
and he said that the company wanted customers 
to use the self-help FAQ’s and fill in online forms. 
I asked if that’s how their customers wanted to 
contact them, and then he said: 

Well you see, if we put in  
a phone number, then they are going  

to call all day long

I was flabbergasted, and trying to hide my shock 
I said, “You don’t want your customers to call you? 
Aren’t they actually just trying to reach you?”
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Is the customer an interruption in your work?
Why is there so often a low quality of service?

In this series of Supermarket & Retailer’s 
articles, we share stories of what some 
organisations and managers have done to 
motivate and inspire their teams. We give you 
practical ideas of what you can do to create 
the most amazing, customer-driven company 
in the world.

In preparation for a meeting with the marketing 
director of a company that most of you will 

recognise, I looked at their website. It seemed 
extravagant enough, abundant with striking images, 
and the content was fascinating and arresting. 
I filled in the ‘Contact Us’ form to ask a simple 
question, and truthfully, I wasn’t too optimistic that 
I would actually get a response. (I was absolutely 
right!)

What was missing on the ‘Contact Us’ tab, 
however, was a phone number. Believe me when 
I say that I searched and searched and searched, 

clicking around the whole website. It was very 
frustrating, because I also wanted to chat to 
someone live. I am, after all, 63-years old, and I 
cannot trust you if I can’t look you in the eyes, or 
at least talk to a live human being on the end of 
a phone. Now I certainly don’t hold the past on a 
pedestal, and I am certainly not going to demonise 
the future. I accept that the internet and social 
media have won the marketing battle – more so 
today than ever before.

So when we met, I asked the marketing director 
why there was no contact number on their website, 

““



For me this is ‘social engineering’ at its worst. 
(Social engineering is usually defined as “…the use 
of centralised planning in an attempt to manage 
social change and regulate the future development 
and behaviour of a society.”) It always reminds me 
of the quotation… 

 
The customer is  

not an interruption of our work  
– he is the purpose of it.

Kenneth B. Elliott of The Studebaker Corporation

This is not an isolated example of some of the 
dumb things that businesses do. Here’s another 
illustration: I’d decided to do replace my twenty-
year-old data projector with a new one. With 
a great sense of excitement I arrived at the large 
retail store, looking forward in anticipation to 
buying a new toy. But I wanted to discover more 
about the various models, how they work, and 
what deals there were. 

Sadly, the store assistant didn’t share my 
enthusiasm. He didn’t ask me what I did, what 
I needed, or how I used projectors. He seemed 
clueless and unknowledgeable about my questions 
and how to operate the machines, so I had to 
make my decision arbitrarily based on the little 
that I knew about projectors. I could not rely on 
what he thought would be the best option. As I left, 
I hoped that I wouldn’t regret my decision on this 
expensive purchase. 

One final example: at a big brand store, I went in 
just before the COVID lockdown to top up all my 

gas bottles, but after I’d carried the heavy bottles 
to the gas depot, the assistant said he couldn’t help 
me. “Why not?” I asked, “Have you run out of gas?” 
He hummed and hawed and then embarrassedly 
told me that they indeed did have gas but, since 
I hadn’t purchased the gas bottles from their store, 
he was not allowed to refill my bottles. Once again, 
I couldn’t believe that a manager somewhere had 
made such a stupid decision. It was even worse 
because the whole country at that stage had 
started becoming more kind and compassionate, 
and this business’s dumb rule stood out like a sore 
thumb. They could have sold me a few hundred 
rand worth of gas, but lost the sale and my 
goodwill.

Businesses which do silly things are driving 
customers to their competitors who don’t do 
silly things. Most businesses – all over the world 
– have some parts of themselves that are broken, 
and there’s a customer service crisis that seems 

impossible to solve. I always get the same response 
from senior managers: “Well, you know, it’s so 
difficult getting young people motivated to take 
care of customers in today’s world.” It’s quite 
strange, but these same young customers seem 
to be very fired up when they are with each other. 
They seem to be able to focus on social media for 
hours at a time. And just watch them arranging 
a party or a wedding when their friends are 
coming! The problem is the boss, not the employee.

Somehow it all seems to fall apart when people 
come to work. 

There is definitely a calamity of  
customer loyalty facing business  

everywhere you go today  
– probably including your business.  

But it doesn’t have to be so. 

In the data projector example, how could the 
business have done more to make this experience 
better? The assistant could have changed his 
approach and ask about my level of knowledge 
and experience with data projectors, and engaged 
in a chat about my needs. Instead of reluctantly 
reading the instructions inside the box while 
I waited, he could have offered me a cheat sheet 
or a brochure, or pointed to a comparison website 
crammed with hints and tips as well as videos on 
projectors. He could have offered brochures from 
the manufacturers, and given me great advice on 
what to buy based on my needs. He could have 
even shared information about how to get the 
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“Who picked ‘I Can’t Get No Satisfaction’ 
to be our on-hold music?”
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best from a projector, and how to save money 
on replacing lamps. His business could even 
go so far as to offer seminars or workshops for 
their customers using experts or sales reps from 
the various brands. In addition they could have 
recorded my information, and use that proactively 
to regenerate my initial excitement, and possibly 
to cross-sell additional products that I could find 
useful in future.

Nobel Economics Prize winner, Daniel Kahneman, 
tell the story of what happened when he was 
a seven-year old Jewish boy caught up in Nazi-
occupied Paris during the Second World War. One 
night, well past the curfew time, he realised he had 
spent too much time with a friend, and, wearing 
his sweater (with the yellow Star of David sewn 
into it,) he ventured out. Very close to home, he 
suddenly encountered an SS soldier with a black 
uniform, and he was terrified. And then the soldier 
beckoned him over, and before Kahneman realised 
it, the soldier picked him up and hugged him. 
He then put down the boy, took out his wallet, 
and showed young Daniel a photograph of his own 
little son, and gave him some money. A trained 
killer could still find it in his heart to do something 
nice, and although it affected Kahneman and his 
later work on how irrational human beings are, the 
seven-year old was totally confused.

Service is all around us. From the moment we are 
born, we depend on our parents and others to serve 
us with food, clothing, protection, help us when 
we are sick, teach us what to do, and, of course, to 
be loved. As we grow, teachers, doctors, and sports 

coaches also take on this role, and then we study 
and join a company. Hopefully, our managers and 
our colleagues are successful in serving us too, and, 
even more hopefully, the government and broader 
community helps us through service. As we become 
parents, we are service providers to our children, 
and in a reversal of roles, we become caregivers to 
our aging parents. We live in a world completely 
suffused with service.

When you look at how we use the word ‘service’, 
there are a huge number of words associated 
with it, medical service, counter service, roadside 
service, delivery service, even self-service. There 
is military service, foreign Service, traffic service, 
public service, police service, church service, and 
a memorial service. 

There seems to be  
a huge divide between  

the low quality of service and  
the high volume of it. 
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But with service all around us in our lives, why 
does this happen? Maybe it’s because we think 
that service is slavery, or servility, subservient, or 
being humiliated by others. ‘Customer Service’ is 
the department where customers go when they are 
unhappy. 

And yet everyone knows that being of service 
to others helps us to sleep better at night. The 
company is better off, managers are happier, and 
people love, and feel proud of, the fact that they 
were able to help others. It gives us a sense of 
fulfilment and inspires deep gratitude from other 
people. It uplifts everyone around us. It is the 
reason we are alive. 

I don’t know what your destiny  
will be, but this I know: the only ones  
amongst you who will be truly happy  

are those who have sought and  
found a way to serve.

Albert Schweitzer 

The people on your team are the ones who 
make service come alive, and make it real with the 
actions they take every day. They can be creative, 
motivated and inspire your customers and each 
other. Zig Ziglar probably put it best when he said, 

You will get all you want in life,  
if you help enough other people  

get what they want. 

I couldn’t agree more. SR“
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