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PICTURE this: One of your customers calls late on
a Friday, the last day of the quarter, frantic,

with an IT problem but not knowing its source. It could be the
database, the CPU, the storage devices, or it could be the
network — or, worse, a combination of factors. Your customer
service rep takes the call. She a) checks to make sure the
customer has a service contract, b)
suggests the problem must reside
somewhere other than with your com-
pany’s product, c) tells the customer
someone will call him on Monday, or
d) none of the above.

If your customer service organization
has its act together, d) is the best
answer. To learn why, read on.

CUSTOMER SERVICE AND
THE MODERN IT COMPANY

Today’s most savvy IT users
know that the key to long-term com-
pany success and stability lies not
simply in the products it creates, but
in the service and support that
accompanies those products.
Keeping customers loyal, happy and
productive with the solutions
they’ve selected is imperative, and this is done best
through world-class customer service.

Customer service organizations in most IT companies are
revenue-generating arms that have an immediate and significant
impact on the company’s bottom line and profits. However,
an increasing number of customer service organizations are
taking a different approach. These IT companies are finding
that focusing efforts on customer satisfaction can be even

more effective for the company, providing even greater
paybacks over time.

The formula for success is simple — deliver best prac-
tices in service and support as a comprehensive, integrated
package. This will differentiate the customer service
organization — and ultimately the company itself — from

the competition.

THE PHILOSOPHY

For the leading customer service-
focused IT companies, an overwhelm-
ing desire to address and anticipate a
customer’s needs is part of their DNA.
It’s automatic. To truly provide customer
service that stands out amongst the
competition, this attitude must be
ingrained at the grass-roots level and
reinforced to all new employees,
whether field service reps, software
engineers or executives. Companies
that do this best all view customer
service the same way:

● Strategic Importance — With
competition more fierce than ever,
companies understand the

importance of gaining an edge in any aspect of the sales
cycle. Positioning customer service as a competitive
weapon in the market helps distinguish a company from
the competition and, ultimately, complements the sales
force in generating and retaining long-term customers.

● Investment Center vs. Profit Center — Unlike the
traditional model, customer service is not considered
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overhead, but rather a long-term invest-
ment in customer satisfaction. As a
result, leading
customer service-focused companies do
not worry about financial
mplications. They focus on doing what-
ever it takes to solve customer prob-
lems. This emphasis on customer satis-
faction serves as a sales enabler for the
company and provides the best oppor-
tunity for strong retention and solid
customer references. With this impact,
an investment in customer
satisfaction has a truly positive effect
on a company’s reputation and business
image, not to mention that it increases
repeat sales and contract renewals.

● Customer Equality: Top-Notch
Service for All — It may sound cliché,
but making each and every customer
feel as if they are the largest or most
important is imperative to those
companies that truly excel at customer
service. It is second nature, and
ultimately helps establish a stronger
business partnership with customers.

● Seamless Product Transitions — IT
companies close to their customers
quickly and efficiently coordinate their
product transitions such as upgrades,
trade-ins and enhancements. In the best
cases, these are handled without the
customer even realizing there’s been a
change until after the new equipment is
fully implemented and functional.
Handling these occurrences smoothly
and seamlessly keeps customers from
sustaining losses. (See the section
“Minutes = Millions.”)

PROBLEM OWNERSHIP

“No, we can’t help you — the problem
isn’t our product” is taboo in a customer
service organization with an ingrained
philosophy of best-in-class service prac-
tices. A mindset to do “whatever it takes” to
meet customer needs — to hand-hold, if
necessary, through potentially trying times
— creates a strong customer base that trusts
the vendor will “do right” and views the
relationship as a strategic partnership. The
“best practices” customer service organization
has people with the desire and willingness
to go the extra mile, as well as the expertise
to diagnose and fix problems — even in

today’s complex, multi-vendor environments.
The organization itself also has the
resources and infrastructure to support this
commitment, providing both internal moti-
vation and an unshakable confidence from
the customer.

CHANGE MANAGEMENT

The only constant in business is change.
For IT companies, staying ahead of the
technology curve is crucial. Also, enabling a
supply chain of long-term support is key in
establishing customer service as a prime
differentiator for a company. Change
management, a comprehensive preparation
process, is dedicated to proactively analyzing
and minimizing problems before they
happen, thereby averting disaster.

Since every customer environment is
unique, establishing a team of dedicated
change management specialists — a combi-
nation of management and field-based
experts — might be the best way to prepare
for the unexpected. The team should devise
a plan to affect each individual change
(every detail of initial installations or
product cutovers, for example) made to a
client’s IT system. Once the best plan has
been determined, it should be reviewed and
enhanced, if necessary; for a more complex
change, the plan should be reviewed inter-
nally at multiple levels.

Ideally, change management should be a
three-tiered effort, linking the customer
with the vendor’s technical support center
and service organization. This best establishes
a game plan for a customer’s every change
in every location, a “cook book,” so to
speak, for every activity. And when closely

linked to the vendor’s engineering and
development departments, this relationship
also serves to solicit direct customer feed-
back into next generation products, revisions
and upgrades.

MINUTES = MILLIONS

For an online company, such as a brokerage
or retailer, minutes lost to system failures
can mean millions of dollars lost in potential
revenue, transactions and, ultimately, cus-
tomers. The ability to move quickly to
ensure (and restore) the integrity of the
clients’ IT systems in incredibly complex
situations is paramount. Uninterrupted peak
performance and reliability for customers,
however, is the ultimate goal.

Proactive support and problem prevention
goes a long way in ensuring a client’s success
and minimizing downtime. To that end, the
more assistance that can be provided
remotely (remote monitoring, diagnostics,
and repair) the better. Reactive quick
responses are good, but a proactive and
pre-emptive approach is much better. In
proactive organizations with remote support,
customer service takes the responsibility of
monitoring system performance rather than
the customer. Customer service is online, all
the time, monitoring the customer’s systems
even while they sleep. Pre-emptive tech-
nology takes remote support to the next
level. It enables customer service to not
only know there is a problem, but diagnose
and remotely fix it before small problems
escalate and impact the IT environment.
Immediate mobilization and, better still,
on-site technical support, should also be
available 24x7 for worst case scenarios.

SERVICE INVESTMENTS

It’s easy to talk the talk when it comes to
delivering strong customer service, but
those companies that understand the real
value of customer service back it up by
investing in a sound, scalable customer
service infrastructure.

The most forward-looking companies,
those that have successfully positioned
themselves for long-term success within
their marketplace, make similar substantial
investments in customer service operations.
These include the following:

● Building a strong, well-staffed team of
highly motivated professionals with a
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strong work ethic is the first essential
investment. Companies should use the
team-based approach discussed earlier
to focus on customer problems and
avoid long-term flare-ups.

● Establishing education centers where
customer service team members and
others throughout the organization can
learn the latest on product developments
and potential flaws, customer needs and
industry trends.

● Establishing expansive testing labs,
environments in which potential customer
problems can be re-created and
addressed — like firefighters going
through training exercises in controlled,
yet burning buildings.

● Adding flexibility in product pricing.
Consider including the cost of services
into the price of the “solution” (more
than just product). This takes the “price
per hour of support help” out of the
equation and shows customers their
purchase is a long-term investment for
the company, not just a foot in the door
to result in repeat dollars through
necessary service calls and questions.

SUMMARY

Customer service is as much an on-going
“face” to the client as is the sales force.

Therefore, it is essential to make customer
service as dedicated to client satisfaction as
the sales force is in providing the appropriate
solutions. The most successful customer
service organizations have an inherent drive
for perfection. They recognize that problems
will occur, like it or not, and they will need
to be prepared. And while problems may
not always be the fault of the vendor,
leading service-oriented companies make
them their problems, to take the burden off
the customer.

These companies also recognize there is a
cost associated with top-flight customer
service, and are willing to make whatever
investments are necessary for their customers
to thrive, and, in return, establish long-term
partnerships with the vendor. Repeat sales,

strong advocacy of that vendor’s solutions
and a high level of satisfaction all result.

Ultimately, the best customer service is
outstanding engineering and product
development capabilities. Excellence in
engineering and diagnostics should always
be the highest priority, no matter what the
market. Clearly, high quality products great-
ly eliminate the potential for a customer
system crash or other IT failure. In a perfect
world, all products would be bug-free, and all
networked environments stable. But in a
perfect world, no one would need cus-
tomer service to begin with. Until that hap-
pens, the savvy IT companies know strong
customer service is the right answer, an
essential tool in ensuring not only a cus-
tomer’s future, but their own as well.

Joseph F. Walton is senior vice president,
Global Customer Service, at EMC
Corporation. Before joining EMC in 1999,
Walton spent nearly 25 years with Unisys
Corporation. Most recently, he served as vice
president and general manager for the Unisys
Global Services business in Europe and Africa.
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