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SATISFACTION @ Lay your defenses down

Prepare acct. managers for feedback meetings

By STEVEN W. LEWIS
and WILBUR L. PIKE

our customer satisfaction survey is
completed, individual account
reports are in the hands of your
account managers and the time has
come to begin preparing for the meeting with
the customer to discuss feedback on the sur-
vey. Ooh, this could be a nightmare.
Customer feedback meetings are not an
option; they’re absolutely necessary, regard-
less of the content of the survey results. The
actual results of the feedback become sec-
ondary once the

SPECIAL | Account manager

has focused on

REPORT SEeRl
S O SR what's really impor-
tantin this meeting:

using the survey results as a means to
strengthen the relationship with the cus-
tomer. Unfortunately, for most quota-orient-
ed account managers, the skill set they need
is sometimes foreign to what makes them suc-
cessful salespeople.

The goal in these meetings is for the
account manager to shift the focus from
dwelling on the detailed results of the survey
to finding approaches and techniques, sup-
ported by the survey results, to help strength-
en the relationship with the customer. How-
ever, the distance from the hard data analysis
of an effective customer satisfaction survey to
the much softer target of using the data effec-
tively with customers is difficult to traverse.

The first thing that makes sense for the
account managers who now hold the survey
results from key customers is to have time to
read the data carefully and begin to malke
notes about the areas on which they wish to
focus. Account managers need to concentrate
first on identifying the strengths of their cus-
tomer relationship.

Starting with the items that the customer
tells us we are really good at and that they val-
ue highly is extremely valuable for account
managers because these are the tools they
can rely upon to be effective when they
approach problem areas later on. The
strengths are the attributes to maintain at
high levels and try to develop further. Intel-
lectually, the concept is easily embraced. But
once the account managers have their
reports, intellectual issues take a back door to
emotional ones. Almost uniformly, high-per-
forming account managers go immediately to
the items from the feedback that they feel are
negative or critical of their own performance.

That high performers want to concen-
trate on their less-than-perfect areas of
performance is basic human

nature. The natural tendency to

want to get to the bad news first

is the primary obstacle to over-

come.

Ultimately, the account man-
ager’s goal is to prepare for a sin-
cere, focused, consultative, non-
confrontational dialogue with the
customer—not dialogue designed
to sell the product, find out if the
contract is renewed or expand their
product line. Instead, the conversa-
tion must be designed to explore the
realities of the customer’s perception
of the relationship, both company-to-
company and person-to-person.

The emotional content of the customer
feedback meeting is exceptionally powerful
and the account manager is often resistant,
consciously or unconsciously, to hearing the
real messages.

There are several reasons, from a psycho-
logical and adult-learning viewpoint, why the
positive focus is so important to begin their
preparation. Perhaps the most significant of
those is the greatest obstacle to the candid
and open dialogue that the survey results
should stimulate: defensiveness.

High-performing, bright and energetic
account managers find it nearly impossible to
read their feedback from a customer and not
react defensively. The spectrum of that defen-
siveness is wide, ranging from finger-pointing
back inside their own organization to blam-
ing the customer for not acknowledging all
the effort the account manager has expended
to cutting self-criticism that account man-
agers subject themselves to.

Account managers should not try to pre-
vent or deny their own defensive reactions,
but to own them for what they are, explore
them more fully if they feel the need to do so,
and finally begin to manage them. Nothing
will so certainly prevent the exploration of
the customer’s honest perceptions about per-
formance than a defensive reaction from the
account manager.

We use all sorts of subtle and not-so-subtle
techniques to help account managers defuse
their defensive reactions. Of course, when we
ask them if they are feeling defensive, they
usually say “no” or “not very much.” We ask if
the customer is right with every item they
responded on. We can ask if any of them are
reading critical responses about areas on



which the

account manager has

really focused recently and feels that signifi-
cant progress has been made. Do they want
to point out the progress to the customer in
response to the feedback the customer has
offered? That’s defensiveness, pure and simple.

One of the techniques that has worked well
is to talk about the defensiveness trigger
words. Any sentence or verbal response that
begins with “yeah, but” is guaranteed defen-
sive. In fact, the word “but” all by itself should
trigger warning flags. For example, in an
opening statement about an area of concern
that the customer has identified, the account
manager might say, “I know that you are feel-
ing that our billing process is too slow and
inconsistent, but you have to admit that our
performance has improved recently.”

Placed in that sentence, the word “but” is
called a negative qualifier. Its actual effect is
to negate everything that precedes it (what
the customer told us in the survey) and posi-
tions the second half of the sentence as the
“real” truth (what the account manager
thinks the customer should have said in the
survey). A sentence constructed in that way
forces the customer into a defensive stance.
Once account managers accept the likelihood
of their own defensiveness and see the obstacle
it places with customers, they can manage it.

With the likelihood for defensiveness now
manageable, account managers can review
the data from their surveys more objectively.
They can come closer to a real answer to the
question, “What is my customer really telling
me here?” As they narrow their focus and
choose those items they most want to talk

about with

the customer, they

find their confidence

increases. When they realize that they

actually control the ultimate content, direc-

tion and tone of the feedback discussion, their

initial concerns and defensiveness are
reduced. .

In addition to analyzing factual informa-
tion from the survey, account managers can
also look inside their own company for those
larger corporate initiatives that may be pend-
ing or recently in place that address some of
the concerns the customer may have identi-
fied. They may find that contacting other
departments, such as billing or customer sup-
port, to discuss the customer’s feedback may
give them additional tools to bring to the sur-
vey feedback discussion. In addition, they
have had an opportunity to share the cus-
tomer information with those executives
inside their own company for whom that
information has an impact.

Preparing:properly for the customer dis-
cussion is often far more than account man-
agers expect as they begin the process, but
the path of that development should be posi-
tive and progressive. The potential for
strengthening a more solid relationship with
the customer easily justifies the effort
expended in planning for the discussion.

When account managers accept and plan
for emotional items such as defensiveness,
they have made an important transition away
from the purely factual analysis of the survey
results to the more effective approach for
improving the relationship.

We are aware of instances in which feed-
back survey data is presented to account
managers when the analysis of the data has
been either incomplete or so detailed that the
key issues get lost in the statistics. The most
positive use of the feedback rests in merging
the emoticnal with the factual. No one can
read a report from the customer that details
items that are powerfully positive, powerful-
ly negative or distinctly in the middle without
an emotional reaction. The key is to under-
stand that emotional reaction and use the
facts to either develop it further as a relation-
ship strengthening tool, or manage it as one
to be held in check or minimized.

Preparing for this meeting is vital to
extracting the greatest value from effective
survey data. The positive potential of merg-
ing the factual with the emotional makes the
finished product a meeting, which beconres
an undeniable asset in retaining satisfied cus-
tomers. B
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