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Foreword

			In my years of speaking and training professionals to be more effective in the workplace, there is a constant: It is a forever battle between sharing what people want versus what they need. There are those who see training as a threat, like someone offering them an endless indefinite walk through a desert. Then there are others who see training as an outstanding opportunity to grow. If you can discover the blend of information, writing style, and storytelling, a breakthrough can occur.

			I first met Chris after noticing his posts online about my book, QBQ! The Question Behind the Question. When I sent him a note of gratitude, he shared how much QBQ! helped his business and offered to write a review of QBQ! Minutes later, there was a beautifully written five-star review online that blew my socks off.

			Over time, Chris and I kept in touch. When I joined him for an interview on his podcast, I remember thinking he is the kind of person I’d want in the front row of my own speaking engagements. Simply put, Chris is a learner who demonstrates a positive attitude mixed with gratitude as he engages in meaningful conversation.

			So, here we are now with a book authored by Chris, the learner. I’m grateful to have played a part in his business, book writing, and personal development. More importantly, his message of Customer Service has never been more essential than it is today. Through critical information, delightful storytelling, and a relatable style of writing, this book can be the tool you’re looking for to become even more effective tomorrow than you are today!

			So get started right now—and enjoy!

			John G. Miller

			Author of QBQ!

			QBQ.com

			Denver, Colorado USA





Preface

			I was paralyzed. My hands were frozen to the steering wheel, and the exhaust of my old Mustang was the only reminder to my brain that I wasn’t completely catatonic. I wanted desperately to get out, but I couldn’t. Had there been smartphones in 1999 or dashboard cameras in 1968 Mustangs, they would have seen me in the driver’s seat, my body language as if I were being held at gunpoint by someone hiding in the back. But there was no gun, and there was no one else in the car—I was being held captive by my nerves.

			From the outside, you would have just seen an old Mustang with the headlights off and the engine running, but inside was a guy who desperately wanted to start a new life and find an identity—and was already five minutes late for an interview that was only ten feet away.

			What I wanted, to interview for a job as a dance teacher, was stifled by what I wasn’t willing to do: get out of my car.

			So, with every fiber of my heart screaming for me to snap out of it, to walk in, face my fear, and interview for the job, I made up my mind: I decided to drive home. My nervous brain went to work trying to soothe my poor choice with its own version of pop-up banner ads for me to click on to rationalize my stupidity. They probably didn’t really want you to interview tonight anyway, one would say, or it was probably just a scam, you saved yourself the trouble. Each one of these thoughts was part of a greatest-hits playlist I had collected over the years to rationalize my poor effort, performance, or decision-making. If there was a recipe for regret, then I was a master chef.

			The regret stung for a while, but eventually, retreating from that interview was something that shifted further into the back of my mind, like a new best friend you meet at a week-long summer camp that you’ll never see again. In a way, this story is no different from so many customers in any industry in the world.

			At some point, the customers you’ve seen (or never met) have reached the perimeter of their comfort zone—alone. Maybe they aren’t sitting in an old Mustang, but they certainly let old behavior override a new adventure—no matter how wonderful and life-changing that adventure may be.

			Think of how much our civilization has changed in a field like medicine. The brainpower, technology, and research dedicated to extending or saving someone’s life is dramatically different from generation to generation. But when it comes to saving the lifespan of a customer, too many businesses are experiencing too many losses.

			In the case of my job interview, I got home, slapped myself in the face, screamed in the mirror, and scraped together the courage to show up the following day for an interview I was now a day late for. In the case of our customers, we don’t often get a second chance like that.

			In a business landscape that has gone through drastic changes around the world, we can’t afford to rely on second chances. We can’t allow our customer-saving tools to be dirty or our ability to diagnose communication breakdowns to be numb. A Civil War doctor could still be called a doctor regardless of their mortality rate, just like a customer service representative can still be called a professional regardless of the service they provide.

			That can change when we invest our brainpower, technology, and research into customer service. This can be your start. The beginning of a mission to acquire the skills to save a single customer that would have otherwise abandoned their shopping cart, discontinued using your product, or chosen to retreat to their comfort zone.

			Every day of my job at Arthur Murray Dance Studio is a reminder of how close I came to missing this path of my life entirely. Hopefully, someone will look at your business, the service they received, and the joy your product brought to them with the same gratitude.





Introduction

			There’s a magical phrase that can turn grown men into grumpy walking hat stands: “I just want to go try a few things on.” I heard this phrase many years ago, on the night of our anniversary, when my wife, Daisey, dragged me along to shop for a new outfit. When we got to the store, she hung all of her earthly belongings on my limbs and bolted off through clothing-store Disneyland. Having done this many times before, I knew the drill. I found a comfy spot outside the fitting room and, as per the terms and services agreement outlined in my marriage, I proceeded to give feedback on her outfits as she modeled them.

			This wasn’t a new activity, but it was a new store. Since this was in the ancient times before the iPhone, I’m sure I looked bored out of my mind as I waited for her. Then, a question changed everything: “Hey man, do you want a beer or something while you wait?”

			It took me by surprise. Here was a store employee that I hadn’t seen when we walked in, and he suddenly appears offering me a beer? Maybe this was a euphemism of some sort or a trick wives play on their husbands to see just how disinterested they are in shopping for clothes. Whatever it was, it sounded too good to be true. All of those thoughts were articulated when I responded to the store employee with confusion. But he just smiled and said, “You look like you could use a beer. We’ve got Heineken in the back. Is that okay?”

			Heineken? That was my beer of choice. “Sure!” I blurted out. When he handed me the beer, I was no longer a grumpy walking hat stand; I was just a guy, reclining in a chair, holding a Heineken while his wife shopped. Not bad. It was ice cold, and maybe it was the circumstances, but it was the best Heineken I’ve ever had.

			Based on the clothing, Daisey was falling in love with the store; based on the beer, I couldn’t blame her. I was enjoying myself. My beer angel came by to check in on me. He offered me another beer and mentioned, casually, “You know, with your tall and lean build, our menswear would fit you really well.” When you have the long arms of a basketball player, finding dress shirts that fit, and look good, is about as easy as Indiana Jones finding the Ark of the Covenant—not easy at all. He continued, “What are you, a thirty-six/thirty-seven sleeve?” And he was spot on. As I answered in the affirmative, I was stunned yet impressed. “Then this is going to be your new favorite store.” And it was. Shopping at that store became a regular tradition for us for almost a decade afterward. As great as the clothes were, and they sure did fit great, it was the customer service we kept going back for.

			Now, I look back on that beer moment, and I can appreciate it not just as the consumer but also as someone who has been training customer service professionals for over two decades.

			I work in the ballroom dance industry where our service desk is the space between our elbows (we literally hold our clients in our arms) and faking the connection we create is impossible. It’s close-range, high-touch service, and it takes a lot of hard work to make what we do look easy.

			In the case of my beer guy, he was smooth, the conversation was natural, and his service skills were most certainly the byproduct of great training. He made it look easy, which is what great customer service should be like; he could definitely have worked in our industry, without question. His company’s investment in the beer, and their training program, definitely paid off.
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			Unfortunately, for every story like this, there are countless interactions where the service is forced, impersonal, or nonexistent. The type of service that makes you want to put the word service in air quotes. The kind that makes you wonder where the manager is, what the hiring standards are, or what the culture of the organization is as a whole. Studies show that bad customer service is responsible for over $60 billion in lost revenue, and that number is increasing every year. In another study, over 80 percent of participating company executives stated that customer service was their number one priority. You don’t have to be a customer service conspiracy theorist to see the irony here.

			For years, great service was a way to differentiate a business from its competition. Today, with competition coming from all over the world and a pandemic changing the business landscape as we know it, customer service skills might be the difference between a business keeping their doors open and one closing for good.

			The bottom line is this: customer service has never been more important than it is today.

			As a business owner, I felt like every book I read on sales, communication, leadership, and human behavior was extending my education so I could better equip my staff. So, I wanted to write the kind of book that I would love to find and read on a work trip, use as a catalyst for staff training, and/or create a competitive advantage for my business.

			As a father of five, and someone who loves to read to his kids, I know how quickly attention spans can shift. So, each chapter of this book includes a story to keep you engaged and entertained, and to help drive home a clear example of the teaching.

			As a teacher, I know that information is only as valuable as the application you put behind it. Some of the best advice I ever received in my career came from my old boss, Bobby Gonzalez, who said, “If you want to be great at this job, you just need two things: good health and an open mind.” This book could be the catalyst that improves your business, or it could be a waste of space on your bookshelf. Good health and an open mind will determine how you see and use it.

			The late Zig Ziglar sold cookware before he became a famous author and speaker. John Maxwell was a preacher before he became an expert on leadership. While their industries may be different from yours, there is one common denominator: people. I’ll tell you right away that this book includes some stories about dancing, but at the heart of it all, according to author Brené Brown, is “just people, people, people.”

			This book takes you through three stages:

			1.The Choreography: I’ll introduce the primary concepts of high-touch service. We’ll cover our Customer Service Components—the building blocks of our choreography. This will apply to any product or service and equip you and your team beyond the dos and don’ts of a basic training manual.

			2.The Connection: You’ll learn how to add more depth to your service choreography, take the guesswork out of how to create a great experience, and make a more lasting impression with your clients.

			3.The Commitment: We’ll explore how the choreography works when there are objections, misunderstandings, and other pressurized situations.

			 

			Every great monument, bridge, or building began with a bold idea, a builder willing to take on the challenge, and a blueprint. Whether it’s the Wright brothers or Elon Musk, history is filled with stories where the skeptics far outnumbered the visionaries. In the world of dance instruction, we know a lot about skeptics. Our product is something that people love the idea of but are convinced they’re incapable of doing. We deal with fears and phobias that have become affixed to people’s identities, only to see that all wash away when they allow us to teach them.

			Fixing customer service is no different. The divide between the service we deliver and the service we want might be wide—so wide that people believe that reaching the other side is a fool’s errand. Who’s to say that you can’t be the visionary, the engineer that constructs the bridge that can change your skills, your career, and your industry? This is your blueprint, and I’m so grateful to have a chance to explore it with you.





Chapter 1

			The Secret Mission

			The doorbell chimed. It was dark enough, and rainy enough, to make anyone wonder: Who would be here at a time like this? I flipped on the porch light, and in front of me was a young boy, about ten years old, drenched and holding a bucket. My heart went out to him immediately. “Hey, can I help you?” Instead of responding, he reached into his pocket and produced a laminated card.

			“Hello,” he read from the card, which looked older than he was, “my name is Joey, and I’m raising money to improve the lives of disadvantaged youth in our city.” Then, like a pirate revealing his treasure, he lifted the lid on his bucket. As someone who had sold everything from chocolate bars to cookbooks for school fundraisers in grade school, I was hoping the bucket would contain more of the former, and not the latter. I heaved a sigh of relief to see an assortment of candy and chocolate bars, but then one thing caught my eye, and I tuned everything else out: Red Vines, my movie-watching treat of choice—I could eat them by the tub. At that point, I was Joey’s captive audience. The only problem? I was Joey’s captive audience.

			Joey continued his presentation, and I was stuck. I tried smiling, nodding, giving every sign that I was on his side and ready to purchase. But he kept reading, as steady as the rain pouring down behind him; he was determined to read every last word on his script. My eyes darted from the licorice, to Joey, to the script, and as he continued to share all of the specific details of his cause, my heart went out to him. How many people would wait this long to buy some candy? I realized that every line of Joey’s script must have felt like a recipe to him. And once he assembled all the ingredients, I would buy on the spot. But all I was thinking was, Get to the pitch. Just ask me if I want to buy some candy. My hopes began to rise as he set his script down, but they were dashed immediately as he started to describe the inventory of his candy tub. At this, I stopped him and asked, “Hey, buddy, how much for the Red Vines?”

			“Five dollars,” he said. My internal price point was far, far lower, but my affinity for the licorice, and the fact that I’d endured the entire presentation, prompted me to take some corrective action.

			I grabbed a pen and a small notebook and handed them to Joey. Right there, on the porch on a rainy winter’s night, I gave a ten-year-old kid a lesson on how to improve his presentation. I assured him that I’d be purchasing something if he could deliver this new and improved pitch. We edited down the presentation to the bare essentials. Since I knew he could read from a script, this new, leaner version would be a breeze in comparison. At first, he eyed me as if expecting a prank. But I kept assuring him, kept teaching him, and he diligently wrote everything down. “Now I’m going to close the door again,” I said, “You knock, I’ll answer, and then you give your new presentation.” He knocked on the door and began.

			“Hi, I’m Joey, and I know it’s late,” he said. I nodded my approval, and he opened up the bucket: “But maybe this will help. I could read you this long message,” he held up his script, “or I could just tell you that everything I sell in this bucket will help me go to college. So, can you help me with that?”

			After he’d recited the new and improved pitch, I bought all the Red Vines he had.
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			Whether or not you’re selling candy door-to-door, there’s something about Joey’s story that anyone in customer service can benefit from: a new point of view. Like so many others, he was doing everything that was asked of him: visiting houses, reading his script, opening his candy bucket, and hoping that added up to more candy sold. When people said no, I’m sure he was trained to accept the rejection, wave goodbye, and move on. But where’s the improvement in all of that?

			I taught Joey something I call The Secret Mission, and it’s exactly what you’re going to learn next. It’s also important to note that, though this book is about customer service, service without sales is like a movie without Red Vines, at least for me anyway. Whether it’s being of service or delivering a service, service and sales are symbiotic partners.

			The Secret Mission is the best place to start in our journey through Service Choreography because it’s how everyone I’ve trained learns to present ideas with confidence, to clarify a better path to the product, to create more value in the process, and to take ownership in the idea, even if they aren’t owners of the company.

			The Secret Mission: What It Is and Why It Matters

			Mr. and Mrs. Simmons canceled more dance lessons than they took in my one year of teaching them. It was incredible. Each time they’d arrive, I’d be surprised that they’d actually shown up, and they’d be surprised that they had forgotten everything I had taught them. It was as if we were replaying their first lesson, step by step, once a month. Each time I’d schedule their lesson, something would inevitably get in the way, and by their ninth lesson, they were blaming me for their lack of progress. When I look back on their lessons, they might have been right.

			The Secret Mission is the point in customer service where you can see a flaw in the status quo and present an alternative that will lead to a better experience. I never did that with Mr. and Mrs. Simmons, not once. I taught their lessons. I was polite, professional, and even smiled while they questioned my ability to teach them, but I never changed my delivery. I gave them the service they expected but didn’t deliver the right service.

			Knowing what I know now, and how it turned out for them, I would have mustered up the courage to challenge their strategy instead of being the victim of it. I would have let them know that they had exactly the right dance program but entirely the wrong schedule. I would have been the leader they needed instead of the follower they’ve now forgotten like so many dance steps.

			If I had the courage to say that, to stand in the face of the status quo and deliver my Secret Mission, then Mr. and Mrs. Simmons would have had the opportunity to share a lifetime of dance moments together. Even if they declined the option, I would have had the satisfaction in knowing that I gave them the option. Instead, I’m left with regret for what could have been, and they’ve probably long forgotten about the year they took dance lessons.

			Every company, in every industry, will have some version of this story, the one that got away. Not only is it prevalent, but it’s also bound to repeat itself. Leadership expert John Maxwell said in his book No Limits: Blow the Cap Off Your Capacity, “Everything worthwhile in life—everything you want, everything you desire to achieve, everything you want to receive—is uphill. The problem is that most of us have uphill dreams but downhill habits. And that’s why we have a cap on our production capacity.”

			Fair warning: The Secret Mission is a choice to go uphill, to challenge the gravitational pull of what’s easy with our customers, and to deliver a message that could be the difference between a forgotten experience and a lasting one.

			The Three Secret Mission Types

			Now it’s time for us to take this concept and turn it into something that you can use with your next client. There are three Secret Mission types to give you some variety in your Service Choreography and some ideas below on where and how to apply each one.

			1.The Opportunity: How to turn an ordinary option into an enticing opportunity. “Not many people know about this route, but it will save you an hour each way if you take it.”

			2.The Challenge: When low expectations are met head on with a vision of optimism, you have The Challenge. “Everyone out there doesn’t think you have what it takes to win, here’s how we’re going to shut them all up.”

			3.The Forecast: A bold prediction of what will take place if they follow your plan. “And then, when you receive that award, just know, I’ll be celebrating the journey you’ve gone through to get it.”

			 

			What type of response to your plan do you foresee? Think of the desired reactions to a surprise party, home show makeover, or wedding dress reveal. “This is going to bring them to tears!”

			Secret Mission: The Opportunity

			The Secret Menu

			“No one knows that the best dessert we serve isn’t really even on the menu,” the waiter said (with the confident grin of an infomercial host) to a pair of women in business attire seated a few feet away from me. It was Friday, and I was picking up “date night to go” from our favorite steak house, a fancy meal we’d eat after the kids went to bed. As soon as I overheard him, I became a professional eavesdropper. I needed to know what this dessert was. His audience took the cue and leaned in like a huddle of high school students sharing lunch and juicy gossip. I watched as he flipped over the menu and began the restaurant equivalent of a magic show. He pointed to the menu and began to describe the side dishes. In my mind, I took an inventory of them: au gratin potatoes, Brussels sprouts, creamed spinach. What strange dessert magic was this guy suggesting? I couldn’t see how any of them could have qualified as a dessert. But he continued, “We take our sweet potato casserole, hot out of the oven” he said, and then, with a little sleight of hand, deftly flipped to the back of the menu and pointed, “and then, we add a scoop of vanilla ice cream on top. Hands down, it’s our best dessert.” There were plenty of guttural responses of approval, my own included.

			It wasn’t just the mystery of it all, or my insatiable love for sweet potato casserole—it was the departure from the norm and the confidence of his delivery. He was a Secret Mission artist. He presented the status quo (the menu), presented an exclusive option (the secret dessert), and shared it all in a fun conversational manner, like a secret among friends. This guy was a real pro. Whether he knew it or not, he was creating an experience out of something that could easily be forgotten. Case in point: This secret dessert scene happened years ago, and I still can’t stop thinking about it. I’m not sure I can say that about many other menu items I’ve encountered in my life. That’s the power of presenting your product as an Opportunity.

			Applying the Choreography: “Would you like to sign up for our loyalty program?”

			Loyalty programs have become a regular part of the retail industry, providing valuable customer data and offering special rewards in exchange.

			The Problem?

			Shoppers have adapted. Like the infomercials of the 1990s and the pop-up ads of the early 2000s, the loyalty programs so prevalent since 2010 have begun to decline. In a study of more than thirty-four thousand
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