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A Note on the Content 
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The reality is that the principles, ideas, and strategies in this book have made millions of dollars 

for me, my clients, and my students – and are still doing so today. They are absolutely current 

and valid, and not dated. 
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Introduction 
 

Effective client communication starts with the realization that communication is not a separate 

activity from rendering service; communication is a component of  how you render service. In 

essence, the saying "It's not what you say, it's what you do that counts" is inaccurate: it's what 

you say and do that counts. 

Ways of expressing yourself, phrasing of sentences, nuances in verbal communication, tone, 

and body language can sometimes make the difference between pleasing a client and 

annoying a client; but most communications are tied to a related action. So, while 

communicating with clients in the right way is extremely important, it is not a substitute for 

taking appropriate client-centered actions to ensure client satisfaction. It's better to do a 

good thing for a client and not express it well than to do a terrible thing to a client and try to 

cover it up with sweet talk. 

Case in Point: A Printer Loses a Customer 

A printer had done three or four jobs for me, and the total of  the jobs amounted to $354. Now, 

I normally pay bills on time, but I was swamped, and so the invoices sat for a few days beyond 

the due date. 

To my surprise, I came in one morning to find the following message on my answering 

machine: "Bob, this is George from the print shop. What time can I come in today to pick up 

a check from you?" 

Maybe I was in a bad mood, but this infuriated me. I had many things to attend to that day. 

How dare George presume that his invoice had to be my number one priority for that day or 

that I had to set up an appointment to meet with him to pay his bill? I had always paid my bills 

on time and he would get his money. 

Had his first call been a gentle reminder, I would not have been angered. For instance, he could 

have said: "Bob, this is George from the print shop. We sent you bills for the three print jobs a 
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few weeks ago, and they're a bit past due. No big problem, but please let me know if you didn't 

get them and I'll mail duplicates. Thanks." 

In fact, I did drop by the print shop with a check later that day. When he saw me enter, George 

was immediately apologetic. "I'm sorry about the message I left you," he said, "We hired a new 

accountant, and he handed me a file of past due bills and told me they should all be paid up by 

the end of this week." 

I replied, "Your accountant's advice makes sense from a cash flow point of view, but consider 

this: There are many printers in the neighborhood, each offering pretty much the same 

service you do at similar quality and price. It would be very easy for me to switch, and I 

almost did. Your clients are busy people and don't need to take orders from vendors-including 

you. Your first dunning notice should be a gentle reminder or query, not a demand or order 

for instant payment." 

I had given George's print shop thousands of dollars worth of printing in a short period, and 

had much more to give, but gave serious thought to changing printers, just because of this 

single incident. 

And that, I think, is the "thought mode" of most clients today. The old loyalty is gone, partially 

because increased competition gives clients more service providers to choose from and 

partially because in today's fast-paced society, clients are busier, more tired, more pressed for 

time, and therefore more irritable. 

For example, an article in Across the Board reports that American workers are putting in longer 

hours than they were a decade or so ago: 22 percent of the nation's 87 million full-time workers 

put in 49 hours or more a week in 1992 versus fewer than 18 percent in 1980. This means your 

client has less time for everything, including dealing with you. As a result, clients increasingly 

choose service providers not primarily based on the quality of their work but on how easy they 

are to work with; that is, clients do business with you because your service is good, not just 

because you're good at what you do. 

Your clients expect their relationship with you to save them time and aggravation, not 

create additional work or responsibilities for them. You exist to make things easy for your 

clients, and alleviate their work load, not the other way around. 
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I already have too much to do in any given day; I don't need a printer telling me he wants to 

"schedule an appointment" to have me write a check for him. And I won't put up with it 

either-I'll just give my business to one of his competitors. Your clients and mine feel the 

same way. 

Another reason loyalty to vendors is eroding is that there are more vendors to choose from 

then ever before, and this freedom puts the client firmly in control of the relationship: If 

you don't give them 110 percent effort, the client can simply go elsewhere. Public relations 

consultant Regis McKenna says that "choice has replaced brand as the primary consumer 

value ... Power used to be in the hands of the producer. It is now with the customer." 2 
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Part I:  
29 Secrets of Successful Client 
Communication 
 

 

Here are 29 suggestions for communicating with clients in a client-centered way-that is, in a 

way that suits them rather than annoys them, and also encourages effective two-way 

communication in which they feel you are listening as well as talking. The result is 

conversations that help resolve important issues and leave the client feeling good about 

you and positive about their relationship with your firm. 

1. Take the Responsibility for Making Contact 

Don't ask clients to call you. If you need to talk with them, you call them. This sounds like 

common sense but is frequently violated. For example, many times I have called someone 

at a company and the person was not in. The assistant says, "He's not in, could you please 

call back?" 

Wait a minute! That may be okay if I'm a vendor, but what if I am a customer of that firm? Is 

it right to tell a customer or potential customer to "call us back"? In many cases, I have 

gotten such a response when calling a company to get literature or prices on their product. 

My answer to the receptionist or secretary is, "I am a potential customer of your firm, so why 

don't you have her call me back?" 

Since you never know who might be a potential client or might be in a position to recommend 

your services to potential clients, every caller should be treated as if he or she is a client. Your 

telephone staff should be trained to take a name and phone number so you can return the call, 

not tell callers they should call back later. 
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They should say, "Let me take your name and number and I'll have him call you back." Note 

that this is a firm commitment to have the call returned. Do not use the weaker "I'll be sure to 

give him this message." That doesn't contain a promise that he'll reply promptly to the 

message, which is what the customer is looking for. Instead, promise the callback. And keep 

that promise by returning all calls. promptly. 

Now, say you are calling someone who is your client, and they are not available. On routine 

matters, it's perfectly acceptable to say "Have him call me." But let's say it's an important call-

for example, there is a big problem on the project, or the client's secretary told you he hated 

the latest set of drawings. You need to connect with the client as soon as possible so the 

difficulties can be discussed and the problem resolved; the longer it goes unresolved, the more 

it becomes a sore point with the client. The more it becomes a sore point, the more it threatens 

to disrupt your relationship with that client. 

When it's important or urgent that you speak with the client now, you should take 

responsibility for making the connection. Instead of asking the client to call you back, say, 

"Betty, I need ten minutes of his time and it's rather important. Can we set up a time I could call 

him today for a 10-minute telephone conference?" You set a definite time for the call, treating 

it like any other appointment, and then call the client for discussion at the appointed hour. 

Importantly, you want to be the one to take responsibility for making the call. If Betty says, "I'll 

have him call you at 1 p.m.," say, "Gee, I may be out on the road (or at the job site, or 

whatever) and I'll be hard to reach, so why don't I call him, okay?" If things are left so that the 

prospect is responsible for calling you, your chances of reaching them are diminished. They 

might not call-because they get busy, or forget, or don't want to talk with you. So you must 

initiate the contact and take responsibility for making it happen. 

2. Communicate at Their Convenience, Not Yours 

As discussed, people are busy and pressed for time. Families with children where both spouses 

work, for example, have crammed schedules and little time for conferences with service 

providers. Business executives may travel frequently or be tied up in meetings most days. 

Therefore, you must arrange for in-person or telephone conferences to take place at the time  
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that is most convenient for the client, not most convenient for you. For example, many people 

selling insurance, investment, and other financial services find that the only times consumers 

can meet with them is on weeknights and Saturdays. Parents are busy working or caring for 

children weekdays, and Sunday is the day of rest for most. 

When dealing with corporate clients, preference for contact time will vary depending upon the 

individual. A client who is not overly pressed for time and not a workaholic probably prefers 

meetings and conferences during business hours, either from 9 A.M. to noon or 1 P.M. to 4 

P.M. Meetings are not scheduled after 4 P.M. so the client can leave work promptly at 5 P.M. 

Some clients like to be entertained or do business over meals. For them, a lunch meeting is 

best, although the trend today is for busier people to meet at breakfast. 

A client who is a busy executive or entrepreneur under time pressure might be most reachable 

at off hours. They probably come in early, leave late, and eat lunch at their desk. So the best 

time to reach them is probably between 7 A.M. and 9 A.M., from noon to 1 P.M., and between 

5 P.M. and 7 P.M. I have several clients who are successful entrepreneurs but so overworked 

that they request meetings after regular business hours (at 5 P.M. or 5:30 P.M.) and a few even 

on Saturdays. 

If a client has a frequent and heavy travel schedule, he is going to be even harder to reach. To 

accommodate such clients, I offer to fax materials to the hotels where they are staying and 

arrange calls at night after they've returned to their room from a day of business. It's a mistake 

to force clients to talk or meet with you when you want, not when they want. For one thing, it 

annoys them. But also, if you engage a client in conversation when they are busy and have 

other things on their mind, they won't give their full attention-they'll be too busy thinking 

about the things they should or would rather be doing. So it's in your best interest as well as 

theirs to meet or teleconference at a mutually agreeable time. 

It used to be that service providers were prima donnas, forcing clients to accommodate their 

wishes and whims. No longer. Now clients are busy and expect you to adjust your work 

schedule to accommodate theirs. Communication is a part of that. You should encourage 

clients to communicate with you at a time most convenient for them. 
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3. Schedule Long and Important Contacts in Advance 

While it's all right to call up a client for a brief chat on the spur of the moment, longer calls and 

conferences should be held at a scheduled, mutually agreeable time. 

Again, this goes back to people being time pressured. Thirty years ago, housewives were happy 

to get an unannounced visit from the Avon Lady or Fuller Brush Man. It was an "event," a 

welcome change of pace in a possibly boring day. They'd invite the door-to-door salesperson in, 

see the full demonstration, serve coffee and cake, and enjoy the experience. 

Now the wife, working full-time and raising two children, doesn't have time for unannounced 

visits and interruption. Her reaction is to dismiss the salesperson and close the door or hang up 

on the telemarketer. 

For this reason, any communication that is either important or lengthy, say, longer than five 

minutes, should be scheduled in advance. In such cases, your initial call is not to discuss the 

issue but merely to set up an appointment to have a discussion. 

4. Get Permission to Proceed 

Has this ever happened to you? You call a client on the phone. Instead of sounding happy to 

hear from you, she sounds annoyed or distracted, as if, for some reason, she is not happy to 

hear from you. 

You have your conversation, with the client replying in monosyllables or speaking abruptly. 

After you hang up, you begin to worry that maybe you did something wrong or that the client is 

no longer happy with you. 

That's a possibility, of course, and later in this book we'll discuss strategies for finding out what's 

bugging a client, and fixing the problem early, before it becomes a major threat to the relationship. 

But in eight out of ten cases, the reason clients sounded annoyed or distracted when 

you called is that they were busy doing other things when you called. They didn't want 

to be rude, so they took the call, but they were only half -listening instead of 

concentrating on the problem or task immediately before them. 
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How can you solve this problem and have better phone contacts with clients? Easy. 

Before you begin talking, ask for permission to proceed. 

I do this with a question that is simple yet powerful. Every time I call a client, when he 

or she answers the phone, I identify myself and then ask:  

"Am I catching you at a bad time right now?" 

Why is this so effective? If the client is busy and in fact does not have time for you, this 

gives them an opportunity to tell you so (most people won't unless you ask). So you ask 

when would be a good time, set an appointment for the callback, and cal l at the 

appointed hour. When you do, they'll be ready and receptive to talking with you, 

because you have scheduled the conversation. 

On the other hand, if the client answers your question by saying that he is available and 

free to talk, he has given you permission to proceed. On that basis, he won't feel rushed 

or act annoyed, because you asked for time, and he freely agreed to give it.  

Again, this sounds like a simple thing, but simple things are often the most powerful. 

When you telephone your clients today, start the conversation by asking "Am I catching 

you at a bad time right now?" If the client had seemed busy or curt answering the 

phone, watch her negative mood evaporate instantly after you utter this phrase, and feel 

how she immediately becomes more relaxed, receptive, and cordial. This works-try it! 

5. Establish an Agenda and Time Span for Client Communication 

Because clients are time pressured, it's a good idea not only to seek permission before 

proceeding to take up their time, but also to establ ish the amount of their time you will 

take and the agenda for your meeting or teleconference. Today people have no patience 

for those who take up their time when they are busy or who waste their time with 

things not of interest to them. 

When meeting with or calling a client, establish in advance or at the appointment the 

approximate length of meeting. Even if you have established this in advance, make sure that 

the time frame is still acceptable to the client now. For example, when calling a client with 
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whom I have scheduled a twenty-minute phone conference, I will say, "We had scheduled 

twenty minutes for this call. Is twenty minutes still good for you?" The client will have either 

remembered and set aside the 20 minutes for you, or forgotten, in which case you should 

either reschedule or conduct your business within whatever time the client does have for you. 

When I call clients with unscheduled telephone calls, and I sense they are busy and hurried, I'll 

ask, "Do you have time for this now?" Some say yes. Others ask me to call back later, which I do. 

A few are fence-sitters: they don't really have time now, but they feel they are too busy to 

schedule a call later. If the client tells you how much time he has, counter by promising to finish 

in a time period slightly under that. 

For instance, if the client says "I have about five minutes," I will reply, "I'll keep it under four 

and a half minutes, okay?" This not only amuses them and lightens the mood; it also assures 

them I will not run over their available time. 

If the client indicates lack of time but is not specific about how much time she has, I will suggest 

a short time period. For example, if the client asks, "How long will this take?" I will give a 

numerical answer, for example, "It will take seven minutes. Do you have seven minutes now, or 

should I call back later?" 

This usually gains me permission to proceed. Note that I again give a specific number. I always 

quote an "odd" number like four and one half minutes or seven minutes rather than the 

conventional answer of five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes, half an hour, a few minutes, 

"not too long," and so on. 

Why? Because it's unusual, and therefore gets the client's attention. They realize it's a 

"technique" and that makes them smile, but it also makes clear that I understand and 

appreciate the value of their time. 

I also use this technique when promising to return calls. If I am on the phone with client A, and 

client B calls, instead of just saying "I'll call you back," I say, "I'll call you back within seven and a 

half minutes." The former is a nonspecific and therefore vague promise; the latter is a firm, 

specific commitment that the client knows I will keep and that shows my intention to service 

him in a timely manner. 
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Again, these suggestions may sound simple-perhaps overly so. But simple things are 

sometimes the most powerful. Try using my "odd number" technique in conversations with 

clients today, and you'll see that it works beautifully. 

6. Prioritize by Client Need, Not Your Need 

Do what the client wants to do, not what you want to do. Work on what is important to the 

client, not what is important to you. Talk about what the client wants to talk about, not 

what you want to talk about. 

Too many consultants, freelancers, and service providers in all areas focus on their own 

agenda when dealing with clients. For example, a graphic designer I know is constantly 

asking his clients what else he can do for them and what other projects he can help them 

with. He thinks he comes off as being helpful, but it is obvious to the clients that he is trying 

to get more business from them. 

This is not a bad thing in itself, except he focuses so much on projects he'd like to do for the 

client that his clients perceive that he is not paying careful enough attention to current 

projects. "Harry is always asking what our plans are and what pieces we will be producing," 

one of his corporate clients confided in me. "Frankly, I wish he'd worry less about what's 

coming and show more interest in what we're paying him to do now." 

Our tendency is to focus on future business, profitable projects, and ongoing selling of the accounts. 

Another tendency is to put the most effort into those projects that we find most interesting or 

challenging and give less attention to client work we think is routine, boring, or less important. 

The client, however, wants to feel that you place his or her interests, needs, concerns, and 

goals above your own. This means giving your best on every job, not just the high-visibility 

assignments. It means finding out what the client needs and expects and then filling those 

needs and meeting those expectations. 

In communication, we are inclined to talk about what excites and motivates us; we are usually 

more interested in ourselves than in the other person. If you don't believe me, pay attention to 

your conversation with your spouse or significant other when you come home from a busy day of 

work. Each of you is "bursting" with a flood of information and stories you want to convey to the 
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other. You want to get it all out while it's fresh in your mind, so your focus is on your agenda-

what you want to discuss-and you want the first opportunity to yak. 

In a service business, however, part of your service is acting as counselor, advisor, friend, confidant, 

even therapist, father-confessor, or parent to your clients. They want to be able to transmit their 

wishes, concerns, problems, and information to you quickly and efficiently, without interruption, 

and then have you respond and address each issue in a problem-solving or supportive manner. 

When you talk about what you want to talk about, instead of what the client wants to talk 

about, you step out of the "listening" role that is a large part of what your client pays you for. 

The client becomes unhappy and impatient, even annoyed. Not what you want. 

For example, I recently hired a desktop publishing firm to do a number of jobs for me. One was 

urgent, and had to be handled quickly, and I was extremely busy that day. 

I called to give the publisher some quick information she needed to finish and deliver the job. It 

should have taken thirty seconds. Instead, she began discussing five other jobs of mine which 

were not priorities that day, talking about small details of what typeface was used in the 

headline and how she solved a difficult layout problem using a certain software. 

While she blabbed, I was anxiously waiting for a break and looking at my watch. Finally I 

interrupted and said, "Jean, that's great, and let's talk about it next week, but right now I need 

to get this package out and I have other calls to make. Do you have a pencil handy? Good. 

Here's the information . . . " 

Find out what is on the client's mind, and address those issues first. Then get to your agenda. 

The client will not listen or be satisfied until he attends to his most pressing concerns first. In his 

mind, yours can wait. And since he's the one paying the bills, he's probably right. 

7. Make Sure One Problem Is Fully Resolved Before Discussing the 
Next Issue 

A basic mistake in business communication is to attempt to handle too many issues or items 

simultaneously. People can take in only so much at one time. If you attempt to cover too many 

things in a single communication, you lose your listener or reader. 
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A big mistake many service providers make is not to give their full attention to the topic at hand.  

Because we're busy people, and our minds work faster than our mouths, we tend to jump 

ahead and think about items B, C, and D while we're still on the phone discussing item A with 

the client. 

Have you ever tried to conduct a phone conversation with someone while you were, unknown 

to them, doing something else, like sending a fax, typing a letter, or proofreading a report? If 

you have, you know it doesn't work. You invariably lose your train of thought, or drift out of the 

conversation, or answer in incomplete "ums" and uhs." The person you are having the 

conversation with will sense this, realize you are not paying attention, and become annoyed. 

Motivational speaker Dr. Rob Gilbert gives this advice: "Do what you're doing while you're 

doing it." What he means is that you should focus on one item at a time, handle it with your full 

attention and to the best of your abilities, resolve it or take it as far as you can go, and then-and 

only then-move on to the next item on the schedule or agenda. 

Consider the rule of thumb: each client communication should ideally deal with only one major 

topic. A letter or report should have only one major subject, and a phone conversation should 

cover one concern or issue. If there are multiple items to discuss, you can cover them briefly at 

the tail end of your conversation, then schedule another meeting or phone conference to 

handle each of the items. 

Sometimes, when handling multiple projects for a client, or complex projects with many parts 

and components, you are forced to cover more than one item in your letter, report, or call. 

That's okay, but be careful you don't overload your communication and confuse the client or 

take the focus away from what's really important. 

Ideally, a letter, report, or phone call should have one major topic that takes 90 percent of the 

space or time, with the other 10 percent devoted to covering two or three other items in brief. 

If needed, a meeting, call, or memo can cover two, three, four, even five items. More than that, 

though, and your listener or reader gets bored or confused. Better to say, "This is about issue A; 

we'll cover B, C, and D in a separate meeting/conversation/report." 
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What's the maximum number of items the human mind can deal with at one time? I once read 

about a scientific test to measure it. The researchers used slide projectors to flash dots of light 

against a black background. The dots were bright and appeared for only a fraction of a second; 

the subjects of the experiment (students) were then asked how many dots they thought had 

been projected. 

The result? The average person could answer correctly when seven or fewer dots were 

projected. When there were more than seven points of light, the subjects could not 

accurately say how many dots had been flashed. The conclusion: The maximum number of 

items the human mind can handle at any one time is seven. 

Is this true? I don't know if it's an accepted scientific fact, but it seems about right. So don't 

overload the client. Discuss one thing at a time. Discuss it thoroughly. Give it your full 

attention. Stop the discussion when the client is satisfied with the resolution or conclusion. 

Only then can you move ahead to the next topic. 

8. Keep Your Communications Brief 

Mathematician Blaise Pascal said in a lengthy letter to a colleague, "I would have made this 

letter shorter, but I didn't have the time." 

Clients value service providers who keep communication short and to the point, yet that's 

difficult to achieve. It's easier to ramble on and let the listener sort it all out. But part of your 

job is to save the client time by being an effective communicator. 

People in service businesses tend to be talkers, because the service business is essentially a 

"people business." Most photographers can talk for hours about the finer points of their trade, as 

can landscapers, architects, engineers, graphic designers, and others in similar trades. 

While the client values the information you provide, clients today want to get it concisely, 

quickly, in a compact format. Your communications should be concise. This means no wasted 

words, no unnecessary detours and sidetracks. Say what you need to say, tell the client only 

what they want and need to know-and no more. Today's clients want the bottom line, not the 

fine details. They simply do not have the patience or time. 
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How long can a meeting or conversation last? And when should it be ended? Look for body 

language or voice tone from the client as an indication. If they seem not to be paying 

attention, if their eyes glaze, you've gone on too long. Stop and shut up. 

According to Dr. Gilbert, you should not swamp your clients with excess information or 

details, but should give them just what they ask for or what is essential for them to know. 

Reason? When you present more information than you have to, you risk saying something 

that the client will find disagreeable, wrong, or annoying. 

"Most businesspeople worry too much about always saying the right thing," says Dr. Gilbert. 

"The important thing is not to worry about saying the right thing, but to avoid saying the 

wrong thing. And the less you talk, the less chance there is of saying that wrong thing."  

When it comes to meetings and telephone conversations, is there a limit to human 

endurance? Each person is different. For example, while I often have lengthy telephone 

conversations with clients, I have very brief personal conversations; at home, I rarely speak 

on the phone for more than five minutes. My wife, on the other hand, takes a half hour just 

to say "hello" and has had marathon phone chats with close women friends ranging from 

one to two hours or more, something that would be inconceivable for me. 

There is no rule of thumb for how long to make your communication; let the client's 

patterns guide you. Some clients like long meetings and phone conferences; if that's the 

case, you know you can schedule lengthy sessions with them. 

On the other hand, if the client is quick to get off the phone, break your communication 

into smaller segments, because a single long teleconference will not hold his attention or be 

an effective way to deal with him. 

My personal experience is that I start to fade out after about forty-five minutes on the 

phone, and my maximum endurance for a single in-person meeting is about two to three 

hours. You and your clients may feel differently, of course. Get a feel for the client's 

pattern, and act accordingly. When in doubt, however, it's better to keep the conference 

shorter rather than longer. 
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9. Listen to the Client More Than You Talk 

The late Howard Shenson, a well-known consultant, once told me that to have a successful 

conversation or meeting with a prospect or client, you should listen 60 percent of the time 

and talk only 40 percent of the time. 

Another rule of thumb for establishing a talking-to-listening ratio is based on our 

"equipment": We have two ears but only one mouth, so logically we should listen twice as 

much as we talk. 

I would take this even further and assert the 80/20 rule applies to any successful client 

conversation: The service provider should talk only 20 percent of the time and listen 80 

percent of the time. Or to put it another way, the client should do 80 percent of the talking. 

The percentages aren't as critical, however, as the concept that in a successful client 

conversation-that is, a conversation that is productive, achieves its goal, and leaves the client 

feeling well served and satisfied-you should listen rather than talk, and when you talk, it should 

be to address the concerns and needs voiced by your client or to help the client communicate 

their concerns and needs to you. 

As you know, the best way to learn what your client wants from you is to ask questions. So even 

during the 20 percent of the conversation when you talk, you aren't there to lecture: you're 

there to help the client define their requirements and communicate their needs to you. You 

give information, suggestions, advice, or recommendations primarily in response to what the 

client asks you for. You are there to uncover need and solve problems, not show how bright you 

are or how much you know or to "dazzle" the client with your expertise. 

I used to have some dealings with a public relations firm led by a brash young consultant who 

was the opposite of what I am recommending to you here. In client meetings, he would hold 

forth like a professor lecturing a college class, and he obviously couldn't wait to show off his 

expertise, give his opinion, or demonstrate that his knowledge was superior to that of anyone 

else in the room. 

In fourteen years in business, he was the only service provider I've ever known who took this 

attitude with clients and was successful (in spite of it, not because of it, in my opinion; despite 
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his boastful manner, he really is tops at what he does). In every other case I have observed, the 

service providers who are successful-who have long, profitable relations with their clients-are 

focused on the client's needs, not their own egos. 

10. Ask Questions and Listen to the Answers 

The best communications tool for focusing on the client's need is to ask questions. "Would you 

agree that if you could read your client's mind, you would be outrageously successful in 

business?" asks Dr. Gilbert. "Well, you can. I have a four-word formula that will enable you to 

read any client's mind. It's this: Ask questions and listen." 

Asking questions is a powerful communications tool, for a number of reasons. First, it 

demonstrates to the client that you are focused on the client and his problems, not on yourself. 

Second, it is an essential method of diagnosing the client's problem. You are in business to fill 

needs and solve problems. You cannot do this if you do not understand the real need or 

problem the client wants addressed. 

Third, it impresses clients. Asking the right questions is fairly easy; doing the problem-solving 

work-rendering your service-is harder. Yet in my experience, asking the right questions, and 

being thorough in your diagnosing of the client's problem, impresses the client and immediately 

boosts their confidence in you. Ask good questions and clients will say to you, with genuine 

admiration, "Boy, you sure are thorough in your questions." 

Fourth, it makes your work with the client easier. Sitting there and having to say something 

smart all the time is difficult, yet some clients think that's what you are there to do. Asking 

questions takes the burden of "thinking on your feet" off you and makes the client do the 

thinking. Once again, this advice-"Ask questions and listen"-may sound simple-minded to you. 

But simle techniques are often the most powerful techniques. Try it. It works. Exhibit 5-1 lists 

some questions that you can use as is or adapt to your own conversations with clients. 

11. Show Empathy and Understanding 

Your clients want to believe that you truly, genuinely care about them. Perhaps you do. Then 

again, you may, like some service providers, dislike your clients and only want their money. 
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I think you'd be better off and happier if you did like and care about your clients. But you don't 

have to-what's important is that you consistently act as if you care about and like your clients, 

regardless of how you feel. Clients are extremely sensitive to your "attitude" and how you come 

across to them. In the past, clients would take a fair amount of abuse, even scorn from vendors, 

because good vendors were hard to find. Clients felt they had to be "nice" to you, for fear you 

would cut them off from service or dump them from your client list. 

In the "Age of the Customer," things have changed. Clients no longer have to "take guff from 

vendors; the supply of vendors outweighs demand, and clients are firmly in control of the 

client/vendor relationship. 

Exhibit 5-1. Questions to Ask Clients During Meetings and Conversations.  

"What are you trying to accomplish?" 

"What is the purpose of this meeting today?" 

"What do you want to do?" 

"What are your goals?" 

"What do you want to happen as a result of our work together?" 

"What are you looking for?" 

"What do you need"? 

"What do you want to happen next?" 

"What's the next step?" 

"Where do we go from here?" 

"What exactly is it you want us to do for you?" 

"What should we be doing for you that we are not now doing?" 

"That's interesting. Tell me more about that." 

"What do you mean by that?" 

"Could you explain what you mean by that?" 

"Which of these things is most important to you?" 

"What are your priorities?" 

"What have you been doing to handle this problem up until now?" 

"What is it we would have to do for you to be ecstatic with our work on this project?" 

"What are the benefits you are hoping to get out of this?" 
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Exhibit 5-1. Questions to Ask Clients During Meetings and Conversations.  

"What else have you done to try to address this requirement?" 

"Who else have you worked with or used in the past?" 

"What is the biggest problem your company is facing right now?" 

"What else do you want to cover today?" 

"Is there anything you want to ask me that I haven't told you?" 

"Is there anything else I should have asked you that I didn't ask you?" 

This means clients can be choosier about vendors, and they are. For example, if you 

are uncaring and inconsiderate, the client doesn't have to put up with it anymore: they 

can simply go elsewhere. 

You want to "bond" with the client, or more important, you want the client to "bond" with 

you. To accomplish this, you must care about the client, or at least behave as if you do.  

This takes several forms. It means empathizing with the client and their problems. It means 

listening even when you're not getting paid to. It means caring more about serving the client 

and meeting their needs than about collecting your bill or taking more money out of the 

client's pocket. It means helping and supporting your client in any way you can, not just in the 

way you were hired for. 

Clients often vent frustration and anger to service providers, and in many cases you may not 

agree with what they say. It is not necessary for you always to agree with the client; this 

would be phony. You merely have to demonstrate understanding and empathy. You want to 

communicate to the client that you are listening, you hear what they are saying, and you can 

sympathize with their situation. 

May I give you another magic phrase? These two words are amazingly effective in responding 

to client "venting" and communicating clearly and directly that you empathize. The two-word 

magic phrase is: 

"I understand." 
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Suppose the client says, "I hate dealing with my supervisor, Joe Blow; he's always doing things 

in a last-minute, disorganized fashion, and it's bad for the company." 

You want to acknowledge the client's position, but at the same time, you don't agree: you 

think Joe Blow is a talented manager, and besides, he too is a client. What do you do? Simply 

reply, "I understand." If you were to disagree with the client, you would in essence be arguing 

with him, and it is never beneficial to you to argue with a client. If you agree with the client, 

then you too are calling Joe Blow an incompetent. You risk this getting back to Joe Blow and 

offending him. Worse, the client may only be temporarily angry with Joe, and the next day, 

when he and Joe are good buddies again, remember that you made a negative remark about 

Joe ... and think poorly of you for it. 

On the other hand, the reply "I understand" does not mean you are agreeing that Joe Blow is 

a boob. It simply means that you are acknowledging how the client feels and how difficult this 

problem is to handle. And that's all the client is really looking for: another human being to 

listen and nod in sympathy to his tales of woe; the service provider is merely assuming the role 

once reserved for friendly neighborhood bartenders-that of the sympathetic ear. Simple? 

maybe. Effective? definitely. Try "I understand" in business conversation as a substitute for 

"yes" or "no," or "I agree" or "I disagree." It works! 

Have you ever hired a babysitter? If you have, you know you want to feel as if the sitter really 

cares about and likes your children. If the sitter acts caring and loving, that's all that matters-it's 

not important that she'd rather be out on a date and is watching your kids only for the money. 

It's the same with you and your clients. Act as if you like and care about your clients, and your 

clients will like and care about you. If you are understanding, kind, and sympathetic, that's all 

that matters-it's not important that you'd rather be golfing and are doing the client's taxes or 

painting their garage only for the money. 

12. Be Enthusiastic 

Enthusiasm is the next step above understanding and empathy. The American Heritage 

Dictionary defines it as "(1) interest or excitement, (2) eagerness or zeal." 
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Clients are naturally enthusiastic about what you are doing for them or at least about the end 

result of what you are doing. For example, a homeowner who is adding a large addition to a 

house is probably ecstatic about doing so and is excited about how it will transform the house, 

improve the family's standard of living, and give the family more space. It's the only addition 

they're doing to their home, and so, during construction, it becomes the focus of their life. As 

the contractor, the addition is just another job, one of many you have this month or this year. 

So you can approach it in one of two ways. You can treat it as "just another job," which to you, 

it is. Or you can act as if it's as thrilling and exciting to you as to the homeowner. 

Let me tell you, doing the latter will go a long way to enhance client satisfaction with you and 

your contracting firm. Yes, the most important aspect of rendering your service is to do a good 

job-in this case, to build a nice room. But almost as important is how the client feels about what 

you've done, and sharing in their enthusiasm will make them feel more pleased and happy 

about your work and the decision to have hired you. 

13. Keep Arguments and Disagreements with Clients to a Minimum 

Do not give the client a "hard time. "Always communicate that you are working with the client to 

achieve what they want, not what you think is best. 

The service provider rarely profits from arguing or disagreeing with the client. You've heard the 

saying, `The client is always right." Unless what the client wants risks failure of the project or job, 

that's true. And really, it's true even if doing it the client's way will result in a less than perfect job. 

Remember, the judging of the end result of most services is on subjective criteria. You may think your 

opinion should count for more because, after all, you are the expert, and expertise is what the client is 

buying from you. 

But the client's opinion counts more, because it is the client's money you are spending-and ultimately, 

they must be happy with what they are buying from you. You earn your fee and repeat business by 

pleasing clients, not by being right. My experience is that service providers who feel they are right all 

the time and must constantly prove it to their clients are usually going broke. 

For instance, I recently hired a graphic arts firm to design a newsletter masthead for a client of mine. 

The firm submitted several designs, all of them excellent. 
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After reviewing the designs, the client pulled out a masthead from an old newsletter he used to have, 

pasted it onto the designer's layout, and said, "Let's go with this." 

The art studio was indignant and ready to fight. "That design is no good!" they complained. I 

countered, "It's a masthead for a promotional newsletter. The client is paying for it and must be 

happy with it. Picking a design is subjective; you cannot really prove that yours will make the 

newsletter get noticed and read more or generate greater reader response. Besides, laypeople don't 

look at it with the same discerning eye as a graphic arts pro, and most won't know the difference." I 

did not argue with the client but instead moved ahead quickly to produce the newsletter, which is the 

result the client wanted and was paying for. 

Does this mean you should be a mouse and never have an opinion? No. The client is paying you for 

advice, and so you should give it, freely and honestly. But then respond in a cooperative and pleasant 

manner if the client disagrees and wants to do things another way. 

When should you fight-and when should you back off? David Ogilvy, founder of Ogilvy & 

Mather advertising agency, compares dealing with clients in a service business to a game of 

chess: "Fight for the king and queen; don't argue over the pawns," he advises.  

In other words, if you must argue (and therefore engage in conflict) with a client, do so only 

when it's critical to the project's success. Fight over major issues only-those that really 

make a difference in the end result. 

Do not quibble and quarrel over every minor point or argue every time a client wants to 

change a word or delete a comma. If you do, clients will quickly become frustrated and feel 

that you are too argumentative and difficult to work with. 

Although client conflicts invariably create tension, the tension can be temporary and even 

beneficial rather than long-lasting and harmful, as long as you follow these simple steps: 

A: Warn clients in advance that a disagreement is coming. 

The discussion will not offend or annoy the clients nearly as much when they expect it and 

know it's coming. 



The 29 Secrets of Achieving Outrageous Levels of Customer Satisfaction 

 

 

 
 

Center for Technical Communication. © 2018                                                                                          |  22  | 

So if you're going to disagree with a client, don't jump in with your argument right away 

with an abrupt "You're wrong-and here's why." 

Instead, use a warm-up sentence to let the client know the two of you are going to have a 

short, friendly discussion about the matter. I typically say something like, "Walter, I 

understand what you are saying, but on this one point we are in slight disagreement, and I'd 

like to give you another option to consider." This says to the client, in effect: "We're about 

to have a small conflict, but I respect you and I'm doing it to serve you, not to give you a 

hard time, okay?" By preparing the client in advance, your disagreement comes as less of a 

surprise, and they are better able to handle it. 

B: Agree to disagree.  

Not only should you tell the client you are about to disagree with him, but you should also 

seek permission to do so. You might say, "Can we spend five minutes now discussing the 

pros and cons of redesigning the widget as you've drawn it, or keeping the twin manifold, as 

I've suggested?" 

If the client says yes, you proceed knowing they'll at least be somewhat receptive-after all, 

they agreed to let you plead your case. 

If the client says no, you should probably accept their argument and move on-they've told 

you they want it their way, and don't want to discuss it. 

C: Assure the client that the argument is not personal and pervasive.  

 Like you, the client does not enjoy conflict. For one thing, they don't have the time for it. For 

another, they are afraid that if they argue with you and you lose or get angry, it will adversely 

affect your relationship and the quality of the work you are doing for them. 

Assure them that this is not so. One consultant I know uses this line very effectively: "We are 

about to discuss something of major importance to your company. These are important 

issues, so it's only natural that we will get emotional about them and have a discussion that is 

passionate, probably heated. It's okay to argue-that's what will help us get the best result." By 
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saying this, he makes the client feel comfortable about the discussion, and it becomes 

productive rather than awkward. 

D: Let them know you are doing this for their benefit. 

 If clients resist discussing something you think is important, let them know that you are 

bringing it up for their benefit, not yours. 

For example, if the client acts annoyed that you would dare disagree with him, or indicates 

you are being uncooperative, say, "Paul, I know it seems like I'm arguing with you. But in 

addition to my service, you are paying for advice on how to do this best. I am bringing this 

up for your benefit, because I think doing it this way would be better for you. You know, I 

don't like arguing with clients, because it gets people like you mad at me. From my point of 

view, the easiest thing would be for me to shut up and not bring this up. But from your 

point of view, you at least want me to let you know if a design change may hurt the final 

product, right?" 

Clients will be much more receptive to your arguments when they perceive that you are 

making the argument because you are genuinely looking out for their best interests, rather 

than fighting because of your ego or pride. 

E: Assure them they are the final judge. 

The client will be much less bothered by a heated discussion or disagreement if she is assured 

in advance that, no matter what is said, she is the final decision maker and you will happily 

and cooperatively abide by that decision. 

Explain your role to the client in this way: "I know we disagree on this. You pay me for advice, 

so I feel obligated to let you know my opinion on this. But my job is to make suggestions and 

recommendations only, not decisions. The final decision is yours, and we will do it the way 

you feel is best." 

The client already knows in advance that she can win any argument at any time simply by 

insisting, but when she hears that you know it too, she relaxes and feels more inclined to at 

least listen to you. After all, what could it hurt? 
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14. Say What Is Good Before You Say What Is Bad 

Aside from arguing with the client, the worst thing you can do is to criticize them-to say that 

something they did or like or bought is bad or wrong or inferior.  

But during the working relationship, there will be times when criticizing the client or telling 

them something is wrong becomes necessary to performing your task. To do this in a way 

that is most palatable to the client involves this simple principle: praise before you criticize. 

For example, let's say you are a marketing consultant. You walk into the client's office, and 

the client says, somewhat sheepishly, "We wanted to save money on the new product 

launch, and so, eh, um, we wrote the brochure ourselves instead of having you do it." And 

then the client hands you his copy, beaming, "And to tell you the truth, we're happy with it 

and think it's pretty good. What do you think?" 

You read the copy, and it's terrible. What do you do? There are two ways to handle it.  

THE WRONG WAY: "This is awful," you tell the client. "Poorly written, badly organized, 

sloppy, and boring. I'm glad you showed it to me. It proves you need a professional service 

like mine, and can't do these important jobs yourself. I'll redo the brochure for $3,000. 

When do we start?" 

This is a terrible approach-for several reasons. First, you are telling the client he has made a 

poor choice. This makes him feel inept as a decision maker. Second, you are saying the 

client has poor writing skills. Obviously, from what the client just told you, the client thinks 

he's a good writer. And people don't argue with their own beliefs and opinions. Instead, 

they reject the contrary opinion, in this case, yours. 

Third, no matter how right you are, your argument seems driven by ego and self -interest. 

The client expects you, as a professional copywriter, to naturally say amateur copy is no 

good. The client expects you, as a service provider, to do or say anything that will win you 

back the assignment, and the revenue it will generate for your firm. So your objections 

seem self-centered and lacking in objectivity and therefore not valid.  

How should you have handled it? 
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THE RIGHT WAY: "Hmmm ... say ... this is pretty good. Reads nicely. Good headline. Wait 

a minute, though. Wouldn't we get more orders if we gave our toll -free customer service 

phone number, maybe highlighting it on the cover? Also, there's no mention of the 

optional Heavy Duty Sweeper, and didn't you say that was an important new feature? 

Tell you what ... you've already got the copy, and it's basically fine. Let me read it more 

carefully, give it a thorough once-through. If there are minor changes, I'll make them-no 

charge. If we decide we need to expand, rewrite, or add any copy, I'll give you a price for 

doing the work, fair enough? That way, we'll have the best brochure possible, and you'll 

have produced it at substantial savings over my regular writing rate. Okay?" 

Why is this approach effective? Because (1) you said what was good about the client's work before 

you brought up anything negative about it; (2) when you did bring up the negatives, you did it as a 

suggestion, not as a criticism; (3) you did not personally criticize the client or something he had 

done; and (4) you made him feel smart and good about his decision to do the work in-house rather 

than make them feel stupid, wrong, or guilty. 

Whenever you have something bad to say, say something good first. Always find one positive 

aspect, point it out, and praise it. People react negatively when you totally shoot down whatever 

they've done. People can handle criticism when they feel that they were basically right and that you 

are only offering to improve upon what they did or thought. 

And when you do get to the bad part, state the negatives in the gentlest, most positive manner 

possible. Do it in a way that is constructive, not in a way that is mean or hurts feelings. Remember, 

profitable relationships with clients occur when the client feels pleased, happy, helped, and 

supported by you and your service. Being right all the time may give you a temporary satisfaction, 

but it turns clients off and takes money out of your pocket. 

15. If the Conversation Is Negative, Follow Up Quickly with a  
Positive E-mail 

E-mail has given service providers a marvelous tool for enhancing client communication 

and satisfaction. Here's why. 

Previously, if you had a bad encounter with a client in person or over the phone, you would 

leave the encounter on a negative note. The client would be dissatisfied, unhappy, or angry. 



The 29 Secrets of Achieving Outrageous Levels of Customer Satisfaction 

 

 

 
 

Center for Technical Communication. © 2018                                                                                          |  26  | 

You would be nervous and fearful that you had done something wrong and that you would 

lose the business. 

Typically, as you drove home, or sat at your desk, ways you could have handled the 

situation better would begin to occur to you. You wished you could go back in time and do 

the meeting again, using these ideas, but of course, you can't.  

You would think about calling the client back, but you didn't. Perhaps you were afraid, or 

perhaps you judged, rightly so, that a phone conversation would precipitate another 

confrontation and only make things worse. So the phone was out.  

What to do? You could write a letter, but that doesn't work: By the time the client received 

the letter, the negative- encounter has done its damage, and your letter won't help; at 

worst, it may even remind them of that day and make them experience their anger and 

frustration all over again. 

E-mail has solved this problem. It gives you an instant way of recontacting the client after a 

negative encounter in a dignified, professional, well-thought-out, nonconfrontational way. I 

say "nonconfrontational" because with e-mail or texting, unlike a phone call, the client does 

not have to respond on the spot. Nor are you exposed to more of the client's wrath. 

Instead, the client can receive your message, then read and consider it at his or her leisure.  

If their response is still negative, at least you've taken your shot at making it better, and the 

client doesn't have to tell you to your face that it didn't work. If the response is positive, 

you'll know it next time you talk with the client from their mood and tone of voice.  

While the ability to "think on your feet" is usually lauded as a critical factor to business 

success, the fact is none of us thinks on our feet as well as we'd like to; we think only as 

well and as quickly as we can. Most often, the best ideas and solutions occur after the 

incident, not during. 

Well, with e-mail, you can immediately communicate these superior solutions and problem-

solving ideas to their clients as they occur to you and while the need to resolve the problem 

is still fresh in the client's mind. You can send the fax within minutes of a negative phone call 

or as soon as you return from a less than successful meeting. 
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E-mail gives you a "second chance" to set right what went wrong earlier in the day. The 

instant nature of the communication is what makes it work. Even an overnight letter or 

express package will take twelve to twenty-four hours to reach your client; a fax can be there in 

thirty seconds or less. 

For example, a potential new client and I could not come to agreement on a fee for me to write 

a brochure for her company. I knew that she wanted to have me work on the project and that 

she was disappointed I was not being more flexible about my fee. 

After I hung up, I thought, "How could I have accommodated her needs better?" And the 

solution came to me: Offer her a "copy rewrite" service where she did the first draft, then had 

me polish it. I would charge an hourly rate, so could guarantee that my fee would not exceed 

her budget, for example, if her budget was $500, 1 would sell her four hours of rewrite service 

at $125 per hour. 

I didn't call her back with this information, however. Why not? If for, some reason she found 

this solution inappropriate or not to her liking, she would just become further annoyed, and our 

phone conversation would go from bad to worse. 

On the other hand, an e-mail would allow her to review the proposal in privacy, without the 

need to formulate an immediate-and therefore possibly adversarial or negative-response. If 

she liked the proposal, she could call me and let me know. If not, she was not obligated to 

reply to me. 

As it turns out, she called within the hour and went with my solution. "I really appreciate 

that you took the time to think of a way to solve the problem after we talked," she said, 

"and then let me know about it right away. If you hadn't, I don't know how we would have 

handled this." 

Should you follow up your fax with a phone call? It's up to you. Follow up if you think the 

client would appreciate it, or if you want to get the issue resolved one way or the other. If 

you think it's better to let it pass, just send the e-mail and wait for the client to take the 

next action. 
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16. Follow Up in a Few Days to Ensure Satisfaction or Resolve 
Unresolved Issues 

Unless your instincts tell you to do otherwise, it is usually best to resolve conflicts or problems 

with clients rather than let them fester. When a problem between you and the client is 

unresolved, you risk having it cloud your dealings or cause the client to become unhappier and 

unhappier as time goes on. 

Send your letter, e-mail, text, or proposal. Wait a day or so. Take your cues from the client's mood. 

If the client is friendly and relaxed, you know he is eager to "make up" with you, resolve the 

problem, and move on to more productive issues. 

On the other hand, if the client is stiff, unfriendly, or distant, you know you have a problem. 

What to do? You need to get the client to acknowledge it directly and head on, before you 

proceed. For example, 

You: 

"Scott, I sense you're angry or unhappy with me. Is it still about that widget report?" 

Client (tersely): 

"Yes." 

You: 

"You're still unhappy that we couldn't deliver the cost estimates along with the consulting report, 

aren't you?" 

Client (a little more human): 

"Well, yes, that's what I wanted, and I was unhappy I didn't get it." 

You: 

"Well, I have to take the blame. I did say in advance the cost estimates might take longer to get 

from the suppliers than I originally thought, but I should have let you know earlier." 



The 29 Secrets of Achieving Outrageous Levels of Customer Satisfaction 

 

 

 
 

Center for Technical Communication. © 2018                                                                                          |  29  | 

Client (even more human): 

"Yes, you should have. But I understand about these things." 

You: 

"Great. What I would like to do today is update you where we are on the vendor bids, then see if 

we can work to get this moving and resolved in a way that enables us to continue productively and 

get the result you want. Of course, if you're really unhappy and want to drop the project, I 

understand." 

Client (sympathetically): 

"Oh, no, no, I don't want to do that. I just wanted you to know how upset I was. But we'll live. Tell 

me where you are now and let's see if we can get this thing going. . . " 

You simply cannot go forward with a client who starts out in a foul mood or unreceptive state, 

because he is likely to stay there unless moved, by your skilled conversation, into a better mood 

or a more receptive state. Remember, the key to successful client communication is not what 

you say to the client but rather how they receive it. In a negative mood, the client will be 

unreceptive. You have to correct the mood and get "good reception" before you can 

communicate effectively with your client. 

17. Do Not Allow Yourself to Be Treated in a Dismissive or  
Inferior Manner 

While I do think that in this "Age of the Customer" we service providers have to "kow-tow" to 

clients a bit more than in years past, this does not mean you need to put up with abusive, rude, 

inconsiderate, or unprofessional behavior. 

Most clients are reasonable people, but some are not. Do not allow a difficult or unreasonable 

client to bully you. Should you be respectful? Of course. Should you follow orders? Yes. Should 

you let other people treat you badly or make you feel bad about yourself? In my opinion, no. 
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Consultant Howard Shenson once told me that for a client/service provider relationship to be 

effective, the relationship must be one of equals, of peers. While that sounds good, I'm not sure 

it's accurate and viable anymore. 

In today's marketplace, the clients are in the driver's seat, and clearly, they know it. No matter 

how good you are, no matter how big your reputation, the client controls the dollars and 

therefore controls you. 

You exist to serve the client. Therefore the client/service provider relationship is more 

"boss/employee" than "peer/peer." And I believe service providers who think otherwise are, for 

the most part, fooling themselves. 

As one professional speaker told me, "Most speakers have huge egos. They think they're 

this great expert that everyone is in awe of and impressed by. I know better. As a speaker, I 

am basically a hired hand, there to serve the client in whatever way I can. That is the 

attitude which, along with giving an excellent performance, gets me great testimonials and 

repeat bookings." 

However, just as employees have a right to expect some basic level of human decency from 

their employers, we service providers have a right to expect the same level of decent 

treatment from clients. 

How do you know if a client is treating you badly? Dealing with them will create anxiety, 

fear, and nervousness. You'll find yourself avoiding contact with them. You'll spend time 

fretting over thoughts like, "I wonder what I did to get Betty mad today" or "I haven't heard 

from Diane; she must have really hated the work again." Finally, when coping with this 

client keeps you up at night, affects your appetite, and gives you stomach aches or 

migraines, you know things have reached a critical level. 

At this point, you try to change client behavior by bringing up the subject of their behavior 

with them. This naturally will be a confrontational conversation, but you should strive to do 

it in a constructive and positive way. For example, 
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"Joann, I really like working for you, but there are some things in our working relationship that 

make me uncomfortable and affect what I do for you. I'd like to spend a few minutes discussing 

them to let you know the story and see what we can do about it. Is now a good time?" 

In many cases, clients do not realize that their behavior has been abusive or makes you feel 

uncomfortable or unhappy, and when you tell them, they say, "Oh, sorry"-and stop. In some 

cases, the client may become indignant; let them fume, and see if you can resolve it later. 

Or they may deny that they are treating you poorly and refuse to acknowledge your feelings 

or the conditions of the relationship. 

Keep in mind that when a client treats you badly, it's not you-it's them. Do you think the 

client has just singled you out? No. More than likely, they treat everyone this way. So don't 

let it bother you; they're the one with the problem, not you. 

If their behavior does not change, you have one of two choices: You can continue in the 

relationship and accept the abuse or aggravation, or you can put an end to the relationship 

and move on to better, happier, more productive relationships with other clients.  

Are you staying in a bad relationship with a client because of economic need-money? In 

today's economy, many do. But understand that you don't have to stay in that relationship; 

no one is forcing you-it's your choice. 

You would survive, and your family would not starve, if you lost that client tomorrow for 

another reason, say, because they went bankrupt-something over which you have no 

control and that could happen at any time with any client. Therefore, if a bad ongoing 

relationship with a client continues to drain your enthusiasm and self-esteem, it is ultimately 

not the client's fault. It's yours, for not putting a stop to it, which is something that is within 

your power to do and do immediately. 

18. Ask Clients to Tell You How You Are Doing 

Ed Koch, former mayor of New York City, made famous the phrase, "How am I doing?" 

Whenever he was on the streets, or in a public forum, he would ask people in the city for their 

opinion of his performance as mayor-"How'm I doing?" You also should constantly be asking 

your clients how you are doing. This is the only way to determine whether they are satisfied. 
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Just because a client is not complaining doesn't mean he or she is totally satisfied with your 

service. Many clients who have some level of dissatisfaction won't tell you unless you ask them. 

In fact, some may take your not asking them as a sign of your lack of attention to client service. 

Packaged goods manufacturers discovered this principle when they began putting 800 numbers 

on boxes and can labels. Suddenly, manufacturers who had received very few complaints about 

their products were getting phone calls by the hundreds. Apparently, many consumers did have 

problems with these products, but they just didn't bother to complain. Perhaps they were too 

busy, or it just wasn't that important to them, or they didn't feel like going to the trouble of 

writing a letter. But with the toll-free 800 number right there on the cereal box, it suddenly 

became easy to let the manufacturer know that his crunchies didn't stay crunchy in milk, or that 

the surprise toy was broken. 

Is this bad? Many service providers do not ask their clients whether the clients are satisfied, and 

one of the main reasons is they are afraid to find out the truth! It's like someone who has a 

lump in his neck but doesn't go to the doctor for fear of being told he has cancer. This person 

has convinced himself that if he ignores the problem, it will go away or turn out to be nothing. 

But of course, we know that isn't so. 

It's the same with you and your clients. You may think that if you don't hear any complaints, 

everything will be okay and nothing is wrong. You may feel that asking clients "Is everything all 

right with our service?" will cause the client to think of problems so they can answer you 

meaningfully, thereby generating complaints that would not have otherwise existed. 

The truth is, however, that communicating with customers to assess their satisfaction with 

your service is a positive act, not a negative – beneficial to the relationship, not harmful. The 

dissatisfaction is there anyway. When you don't know about it, you can't fix it, and it can 

become more serious as time goes on. When you ask what's wrong, and the client tells you, 

you can do something about it to repair the damage and get the relationship back on track.  

"The best way to find out whether customers are satisfied is to ask them," says Ann Wiley, 

writing in Technical Communication.3 "Conversations and interviews are the best method to 

use with small audiences." 

 



The 29 Secrets of Achieving Outrageous Levels of Customer Satisfaction 

 

 

 
 

Center for Technical Communication. © 2018                                                                                          |  33  | 

For example, such a conversation might begin like this: 

You: 

"Tony, this is Jane Smith calling. Am I catching you at a bad time?" 

Client: 

"No, Jane. Go ahead." 

You: 

"Tony, I'm calling just to check in with you and see if you are satisfied with the projects we 

have done for you to date and with our progress on the current assignment." 

Client: 

"I think so. Yeah, pretty much so." 

You: 

"Tony, I appreciate your telling me that, but let me ask you: Is there anything about our 

service that you don't like, or that could be improved, in your opinion? Any way we can do 

even better for you?" 

Client: 

"Well, there is one small thing. . ." 

This quickly identifies the dissatisfaction so you can fix the problem and make the client even 

happier. And Tony will be impressed and grateful that Jane took the time to make this call, 

even though he hadn't voiced any complaints about the service. 

If you want, you can get feedback from clients using a specific type of letter I call a combination 

testimonial /feedback letter, as shown in Exhibit 5-2. 

The testimonial letter was developed by marketing people as a way to get testimonials from 

satisfied clients for use in ads, brochures, and commercials. But I have added a new twist that 
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converts the letter from merely a testimonial-gathering tool to a client-satisfaction-assessing 

tool as well. 

Exhibit 5-2. Sample Combination Testimonial/Feedback Letter   

Date 

Ms. Jean Client 

Anytown, USA 

Dear Jean: 

I have a favor to ask of you. 

I'm in the process of putting together a list of testimonials-a collection of comments about my 

services-from satisfied clients like yourself. 

Would you take a few minutes to give me your opinion of my service? No need to dictate a 

letter-just jot down your comments on the back of this letter, sign below, and return to me in 

the enclosed reply envelope. (The second copy is for your files.) 

I look forward to learning what you like about my service, but I also welcome any suggestions 

or criticisms too. 

Many thanks, Jean. 

Sincerely, 

Bob Vendor 

YES, BOB, YOU MAY USE MY TESTIMONIAL IN ADVERTISING PAMPHLETS AND OTHER 

MATERIALS USED TO PROMOTE YOUR SERVICE. 

Signed       Date      

I've done this with the last paragraph, which says, "I look forward to learning what you like 

about my service, but I also welcome any suggestions or criticisms, too." 
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Asking for suggestions and criticisms serves two purposes. First, it makes the letter seem 

less self-serving: you are not asking for praise but for an honest opinion, which may or may 

not be flattering. Clients respond well to this and in fact may give a nicer testimonial 

because of it. 

Second, you now get the both the flattering testimonial and the valuable feedback which is the 

truth about how the client really feels about you and your service. 

Mail the client the original letter plus a copy for the client's files along with a stamped, self-

addressed reply envelope (it is rude to ask the client to do you a favor and then make them pay 

for it by requiring them to supply their own envelope and stamp). 

A "customer satisfaction survey" is a more formal way of soliciting client feedback on your 

service and the client's satisfaction with your performance. Ideally, the survey should fit on one 

or two sides of an 81/2-by 11-inch sheet of paper. Exhibit 5-3 shows a typical customer 

satisfaction survey, this one for a firm that prepares technical documentation. You can easily 

adapt the format to fit your service. 

The only addition I would make to this form is, at the bottom, give instructions telling the 

recipient to complete and return the survey to you (don't forget to supply your address and fax 

number). Also, there should be a space where the client has the option of filling in their name, 

if they are willing to be identified. 

19. Communicate to Show Appreciation, Not Just to Conduct Business 
or Make Requests 

When the only time the client hears from you is when you call to discuss an ongoing project or 

to sell them on something new, how do you think that makes them feel? 

Our tendency is to contact the client only when we want or need something, or when it is 

necessary to transact business or attend to a task we are performing on the client's behalf. 

While this may be efficient, it does not show the client any level of consideration above the 

ordinary. Therefore, you should take time out to contact different clients to say "hello" or to let 

them know how much you appreciate their business. 
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Exhibit 5-3. Customer Satisfaction Survey for a Technical Documentation Firm   

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION SURVEY 

Documentation of:       

Date survey was completed:      

For the following items, please indicate if you: 

1-Strongly disagree 

2-Disagree 

3-Can't say 

4-Agree 

5-Strongly agree 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1.  I am satisfied with the documentation [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

2.  I can find the information I want. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

3.  I can find information at exactly the            [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

4.  I can find information easily. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

5.  The information is in the order of 
importance. 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

6.  The information is complete. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

7.  There is no extraneous information  [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

8.  The information is stated in as few words as 
possible. 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

9.   The information is reliable. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

10. The information is correct. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

11. The information is consistent. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

12. The source for the information is  clear. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

13. Any additional information I need seems 
readily available. 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

14. If I don't find information or a reference, I 
am sure no relevant  information exists 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 
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Exhibit 5-3. Customer Satisfaction Survey for a Technical Documentation Firm   

15. The format is correct. [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

16. The documentation is free from errors in 
spelling, punctuation, and grammar. 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

17. The documentation was delivered on 
schedule.  

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

18. The documentation was delivered within 
budget. 

[ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] [ ] 

Does the documentation provide everything you need? Please comment: 

             

             

Other comments:           

             

Thank you for your time! 

Source: Ann L. Wiley, "Customer Satisfaction: The Quest for Quality," Technical 
Communication, Second Quarter 1992, p. 309. 

 

When was the last time you got a letter from a department store, plumber, doctor, lawyer, 

electrician, or accountant that said, "No special reason for this letter, other than to say thanks 

for your continued business, and I value you as a client"? It's rare, very rare.  

Therefore, here's an opportunity for you to stand out from your competition and strengthen 

your relationship with your clients. This type of communication was actually quite popular years 

ago, and many businesspeople sent thank-you and "cordial contact" notes to their clients and 

customers on a regular basis. As the world became more hurried, this polite, almost quaint 

practice diminished and virtually disappeared. But that means it will be even more effective 

today, because no one else is doing it. 
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How to make the contact? A typed letter, a handwritten note, a Post-it™ note attached to an 

interesting article. It doesn't have to be slick or formal. In fact, the more personal it looks, the 

more effective it will be. 

The telephone is also effective for this purpose. "Call good customers to say 'thanks,'" advises 

ad agency president Judy Finerty4 noting that the thank-you phone call is an excellent tool for 

keeping customers sold on your company and your services. 
4 Target Marketing, January 1992, p. 23. 

Many office supply catalogs and printers sell preprinted thank you notes. These are 

convenient because you can simply sign your initials and drop them in an envelope, and if 

you're pressed for time, these may be the best option. Another method is to write or have 

your ad agency produce a thank you letter or several cordial contact letters that are mailed 

periodically to your client list. If you serve a smaller number of clients, a personally typed or 

short handwritten note is a nice touch. 

20. Be Polite 

Because of the increased pressure and stress in our society, many people have a short fuse 

today, with tempers quick to flare. If you don't believe me, take your car on the highway, 

get in the middle lane, and drive at or slightly below the speed limit. People wi ll flash their 

lights, swerve around you in their rush to get ahead, and otherwise communicate to you 

their annoyance with your slow driving. 

My observation is that people have gotten ruder, not more polite, over the past decade or 

so. Do you agree? Do you feel the stores you patronize, the service providers you hire, are 

nicer or nastier than in the 1980s? And when a clerk or service person is rude to you, how 

does it make you feel about giving that store or company more of your business? 

Because politeness is vanishing, you can gain an enormous competitive edge over the 

competition simply by being polite at all times. "Be nicer to people," advises marketing 

consultant Bruce E. Davids "I guarantee, if you don't give me the kind of attention I desire, 

you won't have my repeat business. People remember the niceties..." 
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This strategy of "be polite" sounds simple in theory, but it can be difficult in practice, for 

two reasons. First, although many service providers are "people people," some of us are 

not. We went into our profession because we love our craft, be it photography, design, 

computer programming, or whatever. And we went into business to make money and be 

our own boss. 

Neither of these necessitates a love of people, and many service providers have conf ided in 

me, "I'd love this business-if it weren't for the clients." So if caring about and being nice to 

people does not come naturally to you, it's a habit and skill you will have to develop.  

Starting Smart Newletter, June 1992, p. 8. 

Second, even those of us who are inclined to be nice have bad days. And when a client initiates 

contact with us in the middle of one of those bad days, our control over our veneer of 

politeness becomes thin. For example, to find out that your child has just flunked out of college, 

and then deal successfully two minutes later with a phone call from a client who's yelling at you 

because he didn't get your Federal Express package, takes enormous self-control. The tendency 

is to get angry and explode. And since we're only human, there will be times when this 

happens, much to our regret. 

A simple strategy for preventing this is to not be accessible to clients during periods where you 

are overly busy, annoyed, pressured, or for some other reason in a foul mood. Have your 

secretary or assistant pick up the phone and take a message. Put on the phone machine. Or 

switch on your voice mail. 

When you have someone or something else take a message, this gives you time to calm down 

and prepare for the call, no matter how annoying or bad it may be. By calling back, you initiate 

the contact when you are in control of your emotions, which prevents slips of protocol and 

lapses in appropriate professional behavior. 

There are some days, of course, when no amount of preparation will put you in the right mood. 

At these times, it's better not to return the call, if you can avoid it. Perhaps your assistant can 

say you're out of town and will return the call tomorrow. Or you can send a fax saying you are 

in a seminar or meeting but will get back to them the next day. 
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Just as rudeness can quickly cause a client to be angry or unhappy, politeness, provided it is 

sincere and not faked, is a valuable asset in client communication. 

How do you ensure politeness? One technique sales trainers teach is to "put a smile in your 

voice." When the phone rings, you pause, put a big smile on your face, and then, still smiling, 

pick up the phone. Some sales trainers even suggest putting a mirror in front of your desk so 

you can see yourself smile, but to me, that's overkill. 

I know this smiling idea sounds ridiculous, but it works. As one psychologist explained to me, the 

physical act of smiling does something biologically or psychologically which makes it impossible 

for us not to feel better and in a lighter mood, not matter how harried or upset we are. 

Don't believe me? You're probably frowning or expressionless right now. Okay, smile. Big smile. 

Do you feel the difference as the corners of your mouth move up? See? It works! 

21. Be Professional 

No matter how you behave, act, or dress at home, you should behave, act, and dress in an 

appropriate professional manner when dealing with clients. While some service providers feel 

odd dress, long hair, or nontraditional behavior identifies them as quirky and are seen as 

endearing qualities or signs of individuality, these behaviors turn most people off. 

When communicating with clients face to face, how should you dress? You should dress at the 

level of your client, or better-never worse. If your clients wear suit and ties, don't go in with a 

sport coat and open collar; put on a jacket and tie. Even when giving seminars where attendees 

are wearing leisure clothes, I wear a suit and tie, because I want to behave in an appropriate 

professional manner. 

Let me give you an example of a service provider whose behavior was not professional. I called 

this person at 5:05 P.M. on a weekday at the number on his business card. 

"Hello?" he answered. (That's wrong, of course. You should always identify yourself when you 

pick up a business phone, e.g., "DEI. Steve Schiffman speaking." "Hello" is appropriate only for a 

home telephone.) 
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"Hi, is this Frank?" I asked.  

"What do you want?" he snapped. 

"Oh, I was calling in response to your mailing," I explained, a bit puzzled at his manner. 

"It is dinner time and I am eating," he said stiffly. "Could you call me back tomorrow, please?" 

What's wrong? Simply this: It's not my responsibility to know or ask whether his office is also in 

his home; if he doesn't want business calls after 5 P.M., he should say this on his answering 

machine or voice mail. If he wants a line open for personal calls, he should have a business 

number separate from his home number. The assumption that a client or prospect cannot 

telephone you after 5 PM. Eastern Standard Time is wrong and a good example of 

unprofessional thinking and behavior. 

22. If You Are Doing the Client a Favor, or Doing a Good Job, Let Them 
Know It 

Let's face it. In today's world, you have to toot your own horn. Clients are not as appreciative of 

all the extras and favors you give them as they should be. 

You do a good job for your clients because that's what makes them give you repeat business 

and referrals (not to mention payment for your invoice); you do extras and favors because you 

want the client to consider you for future projects. 

But sometimes clients don't realize what a wonderful job you've done, or that you've given 

them more than their money's worth. So you have to communicate to them the value of what 

you have provided and the level of service they are getting. 

You don't want to come right out and say, "Look at what a good job we are doing," because 

it sounds self-serving. You don't want to say, "I hope you appreciate all the extras we are 

giving you," because it sounds as if you are trying to make the client feel guilty. You need to 

be more subtle. 

One excellent method of letting the client know, in a subtle way, that you have given some 

extras or "freebies," is the "courtesy discount" invoice. Here's how it works: 
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Let's say you do a small extra task for a client, at his request, and you decide not to charge him 

but rather to do it as a freebie so the client will be happy and delighted. 

You should do the work and not charge, but you should send the client an invoice for it anyway.  

This invoice should show the dollar amount that you would normally charge for the service, 

and the fact that you are giving it free. Exhibit 5-4 shows a model courtesy discount invoice 

you can copy. 

Exhibit 5-4. Sample Courtesy Discount Invoice  

INVOICE FOR SERVICES       Date 

TO: Client name, address  

FROM: Your name, address  

FOR: Service you rendered  

          Service fee     $100 

          Less: 100% courtesy discount  -$100 

Total        $ 0 

AMOUNT DUE: NO CHARGE 

THANK YOU! 

This invoice can also be used when you do something not for free but for a reduced rate. For 

instance, if you charge the client only $50 but would normally charge $100, the courtesy 

discount would be 50 percent off. 

This invoice requires no response or payment, but it serves two purposes. First, it reminds the 

client of what you did for them. (They may not even be aware of what you did or that it is 

something you normally charge for.) 
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Second, it creates a higher perceived value of the service rendered. If you spent an hour 

repairing the client's cracked foundation while painting the home exterior, he might take it for 

granted. If your invoice shows this free service as having a normal charge of $150, then the 

client sees you have given him something worth $150 at no charge. He'll appreciate it more and 

remember it longer. 

23. Notify Clients Early About Any Problem That Arises 

Clients hate surprises, if they're bad surprises. So if you are going to miss a deadline, or not 

provide something you promised to provide, or the paper stock or molding the client wanted is 

not available, tell them as early on in the process as you can. 

This isn't necessarily as soon as you know there's a potential problem-that may be too early, 

since with some legwork, the problem can possibly be resolved, but problem notification 

should occur as soon as you are reasonably certain that you will be unable to meet all or part of 

your original commitment to the client. 

The tendency is to delay notifying clients or not tell them at all, since we are quite rightly 

anxious about the clients' response to the bad news. But from the clients' point of view, they'd 

rather find out sooner than later. With enough advance notice, the damage of any problem can 

be minimized. It's only when clients find out about the problem at the eleventh hour that the 

damage is maximum. 

24. Avoid Taboo Topics 

Some of us keep our distance from clients, operating professionally but in a detached manner. 

Others have warmer relationships. And some service providers actually become close personal 

friends with their clients. 

The advantage of forming a closer personal relationship is that it bonds you to the client more 

closely than if the relationship is strictly professional. The disadvantage is that when you feel 

the client is a friend as well as a colleague, you tend to talk too loosely. As a result, you 

increase the risk of saying something that will offend or anger the client.  
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As a rule, it's better not to say too much, and let the client do most of the talking. In any 

event, there are certain topics that you should never discuss with any client: 

• Sex 

• Religion  

• Politics 

These are the most sensitive and emotionally charged issues and should therefore be avoided. 

You should also not express strong opinions about nonbusiness-related subjects, since the 

client may have the opposite opinion, and the difference in opinion can serve to distance 

you from the client. For instance, when dealing with a Florida client by telephone, don't 

complain how humid it is and that you hate the hot weather; in Florida, it's always hot, and 

therefore your comment is critical of the client's chosen life-style and residence. 

Of course, if a client says he likes pizza, and you love pizza, by all means talk about that 

mutual interest, share your tips on making pizza at home, or where the best pizza joints are, 

and so forth. 

As a rule, avoid telling jokes or ribald stories. Gentle, self-effacing humor? Fine. But yuk-yuk 

punchline jokes? No. Why not? The problem with humor is that it's highly subjective: What 

is funny to one person may be offensive to another. So don't be a clown. 

25. Be Genuine 

By the same token, don't be a phony and agree with everything the client says or like 

everything they like just to butter them up. 

For example, the Monday after Superbowl Sunday, I had a telephone conference with a 

client. He was excited about the game-which had been close-and asked tentatively, "What 

did you think of the game?" 

I replied politely but without shame at having violated a male tradition, "I didn't see it. Why, 

was it good?" 
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"It was exciting," he replied. "I was going to talk about it with you, but I gather you are not a 

football fan?" 

"No, David, I'm not," I replied. And then we got down to business. He wasn't offended. And I 

didn't lose my dignity. Years ago, I probably would have tried to fake my way through it, or 

at least feign interest-and sweat the whole way thorugh it. But today, I believe people value 

people who are genuine and sincere. So I don't try to be something I am not.  

On the other hand, if I were in a business were virtually every client played golf, and where 

most business was conducted on the golf course, I'd probably give some thought to taking 

up golf, or at least trying it to see if it was something I could like or even tolerate.  

26. Plan Frequent, Regular Communication with Your Clients 

How frequently should you contact the clients you work with? It depends on the ongoing 

nature of your work with them, your relationship, your type of business. Obviously a 

public relations firm on monthly retainer communicates with its clients much more 

frequently than does a contractor who performs an occasional job for the client every 

year or so. 

As a rule of thumb, however, you should probably keep in touch with the client more 

often than you think, and more than you do now. If you had the urge to call and say hello, 

but didn't act on it, you should give that client a call now. Your instinct to call was 

probably correct. 

Here's another tip. Do your clients interrupt you at work with calls and ask you "How's it 

going?" If they do, it's because they need to hear from you more than they do. This need to 

hear from you may not be required to do the actual work, but it's important from a client 

service point of view: they want to be reassured that you are forging ahead and making 

progress on their work, and this is their way of letting you know that a periodic "progress 

report" via phone or fax would be welcome. 

So take their cue. Don't wait to get a "How's it going call?" Call them before you think they 

will call you. 
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27. Be Available for Instant Access 

The rule of instant access is simple: The client should be able to deliver a message to you at 

your office twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. This doesn't 

mean you have to be sitting at your phone night and day but that your business line is always 

set to receive calls and take messages. 

Why is this important? Because the client is busy, part of your role is to shift burden from the 

client's shoulders to yours. And that includes communication. If the client calls your office but 

no one answers, that forces them to post a note to remind them to try you later. That's extra 

work, and it's annoying. The client would much prefer it if she could leave a short message and 

have you get back to her. This puts the burden of a return call on your shoulders-where it 

should be. 

Another thing clients find extremely annoying is to call you and get a busy signal. If you have 

only a single line, ask your telephone company about the "call waiting" feature that lets you 

take two calls simultaneously on your line instead of just one. This cuts way down on the 

probability of any client getting a busy signal. 

Even better is the new electronic voice mail offered by the telephone companies in many 

states: if you are on the line, the second incoming call is automatically routed to a voice mail 

box which takes the message. Again, a busy signal is avoided. 

Despite the advances in telephone technology, numerous small businesses I deal with still have 

not invested in a phone machine (which you can now get for under $70), and when you call 

them before or after business hours, the phone rings with no answer. 

As for faxes, my feeling is that business clients prefer a fax machine that is switched on and 

ready to receive around the clock with a dedicated (separate) phone number for fax calls. 

Some businesses, to save the cost of a second phone line, have phone and fax on the same line. 

When you call to send a fax, a person picks up. They tell you to hang up and call back. In the 

interim, they switch on their fax so you will get a fax signal when you reconnect with them. 
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This is wrong, and don't you do it! Provide your clients with a dedicated fax line they can call to 

send you a fax at any time of the day or night. Why should the client have to make and pay for 

two phone calls because you're too cheap to install another line? It's a pain for them, 

unprofessional for you. Also, it makes you look cheap and small time. 

One other way service providers cement their relationship with their client is the giving out of 

the home telephone number. It impresses clients when you say, "You know, I want you to feel 

free to call me any time if you have a question or problem or need to discuss a project. Here is 

my home telephone number." This conveys to the client the impression that you value his 

business success above your personal life. 

Whether you are actually willing to give your home number out to clients is another story, and I 

cannot make that decision for you. It is not mandatory to do so, and if your privacy and leisure 

time are important, you may not want to volunteer it. 

Be aware, however, that a client who brings up the matter and suggests a swap of home 

numbers probably will be a bit put off at your refusal. A possible solution is to install two home 

numbers, one for client use and a second, unlisted number for friends and relatives. If you want 

to shield yourself from client contact, you simply turn on the phone machine attached to the 

home number you give to clients, and let the machine take messages. 

28. Respond to Clients Promptly 

Another simple rule: When a client calls and you are not in, get back to them promptly. How 

quickly must you return calls? Again, it depends on your client base, your business, your 

industry, and the nature of your work. A problem with landscaping, for example, is not as 

urgent as a problem with a kidney dialysis machine, so quickness of response is less urgent.  

Every service provider has a somewhat different philosophy on how accessible they want to 

make themselves to clients and how promptly they return phone calls. One successful 

consultant's voice mail promises a return answer within forty-eight hours, but gives the name 

and number of an assistant to call if the need is urgent.  
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A local printer, also successful, wears a beeper, has a car phone, and promises instant return of 

a call at any time of the day or night-something his competitors do not do. A successful ad 

agency executive I know has a telephone and a fax machine in his car. 

Two rules of thumb for how quickly you must return phone calls. First, by the caller's tone of 

voice and the content of the message, you can usually assess whether it is routine or urgent. If 

it's routine, it can probably hold overnight until the next business day; if it's urgent, be sure to 

return the call on the same business day, preferably within three to four hours or sooner. 

Second, it's especially important for you to be accessible, reachable, and available and return 

calls promptly if you are a subcontractor and your client is hiring you to perform a service which 

he in turn must deliver to his client; for example, a computer programmer who is writing part of 

a larger system as a subcontractor to a large systems development firm producing a new 

application for a major client. 

In such a situation, the prime contractor is trusting in you, the subcontractor, to help him serve his 

important client, and he is likely to be juggling many responsibilities. He needs prompt answers to 

questions and requests and will be displeased and uncomfortable if you are never in when he calls, 

constantly play "phone tag," or don't return calls. When the prime contractor calls, you should as a 

rule always return the call within three to four hours (half a business day) or less. 

29. Select the Method of Communication Appropriate to the Client 
and the Importance of your Message 

There are many different options for communicating with clients at various times: phone, in-

person visits, letter, fax. Choosing which to use is largely a matter of common sense, but if you 

are uncertain, consider the advantages and disadvantages of each method: 

 Drop-in visit – Advantages: Spontaneous acts add warmth to relationships. In-person visits 

remind client of your existence and value. Disadvantages: Client may resent unscheduled 

interruption in their day. 

 Scheduled in-town visit (seeing client B when in town to meet with client A) – Advantages: 

Client appreciates your going out of your way to see them even though there is no 
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immediate ongoing assignment. Disadvantages: Client may feel you view them as secondary 

in importance (because you only see them when in town for other purposes). 

 Phone call – Advantages: Easiest, least time-consuming method of keeping in frequent 

contact with clients. Disadvantages: Clients. may not like interruption of "trivial" or 

nonessential communication. 

 E-mail – Advantages: Allows you to communicate with client instantly and in writing, 

without two-way communication. Ideal for situations where you want to give the client 

time to consider your message before replying, or where you want to give the client 

information to review in advance of a phone discussion. Disadvantages: Client may perceive 

e-mail as impersonal or as a way to avoid direct contact with them. 

 Letter – Advantages: Appropriate for nonurgent, routine communications. Can be made 

powerful by enclosing article clippings, photos, or other items the client may find of 

interest. Disadvantages: Letters are not as immediate as phone or fax, and you do not know 

when the client received it, if they read it, or what their reaction to it was. 

 Survey – Advantages: A more formal way of measuring the level of client satisfaction. Gives 

you in-depth, accurate feed-back on their perception of you and the service you render.  

Disadvantages: Client may resent being asked to do work of filling out and returning the 

survey form. 
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Part II:  

Give Your Clients More Than They are 
Paying For 
 

 

Today’s clients are fussier and more demanding than ever, which makes them a difficult bunch to 

satisfy. However, it's still possible, even in the "Age of the Customer," to keep clients happy and 

run a successful business based on high client retention through continual client satisfaction.  

What's more, the secret to keeping your clients satisfied can be summed up in a single statement: 

To keep your clients satisfied, don't just give them their money's worth—give them MORE than 

their money's worth. 

This premise is so simple yet so powerful that I repeat it: To keep your clients satisfied, don't 

just give them their money's worth—give them MORE than their money's worth. 

I certainly didn't invent this principle, and it's been stated In different ways in many different 

places. Jerry Hardy, publisher of Time-Life Books, made that division fabulously successful by 

declaring, "Our policy will be to give the client more than he has any right to expect." 

What this means is that the vendor who merely fulfills the contract or proposal and does what 

the client asks is missing an enormous opportunity for creating a high level of client satisfaction. 

The secret to making your clients love you is not to give them their money's worth, it's to give 

them more than their money's worth. 

Meeting Clients' Needs: Three Performance Options 

When asking a vendor to perform a task, render a service, or supply goods, there can be only 

one of three outcomes: 
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1. The vendor performs below expectation, failing to deliver all that was ordered or 

requested. 

2. The vendor performs satisfactorily, delivering a product that meets the specifications or 

rendering the services called for in the contract. 

3. The vendor performs "above and beyond" the call of duty, providing a superior product 

or more product than was ordered or rendering a superior service or providing more 

services than were contracted for. 

Let's look briefly at the client's reaction in all three scenarios. 

Scenario 1: The Vendor Performs Below Expectation 

In this scenario the vendor's performance is subpar: he fails to deliver all that was ordered or 

requested or delivers but in an inferior manner. 

The client's reaction? Dissatisfaction. In the "Age of the Customer," your buyers are far less 

tolerant of error than they were in the 1970s or even the 1980s. They demand more and are 

less forgiving of slip-ups, mistakes, delays, and defects. 

When the vendor fails to perform as delivered in today's competitive marketplace, he is literally 

inviting his competitors to step in and take the business away from him. Clients are much less 

loyal to vendors today than years ago, so dissatisfied clients will be quicker to shop around for 

and try a new supplier when they get ticked off at you. 

Worse, that client becomes dissatisfied easier and faster. It takes very little to incur a client's 

wrath or displeasure or make the client become unhappy with you. 

A satisfied client is your most valuable asset, both in terms of repeat sales as well as referrals 

and favorable "word-of-mouth" advertising. The quickest way to lose that precious asset is to 

fail to deliver as promised. Why risk it?  

Scenario 2: The Vendor Delivers a Product that Meets the Specifications or Renders the 

Service Specified in the Contract 
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This is the level where 80 percent of businesses aim: to do what the client asked—no less, 

no more. 

It sounds logical. The client paid you for product X or service Y: if you deliver product X or 

service Y reliably, on time, courteously, and at the price you said you would charge, you've 

done everything they asked. So there is nothing for them to complain about or be unhappy 

over, and they must, by default, be satisfied. 

Unfortunately, the truth is this: when you do merely what was asked of you and nothing more 

or less the client may be satisfied, but they won't be thrilled, delighted, or ecstatic. And the 

latter is precisely what you want. A transaction in which the client's expectations are met 

retains business and prevents client dissatisfaction, but a transaction in which the client's 

expectations are exceeded becomes memorable and "welds" the client to your company in a 

way ordinary transactions cannot. 

Think back to your childhood. As a child, you were yelled at, scolded, and punished when you 

did not listen to your mother and father—that is, when you failed to do what was asked of you. 

Misbehavior on your part generated displeasure on theirs. 

Doing as your parents asked eliminated this displeasure and may even have generated some 

praise or rewards: do the dishes as asked and get the allowance you were promised. But your 

parents didn't fall on their knees in gratitude when you did as you were told, after all, you were 

only doing what they expected you to do in the first place. 

It's the same with clients. A client comes into your restaurant and orders a turkey sandwich. 

He gets a turkey sandwich on a clean plate. It isn't terrible, it isn't great. It's okay. Is he 

satisfied? If you asked, the answer would probably be an indifferent, "The sandwich? Yeah, 

it was okay, I guess. I've had worse meals, and I've had better. Here's your $4.95. May I 

have my change, please?" 

Ten minutes later, he's back at work and has forgotten all about lunch, you, and your 

restaurant. He doesn't dream about your turkey sandwich. He isn't thinking about his next 

lunch at your place. He isn't telling his coworkers, wife, and friends all about you. The reason: 

you delivered only what you said you would deliver and nothing more.  
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Scenario 3: The Vendor Performs "Above and Beyond" the Call of Duty 

This is where you can rise above your competition and score points with your clients. 

Remember, 80 percent of the competition in your business seeks to do only what the client 

requested or provide the product the client ordered—and many times, they fail. 

But not you. You can be one of the elite top 20 percent who render a superior service and 

give your clients more than they have a right to expect. By doing the unexpected, you delight 

and surprise the client. By giving them more than their money's worth, you elevate their level 

of satisfaction with you, build loyalty, and ensure that they'll come back to buy from you 

again and again. 

For instance, do you remember your parents' reaction when, as a child, you did something 

beyond their expectations? Maybe it was cleaning up your room without being asked, or 

practicing the piano two hours instead of one, or getting straight As on a report card, or 

winning first prize at the science fair, or vacuuming the whole house when you were asked only 

to do the living room. Whatever the event, it showed you that the real way to please people 

and make them extraordinarily happy with you is not to do what they expect from you, but to 

do more than they expect. 

Or consider our luncheonette example. You obviously aren't dazzled when you order a turkey 

sandwich and get "just" a turkey sandwich. But let's say it came on hot, fresh-baked rye bread, 

with real, home-cooked turkey instead of turkey roll or "lunch meat" turkey, with free fench 

fries smothered in hot gravy (even though it wasn't mentioned on the menu), and a whole bowl 

of crisp, fresh cole slaw instead of smelly old cole slaw in one of those slinky little paper cups. 

When the food is superior or more than you thought it would be, you sit up and take notice of 

the meal and make a mental note to have lunch there again soon. 

Two Easy Steps to Delivering Superior Client Satisfaction 

Giving your clients more than their money's worth involves not one but two separate steps: 

Step 1. Create an expectation on the client's part that is realistic, yet that is one you know you 

can not only meet but actually exceed. 
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Step 2. Consistently exceed expectation and deliver more than promised in a way delivers 

revenue to you, via increased client retention and repeat business, such that the revenue 

generated is far greater than the cost of creating that superior level of client satisfaction. 

The two steps work in conjunction and are sequential. Let's look at how to do it. 

Step 1: Instead of Promising More than You Can Give, Give More than You Promise 

As I've said, most businesses promise more than they can deliver. Instead, to achieve a superior 

level of satisfaction among your clients, you should deliver more than you promise. 

"But," you say, "if I promise spectacular results and then have to beat even that promise, I'll 

either fail to deliver or give the client so much 'extra' that I'll lose money on the deal." 

The solution is to under-promise rather than over-promise. Now, in today's highly competitive 

business environment, under-promising is a tricky thing. Under-promise too much, and you 

won't appear as good as other companies who are promising your clients much more. 

On the other hand, promising no more and no less than you are capable of giving, and then 

giving it, won't make you any enemies but it won't turn the client into a fan for life, either. 

As for over-promising, you already know what happens when you over-promise and then 

fail to deliver. 

The key is to make promises to clients that are both attractive and accommodating, yet at the same 

time credible and realistic. For example, let's say you provide a certain type of service. Your service 

is superior, and that puts you in heavy demand. As a result, normal turnaround time is five days. 

Now, a prospective client comes to you via word of mouth. She wants to know what you can do 

for her, and how quickly you can do it. You promise a superior outcome from your service than 

the competition provides, because you know that your service is superior and that your firm 

almost always does a better job. So far, so good. 

Next is the issue of delivery. For this client, five days is too long. Her firm represents a big, 

potentially very lucrative account, and she is asking for overnight turnaround. What are you 

to do? 
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The immediate temptation is to promise your client anything to get the work and then hope 

she'll forgive you when you miss a deadline, because at that point you'll already have her 

business and she won't want to switch. Wrong. As we've discussed, there's no faster route to 

losing business today than to create a dissatisfied client. And there's no surer way to create a 

dissatisfied client than failing to meet a deadline or live up to some other promise you've made. 

So what do you do? In this case, the best thing might be a very frank, face-to-face, sit-down 

discussion of the situation. You explain that while you want to help and give her the benefit of 

your superior service, the kind of quality you provide cannot be rendered overnight. 

Tell the client the real, specific reasons why this is so. For example, you do certain quality 

checks that other vendors don't, and this takes extra time. And you are not willing to do 

without this extra time and these quality checks because of your reputation for doing 

superior work. 

Also, probe the client's request. Does the work really have to be done overnight? What 

happens if it's done in two or three days instead of the one day they are requesting? Or when 

you find that client demands are "artificial"—that is, the client has set a particular deadline or 

created a specification without any real thought to whether it's necessary or not. In nine out of 

ten cases, you find there is no real event or other concrete deadline driving the "rush" job and 

that absolutely nothing would happen if it were done a day or a week later. 

By having this type of discussion with the client, you get them to see that not only are there 

legitimate reasons why the job shouldn't be done overnight but also that it doesn't need to 

be, anyway. 

Still, five days is too much. She says, "What can you do for us?" Here is where you put the "art 

of under-promising” to work. You've agreed that one day is too soon, five days too long. You 

know, but do not say, that you could comfortably do the work in three days but could also turn 

it around in two days, if need be. The client says they would really love to have it in two days 

but could live with three. 

The right move is to promise three-day turnaround. The client has indicated she can accept this, 

and because you've already established that your service is technically superior, she'll likely go 

with you on a three-day basis. 
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Now you have created a situation where the client has come to accept and agree to a three-day 

turnaround. It's not ideal, but it's been proposed and accepted. So now they expect to get it in 

three days. This puts you in a perfect position to deliver more than is expected because, as 

we've said, you can do the work in two or three days. 

What do you do? Tell her the first job will be ready in three days and then aim to deliver in two 

days. If you succeed, you will have exceeded the client's expectation, resulting in a pleasantly 

surprised buyer. If you fail to meet your internal, self-imposed two-day deadline (a deadline the 

client is unaware of), only you will know it, and the client will still get the order in three days, 

ensuring that no external deadlines are missed. 

But let's say you can do it in two days. What if the client, instead of being euphoric, also get a 

little suspicious and says, wait a minute. You told me that this would take three full days. So 

what happened? Were you playing fast and loose with me?" 

In response, you simply reconfirm your original promise: three-day delivery is what is realistic 

and what they will normally be getting, but, because you knew it was important to them on this 

particular project, you "pulled out all the stops" and delivered a day early. That makes you look 

like a hero without making you look like a fibber. 

By now, you see the pattern: you promote all the superior aspects of the service you are going 

to deliver, while slightly under-promising on one small aspect. Then, when you do better than 

expected in this area, you exceed expectation and create the extraordinary client happiness 

and surprise that goes with it. 

Here are some other examples of how businesses can score points with their clients by 

exceeding expectations: 

 A restaurant tells you there is a 30-minute wait but then seats you in 10 minutes. 

 A florist tells you it did not get a shipment and therefore will have to send your 

"significant other" pink roses instead of the red you ordered but delivers those pink 

roses in a beautiful vase thrown in at no extra charge. 
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 A shoe store giving balloons to children says only one per customer but then gives your 

two-year-old son one of each color when they hear him begging you for them. 

 A photocopier company says it can't send a person to fix the copier today because it is 

short-handed but then phones 10 minutes later to say it has rearranged the schedule 

and a technician will be there within the hour. 

 A doctor stays open late to see you on an emergency basis because you're worried 

about a lump on your body and when it turns out to be just an insect bite, tells you “No 

charge for the visit.” 

Step 2: Give Your Clients More Than They Expect 

Okay. We've established that the best way to create satisfied clients is to give them more than 

their money's worth. I've also suggested a two-step formula for doing this in a way that makes 

the client happy while allowing you to still make a nice profit. 

The first step, as just discussed, is to under-promise slightly rather than over-promise. That is, 

to get the client to anticipate and expect something slightly below the level of what you are 

actually capable of delivering. 

The second step is to then deliver above that level, so that your clients now feel you are giving 

them more than they had a right to expect. This rendering of performance above the client's 

expectation level is what creates an extraordinary level of pleasure and satisfaction. 

However, at this point you may object, saying: "All well and good. But if the client is paying 

for a Chevy, and I deliver a Rolls Royce, it's costing me extra money. Sure, if I deliver much 

more than I promised the client will be happy, but I won't make any money—and I'm in 

business to make a profit." 

The solution is simple and straightforward: 

You can create an extraordinarily high level of pleasure and satisfaction in your clients by 

rendering them exceedingly small and simple favors. 
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The best example of this I know is the pediatrician, dentist, or barber who keeps lollipops on 

hand for children. The excellent checkup, dental exam, or haircut provided is what the client in 

this case, the child's mother is paying for. But if that's all you give, she'll think you're good but 

not great: after all, you delivered only what she expected in the first place. 

But it's that little extra gesture of a free candy for her little Bobby or Suzy that puts the smile on 

her face and warms her heart. 

Ensuring the happiness of her children is perhaps the strongest emotional drive within her. 

When you help achieve that by consoling a crying child with a treat, you help her make the child 

happy again, and in that instant, you are the hero to her. You not only rendered your service; 

you were kind to her child. She knows you care and will come back to you again and again and 

all it took was a 3-cent lollipop. 

You can create an extraordinarily high level of pleasure and satisfaction in your clients by 

rendering them exceedingly small and simple favors. And that's the reason why giving your 

clients more than their money's worth more than they have a right to expect and doesn't cost 

you a lot in money, time, or effort: The “extras” you provide don't have to be big. A simple 

gesture, a common courtesy, a faster response, a quicker completion time, a little extra topping 

on the sundae—these are the small things that will make the clients “satisfaction quotient” 

with you soar and bond you to them for a long and happy relationship. 

This means we can amend our original "secret" for keeping clients happy, presented on the first 

page of this report, as follows: 

To keep your clients satisfied, don't just give them their money's worth—give them MORE than 

their money's worth but only a LITTLE more. 

Measuring Your Clients' Satisfaction Quotient 

Although you can measure levels of client satisfaction by any scale you wish to use, the Client 

Satisfaction Quotient provides a quick, easy way of ranking how satisfied any given client is with 

you at any given moment. There is no "formula" or checklist; you simply use your judgment to 

rank the client's satisfaction level on a scale of 1 to 10 as shown in Exhibit 4-1. 
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When I ask you to assess how satisfied a particular client would or would not be with you in 

certain situations, you can refer to this scale and use the rating system to quantify your answer. 

Exhibit 4-1. Client Satisfaction Quotient Rating Chart 

CLIENT SATISFACTION QUOTIENT 

Rank the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of your client on a scale of 1 to 10 according to the 

following guidelines: 

10 = ULTIMATE SATISFACTION. Client is "in love" with you. Right now, you are a guru in their 

eyes. They love your product or service, buy frequently, refer all their friends and colleagues to 

you, and sing your praises all the time. The relationship is at a near all-time high because of 

something you recently did for this client that they absolutely loved. 

9 = HIGHLY SATISFIED CLIENT. Same as a #10 except more time has passed since you pulled off 

that last great feat for the client. They still love you and all that, but that last super success was 

a while ago, and soon they may start asking, "What have you done for me lately?" 

8 = VERY SATISFIED CLIENT. Client overall is highly satisfied with you. They think your product or 

service is great and that you continually exceed expectation. They give you lots of repeat 

business and referrals to friends and colleagues. 

7 = SATISFIED. The client is still satisfied, but would probably give you a B or B+ at best instead 

of an A or A-. They like your product or service most of the time but have an occasional 

dissatisfaction with some minor aspects of dealing with you. Also, you meet expectation but 

don't really exceed it nothing you've done has “`dazzled” them lately. 

6 = SOMEWHAT SATISFIED. The client finds your product or service satisfactory but doesn't get 

a “warm glow” dealing with you anymore. They feel they get fair value for their money, but 

think that perhaps you are not really better than your competitors, and they may be talking to 

other vendors. 

5 = NEUTRAL. The client is no longer fully satisfied with your product or service or their dealings 

with you. They find the product quality acceptable but not special, and they would say your 

service is sometimes okay but other times lacking. If asked, they could come up with a list of 
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three or four things they like about you, but could also just as easily generate an equally long 

list of complaints or things they don't like. 

4 = A LITTLE DISSATISFIED. Similar to neutral except the client is becoming more aware of and 

concerned with the things they don't like about your product or service, while becoming less 

conscious of those things they like and you do right. Minor problems and slip-ups register more 

easily, stay longer in the client's memory, and annoy them more than in the past. 

3 = DISSATISFIED. The client is at a point where they do not really think much of your product or 

service, or of the way you do business. If a friend or colleague asked what they think of your 

company, the client would reply, "Not great." They feel that quality has declined, service has 

deteriorated, and you no longer deliver what you once did. 

2 = EXTREMELY DISSATISFIED. Not only does the client not like your product or service; they're 

now fed up with you. They think your performance is poor and that you just do not "have it" 

anymore. They are already starting to buy from other vendors and are planning on doing much 

less (if any) business with you in the future unless things improve radically. 

1 = UTTERLY DISGUSTED. Same as #2, except the latest breakdown or disappointment has made 

the client totally unhappy with you to the point where they won't buy from you again (at least 

not in the near future). 

Sixteen Ways to Give the Client More Than Their Money’s Worth 

We have discussed the basic premise that a business can create superior client satisfaction by 

giving the client a little more than their money's worth. But how to do it? Here are sixteen 

methods you can use to give your clients those "little extras" that will gain their loyalty: 

1. Give Them an Unexpected Free Gift with Their Order 

I recently bought several gift items in a local candy store. After packing my purchase, the 

clerk handed me a small box of chocolates taken from a basket on the counter. "What's 

this?" I asked.  

"It's a free gift box of chocolates for you," she replied cheerily. "We give it as a gift to every 

client who buys $20 worth of candy or more." 
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This put a smile on my face and put a "warm fuzzy" inside me. Why? 

 It was a surprise. And most of us like surprises (good ones, anyway). 

 It was free. I was spending a lot of money on gifts so hadn't bought any of their 

delicious chocolates for our own consumption. Now I could sample some without 

spending more money. 

 It was a nice gift. We really enjoyed it. 

However, from the seller's point of view, creating this unexpected surge in my client 

satisfaction quotient was easy and inexpensive because: 

 The gift was easy to offer. They make candy on the premises and probably made one 

large batch of this particular item just for giving away. 

 It didn't cost them a lot of money, perhaps only $1 or $2 per box for a gift with a much 

higher perceived value. 

 Also, they gave it only to those clients who spent a lot, ensuring that each transaction 

was profitable. Many who saw other clients getting it went back to buy more so their 

totals exceeded $20 and they could qualify for the gift. 

Importantly, the free gift had not been promised. There was no sign in the store advertising it, 

nor had it been featured in newspaper ads. Therefore giving it had the added impact of 

surprise: It was a totally unanticipated and unexpected pleasure. 

Had I come in response to an ad offering "free gift box with any $20 purchase," I wouldn't have 

been excited getting the box; after all, it was what I expected to get. Perhaps I would have even 

been disappointed, thinking, "Gee, I came all this way for such a small box?" But the fact it was 

not promised assured my satisfaction. I had expected nothing and was getting something. 

Another example: A local printer I do business with printed a quantity of “Things to do" 

notepads. When he delivered my next print job, he gave me half a dozen of these large, 

attractive pads with my envelopes and cards totally unexpected and at no extra charge. 

That's the kind of "little extra" clients like and appreciate far in excess of the actual value or 

cost of the gift. 
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Want to create delighted clients? Try a free gift. It can be given with purchase or just to every 

client who walks in or calls that week. The gift need not be elaborate. Indeed, the more 

unexpected it is, the less costly it need be to make the client happy with it. 

2. Be Accessible 

In today's fast-paced electronic age, many businesspeople use modern technology to juggle 

their busy schedules and put up barriers between themselves and their clients so they can 

manage what limited time they have more effectively. Problem is, while this practice may be 

convenient for you, your clients hate it. 

Clients want to deal with vendors who are accessible and will take their calls when they call. 

They want to feel like their calls are welcome, not an annoyance. They want to feel that their 

concerns and problems are your concerns and problems, not an intrusion into your already 

crammed schedule or busy business day. 

Many of us, pressured by too much to do and not enough time to do it, often seem agitated 

or distracted to our clients when we get calls from them. That's understandable, but not 

good: it annoys clients and puts them off. You may think seeming incredibly busy is a status 

symbol, but your client thinks you're just showing off and that you are more concerned with 

your other business than with their order or problem. And that's bad. 

Also, most business people behave hypocritically with their clients: They are always 

friendly, "up," and available when making the sale, but as soon as the contract is signed, all 

the client hears is "He's not at his desk right now; I'll take a message." The client senses the 

hypocrisy in this and is rightly offended. "I was important to you when you wanted my 

business," the client thinks. "Now that you've got it, you're too busy wooing other clients to 

return my calls, huh?" 

Although they do not like this behavior, clients have come to expect it. So when you are more 

accessible than your client expects—friendlier, more helpful, quick to take and return calls—

they become relaxed and happy. "Here's someone at last who treats me right," they think, 

and this elevates you in status head and shoulders above the other vendors they deal with. 
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How can you be more accessible? One possibility might be to answer your own phone, or, if 

that's not feasible, to at least reduce the amount of “grilling" callers are subjected to before 

your secretary or receptionist puts them through to you. 

Think about it: Are you really so important that everyone who calls your office, even valued 

clients, must be put through "20 questions" before you'll do them the great favor of taking or 

returning their call? Come on! This kind of treatment annoys you, right? So how do you think it 

makes your callers feel? 

And, since the people who answer your phone don't always remember the names of your 

clients, your clients often receive treatment equally as negative as the salespeople you want 

your assistant to screen. 

Keep in mind that, according to a recent survey from communication briefings (reported in 

Direct magazine, April 1992, p.5), 82 percent of 564 executives surveyed said the way 

employees answer the phone influences their opinion of the company. So better to do less 

screening and let an occasional telemarketer get through than to do too much screening and 

risk offending a valued client with such annoyances as “Does he know your” "what company are 

you with?" and "Will she know what this is in reference to?” 

Train your employees to be more courteous to callers, because many of those callers are clients 

or potential clients. Don't, for example, allow a secretary to say, "He's not in right now; can you 

call back at 2 p.m.?" You should never ask the caller to call back; you should always take a name 

and number and promise the caller the person will get back to them. 

If you've installed or are thinking of installing a voice mail system, it might interest you to know 

that 42 percent of the executives surveyed by communication briefings said that automated 

business phone "menus" (e.g., "press 1 for billing, press 2 for account balances") is the phone 

practice that annoys them most. The second most irritating phone practice is being put on hold 

without first being asked permission to do so. 

3. Fulfill Requests Promptly and Politely 

This is the equivalent of "shock therapy" in business: it jolts the client into awareness because 

it's so sudden and unexpected. The client has come to anticipate poor attitudes, lousy service, 
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impolite assistance, and slow, impersonal response. When you do what the client asks promptly 

and politely, they're shocked and delighted. 

The combination of promptly and politely is critical. An exceptional effort made on the client's 

behalf isn't enough to win their kudos their loyalty in the fickle, client-driven business 

environment of the 21st century. To create exceptional client satisfaction, you not only have to 

do whatever the client asks, you also have to do it quickly and with a smile on your face. 

The clients will not appreciate your efforts if you are slow, because they are impatient and hate 

to wait. They will also be put off if there is anything in your tone, manner, or behavior that 

suggests you are annoyed or unhappy about their request. 

4. Fulfill Requests Beyond What the Client Requested 

You create a high level of client satisfaction by fulfilling requests promptly and politely. You elevate 

that level of client satisfaction to an all time high by doing what the client asked of you and more. 

For example, we hired a painter to paint several bedrooms in our home. To save money, we 

decided we would paint the closets ourselves. In one walk-in closet, the ceiling was chipped 

and flaking. 

While I can paint, I'm a lousy spackler. So I asked the painter if, when spackling the ceiling for 

that room, he could also do the walk-in closet ceiling. Several days later, when checking his 

progress, I saw that not only had he speckled the ceiling, he had painted the entire walk-in 

closet at no charge. Did it cost him much extra paint, time, or effort to do it? No. Would I hire 

him again? You bet. 

5. Correct Problems Promptly and Politely 

Although you have certain policies that limit how far you'll go or how much you'll give in when 

dealing with clients, you should probably suspend most or all of these limitations when a 

problem arises. 

Today's high demand clients are totally intolerant of problems, expect you to do what they ask 

when they ask it, and will not continue to do business with a service provider who says "Sorry, 

but I can't help you." 
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When a problem arises, acknowledge it, apologize for it, and then move quickly to focus on the 

solution. Do everything you can to correct it. And do so quickly and politely. 

Did you ever ask a barber, waitress, repair person, or any other service provider to fix or change 

something that was not quite to your liking and have them start arguing with you? Then you 

know the worst thing you can do with a client who is dissatisfied is to give them a hard time. 

When clients have a problem, they need to see immediately that you are "on their side" and 

dedicated to resolving it. 

6. Correct Problems Without Charge 

Even better than correcting problems quickly and courteously is to do it without charging the 

client even if there is just cause for you to do so. 

We have a contractor who has done three large remodeling jobs for us and will soon do a 

fourth. His work is excellent; his prices are competitive but certainly not the cheapest. The main 

reason we will use him again, however, is that when he is in our home, he will frequently go 

through the house and fix minor things and never bill us for it. Even when we asked him to do a 

few simple repair jobs that did not involve things he had originally built for us, he did them (or 

had his assistant do them) and, in most instances, did not charge us. 

You can imagine how delighted I was not only with this willingness to help us out but also with 

his invoice. The charges for the remodeling jobs were big enough as it was; it was certainly a 

pleasure not to have another few hundred dollars tacked on for the odd jobs he had handled. 

Obviously, if I had asked him to do something very time consuming, he would have billed me 

and I would gladly have paid it. But by giving me an extra hour of his time and labor free now 

and then, he has gotten repeat business from me worth more than $20,000. 

7. Correct Problems and Pay the Clients for Their Trouble 

You can prevent the client from becoming dissatisfied by correcting problems quickly and 

courteously. You can put a smile on their face by not charging them for it. But you'll really 

cement your relationship and build extraordinary loyalty by paying them for their time 

and trouble. 
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This, in effect, says to the client: We believe that when you pay for our service, you have 

every right to be satisfied at all times. If there is a problem, and you become dissatisfied, 

this is our fault, and not only will we do everything in our power to correct the defect 

quickly and efficiently, without charge to you, but we will also compensate you for your 

“pain and suffering." 

You can "pay" the client through a refund or rebate on the invoice owed, but this isn't the 

best strategy. For one thing, it visibly reminds the client of the problems involved on this 

job. For another, it costs you money unnecessarily, in my view so that you have a loss 

instead of a profit. 

A better way to compensate the client is to offer a credit, discount, price-off, fee reduction, or 

other cost savings on the next job you do for them. This is a better choice for you because: 

 The client will be pleased and happy with such an offer. 

 It shows fairness on your part. 

 You still get your fee for the current job, so you don't feel upset or angry about the 

incident (as you would if you didn't get paid in full). 

You have now created a strong incentive for the clients to use you again for their next project 

because they have a "credit" with you they do not "get paid" until they actually retain you and 

apply the credit toward your fee on that new job. 

So not only is giving a credit or discount on future service a good way to resolve today's 

problem in a manner that makes the client happy, but it's also a selling technique for making 

sure you get the next job from them, as well. 

8. Follow Up Unexpectedly One or More Times 

A major mistake I have made repeatedly in dealing with my own clients and it's an ongoing 

fault, I admit, is communicating with them only when necessary or only when they expect to 

hear from me. 

Although we don't realize it, our clients are sometimes not as confident in hiring us as we may 

think. Perhaps they were burned in the past by a service provider whom they hired with great 
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expectations, only to have the firm not deliver on time or meet expectations in some other 

way. So, while they may be trying an outside service again by retaining you, they're a little 

nervous about it, a little worried that their negative past experience may be repeated. 

Communication between service provider and client is the solution. We've all gotten “How's it 

going” calls from clients. Maybe you don't like such calls and think of them as an annoyance. I 

know I used to. My feeling was, That is the point of such a call? I am a professional and deliver a 

professional service reliably and on time; the client knows that or they would not have hired 

me. Calling me to see ‘How's it going?’ is an insult means they don't trust me. And what 

business is it of theirs what progress I have or have not made at this time, as long as they get 

what they ordered on the date I promised?" 

Today my attitude is different. And yours should be, too. You should respect the client's right to 

communicate with you to make contact or check progress from time to time. And you should 

treat such calls as an opportunity to builds a positive relationship with the client. Act and 

actually be pleased to get and deal with such calls. Don't, as so many do, act as if the client is 

"bothering" you. How can they be bothering you when they are paying you and the primary 

reason your company exists is to serve them? 

Taking it one step farther, don't wait for clients to call you and ask "How's it going?" Pick up the 

phone and call them before they expected to hear from you to say hello, touch base, and give 

them a quick update on progress. Clients appreciate this far more than you can imagine. It 

shows that you are concerned not only with the job but with their personal or professional 

stake in having you do the job well. 

For consumers, how well you perform is important because it can affect their quality of life and 

because the money is coming out of their own pocket. For business clients, how well you 

perform determines how their supervisors and superiors will judge them. If you fail to deliver, 

people will say they made a poor decision in hiring you. If you do well, your performance makes 

them look good to their management. 

Therefore, hearing from you is reassuring to your clients; it makes them feel better to know 

that everything is going smoothly and the project is on schedule. 
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So don't wait for the client to call you; if you let it go that long without communication, the 

client who feels compelled to phone and ask "How's it going?" is already experiencing mild 

anxiety and nervousness. You want your clients to feel relaxed and confident, not nervous and 

jumpy. So don't wait for them to call you. You call them. 

9. Pay Personal Attention to Each Client 

Although you have a business relationship with your clients, you can strengthen that business 

relationship by establishing a personal relationship as well. This does not mean that you need 

to become personal friends with clients or let socializing with clients impinge on your personal 

life. All it requires is to "be human"—to attend to the client as a human being as well as a buyer 

of services. 

The best way to accomplish this is by rapport achieved through small talk. Find some common 

ground between you and the client and make that the icebreaker that makes them think of you 

as a person, and not just a "consultant" or "contractor" or whatever it is you do. 

You will find that, even if you and the client are very different and would not be compatible as 

friends, there is always some common ground that can be used to strengthen the bond 

between you. This might be sports, family, hobbies, likes or dislikes, similarities in lifestyle, or 

any one of a number of things. 

For instance, I had an initial meeting with one client who had already decided to hire me but 

was a little difficult to deal with because he was standoffish. After we got through the business 

portion of our meeting, we each had a couple of minutes to spare between appointments and 

decided to "shoot the breeze." As it turned out, we were the same age, each had one child, and 

our children were the same age. This resulted in a lively discussion about parenthood, which I 

feel established a stronger link between us and improved the working relationship. 

Importantly, such bonding cannot be phony; you can't force it or fake it. Don't go looking for a 

shared interest or other common bond between you and the client; it will eventually come out 

naturally, in normal conversation. The important thing is, when you recognize it, encourage it, 

nurture it, and let it grow. 
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One important point: The area of shared interest should be a relatively safe and 

noncontroversial topic: gardening, for example. Avoid sex, religion, politics, money, or any 

other area where people who have conflicting views are likely to argue and fight passionately to 

defend their side. You don't want to state a strong political view you think the client shares, for 

example, only to discover they are diametrically opposed to your view and find it reprehensible. 

What you're looking for instead is to find out that you and the client share an interest in jazz, or 

model rockets, or gourmet cooking, or something similarly safe. Then, whenever you call the 

client, instead of getting down to business you can first ask, "How about the game last night?" or 

“Did you know the Dukes of Dixie are coming to town” or something else involving the shared 

interest between you. This shifts the client from all business to a more friendly mode and is also 

good for making the client easier to deal with on a day they may be agitated or frazzled. 

10. Offer the Client Something Special 

If you're an antique dealer, for example, and you come across a piece of beautiful carnival glass 

that's a real find yet reasonably priced, call your client who you know collects carnival glass and 

offer it to her first, before you display it for your walk-in trade. 

If you're an innkeeper, and you're planning special activities and fantastic meals for a particular 

season or holiday, send a postcard to your past lodgers inviting them for this special event and 

let them know it's exclusive for valued clients only. 

If you sponsor public conferences or seminars, send a personal letter of invitation to past 

attendees of previous years' programs before your regular mailing goes out, and offer these 

past attendees a special "alumni discount." 

You create extraordinary client satisfaction when you convey the impression that, even when 

you're not currently under contract or rendering service to that client, you're always on the 

lookout for things they would want or that can help them. For instance, even if I'm just writing 

sales letters and not handling any other aspects of the client's marketing, I'll still send them a 

copy of a new magazine I come across that might be a good place for them to advertise, even 

though their advertising is handled by an ad agency and I am not involved with it. The client 

appreciates that I am thinking of them and doing so with no immediate profit motive in mind. 
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11. Give Free Seconds 

Several years ago, we made a pleasant discovery: a good restaurant in New York City that gives 

free seconds on any dish at any time. This policy costs them very little since few patrons take 

advantage of it (regular portions are more than adequate). But it makes them memorable and 

sets them apart from their numerous competitors (there are some areas of Manhattan where 

there are two to three restaurants or more on virtually every block in the neighborhood). 

This "free seconds" idea can also be applied, with a slight variation in ensuring client 

satisfaction in the service business. The basic principle is this: When selling a certain service to a 

client, include some additional follow-up service which they can choose to use or not, at their 

option included free with the original purchase. 

For example, a friend of mine gives training seminars to corporations on business 

communications. He says to clients, "If any of the people you send to my seminar find they 

need more help or want more information, they can call my Business Communication 

Telephone Hotline for assistance and, because they are alumni of my program, there will be no 

charge to consult with them or answer their questions." 

This variation of "free seconds" adds to the perceived value of my friend's training programs 

and also to his credibility. Not only is he giving more value for the money than seminar 

providers whose fees include the training session only with no follow-up privileges, but he is in 

effect guaranteeing that trainees will get the knowledge they need when he is hired, since he 

will answer their questions long after the seminar is over. 

This added level of service helps differentiate him from his competitors and has accounted for 

part of his tremendous success in the training field. Interestingly, while many new clients 

comment on how much they appreciate getting the use of the hotline included with their 

training courses, very few attendees actually use the hotline. So it costs him very little in time to 

offer this valuable extra. 

12. Give Free Product or Service 

This method is extremely effective as a “sales closer,” especially when selling additional services 

to existing clients. Let's say the client is indecisive or unconvinced as to whether the fee you are 
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asking for the service you are providing is justified. Probably, there's not a huge gap between 

what you're asking and what they are comfortable paying; more likely, you would have to do 

only a “little better” to make the client feel comfortable with the value they are getting. 

Instead of lowering the price, you say to the client, "Okay, I tell you what: hire us today to do X 

and we'll also give you Y and Z at no charge. X is the main job; Y and Z are small related or 

ancillary tasks that take very little time but have a high perceived value to the client. When the 

client feels they are getting three services X, Y. and Z and you are charging only for X, they grow 

comfortable with your fee and the level of service you are providing for that fee, which in turn 

helps build overall client satisfaction. 

Sometimes, even if you don't absolutely have to, it's better to give the client a little extra 

service or, conversely, charge a bit less. Just because the client signed your contract doesn't 

mean she feels comfortable with it; perhaps she signed because of imminent deadlines or other 

pressing needs, but feels that you are “ripping her off” and are taking advantage of her 

situation by charging too much for too little. You may indeed be making a high profit on that 

job, but are you building client satisfaction and a long term relationship based on maintaining 

that satisfaction? 

Any contract you get a client to sign should be a win-win situation for you and the client. Giving 

a little extra service or a small "freebie" is a simple way to overcome client resistance or 

displeasure and create a client who's comfortable with the deal and feels you are being more 

than fair, even generous. "The challenge is to deliver results that exceed the client's 

expectations," writes Paul Vaughn, chairman of Hooven Direct Mail. "Providing clients with a 

service they hadn't expected is an excellent client retention strategy.” 

13. Charge Slightly Less than the Original Estimate 

Most surprises clients get are unpleasant: a botched job, a job that was not done as ordered, a 

missed deadline. So it makes an enormous impression on the client when you give them a 

pleasant surprise. 

One easy way to do this is to send an invoice that is slightly less than the original estimate. 

Most service providers seek to do exactly the opposite. Reason: As the job progresses, and they 
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have to do the actual work, they realize how much effort is involved and that they probably bid 

too low to get the job. 

So they get "revenge" on the client by charging for every little expense, for every change in 

client direction, for every little extra service that was provided along the way. The result is a bill 

10 to 20 percent or more higher than the original estimate. 

The problems? Clients dislike receiving bills higher than they budgeted for or contracted for. 

Everyone—the consumer and the business buyer—is on a budget today. Going over budget 

hurts the consumer because it's money out of their pocket and hurts the business buyer 

because it makes him look bad to his management. 

A colleague of mine, who owns a small ad agency, told me as I write this that she had hired a 

new graphic artist to design an ad for a client. The artist bills $50 per hour. She loved his work, 

but when she got the bill from him, there was a $50 charge for one hour for showing her his 

portfolio and presenting his services and capabilities to her! This was completely unexpected—

"I didn't expect to be billed for his sales presentation to me," the client said and started the 

relationship off on a negative tone instead of an upbeat one. 

You can be different by sending the client an invoice for an amount equal to or, even better, 

slightly less than your estimate. Your invoice should show clearly the amount of the 

discount, both in dollars and percentage savings, as well as the reason for the discount—

e.g., you spent fewer hours than anticipated, or the cost of materials was lower, or you 

didn't have to do a certain phase or step you originally thought you would have to do when 

you gave the original estimate. 

The client will see that you were able to achieve a cost reduction and then, instead of keeping it 

as extra profit, passed the cost savings directly on to them through a lower charge. 

Taking a few dollars off an invoice now and then won't cost you a fortune, and there are few 

things as effective as a slight reduction in the final bill that will give your client such a pleasant 

surprise or make them think of you as favorably. It builds your credibility and, it's appreciated. 
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14. Complete the Job Slightly Faster than the Original Deadline 

Next to getting it done cheaper, getting it done sooner is the thing that will "knock the socks" off 

your client. Everybody is in a hurry nowadays. If the original deadline is tight, beating it will make 

your client that much happier. If the original deadline is distant, the client will appreciate the 

extra time to review your work or use what you provide when you get it to them a week earlier. 

Be careful, though: Do not complete the work too early; the danger is giving the client the 

impression that you rushed their job, didn't give it your best effort, and therefore did an 

inadequate job. As a rule of thumb, if you are going to deliver your work or complete the job 

early, don't beat the deadline by more than 20 to 25 percent. 

So if today is April 1 and your report is due April 20, you can please the client by beating the 

deadline and handing it in any time between April 15 and April 19. Hand it in earlier than that 

and you risk the client taking your "hasty completion" into account when evaluating the work, 

and so the evaluation is likely to be negative. 

Speaking of being criticized for handling work in too early, Milton, a consultant friend of mine 

tells a wonderful story. 

His first job was as assistant to the circulation director of a magazine with a large circulation. On 

Milton's first day on the job, the circulation director handed Milton a stack of magazines and 

direct mail promotions and said, "Your first assignment is to come up with at least two dozen 

ideas for increasing the circulation of the magazine." 

Milton went to his desk, studied the material, and by lunch handed in a typed four-page memo 

with the heading, "24 ways to increase the circulation of XYZ Magazine." His boss became 

furious. "I want you to think about it!" he shouted as he threw Milton's memo across the desk. 

"Go back to work and really think about this problem!" 

Milton went to his desk and put the memo in his top drawer. Two weeks later, he pulled out 

the memo, changed the date, walked up to his boss's desk, and handed it to him. The boss 

scanned the four pages, turned to Milton, and smiling, said, "This is excellent! See you can do 

good work when you really put your mind to it." Milton said nothing. He just smiled back. 
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15. Keep Complete, Well-Organized Records, and Have Them at Your 
Fingertips 

Nothing annoys a client more when they call you up and ask you a question than for you to say, 

"Gee, I don't know" or "I have no idea." 

We live in an age of instant information, a time when people are impatient with anything less 

than an immediate response to their queries. For this reason, many large companies have spent 

hundreds of thousands of dollars on computer and communications systems designed to help 

client service people gain fast access to client records, track projects, respond to inquiries, and 

resolve problems. 

For the one person office and other small businesses, you can achieve the equivalent by 

keeping well organized and complete files on each job and storing those files in a place where 

you have quick and easy access to them. 

If a client calls with a question or problem dealing with a current or past job, you should be able 

to access the information immediately while the client is on the phone or at least be able to 

find it so that you can call back with some answers or to discuss the problem further within the 

next five minutes. Keep a frustrated or annoyed client waiting for preliminary answers longer 

than that creates an impression of poor service and incompetence. Clients like to know you are 

in control of your information, are well organized, and have designed your office procedures to 

respond quickly to their needs. 

In addition to keeping well organized files, you can use your personal computer to put 

important client information within easy reach. Some people use popular database software 

to maintain client information; others use personal information management or client 

management programs more specific to their needs. Having the proper information 

immediately available when clients call with a query or complaint puts them at ease and 

creates a professional image for your business. Being unable to "find the papers" when clients 

call frustrates them and creates a negative impression. And the longer you force the clients to 

wait to get an answer to a question or a response to a problem, the more dissatisfied they 

will become. 
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16. Don't Be a Prima Donna 

In the "salad days" of the 1980s, many freelancers, independents, and smaller service 

businesses could afford, to a degree, to indulge their egos and act like prima donnas. In those 

days, if you were a skilled craftsperson, carpenter, contractor, mason, photographer, graphic 

artist, software developer, or whatever, the demand for your services was probably greater 

than the supply, which meant you could call your own shots, be choosy about the clients you 

accepted, and casual, even gruff in the way you dealt with and treated your clients.  

Clients would put up with prima donna service providers because they were willing to endure 

the less than exemplary treatment to gain access to the skills and services of these companies. 

But that doesn't mean they liked being treated poorly or indifferently. 

The recession of the early l990s permanently changed the situation. When buyers stopped 

spending, service providers, instead of having clients lined up and waiting to buy, had to go out 

and ask for almost beg, in some cases for work to keep their businesses solvent. Clients saw 

that they, not the vendors, are in control: the service provider needs the client's money, but the 

client can probably live without the service provider by going elsewhere. 

As a result, a lot of service providers in many fields who were prima donnas are prima donnas 

no longer. Now they are humble laborers, competing with many firms providing similar services 

for a shrinking number of projects as clients cut back or do it themselves. 

Being a prima donna was once an effective image for service providers in that it made them 

look busy, important, and in demand. But in the today's "Age of the Customer," I am convinced 

this image or approach no longer works. 

The bottomline advice: Don't be a prima donna. Clients want to work with service providers 

who are friendly and accessible and who have their egos in check. 

Today, clients have no patience with and no need for snobs. You may think you're an original 

and that being standoffish only makes you more desirable to the clients. In one case in a million 

that may be true, but for the majority, being a prima donna will bump you off the short list of 

vendors being considered for the job. 
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If you don't believe me, ask a plumber, contractor, or other home improvement specialist for a 

quotation on a remodeling or other large project for your home. You'll find them happy to bid, 

patient, eager to please, flexible, and wanting to get the job. 

When you tell the client how great and busy you are as a marketing ploy when it isn't really 

true, they'll see through it: they know what the economy is like today, and they simply won't 

believe your claims of glory. So be honest, accommodating, even a little humble. That's what 

will win you clients and their continued business in the decades to come. 
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Tough Customers 
By Tony Wiersielis, CPL, CFDI 
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