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Keep ‘em happy if you want to keep ‘em:  Approaching Customer Care 
By Tim Young 
 
The 2009 JD Power rankings betray an interesting situation.  The results of their customer 
satisfaction surveys for the US market are divided into four regional categories (South, North Central, 
East, West).  Under the category of telephone service providers, the top spots in every region go to 
cable operators.  Cox in the East and the West.  Bright House in the South.  WOW! (Wide Open 
West) in the North Central.   
 
So cable owns top marks for the voice market.  And for television service?  You guessed it.  Telcos 
get top honors.  Verizon FiOS in the East, AT&T U-Verse in the other three markets. 
 
What can we make of this?  Have these companies had it backwards all along?  Have they just 
recently become aware that they’re actually much better at providing a service different from the one 
they’ve provided for years before expanding into a multi-play environment?  
 
Hogwash. 
 

 
 
The performance on the JD Power survey comes down to a couple of elements.  Competitive players 
coming from a different traditional service model are willing to spend more to win a customer, and 
then give that customer more for less.  
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“Phone company reluctant to give you unlimited nationwide calling to anyone for 30 bucks a month?  
Switch to our digital voice!  Bundle!” 
 
“Tired of your cable operator giving you the shaft?  Come over to our digital video service and we’ll 
treat you right!” 
 
But it isn’t just the eager companies.  It’s the customers, too.  It’s the end consumer who has been 
given limited choice for a long time, and now that they have the option to switch to an altogether 
different type of service provider, they’re doing it.  And they’re crowing about how good the change 
feels.  In part, it’s a novelty effect.  However, in an environment in which no one can afford to lose 
business, it’s a serious concern. 
 
If you want to keep your customers, it’s not enough to maintain. You have to find ways to continue 
to impress and excel.  As much as we’d like to think that the customer/provider relationship is like a 
marriage, or even a friendship, it’s not.  As Wal-Mart founder Sam Walton said, and as I quoted in 
this month’s letter from the editor, "There is only one boss. The customer.  And he can fire 
everybody in the company from the chairman on down, simply by spending his money somewhere 
else."   
 

 
 
Holding On 
 
“Customer care” means an awful lot of things to an awful lot of people.  It‘s a bit of a Rorschach test 
for software/solutions vendors.  Ask a billing vendor, and they’ll say customers want better billing.  
Service management guys?  QoS.  As H.M. Tomlinson wrote in The Gift, “We see things not as they 
are, but as we are ourselves.” 
 
So let’s, instead, work backwards.  Let’s see what CSPs are doing that’s effective. 
One thing they’re doing is making promises they feel fairly sure that they can keep.  That’s especially 
valuable for customers who are switching to a company with a different access technology.  
“Verizon’s flagship wireline service, FiOS, is in large demand, but changing to a new TV or Internet 
service can be unsettling,” said Bill Kula, a spokesman for Verizon.  “With this Service Commitment, 
we’re making a promise to our new FiOS customers that their transition to more advanced home-
entertainment and communication services will be smooth and easy, because we will stay with our 
customers every step of the way.”   
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And promises can matter a great deal, provided they’re backed by actionable steps for ensuring that 
those promises are kept. 
 
“The centerpiece of the Service Commitment is direct communication between the new FiOS 
customer and the Verizon team,” said Kula.  “Under the commitment, the Verizon technician who 
installed the service will be available to ensure the customer’s service is working and to answer 
questions from day one.”  This is where things get interesting and where we see the importance of 
direct customer interaction.  “New customers get a direct phone number to reach the technician who 
installed their service, should they have any questions after the work is done.”  
 
Consumers are skittish.  They all know what voice-mail-Hell feels like, and, if they’re anything like 
me, they’d rather be serenaded by a dental drill than deal with, say, a telecom bill error just because 
they don’t want to wade through a million voicemail boxes to finally talk to someone who 
understands their problem and can actually do something about it. 
 
Kula said that Verizon takes that one step farther, as well.  “Verizon service employees will also check 
in by phone with new customers within the first 30 to 45 days of installation to answer any questions, 
review the customers’ first bill and ensure they know how to reach Verizon round-the-clock for any 
future needs.”  
  
Kula also mentioned that helping customers understand how to optimize their experience by learning 
what their technology can really do is important.  “Ongoing training sessions are available at select 
area Verizon Plus retail stores,” said Kula, “where customers can come in with equipment or system 
questions during store hours and get hands-on demonstrations and answers to their questions. “ 
 
In addition, helping customers help themselves is important.  Kula points to Verizon’s success with a 
targeted, customizable web-based self-service tool available to customers.  “The use of the online 
self-service site has produced more than 33 million visits year to date in 2009, an increase of more 
than 70 percent as compared to the same time in 2008,” said Kula.  More self-service means less 
headcount and better numbers, at least in theory.   
 
 
However, it’s no secret that some customers just want to talk to someone with the expertise to help 
resolve a problem and the authority to directly fix it.  For large, multi-play companies, that can mean 
specialization.  “Verizon operates more than 15 Fiber Solutions Centers in the U.S. that are focused 
exclusively on helping customers with any FiOS-related questions they have, including upgrading 
speeds, adjusting their set-top box, asking questions about video on demand services and more,” 
said Kula.  “Verizon also operates a large number of call centers that are dedicated to helping our 
DSL-based High Speed Internet customers and are staffed with customer service officials who are 
experts in the use of our copper-based High Speed Internet service.”  That specialization is 
important, provided customers know who to contact in the event of any issues they may be 
experiencing with their service. 
 
Just the beginning. 
 
However, even CSPs who can’t afford tremendous call centers, and who needn’t be concerned about 
specialization because they only offer one product can gather new customers and explore new ways 
to keep them happy.   Novelty fades, but even in the lean times, consumers retain communications 
services to stay in touch, stay informed, and stay entertained.  You’ve just got to keep them happy. 
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