Linguistics Model of Customer Service

a systems approach to service delivery

Insight summarized from David Kinney, Principal, I-Path Solutions

Duke

Overview

One of my favorite things to do is discover a fundamental knowledge most overlook, yet all could gain from if they understood and practiced its principles.  I met an amazing fellow with a fine, Scottish accent who said he had a Linguistics Model for customer service.  The model was simple to understand yet profound in uncovering communication gaps between internal and external customers.  David Kinney, who is a principal at I-Path Solutions, shared the systems thinking model that revolutionalizes our ability to serve our customers if we could get past our own communication barriers.

Customer-Performer interactions is easily understood between the ultimate customer and the service provider.  But a systems view of the service cycle treats ALL the interactions between individuals and processes as a customer-performer relation.  All our processes operate on the premise of request, conditions of satisfaction, promise, declaration of completion and declaration of satisfaction.  I believe understanding and employing this model can have a dramatic effect throughout the organization.  Let’s walk through the model.
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Customer initiates a request
It all begins with a request or offer.  Included in the request are conditions of satisfaction, a common background of obviousness, future actions to be taken by the hearer and the time to complete the task.  This is the preparation for a well-articulated request.  Intrinsic is that both customer and performer have a concern about the action requested.

· If the customer cannot articulate their conditions of satisfaction, the chance of the performer delivering it is a guess.  Some customers don’t know what will satisfy them, so the performer should inquire about the characteristics of satisfaction until they become clearer to the customer.  Many a service company have gone broke attempting to guess what will satisfy the customer (in terms of completion, loyalty) and giving too little or offering too much service at a price the customer is not willing to pay.

· A background of obviousness is the mutual understanding of the entitlement or expectation that surrounds the request.  When a customer takes clothes to the cleaners, getting clothes back clean, on a hangar, in a plastic cover, and intact is an expectation.  Error comes when what’s obvious to one party is not obvious to the other.  Clarity checks designed around the conditions of satisfaction by the performer will minimize this type error.

· Time is needed as a condition of completion of when the request is needed.

Linguistics lesson: How we make a request or offer to internal customers in business can have an impact on the perception of its importance.  Weak requests might sound like: Would you consider, would you mind, somebody should, it would be nice if.  These requests infer the performer has an option in the conditions of satisfaction.  Performative requests might sound like:  I strongly encourage, urge, advise, propose, insist.  These magnify the requests importance to the performer.  

Performer makes a promise

This is in the commitment phase of the model.  It’s where the performer assimilates the conditions of satisfaction and negotiates with the customer a commitment to deliver that service.  Implicit is a mutual promise that the customer will be satisfied when the performer meets the conditions.  Elements of a promise are similar to the elements of a request:  Conditions of satisfaction, background of obviousness, future actions to be performed to fulfill the promise and time.

Linguistic lesson:  A promise has both weak and performative categories.  Weak promises sound like: I’ll do my best, as soon as possible, maybe, sure.  Performative promises might include: commit, accept, assure, agree, decline.  These elevate the intention of the performer.  

The commitment phase can request an amendment to the mutual promise without necessarily damaging satisfaction of the customer.  An empowered culture allows performer to make counter offers of performance to renegotiate conditions of promise.  Such negotiation could allow for business constraints without sacrificing customer satisfaction.  Many times customers are willing to adjust terms of delivery, if they were just given the opportunity.  

Performer declares completion

This is the performance phase of the model that declares all conditions of satisfactions are met.  It assures that what was mutually promised is delivered.  This is a critical point in the service cycle, for it represents the integrity of the performer (and possible loyalty of the customer).  It amazes me how the person at McDonald’s delivery window will read back what was promised (which assures understanding) without necessarily checking the sack’s content (which assumes the sacker loaded it).  

Customer declares they are satisfied.

Before the service cycle can be complete, the performer must hear from the customer that they were satisfied (the declaration phase).  Most performers who deliver on the conditions of satisfaction assume the customer must be satisfied.  Not all customers know what will satisfy them at the request phase, so checking this at the declaration phase is essential.  Most restaurants are good at getting a satisfaction declaration before the billing transaction.  If 100% customer service is desired, other industry would be wise to follow suit.

Sometimes customer satisfaction can be manipulated.  This sounds harsh, but by requesting the customer to declare if they are satisfied, it influences them to make the same response when the satisfaction survey comes around.  Even if they weren’t fully honest with their declaration.  

Conclusion: If our staff and processes incorporated this detail of service, the inefficiency of miscommunication in carrying out tasks that deliver service would be eclipsed.  Try personally using it on your interactions to see how it could be deployed.  Below is a systems view of the Linguistics Model maps a service through the organization.
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