Customer Relations ; Need for Comprehensive ApprOach

Satish G, Hegde _

Many business organisations in india con-
sider sustomer relations asan additional atte-
mpt to keep Gustomers in good humour, Possi-
bly, this thinking comes in the way of develop«
ment of true and professional relationship with
customers, Customer relation is a neceesity
not a luxury for businass success.

Relation between any t'vo or more parties
will develop only if there is mutual benefit. |t
is not conftned only to customer relafions. It
is equally applicable in social reiations (like
marriages) and friendly relations or intellectuat
relations (like exchange of knowledge and
ideas). Only differentiating factor could be
that in some relations benefit could be in
monetary tarms and in some others the bensfit
cou'!d be in non-monetary terms,

Similarly, a true customer relation is possi-
ble if and when both customer and marketeer
perceive benefits to them. Obviously. a mar-
kateer will not be intarested in a business dsal
if expenses are more than revenue, On the
other hand, a customer will not patronise a
product/service if he/she perceives poor value
for money’ unless the organisation is in a
‘seller's market’ which is rare in today s compe-
tite situation.

But, the question arises as to whether the
present customer relation programmas of vari-
ous private as well as public sector organiza-
tions really stem from the desire to provide
benefit to customers. The answer is not a sure
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‘yes’. Customer relation programmes like
Customer’s Day in banks and other programmes

in private organisations are questionable on the -
ground that thay are superficial,

Madhukar (1890} observes in his book,
Dynamics of Bank Marketing’ that the initial
business transatisn becomes a starting point...,
to establish relationship that ensures repeat
business, Here again, certain measures like
design of quality service and creatian of posi-
tive corrporare image which are necessary for
preparing the customer to have relation with
business are ignored. In brief customer rela-
tion should not be viewed as a post-purchase
exercise, rather a comprehensive phenomenon
covering both creation and delivery of satisfy-
ing product/service,

Without much change in the worth (value)
of the product/service offered, what is the
meaning in trying for customer relation during
post purchase psricd ? People who are not
oriented towards marketing may cel: it as an
extended step of exploitation, Therefcre, any
organisation which intencs to develep custo-
mer relation should achieve customer satisfac-
tion. As customer relation seceks to ensure
sustained customer satifaction, inijtial satisfac~
tion is fundamental to customer relation.

Emphasising <n customer relationship
marketing, Kotier (199-+, p. 48) suggests the
five different levels : dasic. reaciive, aécount-
able proactive and partnership, Bus customer
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relationship is used here in a restrictive sense
to mean enly sale or post sale a<tivities. There-
fore, the.relationship marketing does not cover
pre sale activities which will fprepare consu-
mer's mind te have relation with the prospec-
tive enterprise,

Customer Relation through Quality :

The first and foremost in the process of
customer satisfaction is quality. By quality we
do not mean just the conformance to standards
sot by design or quality control department of
the organisatian. Quality is what consumers
expect of a product or service in 8 given come
petitive market. Obviously, it Is a relative
concept where customers compare the offer
against the rest in access. Hence, design and
delivery of quality product/service is funcamen-
“tal to customer relation.

A comprehensive view of customer relation
may be classified inte two approaches : pro-
active apptroach and reactive approach.

Proactive Approabh

Proactive appreach to customer relation
refors to these which encourage and ipitiate
development of relation between customer and
marketer. Needless to say it is the beginning
of relation between buyer and seller. Here,
the effort to develop positive attitute towards
the company and products may start even
before the existence of the product. Hecse, the
relation between buyer and seller need not
start after the close of the sale, it can originate
even through communication. Specifically, the
meaasures to have proactiva rolations can be
listed as follows : '

1.  Advertising, Publicity and Relations :
Pesitive corporate and product images
can be developed through advertining
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publicity can help consumer to have
realistic expectations about piroduct/
service performance. This can be done
before as well as after sales. While
definitions on public relations are
many, there is agreement among them
about performance and recognition. It
ia observed that PR stands for perfor-
mance and recognition’ {(Wilcox, Ault
and Agree, 1988). Need less to say a
favourable public relation for which
an organisation has to make conscious
efforts wiil create a favourable mind
s8l for customer relation. QObviously,
the emphasis here is more on prepar-
ing customers psychologically to have
relation with the organisation ‘rather
than organisation trying separately and
exclusively for customer relations.§

2. Design and delivery of quality products
to satisfy consumer needs.

3. Effective personal selling will reinforce
mass media Information like advertisirg
and also help in achleving sales.
Kirkpatrick and Russ {1981, p. 383)
suggest certaian steps like learning
names of customers, rememkbering
their preferences and prejudices and
maintaining indiv.dual records to build
sound customser relationship. This
shows that customer relatioonship is
viewed superficically rather thanasa
philosophy throughout the organisa-
tion. Supetficial efforts are short liaing
i 8 customers ate also wise enough to
tndarstand the motives.

Ingrem and LaForge (1989, p. 70) conslider
relationship with customers primarily as a res~
ponsibility of sales persens. Clearly, sales
persons’ respensibilities are that of personel
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sclling. Therefore, they have taken a restrictive
view of customer relation as others.
Reactive Approach

Reactive approach refers te thsse which
prevents cessation of relation with eustomers.
Further, it also prevents termination of corpo-
rate image by negative werd of mouth commu-
cications by dissatisfied customers. Companies,
in this approach provide consumers an easy
avenue to report their grievances and seek
redress. However, reactive approach is not
restricted only to complaints and redressal but
covers suggestions, appreciations and testimo-

nials. The reactive appreach includes the
following :

1. Receiving and redressing complaints :-
Where customers repo:t their dissatis-
faction to manutacturer or seller to
seek redressal such as repair. refund,

replacement or it could be j :. t a dasire .

to have patient hsaring of grisvances,
Unfortunately, many Indian organisa-
tions think that complaints are prob-
lems without realising the fact that
problems lead to complaints and will
become serious if unattend:d.

2. Testimonials ;- Many conrpanies in the
Us like Proctorand Gambls have used
consumer testimonials in their-adver-
tising compaigns.

Scme of the ousumer feed backs help in
ravising intructions for use on the labels, for
example, Procter and Gamble has included
additional instructions on their food packets for
the consumaers iiving in high al‘itudes.

Conclusion

in all, customer relations should not be
viewed in a narrow sence that it is a programe
by which buyer-seller inteaction for understan-
ing and enhancing businass. Additionally, cus-
tomar relation first takes place in the mind than
in business daal. For this, the organisation
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should emphasise on communicating andcon-..
vincing present and potential customers about
total salisfaction Possibly, relationship ‘bet-
ween buyer and seller begins of eXpectatio‘n of
satisfaction and turns to strong relation like
brand loyalty if it deveiops. Therejore, a mar-
ketesr can think of having a true and lasting

felal_ion only when the product/service provides
maximum value for meney. '

Instead, if customer relation is attempted
only as a superficiel step without much of at-
tention to both proactive ar d reactive customer '
relation approaches, it will be artificial, unsuc- :
cessful and branded as explaitative high pres-
sure seliing tactic. In such a case it wili fail

eventually or succeed ti‘'l customers have elter-
natives.

Customer relation in both product and
service organisatiors begins with their offer,
contirues with the consumption and lasts so

long as it is muliually rewarding. Therefore,
customer relation pregrammes should incluge
both prezctive ard resctive epprecacheés so that
every trensacticn is multuaily rewarding and
witl contribuie towards customer relation. A
strong custcmer relation is furdzmental te the
success of any organisationr.
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