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Welcome to this, the premier issue of 
Customer First, the Official Journal of the 
National Customer Service Association.  I am 
very proud of all the hard work that has gone 
into this publication and our newly expanded 
NCSA website. Every reader and visitor to the 
NCSA website will find numerous ways to  
advance his or her customer service skills.

 The focus of this issue—and every issue that follows—is to 
remind us of the reason our companies exist and why our jobs 
exist:  to take exceptional care of our customers—plain and simple.  
Even when customer service is our primary responsibility, we can 
find ourselves too busy and  we can lose our focus.  We become 
caught up in the daily struggle of the impossibility of multi-tasking 
and, as unintentional as it might be, take our sights off the people 
who make the biggest contribution to our business—our customers.
 The reality is that customers do not forget.  They are drawn to 
the businesses that show genuine care for them—ones in which 
they can trust time and time again, to do the right thing.  Technol-
ogy has made this world very small from a business perspective.  
Except in rare circumstances, few of us have a product that some-
one else doesn’t offer.  And price matching guarantees have 
become almost as commonplace as the air we breathe.  So, the 
bottom line is that you will win or you will lose your customers 
based upon the strength of your commitment to them.  We must 
understand and take care of our customers.  Not when it is conve-
nient for you to do so, but each and every time.  Organizations that 
are successful know this and do this.
 We must be a continuous learners in the customer service 
arena.   What was good enough last year or even last week, prob-
ably isn’t good enough today if you want to enhance your competi-
tive advantage.

Best wishes,

C. William Crutcher, President
National Customer Service Association

Customer First is a publication of the National Customer Service Association. All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be used without written permission.

NATIONAL CUSTOMER
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When I was asked to share our views and direction in 
customer service, I found it challenging to put into 
words what we at The DoubleTree by Hilton in Bloom-
ington, IL, communicate to our tens of thousands of 
guests each year. Then it hit me! We do not teach our 
staff how to give our guests great customer service; we 
educate them on our culture. Customer service is our 
culture, and it all starts with engaging our customers.

The Engagement
I view customer service as very simple. Customer 
service is nothing more than engagement and commu-
nication. Engagement means that when you honestly 
take the time to engage with a customer, guest or 
client, he will connect with you, and that conversation 
will translate to a higher level of confidence. You are 
not just “telling” your guests the answer to their ques-
tions; instead, you upgrade what would otherwise be a 
simple response to a conversation, which in turn 
becomes a warm, friendly exchange. As an example, at 
our hotel, we have 25 to 30 Diamond Hilton Honor 
members who stay with us on a weekly basis, so 
engagement becomes very important. They have 

become not only our valued customers—they are now 
part of our family. We find that our staff members 
communicate with each other regarding our guests, 
sharing a little about them, where they may be from, 
their likes, what floor they prefer, what time they may 
come back to our hotel after work, who they travel 
with, how many nights a week they are here, etc. Now, 
that person has engaged another staff member, who 
will now be able to better engage with those guests. 
So as this exchange of information progresses (and it 
will in a very short period of time), I find that those 
guests, who may have met only one employee, are 
now being addressed and engaged by other employ-
ees as if they have known them for a very long time. 
Take away the formal, stuffy, uptown approach and 
engage your guests and customers with a caring, inter-
ested, professional manner. This approach will 
increase their comfort in you and build their trust, 
because they will always know that you want to take 
care of their needs. This sense of confidence becomes 
what we call the Travelers Reward.

The Travelers Reward
When I was starting my career, I wanted to travel. Travel 
made me feel important. It was sought after, it was sexy, 

and when I told someone I traveled for a living, I could 
sense their envy. Visiting new cities, attractions and 
unbelievable hotels, and dining at restaurants all over 
the globe—wow, that is the life! Or is it? Well, it may 
have been at one time. Now with our ever increasing 
needs for safety and security, it no longer has the same 
appeal, especially for the “road warriors” who travel 
daily to make a living.  

BY RODNEY M. BRITTAIN, GENERAL MANAGER
DOUBLETREE BY HILTON, BLOOMINGTON, IL

DoubleTree by Hilton –
From Engagement to the Bottom Line

Continued on following page
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and when I told someone I traveled for a living, I could 
sense their envy. Visiting new cities, attractions and 
unbelievable hotels, and dining at restaurants all over 
the globe—wow, that is the life! Or is it? Well, it may 
have been at one time. Now with our ever increasing 
needs for safety and security, it no longer has the same 
appeal, especially for the “road warriors” who travel 
daily to make a living. 

I am sure that many of you who have traveled in the 
last year have found that it is now more of a hassle 
than a pleasure. Imagine that you are leaving for a 
business trip. Your journey begins after you book all 
your travel, and the departure is great as you have a 
loved one or a friend take you to the airport. Then the 
frustration sets in. You stand in lines, get your identifi-
cation out, put it away, get it back out, and wait while 
they rub down your luggage with bomb detection 
devices. Then you go to the security checkpoint, take 
your laptop out and set it in a tray, remove your 
jewelry, pen, billfold, belt, shoes, and glasses if they 
are metal and anything that might attract further 
attention from the friendly TSA agents, and place all 
this in a tray. As you go through the X-Ray, it becomes 
a little nerve-racking as you watch them cut their eyes 
from their screen to you and back again. If you are 
really lucky, you are chosen to join them in a random 
search. You may be poked, prodded, and groped and 
leave feeling rather violated. Once you are through 
with this, then you are on your way to your gate, 
thinking “All right, I made it!” only to be disappointed 
yet again when you find that the plane is delayed. Yes 
it can get better, but now you experience the stress of 
potentially missing your connecting flight. Once you 
get to your destination, you can only hope that your 
room is ready and your needs are met according to 
your request. 

For our guests, this is when our staff jumps into gear. 
We know that many have gone through a long, stress-
ful day that would most certainly place our guests in a 
defensive mood as they approach our hotel. Now for 
the reward! You are met with a smile, a warm Double-
Tree by Hilton cookie, a sincere welcome back, a 
genuine concern for how your day has been, and a 
promise that your day of travel to get to our destina-

tion is far behind. Our staff works very hard to ensure 
that the chain of hospitality/service is not broken. 

The Travelers Reward is very simple—To Make Our 
Guest Feel Human Again! Our employees put them-
selves in our guests’ shoes in order to be aware of all 
they go through to get to their destination, and to 
fully appreciate that, among the many choices avail-
able to each guest, they chose ours. 

The Little Things
Whenever you travel or go to an event, dinner or 
wherever service is delivered, it should not be only the 
end result of your event that you grade; it should be all 
of the little details. Part of our approach to hospitality 
is to ensure that DoubleTree by Hilton is “where the 
little things mean everything.” Simply put, it is very 
easy to enjoy something, but when you drill down, 
was everything—and I mean everything—that you 
expected and requested met or exceeded? Or did the 
overall event go well when you block out any “missed 
opportunities?” To be honest, everyone will make 
mistakes, but it is when the mistakes become the rule 
or consistency of your service that it is time to rebuild. 
Taking the time to review your customers’ needs, 
wants, likes, dislikes, etc., gives you a very big advan-
tage in being able to build your relationship. A simple 
gesture, such as placing their favorite wine in their 
room for no reason other than just to say, “We missed 
you and welcome back,” or sending a card to their 
room on their birthday, anniversary or any other 
occasion goes a long way with your customer. It is not 
only the little things that count, but of course, the little 
things build your credibility and their trust in you to 
deliver. When the DoubleTree Brands repositioned to 
DoubleTree by Hilton, it was the ideal time to identify 
with our customers, create the reward and instill in 
our communities that the key benefit in staying with 
us really is because DoubleTree by Hilton is “where the 
little things mean everything.”

“Where the
little things

mean everything”

Continued on following page
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The Customer Speaks
Let’s face it; there are plenty of 
customer service surveys out there. 
But there is really only one way to 
make those needed changes, and 
that is to listen. At DoubleTree by 
Hilton, we measure customer 
relationship success with SALT, 
which stands for Service And Loyalty 
Tracking. Listen to the collective 
voice of your guests, and for the 
most part, if you review, study, and 
respond to it and make the changes 
your guests suggest, your results will 
improve. I review our SALT scoring 
on a daily basis, and often I will pull it 
up in the evenings and on weekends. 
If your guests/customers take the 
time to complete your survey, you had better make 
sure you are making the time to respond, react and—if 
necessary—repair. When you review some of those 
harsher comments, you may be tempted to not 
respond at all. Swallow your pride, because even if 
your customers did not tell you the problems or 
challenges they faced with their service while they 
were still at your establishment, they are telling you 
now. It would be best to make contact in a very appre-
ciative manner. This approach will assure them that 
they were heard and you want to respond by making 
appropriate changes. Remember, those silent custom-
ers can be the most challenging to serve. If you choose 
to respond abruptly or not at all, you may “win the 
battle,” but you will lose their patronage and that of 
others, as they will most likely tell everyone they can 
about their negative experience. That will destroy 
many efforts that you and your team have put forth.

The Bottom Line
When I think of one individual dissatisfied guest, I 
consider the potential for them not to return and to 
give others the same advice; the direct result is that 
we may lose another would-be room reservation or 
two. However, the ultimate reality is that, if the 
concerns of that one dissatisfied guest are not 
handled honestly and quickly, you could stand to lose 
more than you know due to the far-reaching impact of 
social media sites, chat rooms, blogs, etc. My job is to 

try to ensure that these communica-
tion media reflect a net positive 
image of our services. There may be 
no way to prevent someone from 
sharing a negative experience, but if 
you make contact with the 
guests/customers in a timely 
manner, listen to their challenges 
and ensure that they know you 
appreciate them, they will most 
likely be able to make some positive 
comments about your customer 
service. 

Our hotel is fortunate to have some 
really great communicators and 
engagers. These people are not 
engaging with our guests because 
they have to; they are genuinely 

interested and want to take care of them. When we 
are recruiting new employees, it may be hard to find 
the perfect match for everything we really are seeking, 
so we focus on what type of personality a candidate 
will bring to the team. I believe it is easy to teach 
someone the task and responsibilities of his position, 
while demeanor is much more innate and is the best 
basis for making your choice. Caring, compassion, 
courtesy and the genuine love to be around people 
and assist them are the key qualities we are seeking. 
These traits will make the greatest improvement in 
your customer service. This is what travelers trust and 
what will inspire them to open up and engage. I 
believe that every one of your customers impacts your 
bottom line! No matter what your job title is, ensuring 
that your guests/customers are completely satisfied 
and enjoy your services will inspire them to choose 
your business over your competitors. Remember, if 
you do not have these customers, you will have no 
bottom line at all! 

Ultimately, a strong business is supported by both 
customer service and customer loyalty.  Consistently 
offering unsurpassed service through the Travelers 
Reward is our key to developing customer loyalty at 
DoubleTree by Hilton.  Without such service, your 
company’s future is at best uncertain. As you improve 
your service, you take control of your success and 
build the foundation of a better business.

Continued from previous page

Guest comments in this box fuel
DoubleTree by Hilton’s SALT process
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Traps
and

Triggers
BY DIANE CRUTCHER

Not everyone recognizes this universal phenomenon:  
We are all in direct customer service. Whether our 
role is as a call-center operator spending the day 
serving external customers or an accountant working 
with internal colleagues or a stay-at-home parent 
serving on the Parent-Teacher Association Committee, 
we all provide service to someone.  Because we all 
serve, we have quite likely experienced both the worst 
and best of customer types.

If we were to define the worst customer behaviors, it 
might look something like this:

   Worst Customer Behaviors
   • Selfish
 • Unreasonable expectations
 • Totally focused on personal wants
 • Easily frustrated
 • Loud
 • Poor listener
 • Wants the answer NOW

Are you forming a mental picture of who this person 
is?  Now consider the best customer behaviors 
personified:

   Best Customer Behaviors
 • Reasonable
 • Good listener
 • Sensitive
 • Patient
 • Calm
 • Composed
 • Sees the “big picture”

So what do we do to get more of the “best” and less of 
the “worst?”  Let’s talk about “traps” related to our 

response to either of these two extremes—how to 
recognize them and how to avoid them.  

The “trap” associated with the worst customer is very 
elusive and, too often, not recognized by us.  We allow 
them to control our behavior—our response to them.  
It is so easy to have our “buttons pushed” and, later, 
regret an action that we loudly blame on the other 
person’s behavior.  Both internal and external 
business customers can be totally focused on their 
own wants and “blind” to whether their expectations 
are reasonable.  They can behave in a way that is 
selfish, unrealistic and demanding an immediate and 
perfect response  They can become loud and more 
frustrated by the moment as they refuse to listen to 
the full message from the customer service represen-
tative.  At that point, it is imperative that the customer 
service representatives employ “triggers” that will 
prevent us from mirroring the customer’s frustration, 
anger, impatience and unreasonableness.

If we stop listening, customer service, as we intended 
to provide it to everyone, has taken a backseat to 
inappropriate reactions that are impossible for us to 
legitimize to ourselves, our colleagues, our supervi-
sors, and to anyone overhearing/viewing the inter-
change.

So what are these “triggers?”  For each person it will 
be different but some common examples include:

Triggers for the Worst Customers
 • When the “hair on the back of your neck” rises, 
take a deep breath and listen for the emotion behind 
the customer’s words.  The customer is telling you 
more than you are hearing in the words.  Once you 
recognize the emotion and acknowledge it to the 
customer, she will begin to feel heard.  Example:  “I 
sense that you are very frustrated with the return 
process at our business.  Let’s get your problem 
resolved to everyone’s satisfaction and then I would 
like your thoughts on how we can improve our 
methods.  Would that be a good way to start?”  Stay 
calm, never raise your voice, and remain in touch with 
her emotions.  As you make her aware of your inten-
tions and your sensitivity to her feelings, she will calm 
down and have an actual conversation with you.

 • Glance discretely at your watch or the clock 
when the conversation begins and review the time 
spent in the conversation periodically.  When you 
realize that it has been several minutes and you still 
don’t fully understand the problem, ask for a “time 
out” with the customer.  Explain that while you have 
been trying to listen intently, you are not yet sure of 
what the issue is and would like to reiterate to him 
what you understand it to be, asking for his feedback 
on whether you have it isolated.  As he gets the sense 
that you are really listening, he will calm down and 
clarify any misperceptions, allowing you both to 
progress toward mutual resolution.

Continued on following page
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      “You deserve
          the success of
serving customers well.”

 • Glance discretely at your watch or the clock when 
the conversation begins and review the time spent in 
the conversation periodically.  When you realize that it 
has been several minutes and you still don’t fully 
understand the problem, ask for a “time out” with the 
customer.  Explain that while you have been trying to 
listen intently, you are not yet sure of what the issue is 

and would like to reiterate to him what you under-
stand it to be, asking for his feedback on whether you 
have it isolated.  As he gets the sense that you are 
really listening, he will calm down and clarify any 
misperceptions, allowing you both to progress toward 
mutual resolution.

Notice above that I mentioned “traps” that were 
attached to both the “best” and “worst” customers?  
Why would there be a trap we should avoid with those 
customers behaving well?  Think about the times you 
have sought customer service but were too timid, 
disinterested, and gracious to really seek what you 
needed (not wanted).  What you needed the most 
from the customer service person is for him to antici-
pate your needs and support you in recognizing them.  
The “trap” is to slough off what you, as the customer 
service person, know they really need and capitalize 
on their quiet, calm, accepting demeanor.  They 
deserve better than that and you deserve the success 
associated with serving them well.  Some “triggers” 
that will alert you to the complacent customer are:

Triggers for the Best Customers
 • When you find that you are saying to yourself, 
“this is a piece of cake,” take the service requested to 
the next level.  Give them a little more than what    
they have requested.  You will secure them as longer-
term and more satisfied customers and may have 

prevented their turning into the “worst” customers on 
a future visit.
 
 • As you realize you are pushing certain customers 
“out the door” with the least service you can provide, 
stop and really listen to their requests.  Pay attention 
to them ensuring they know you are listening.  Talk 
with your supervisor about a new measurement for 
customer service that isn’t numbers served but 
quality of service with reduced revisits and higher 
customer satisfaction scores.

Establishing “triggers” to avoid “traps” is critical to 
your role in exemplary customer service.  Your day is 
more productive, your business or personal effort will 
be better served, and the ultimate customer will be 
writing about you to the National Customer Service 
Association feedback center.  It’s a “win” all the way 
around!

Diane Crutcher is the Vice-President of Programs       
for Center for Performance Development, Inc., in 
Normal, IL.

Continued from previous page
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  SAY THIS

May I put you on hold for just a few minutes?  OR May I take your 
number, find the answer and call you back? (estimate when) 

OR

Would you please excuse me for a moment?  I’ll be happy to help 
you shortly.

That’s a great suggestion. Let me see how I can meet your need.

I understand your request.  Let me contact Karen, who can better 
help you with that.

I’m going to find out the answer to your question from Doug, 
because he’s the expert in that area.

I am happy to help you with that.  I will finish helping…

Here’s how I can help you…

NOT THAT

Hang on a minute

We can’t do that

That’s not my department

I don’t know

I’m too busy

It’s our policy

Service Builders
Say This, Not That

It’s no secret that communication is a challenge—perhaps one of the greatest ones in life—because it can be so 
complex and yet subtle. In addition, communication affects all of our interactions and relationships, in both our 
professional and personal lives.  And what is life without relationships? 

In face to face exchanges, Albert Mehrabian’s communication studies tell us that the message received is made up 
of 7% words used, 55% facial expression, and 38% vocal tone.  Don’t let that 7% fool you.  It may not seem like 
much, but it is an area where we can make some instantaneous improvements by replacing some of our current 
expressions that really aren’t working for our customers with more positive, polite, proactive alternatives.  

With the traditionally busy season approaching for many industries, such as retail, hospitality, transportation, and 
food service, customer service representatives must remember that their customers are busy too.  Even a single 
slip-up in word choice can lose a customer forever. The stress weighing on customers and employees during this 
time increases the risk of such mishaps, so practice making that 7% count now with these alternatives to negative 
wording choices:

PAGE 7
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Starcrest’s Bright Ideas
BY JENNIFER HOLLOWAY

NCSA brings together organizations of all sizes, sharing 
insights with small businesses as well as nationally 
recognized brands.  The Normal, Illinois, branch of 
Starcrest Cleaners, a family owned and operated 
drycleaning business, had caught the attention of my 
colleagues, and we decided to interview their General 
Manager, Quintin Yallaly, about the inspiration behind 
his store’s consistently excellent service.  I expected 
that Quintin would relate his customer service insights 
either over the telephone or via email. Therein lay my 
first surprise.  During my initial telephone conversa-
tion with Quintin, he invited me to meet in person at 
Starcrest.

In the spirit of full disclosure, I must state that I have 
been a loyal customer of other Starcrest stores in my 
town for several years.  The employees are prompt 
and polite in the lobby and drive-up window, and my 
order is always ready for pickup early.  It was with 
similar expectations of satis-
factory service that I went to 
observe the Normal store’s 
operations and to interview 
Quintin.  As I drove up, my 
first impression was of a 
professional, efficient 
business.  Once inside, I was 
further impressed by the 
style of service and overall 
ambiance, which were 
noticeably different from my 
local Starcrest stores.

Star People
When I entered the lobby at 
the beginning of the morning 
rush hour, I was greeted 
warmly by Elaina Von 
Qualen, a veteran sales asso-
ciate of seven years who had 
previously worked with 
Quintin at another Starcrest 
store and has the responsibil-

ity of opening the store on weekdays.  She told me 
that Quintin was in the back and would be available 
shortly, but before she finished her sentence he 
appeared in the lobby with a smile on his face.  I 
expected to accompany him to his office for the inter-
view, away from the hubbub of the morning rush hour, 
but Quintin didn’t just want to talk about service; he 
was committed to being up front serving the custom-
ers alongside his team members.  

I also met Assistant Manager Matt Johnson, who has 
worked for Starcrest for thirteen years and spent 
eleven of those at the Normal store.  As Elaina, Matt 
and Quintin assisted their customers, I dodged 
between the three until I discovered a spot by an 
unused register to claim as my own.  This was not just 
a busy, efficient business—it was a center of positive 
energy where customers and employees seemed to 

be symbiotically recharging each other.  I quickly 
dropped my expectation of a traditional interview in 
favor of a less formal conversation with Quintin, 
Elaina, and Matt about what defines their service 
approach at their location.

Continued on following page
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be symbiotically recharging each other.  I quickly 
dropped my expectation of a traditional interview in 
favor of a less formal conversation with Quintin, 
Elaina, and Matt about what defines their service 
approach at their location.

A Star is Born
Starcrest Cleaners is a family owned and operated 
business with seventeen corporate owned locations in 
Illinois and Missouri, and it all started with brothers 
Pat and Leo Hermes, who founded the company.  The 
corporate website advertises the key advantage of 
convenience to the busy customer in the forms of 
extended hours, service seven days per week, drive 
through, same day service, and house accounts.  Star-
crest has been doing things right for a long time and 
has clearly kept its promise of saving customers time 
and making their chores more convenient; Starcrest 
holds a large market share in each of its locations.

Quintin explained that the Hermes brothers originally 
built Starcrest from the customer’s perspective.  The 
effect was a new type of cleaners that focused on the 
customer, creating a significant advantage over the 
competition.  However, this perspective got lost in the 
nitty-gritty of day to day operations.  When this was 
realized at Starcrest in Normal, a concerted effort was 
made to run the store from the customer’s perspec-
tive.  This was the first step in fulfilling what Starcrest 
was originally built for—serving the customer.

Stars of the Round Table
A little over a year ago, Quintin, Matt, Elaina, and 2 
newer employees held their first round table meeting 
to determine what their culture would be and what 
makes genuine customer service possible.  Out of that 
meeting has flowed a cascade of over thirty little 
changes that add up to an innovative team approach 
to management and service.  Levels of Service, 
Principles, and Culture were created or revised and 
made available so that all employees could align with 
them; and hiring practices and employee training 
were updated to better correspond with customer 
priorities.

Quintin explained, “As the General Manager, all I did 
was listen and ask questions” during the round table 

meetings.  He wanted to break out of the traditional 
leadership model and further empower his manage-
ment team and other employees to drive positive 
change, and he learned that listening was the first 
step.  Moving beyond the top-down leadership 
approach was no walk in the park, but perseverance 
has paid off for both the team and customers. 

In any organization, attempting to implement change 
runs the risk of actually reducing corporate success.  
Quintin described Starcrest’s approach to change very 
simply, “It’s all about choosing to do things that make 
it just a little better from the customer’s perspective, 
even if it’s initially a hassle for us.  In the long run, each 
switch to operating from the customer’s perspective 
actually has made the team’s jobs twenty times easier, 
as unanticipated advantages are discovered.”  This has 
encouraged the team to take a more flexible approach 
as further adjustments are made.

Fortunately, the Starcrest team has managed a multi-
plicity of operational changes very well under the 
umbrella of a demanding service culture, so in their 
case the change has resulted in increased revenue.  Of 
course that is the undeniable goal of a business, but 

Quintin emphasized the importance of getting the 
correct problem statement to the success of their 
efforts: “We didn’t start by trying to increase the 
dollars.  Our revenue didn’t explode because we 
focused on the revenue.  It exploded because we 
focused on the customer.  This doesn’t work unless 
you’re one hundred percent genuine.”

A customer enjoys the drive-up convenience at Starcrest 
Cleaners—drop off and pick up in under a minute.

Continued from previous page
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Quintin emphasized the importance of getting the 
correct problem statement to the success of their 
efforts: “We didn’t start by trying to increase the 
dollars.  Our revenue didn’t explode because we 
focused on the revenue.  It exploded because we 
focused on the customer.  This doesn’t work unless 
you’re one hundred percent genuine.”

Now employees have a clear, operational understand-
ing of how to personify their culture during each 
customer visit.  Employees must meet specific, 
detailed expectations of how two elements of service 
should unfold when a customer enters the lobby or 
the drive up: the transaction and the interaction.

The Transaction – Star Speed
A single customer transaction happens in an average 
of 30 seconds at the drive up, half the time of the 
average transaction two years ago. Quintin credits 
that improvement to having two employees work 
together as a team to assist each customer.  Another 
innovation that helped increase the speed and quality 
of service was replacing the drive through window 
with a sliding glass door.  This allows employees to 
hang customers’ clothes up for them in the back seat 
of their vehicles.  

Supporting the operational changes are both analog 
and digital technological tools.  Color-coding tags 
corresponding to the number of pieces in each order 
and bundling entire orders together on the racks (as 
opposed to separating items that are cleaned via 
different methods) helps ensure that orders are 
complete and not missing garments.  Digital handheld 
scanners, barcodes, and optimally placed monitors 
help in locating each garment in a customer’s order 
and tracking their progress through the various types 
and phases of cleaning performed in the plant.

One of the most recent changes implemented is 
sending text messages to customers to notify them 
that their orders are ready.  Matt shared one 
customer’s reaction to the new system, “After we 
implemented our customer text message notification 
system, one of our customers called and said, ‘I think 
you guys have a glitch in your system.  I got a text that 
my comforter is ready, and I’m on my way to pick it up 
and just want to make sure that it’s not a mistake.  It 
wasn’t supposed to be ready for 3 days.’”  The actual 
receipt shows that it was picked up by the customer 
less than 24 hours after it was dropped off. 

Elaina emphasized how customer loyalty is built 
through innovations like the new text notifications, 
anticipating customer needs and not being satisfied 
with just good enough—“It’s taking the extra step” 
that makes all the difference.  Now that Starcrest is 
making operational decisions from the customer’s 
perspective, what could be just another added chore 
has become a chance to check in with friends for many 
Starcrest customers.  The team at Starcrest knows that 
dry cleaning is a non-event for most people, but they 
are using their service skills to transform it into a 
“wow moment,” another reason for their customers 
to come back again and again.

Quintin explained simply, “When the customers think 
about Starcrest, they don’t think about the pants 
press.  They’ve never seen the pants press.  No, they 
think about the service.”  And he was right—although 
impressed by the high-tech equipment I saw during 
my tour of the plant, the area most customers never 
see, by this time I too had become absorbed by the 
little party going on around me.

Interaction – The Power of Words
The effusive energy with which the Starcrest employ-

ees interact (there are rumors of parking lot football 
games during slow times of the day) overflows into 
their interactions with customers.  The team at the 
Normal Starcrest store have begun to recognize and 
chat with their customers now wherever they run into 
them, and that is quickly becoming everywhere 
around town.  Matt stated simply, “We know our 
customers,” and their customers know them too.  So 
there was no reason for me to be surprised when 
Quintin excused himself midsentence and rushed to 
the window to ask a customer about her newborn 
grandchild.  She sounded understandably elated to be 
able to share her wonderful news one more time— 
after all, what could be more important to discuss?  
Quintin summed it up succinctly, “These things 
weren’t possible until we, the leaders, changed, 
because until then the genuineness wasn’t there.”

“Their service skills transform drycleaning
from a non-event into a wow moment

for their customers.”

Continued from previous page
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Normal Starcrest store have begun to recognize and 
chat with their customers now wherever they run into 
them, and that is quickly becoming everywhere 
around town.  Matt stated simply, “We know our 
customers,” and their customers know them too.  So 
there was no reason for me to be surprised when 
Quintin excused himself midsentence and rushed to 
the window to ask a customer about her newborn 
grandchild.  She sounded understandably elated to be 
able to share her wonderful news one more time— 
after all, what could be more important to discuss?  
Quintin summed it up succinctly, “These things 
weren’t possible until we, the leaders, changed, 
because until then the genuineness wasn’t there.”

They say a picture is worth a thousand words.  But as I 
talk to the Starcrest management team, I discover that 
here, it is the thousand words that truly make the 
difference.  Here, they are the picture… literally.  As 
changes were gradually implemented following the 
round table meeting, employees heard the same 
words echoed time and again by customers as they 
experienced the increased energy, sincerity, and dedi-
cation of the team during their interaction.  So much 
so that they recorded these unsolicited customer 
comments over a period of a few weeks and used 
them to create a wordle, a sort of artistic word cloud 
that provides a graphic expression of a concept.  And 
even with two thousand words in this article, I cannot 
describe more accurately the essence of the Starcrest 
customer experience than does their wordle. 

I have consulted with various organizations to assist in 
their strategic planning efforts, and one interesting 
outcome is often a common lexicon, a sort of new 
language that develops among the individuals 
involved.  This language is a strong element of culture 
in an organization, just as it is in society overall.  Star-
crest has developed such a pervasive internal culture 
in Normal that standard elements and concepts of 
business have taken on a new layer of significance for 
employees.  Sometimes they even change the name 
and make it their own with the simple, vivacious 
elegance of a star.  For example, the employees have 
named periods of heavy customer traffic starbursts. 
And star bars are candy bars awarded to recognize 
particular examples of outstanding work during the 
course of daily duties.

What is Wordle?  Wordle is an online program that takes a set of text and randomly arranges it. 
The more frequently a word is used the bigger, and bigger, and bigger it gets.

What is our Text?  Our text is composed of unsolicited compliments and feedback from
our beloved customers during one month. 

Starcrest Cleaners genuinely appreciates the feedback!

Starcrest Cleaner’s Wordle

Continued from previous page
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Service Reminder

Customer Service:
The Bottom Line

Customers want
their needs met,

to their satisfaction,
not your satisfaction,

and on their timetable,
not your timetable,

while being treated in a
fair and respectful manner.

I have consulted with various organizations to assist in 
their strategic planning efforts, and one interesting 
outcome is often a common lexicon, a sort of new 
language that develops among the individuals 
involved.  This language is a strong element of culture 
in an organization, just as it is in society overall.  Star-
crest has developed such a pervasive internal culture 
in Normal that standard elements and concepts of 
business have taken on a new layer of significance for 
employees.  Sometimes they even change the name 
and make it their own with the simple, vivacious 
elegance of a star.  For example, the employees have 
named periods of heavy customer traffic starbursts. 
And star bars are candy bars awarded to recognize 
particular examples of outstanding work during the 
course of daily duties.

An Enlightened Future
Starcrest’s success has not come easily or without 
bumps in the road, but the rewards for the team and 
customers have been great.  Starcrest Cleaners’ 
Normal store has succeeded in grassroots efforts that 
are changing the service culture of the entire 
company.  But they’re not stopping there.  And don’t 
expect to see Starcrest’s round table fade into legend 
any time soon.  It has become the standard approach 
to resolving issues and developing solutions in the 
Normal store.

What’s the next challenge to master?  Quintin has 
recently been working with another nearby store, 
trying to pass along the changes that have been 
successful at the Normal location through training.  
The situation is a bit different this time, as he’s facing 
the additional challenge of inspiring buy-in for 
changes that the other plant’s employees understand-
ably view as brought in from the outside.  Like any new 
undertaking, it is a process of trial and error.  If the 
employees at other stores can achieve the energy, 
grace, and perseverance that his team members in 
Normal have demonstrated, it is likely that further 
success is written in the stars.

Jennifer Holloway is the Senior Editor of Customer First. 
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Service Statistics
Motivating Work Environments Contribute to Successful Service
Make sure your work environment supports successful service.  After all, your employees and colleagues are your 
internal customers, and your service attitude towards them sets the tone for your organization’s approach to 
external customers.

The Ken Blanchard Companies’ study on 12 factors that create a motivating work environment found 
the following:

Top three job factors that were most critical in a motivating work environment:

  Meaningful work 
  Autonomy 
  Task variety 
  
 Top three organizational factors that were most critical in a motivating work environment:

  Fairness 
  Collaboration
  Performance expectations  (82% of respondents feel leadership is responsible for this element)
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Recommended Reading
Top 6 books by Quintin Yallaly, General Manager at Starcrest Cleaners in Normal, Illinois.  Learn more  
about how these business leaders’ thoughts have influenced Quintin’s management approach on page 8 
of this issue.

 Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap… and Others Don’t 
 By Jim Collins, HarperCollins Publishers, October 2001

 Customer Satisfaction Is Worthless, Customer Loyalty Is Priceless: How to Make Customers Love
 You, Keep Them Coming Back and Tell Everyone They Know
 By Jeffrey Gitomer, Bard Press, June 1998

 QBQ! the Question Behind the Question: What to Really Ask Yourself/ Practicing Personal 
 Accountability in Business and in Life
 By John G. Miller, Denver Press, April 2001

 Entreleadership: Twenty Years of Practical Business Wisdom from the Trenches
 By Dave Ramsey, Simon & Schuster, September 2011

 The Dip: A Little Book That Teaches You When to Quit (and When to Stick)
 By Seth Godin, Penguin Group (USA), May 2007

 The E-Myth Revisited: Why Most Small Businesses Don’t Work and What to Do about It
 By Michael E. Gerber, HarperCollins Publishers, March 1995

We invite you to share which customer service and/or management books are on your bedside table or 
bookshelf—or in your virtual library.  Send the top 3 you recommend to us at Editor@NationalCSA.com, 
and you may be featured in an upcoming issue of Customer First magazine!

Not yet part of THE national
customer service organization?

What are you waiting for?
Email us: info@NationalCSA.com
Call us: 1-866-315-NCSA (6272)

Join the            today! You will be glad you did...
...and trust us, so will your customers!
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...the last word

Price and product advantages erode at the click of a mouse or the clip of a coupon; a solid personal 
relationship, with the customer’s best interests in mind, holds its value long after the sale is complete.

A satisfied customer
                is the best business strategy of all.
                                                                 ~ Michael Leboeuf
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