DO YOU LOVE ME?
By Leo Levinson

In the Broadway show, “Fiddler On The Roof”, there’s a scene, set in a 19th century, tiny Eastern European village, where the husband (Tevya) of a marriage of 25 years, originally arranged by a matchmaker, asks his wife (Golde) if she loves him.  She had never told him.  She responds by singing, “Do I love him?  For twenty-five years I've lived with him, fought with him, starved with him, twenty-five years my bed is his, if that's not love, what is?”
In speaking with furniture retailers around the country, we’ve asked them what is the top reason they believe they are superior to their competition.  One of the most frequent answers given is “we really care about our customers.”  Upon examination of hundreds of advertising campaigns and in-store displays, we find very few who actually communicate “we care” advantages to their customers.  From the retailer’s point-of-view, this may be a lot like Tevya and Golde who assume their affection for each other, but in 25 years, have never actually told each other that they love each other (or why).
Furniture retailers assume a lot about their customers’ affection for them.  Often we feel we care based upon a couple of anecdotes, that only we know, about our going the extra mile for our customers.  Like Tevya and Golde, we retailers have in our hearts good intentions but fail to communicate our love for the customer (and in many cases have an undefined customer service program).  We have seen too many retailers who have been in business for thirty, forty, fifty years who are losing market share mostly because their customers don’t feel the love.
When was the last time you told your customers how much you love them?  When was the last time you told customers WHY they should love you?
Customers tell us that customer service is the key to success when it comes to buying (closing sales), coming back (generating repeat business), and staying loyal (stealing market share from competitors).  Having a strong customer service program is essential.  Reminding customers about it is critical.
Your advertising campaign should have as its highest priority keeping in touch with your current customers.  Send them frequent “love notes” (e.g. direct mail and e-mail) with special information, offers, and appreciation, just for them.  Make them feel loved so they will remain true to your store.  It is not too frequent to send them something every month or two to keep them connected to your store - to keep them thinking about yours as “my furniture store.”

Your customer service program should be well-defined, with your two best or most competitive points communicated in your day-to-day advertising message.  A good customer service program should generally make it easiest and most enjoyable to shop at your store.  It should cover three main areas:

1) the shopping process

2) the customer satisfaction/return process

3) and the delivery and set-up process.

To be successful here, one must look at the processes through the customers’ eyes.  What services can you offer that help them more easily make choices, save time, eliminate aggravation.  If you are too general (e.g. “We really, really care.”), the message will fall on deaf ears.  Some of the best customer service ideas we’ve seen include:
- being able to communicate directly with the president by phone or 

  e-mail.

- building relationships with a sales person using personal 

  communications like thank you notes, holiday cards, news about 
  upcoming sales, a phone call after delivery, etc.

- having a 30 day return policy.
- having the most customer friendly Website for pre-shopping.
- having helpful interior design services, included.

- being most convenient - delivery nights and on weekends.

- being most respectful of a customer’s time - delivery by 
  appointment.
- having the best shopping experience - with music, refreshments, 
  care for children, etc.

- fastest and easiest “take with” procedures.

- and many others.
You may want to make a list of no more than ten points and make them your customer happiness guarantee, or just promote some on their own.

Although most customer service ideas are valuable many, like having heat in the winter time, are taken for granted.  To develop your program, think about what you do for your customers that’s special.  You might also want to take a look at your top 3 competitors and develop one or two services that beat anything they can offer.  Sometimes even being the first to promote a service is enough to get you the high ground.
Be sure to follow through, promoting customer service consistently throughout your marketing process - advertising, in-store materials, and sales presentations.
Good communications is the secret of a good marriage.  Make your customers feel the love and they will love you back.
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