Are You About To Hire, Or are Harbouring, A Customer Killer?

Last week I related a personal story of how failing to test prospective employees for mental ability can lead to customer relationship disasters. This week I wanted to touch on personality as a driver (or destroyer) of customer service.

Two weeks ago my friend’s wife decided to buy her daughter a magazine subscription for Christmas. When she ordered, she asked if the subscription could be started in January so she could make it a surprise gift on Christmas Day. She was advised that this would be no problem, gave her credit card details, and hung up happily striking another name off the Christmas shopping list. 

Last week, her puzzled daughter called to say thanks for the magazine; a Christmas surprise gift blown! Furious, she called the subscription dept – she was told the “system” doesn’t operate that way, despite what she may have been promised. She then asked to speak to the manager and was told he was too busy. After, several calls, she managed to get to the manager who basically stood his ground. My friend’s wife suggested a simple apology and one month added to the subscription (ie December’s issue free) would suffice. She was told this could not be done. By now she is unbelievably vexed and said she would like to cancel the total subscription. The manager said it was too late to do that and there was nothing she could do about it as her credit card had already been processed. 

This is not an isolated story. I experience bad customer service many times a week. Companies lose millions of dollars through employing front line staff who are just not driven to serve. Customer service guru, Ian Brooks says 68% of customers leave a supplier because of an employee’s attitude towards them. The above story begs two questions; can you identify customer service ability before hiring? And after hiring, can you train employees in customer service? 

Customer service is driven by one’s innate personality. In this world there are people who love to help, people who get great internal gratification out of assisting others; Mother Teresa would be an extreme example. On the other side of the coin there are people who have a low need to be liked and really don’t see a need to put themselves out to assist others. They really don’t give “two hoots” about the other person’s feelings or their needs. The world revolves around them. The subscription manager and his call centre employee sound like good examples.

Customer service can be taught. Anyone can learn the methods and processes that will enhance customer service – it’s the “can” part of the job – does a person know how to deliver customer service? But there is a big difference between “can do” and “will do”. This “will” is driven by one’s innate personality disposition. If a person does not have the innate personality drivers of service motivation, empathy and sociability, no amount of customer service training will make them into service superstars.

Can you test for customer service ability before hiring, you bet. Most validated personality assessments can give you good pointers to personality attributes that drive customer service. At AssessSystems we have been using Rembrandt Portrait for over 6 years. This assessment measures several key personality traits that can tell us if a candidate will be competent in this area. These are: sociability (extroversion/introversion), empathy/listening and motivation to serve. Supportive traits measured are: assertion and aggression. Assessing a person’s score on these six personality dimensions will give us a good insight into whether he/she has the “will” to serve. These innate personality drivers cannot be assessed through interview. Gut feel is no substitute for a robust, structured selection system that uses a behavioural-based interview, aggressive reference/background checking and a valid psychometric profile. 

Understanding the personality dimensions that influence customer service will tell you if you’re about to employ a customer service king or killer.

