In thase
cases, we'll finigh the project, T will reward the stff heawily for baving
endured and we'll decline firther wark from that person.®

EATIE MORAN, presidet, Perfommech
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THE CIISTOMER IS AIWAYS BIGHT?
“TWe are in the service business, but there are things that are noo-
pegotiahle based on what we believe and our core values, Mo one is

making us do business with a customer. They say that the castomer i
ahways right. I don't believe that is true. But the customer is always the custormer.®

DAVID WILLIAMS, president and CED, Merkle

“Tipically, ['ve fouand chat you know a deal is dead or 2 customer needs o be an
lesase when you are spending Far more time on it than che amount of revenue jusei-
fies,” says Larey Blue, CED of Hi-G-Tek. “I doa balancing acr and say: “1s this
E30,000 customer worch the crouble he's cansing? Or do 1 want o spend our time
maore appropriacly focused on ather deals on the tabled” It may sound draconian,
but everyrhing is a balance. And in running a compamy, you have o understand the
walue for your effort. And if che valus isot chers, then ics ime o nicehy walk awar.”

Tayne says that if a customer is not a good fit far your company, he will cantinue
o be unhappy unil one side decides ro end che relationship,

“T've fired customers in almest every CEO role [ve had, and usually icis a fie
ismue.” Payme says. “I fired a client last year that no marrer what we did, che clisnt
cortinued wo blog negatively abour cur company and my people.” After monchs of
going abowe and beyond for chis client wichout any change in his accicude, Papne
decided it was best to pull che plug. “It gor to be demaralizing for my ream, so [
basicallr made the decision char given the negative feelings he was generating, 1 flt
that client wasn't warth all the agzrvacion. Thars a tough decision because you dan't
like to give up any business, buc it had a posicive effect on my tesam's monals, My
rearn said, ‘That's a case of cur CEO sticking up for us and instead of throwing us
under the bus.™”

WHY CANT WE BE FRIENDS?

Although firing a clisrit can be craumacic for bach parties, ic is imperarive to remain
prafessicnal during and after the separation, no marter hew infuriating the cuscomer
becomes, Its a small warld, and bad periniss have a babic of numing up again.

“Wearein a small communicy. so you should never bumn bridgss,” says Kacie
Moean, president of PerformTech, “The person you are dealing with now may narn
ot o be your bass, your client, your employes — you never know,”

“Everyone knows everyone, especially in che small busines communicg” Kolbe
says. " b focling myself o imagine they will walk away with a smile on ther face,
but they nesd to know thar we are good people — it just wam’t the right fic.”

Ti zase the pain, Kolbe recommends making the wansition as smooch as passi-
ble. “Ask whar you can do for themn.” he says. “Once ivis all said and done, make
them feel appreciated. Dion't ler dhemn Feel kicked ro the curb. Send dhem a thank you




note. This is no place for emotian. There is anly a place for empathy.”

HiuG-Tek's Blue says recommiending aleernarive solutions can help make che splic
as amicable & possible. “1ts hard to do chis, but you have to get all the emotion our
af it and you have o deal in facs and be honesz,” he says. “Depending on the prob-
lem, you can recommend competitors or aleernative salutions so the customer
uriderstands you are pot beaving thern in che lunch.”

Jae Browm, president of Accelera, says, “If you beave sameone with a sour taste in
their mouch, there is reallr nothing you can do o stop chem from ralking negacively
about pou. But sometimes lewing them return the merchandise is like excending an
alive branch.”

AN OUMCE OF PHEVENTION

“When it comes to difficule customers, vour best bet is to nip them in the bud, as
Tracey Halvamsen discoversd sarly on as creative directar and principal for interactive
design agency Fastspot.

“When you are a younper company, Fou don't want to turn away work,” she
says. “But when you look back ar the time and menital energy that went i char,
you discover that you spent even mare mansy staying in a relarionship wich some-
one who didnt respect you. So it’s your responsibility to Ly our specific ground rules
and hold erue to the contract. You hawe to have thase uncamforables corvemsations
because the minute you let something slide, then the dient will take advartape. Itis
just like an abusive marriage when the dienc realizes realize thar chey are in contral
ard they can do whatever they want because you won't put your foot down.”

THE PHOBLEM SOIVER

“With customers who yell at you, you have the opportunity to make things
right, and = a result, they will achually berome your hest wocal mouthpieces in the
marketplace herause you solved a problem for them. ¥ someane is scoeaming, imme-

diately suround it. What pou don't want to create is 8 perception: that you ae
non-responsive o complaines or that you are infexible®

HICE LANTUH, president, NetWitness

) Diarel Wacson, ptuidem:..'..d'uncad Projec Sdu:ions_.squ miast of his
-l problemartic custamiers are difficule because of a brealdoren in communica-

tion. “Their expectations dther aren't defined or they are so high dhat they are
uriachisvable. ™ he says. “To head chis off, we always have a schedule laid our, which
we po ower in detail with them so they understand the process. 1 am continually com-
municating with them .

Most companies learn the importance of qualifying clienes the hard way. “®ith
ane dient, we arrived ar the idea thar we would replace his hull-fime person with four
hours from us a week,” Kalbe remembers. I a cockmil for failure and thar was on
us. The relationship lasted for owo months. 5o you really have w qualify our diens
when you bring them on.”

Payne says no maceer how difficult it is co leave a sale on the table, itis far less
painful than acquiring a problan-child customer. “We had a deal last quarter where
we pot down to the final paperwor and it came co me for my signanars,” Pame says.
I loaled ar a -co-uple miar= items and said, “Thiz doem ssem lile aur kind of cient.’
And [ had eo call the prospect and say, “Look, pou guys arent a good fit,' and chey
were cbrvioush: furious. Oceasionally che sales crganization gets excited about a client,
it perr mamerinam and a deal mowes faster than it should. So rather than po through
the pain, which would be more sxpensive later, we took 2 pass on the client.”

HANTING TO RAVING

Mot all difficulr customers become ex-customers. Inonically chese whe complain
the loudest can sometimes be converted into your most vocal supporcers.

Tim Bhode, owner of the Marpland Arhletic Club & Wellnes Certer (MAC),
says he maless i his personal mission to tumn disgruntled asstomers into raving fans.
“1 took over management of a health club in my early 205, and ane custormer said
mie, “There are two people in this dub you will never satisf;’ and he pointed them
out toome,” Fhade remembers. “Ar chat mament. a light wene off and 1 made ic my
personal mission o win those people over. It didn't happen evernight, but in six




REASONABLE PEOFLE

“I have found that most people are fir. You do't se= 2 lot of people trying to get
something for nothing, bost people are oot comphining just to comphing tepically

there is a justification in there. 5o rooting ot the problem, saolving it and
doing a littl= on top of that poes a long wy.”

BREE 5 JONES, CHO, Bockkesping Exprass

months rime, bath of those people were two of our most hardeors sup-
porters. Some people aren’t willing eo work arp- harder, especially for a
bellizerent cuscomer, but [ think you should make it pour goal net jusc oo
neutralize themn, but g turn them into a mving fn”

Bhide says the road o corversion stares with listening to your difficulr cuscomer.
“List=n and lee chem know you ars listening and that you care.” he says. “%hen
people get upset. they stan chaining unrelated isnues cogether, and when you repear
it back to them, cher mighe stare realizing chat they are piling an. Then you go from
being an advemsary to being on cheir side and Focusing on salutions. Let them know
that the buck stops wich you. You aren’t going o solve it by giving up an them o
walking away From them. 50 you mighe as well pet geod at sohving cheir ises.”

Difficule customers are cften angry, but they are nec necessaril angry wich you,
says Heiman Landa, CEO of Optimal Meowarks, “Years ago, we picked up a clienc
whi was burnied by her previcas [T provider,” b says. “When our engineers came
an site, they transferred char accitude 1o us and were yelling at them and licerally
being abusive.”

In an effcee eo recain che raciorship, Landa mee with the clienc and lid our the
facts. “We said, “Lisren, we can't hawe your folks abusing our people. Thar's not going
tor be pond for sither of us,™ Landa saps. “The client ook it very serioushy and wene
back to her people and said, “Under no circumstance will this happen anpmors.’
This was in 1999, and they are sill 2 wonderful dient now — they turned it arcand
an the spor.”

PerfarmTech's 3Monan recounts a similar experience with a client who hirsd her
COMmpAnY 60 pr\od uce a £30,000 video, “We marted o project with a clienc who wa
difficult from che beginning,” Maran says. “She was just brisiling all the way arcund.
and 1 was chinking, “['ve never met you before but vou are already mad ar me and
T'm not quire sars why ™

LISTEN WITH CARE

“The higgest thing when dealing with a difficult customer is to
listen to what the costamer has o sy Do just listen. to the wards, bt
listen to the stary: Ask alot of open-ended questions. You can take alot
that youve learned in your personal life and apply it to business. }s abowt relation-
ships. As 3 CED, we have to put oumeves in the customer's shoes and say, ‘TF T were
sitting in that persods position, what are rasooahle things to think™

DAVE LANZI, presidant, Delta Talphone & Cabling

Orver the course of several mestings, Moran larnsd thar what the diene real by
needed was nocan expensive wideo, but a £5,000 laminated job aide card. “Someane
tald her she nesded a video,” doran says. “We wld her that she could save §25,000
righ off the bar. e did a great lictle card and left £25,0080 on che eable. But siv manchs
later she came back o us wich anccher need because she rusted us. [F we had alen he
o and run, we'l never have seen ber again. Buc we made her lock good.”  GED

“This 15 no place for emotion. There is only
a place for empathy”
STEPHEN V. KOLEE, president, Anaysys



