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Finding negatives to create positives

You might be concentrating on the things your customer’s love about your business but what about the

things that really piss them off? Ken Burgin rounds up the top offenders.

A LITTLE negativity can sometimes
be useful: tapping into the very hu-
man tendency to complain can yield
a whole range of useful material
when teaching customer service. A
recent workshop on ‘quality service’
was going nowhere fast: a group of
strangers, a cold room and first top-
ic in the morning. So I decided to pop
the cork and ask each table to come
up with their ten pet hates when vis-
iting a restaurant or café. Specific,
not vague and real crimes — not
some made up.

Suddenly the room came to life —
there’s nothing like a little rage to
stoke the conversation. The trainer’s
skill is to use this raw material to
look at what participants are doing
in their own business and ensure

these horrors aren’t being inflicted
on their own customers. Here are the
best (or worst) on the list. Some will
be familiar, and a great way to kick
off the discussion when you next sit
down for a pep session.

Bad coffee. Period. Why has this
one item become such a religion?
Whatever the reason, the passions
are intense and some places are for-
given bad service and scruffy staff if
the black gold is made perfectly.
When you have great coffee, good
service, clean and comfortable sur-
roundings, the combination is un-
beatable.
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menu so everyone’s happy.

No vegetables with the main
course. A puddle of sauce and a
wisp of dill don’t usually make the
meal ‘complete’. Call it a hangover
from a suburban childhood, but sat-
isfying vegetables add to the con-
tentment of diners. Why leave them
out if it annoys people?

No information about the food.
When a tourist restaurant lists ‘vitel-
lo tonnato’ on the menu with no fur-
ther description, you know the ‘sales
prevention officers’ have been at
work. This classic Italian dish of
poached veal with a tuna mayon-
naise is always popular when de-
scribed with enthusiasm. It’s likely
that only one in a hundred of your
customers speak the language, so
the dish won’t sell itself without de-
scriptive words.

No hello, goodbye or even a sign
of recognition. Have you ordered?
Well no actually and I’ve been sitting
here for ten minutes! Sorry...we’ve
just been so busy. Hmmm. When
staff can’t look up from their phone
call and nod hello, they may only be
capable of doing one thing at a time.
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‘The toilet is more than just a convenience. It should be a sanctuary,
and if you can’t keep it clean and fresh, why should I trust your

kitchen hygiene?’

If their choice is between talking and
working, they usually choose to
chat. This one was closely linked to
another of the top gripe from thirty-
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plus customers — if you’re not
young, thin and gorgeous, cus-
tomers may actually ‘disappear’ for
many staff. Hello.

Single people treated as problems.
Cafés love them, restaurants don’t
know what to do with them. Are
they really blocking up a table that’s
needed by a group of four? Singles
often spend more, and even small
signs of care and attention create
loyalty and enthusiasm. We need
more customers like that single din-
er over there, not fewer.

Unisex bathrooms. It’s hard
enough sharing them at home, why
would I want to do this with
strangers? How many of these
would be designed by female archi-
tects? Not very many. This is a spe-
cial note for trendy new bars.

Rock ‘n roll tables and hard
chairs. If ’'m comfortable, chances
are I'll stick around and keep order-
ing. Don’t make it deliberately un-
comfortable to make my stay short.
The chair is a subtle but powerful
signal about comfort and quality.

Music that only a teenage could
love. At the workshop, there was
plenty of animated discussion about
what type of music should be
played, and who makes the call on
the selection — the manager, the

staff or the customers? But everyone
agreed it should add to the experi-
ence not upset it.

Scary bathrooms without a mir-
ror, a shelf and a hook. Demand-
ing? Not really. The toilet is more
than just a convenience. It should be
a sanctuary, and if you can’t keep it
clean and fresh, why should I trust
your kitchen hygiene?

Nothing local on the menu. This is
often a sin in areas with great pro-
duce and food. Dishing up the same
old same old from the freezer does-
n’t cut it anymore, if you’re promot-
ing a quality product.

No website. You mean I have to
cross town to visit your restaurant
and take a punt on the menu? What
have you got against people who use
computers, as we all know they of-
ten spend more?

Recognise anything on this list?
Remember them when trying to im-
prove the overall quality and service
in you restaurant and café. Could
these be the reason you’re not as
busy as last year?

Ken Burgin is a leading hospitality
industry consultant. To find out
more visit profitablehospitality.com
or call 1800 001 353.
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