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Editor’s note
By Stephen Dowdell

“Idaresay every family in our country has at least one or
two negative service encounters each week—and that
could be on the low side. If it is rudeness, lack of atten-
tion, can’t get to a person, waiting for transactions of an
hour to get a resolution: the list goes on. The crisis in

service borders on being abusive to people.”
That is Bob Livingston speaking, a man who knows about service crises,

and who has more than a few times helped save a company’s skin by bringing
its focus back to service excellence. He once was head of sales at
Unilever’s The Lipton Co., and is the founder and c.e.o. of
REL Communications, a consulting firm that moderates the
Client Service Advisory boards. His specialty is leading serv-
ice-based cultural transformations within companies; in this
industry, for instance, Livingston has helped transform the cul-
ture of the 17,000-employee CROSSMARK Co.

The goal, in Livingston’s canon, is to achieve “service
excellence.” That would be a fine objective, you might be
thinking, if this were an otherwise relatively stable business
environment. But with things as they are right now, we
might be better served just forgetting about a touchy-feely,
intangible concept like this. Perhaps “service excellence” at
your stores and warehouses these days had better mean in the
service of close-to-the-bone cost savings and rigorous efficien-
cies, and figuring out how much to increase prices, on which
products, and when.

These are largely unavoidable mandates in the current climate. But they’re only
part of the picture. Bob Livingston has a firm grasp of other parts of the picture.

Client focus
In his new book, How You Do...What You Do: Create Service Excellence That

Wins Clients for Life, Livingston calls for a “service revolution,” and then attempts
to arm executive leaders in service businesses, grocers included, with specific
strategies for creating the most service-centered and client-focused sales organ-
ization in any field of business.

“Complaining about bad service has become a national pastime, but has
the complaining diminished our crisis? Not in the least,” he says. “If we want our
service landscape to change, we must band together to proactively transform the
people, places, and processes that are driving us to distraction. If you or your
organization do not consistently satisfy and surpass customer expectations,
your clients will take their buying power elsewhere. It’s that simple. But by
establishing service excellence as your top strategic and cultural priority, you will
foster the strong relationships needed to win—and retain—loyal clients.”

Livingston acknowledges that it’s not easy to transform a culture in such a way,
and especially not when the pressure is on like it hasn’t been in a long time.

“It is challenging, and requires behavioral leadership change, patience, and a
very strong commitment from everyone to participate in actual transformations
that put the focus on behaviors and attitude, putting others first, caring about how
they are served. Fully understand what it takes to satisfy needs.”

Livingston’s book serves up case studies of noted service companies that
have managed to do just this on a consistent basis, including ECRM, Accenture,

Federal Express, Four Seasons, Henry and Horne, and
TBWA/Worldwide.

He provides practical tools for transforming the approach
to serving clients by strengthening “how you do what you do.”
Here are five crucial steps:

• Develop your purpose: Purpose defines you. It’s why you
do what you do, and drives how you do what you do. Pur-
poseful people and organizations establish expectations inter-
nally and externally so that their constituents clearly under-
stand the look and feel of the desired end result.

• Establish your values: Purpose and values go hand-in-
hand. Your purpose defines who you want to be; your values will
guide you toward becoming that which you desire. Attitudes,
behaviors, and motives all impact values.

• Understand client needs: It’s important to discern hard
needs from soft needs. A hard need is satisfied by what you do,

be it a product or service offering. A soft need is satisfied by how you do what
you do—that is, the intangible and emotional connection to what you do. A solid
grasp of this and the acknowledgement of their basic differences will be the
catalyst for transformation.

• Satisfy those needs: Where purpose and values intersect with needs. This
step brings to life the concept of how you do what you do—putting people
first, creating memorable experiences for your clients, bringing them fresh and
innovative concepts, customizing behaviors to situations, and the vital role lis-
tening and communicating play in satisfying client needs.

• Create service action plans: Written action plans that guide your behaviors and
define the framework for how to operate successfully in your service relationships.
Create one for everyone you serve: clients, customers, and colleagues. Action plans
must be continuously updated and monitored based on your knowledge of chang-
ing client and marketplace needs, and their impact on service requirements.

Bob Livingston’s book, How You Do...What You Do: Service Excellence That
Wins Clients for Life, is published by McGraw-Hill.

Sharpen your service game
Service guru Bob Livingston knows this is no time to cut corners on customer satisfaction.

Editor-in-Chief Stephen Dowdell can be reached at sdowdell@progressivegrocer.com.

       


