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The worst ever virus for businesses
Bad publicity from disappointed customers gets exaggerated as people re-tell their bad service experiences
They often become determined to do as much damage to the business as they can by ‘infecting’ as many other people as possible
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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.

A

s I write this article, the news media of the
world are in a panic about the spread of the
Corona Virus that has led to hundreds of thousands
of infections, and hundreds of deaths. The stock
markets seem to be in freefall, and all the ‘experts’
are predicting another financial crisis.
Now I don’t know about this flu virus, and I am
utterly clueless about computer viruses, but all
this talk of viruses got me thinking about another
insidious virus that affects your business, and
possibly the economy. And that is the virus of
word-of-mouth.

“

Viruses always start off small,
but they seem to explode quite suddenly.
They are contagious in that they pass very easily
from one person to the next

“

With the digital help of the internet, sometimes
millions of people can hear about one customer’s
appalling experience with a company.
Sadly, it’s not as powerful as when customers
experience delightful service from any business,
although the positive effects of good experiences
do build a business’s reputation – and profitability.

We assume that bad publicity from disappointed
customers gets diluted as time passes, but, in fact,
awful stories are exaggerated as people re-tell them.
Indeed, it is also true that people who have not been
directly affected by the terrible service experience
actually do forget about it sooner – as other new
“Did you hear what happened…” stories emerge.
But the customers who were affected, who felt
humiliated by their treatment, who felt ripped off
in some way, who are filled with rage about what
happened – well, they just never recover, nor do
they forget.
They become irrationally fearful that something
bad will happen again if they continue doing
business with you, and they often become
determined to do as much damage to the business
as they can by ‘infecting’ as many other people
as they can.
It’s also important to remember that while there
are a few medical viruses that lead to death, there
are also many times more people who do survive
– but they have also been tainted. The same is true
of customer complaints: some are so dramatic that
they lead to terrible losses in your organisation,
but the thousands of people that you did not hear
from still lurk there in your markets, waiting to
do damage.
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“

Is there any immunisation
that you can use to prevent this
virus from spreading and doing
untold damage?

I don’t need to tell you about all the statistics
about how expensive this is for your business,
because you have no doubt heard them before.
But they definitely weaken your business, and your
company ceases to be immune from dangers that
lurk from your competitors and rivals. Even worse,
these unhappy customers will not even tell anyone
in your business, and, like viruses sitting undetected
in your body, you don’t even know what happened.
Is there any immunisation that you can use to
prevent this virus from spreading and doing untold
damage? Just like in the case of the Corona Virus
where masks and other small actions don’t really
help, you cannot afford to under-react.
One thing is for sure: you cannot just expect
that by ignoring it that it will quietly disappear.
Spending money to ‘bribe’ customers to stay

“

silent will make things worse. Doing some
‘kind acts,’ (like donating money to a children’s
shelter,) will not get you out of trouble. You also
cannot stop people from spreading this virus by
threatening them with legal action. These are all
things that I’ve seen discussed in boardrooms with
very limited success.
Prevention is the key
No, just like with a flu virus, prevention is key, and
you need to prepare your strategy well in advance
rather than reacting like a chicken with its head cut
off when things go wrong…
l Train people on your team to deal with problems
in a warm and compassionate way. And keep doing
it. You have to forcefully and insistently campaign
within your organisation so that everyone knows

exactly how to respond to the dangerous effects.
Repeat the lessons of listening with empathy,
saying sorry, thanking customers for letting you
know, and, of course, empowering them to rectify
problems.
l Have your ears and eyes open especially in the
social media.

In one major retailer I have worked with,
the customer care manager has installed software
that scans social media and she will know within
five minutes of the post what people are saying
about her company.
l Have processes in place to make sure that the
moment something goes wrong you will first take
care of your customers before they even realise it.
Thus, make sure that if you pick up a problem in
your business like a breakdown or a quality issue,
that you communicate often and much with your
customers.
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After crisis strategies
But what when the crisis
actually breaks before
you are aware of it? Once
again, there are a number
of essential strategies that
will help your business get
through it all…
l As mentioned, little acts don’t help: just as many
governments have already dramatically done,
(by cancelling various events where people gather,
for example, and closing museums like the Louvre,)
you have to take forceful and positive action to
resolve issues – and be seen to do so.
l Communicate often and much with your
customers. Never leave them hanging, or in any
doubt that you are working urgently to solve
their problem. Keep letting them know about
the progress, and make sure that whatever actions
you take are satisfactory for them.

l Make sure that customers don’t
feel residual distress such as feeling
ripped off. Robert Brozin, founder
of Nandos, always used to say that
a customer must get at least the
same, if not more, value than the
thing that they complained about.
So, if a customer was unhappy
about the chicken, you don’t offer
them a free cup of coffee.
Hopefully, the actions taken
around the world to deal with
this flu epidemic will be resolved
soon, and my sincere wish is
that you and your loved ones
are not affected. I also wish that
your business is not affected,
and/or recovers quickly, from
the epidemic of deleterious and
undesirable word-of-mouth. SR

