When I first interviewed at EBSCO, I was told that it was like no other job that I wold ever have…that customer service did not even really describe the job.  I do deal with “customers” and I do “service” them but there is so much more to my job.  My friends and family really have no idea what I do.  It’s kind of like telling someone that you are a librarian.  People think that librarians are just the people at the check out desk that stamp books in and out.  We all know that’s hardly true.

While there is many facets to my job, the key to my job is communication.  I spend the majority of my day emailing, faxing, and placing telephone calls.  However you choose to communicate with your customer service rep or with help desk personnel, there are some things that you can do to help the interaction go smoothly.

· Provide your account number.   This allows customer service and help desk staff quickly and accurately locate your account.  If you do not know your account number,  know your exact mailing address.  The address can be found on an invoice, renewal, credit or mailing label if contacting a publisher.

The account number can be a vital piece of information.  For example, I searched “Duke” and “University” in our system.  The system came back with 693 possible account numbers!  The search can be narrowed down but there is the chance of the wrong account number being selected.  

And, if you factor publishers into the equation, you can really see the need for account number/address information.  There are publishers who are notorious for not entering the address exactly as we request it.  Without the account number or mailing label, it can be virtually impossible for the publisher to locate the correct account.

I maintain a list of my customers account numbers organized by their first name.  I am constantly updating my list.  At a glance, I know where my contact works and her account number.  We also track publisher’s account numbers for each order so that we can provide it when contacting the publisher.

You could create your own contact list with vendor names, publisher for direct orders, etc.  Include your contact’s name, their contact information in your account number.  This would not only benefit you but anyone who may fill in for you when you are out sick, retire, on vacation, etc.  They would have the contact info and account number at the touch of a finger.

The list could be a simple document typed in Word or Excel or even a desktop rolodex.  My list is organized in my email system.

This may seem like such a very basic request…surely everyone knows their account number or their exact address.  You would be surprised though at the number of calls that we receive from people who literally do not know where they are calling from.

· Be Concise and Specific in your request.  Try to anticipate the information that will be needed and then state your problem clearly leaving out any unnecessary details.  Sometimes you’re your request does require extensive details and you should provide them.  If you order two copies of Newsweek every year, and every year they only send one copy, and we have solved this problem in the past, it may be helpful to point this out.  However, your real request can get lost in all of those details.  It is a good idea to close with a summary statement of what is really needed.  Just a simple statement will suffice, something like “I still do not have online access for 2003, please see if you can get this corrected.”

· Being concise and specific does not mean that you have to be all business with your rep.  Actually, being social and developing a relationship with your contacts is a good idea.    There are many benefits to a good relationship.

When you consistently work with someone, you learn what to expect…how quickly they reply, what type of answers they give.  If something changes in their style, this could signal to you that there is a problem.  If you sent an email last week and you usually have an answer within a day but you still have no reply, this could indicate a problem.  Are things just busy?  Did you really send the email?  Did it get lost?  Knowing your rep can really help you out in the long run.

· If you choose to call your rep, speak slowly and clearly.  Try to allow time for your request to be processed before moving on to the next item.  Usually when you are calling in, the request is being handled while you are on the phone.  If it is not being handled immediately, notes are being made so it can be resolved at a later time.  Either way, if you do not allow enough time, details can be missed and your request not completed accurately.

· Ask questions.  You do not know if you do not ask.  If you are unsure if you are providing enough details, ask.  Believe me, customer service reps LOVE to tell you exactly what information we need to process your requests.    

Ask if there is anything that you could be doing to facilitate your requests.  Does the vendor offer any services that you are not taking advantage of?  Vendors may offer free services that you are not aware of…or you may be paying for services and not reaping the full benefit of it.  Publishers may also offer services that you could take advantage of.  For example some publishers maintain shipment information on their website.  If you had a direct order for a title that was consistently behind schedule, rather than spending time on the phone, you could just check the web.

· When making a request, have a sense of urgency.  If you prefer to send emails, don’t mark everyone of them as urgent.  When you mark everything as urgent, it is left up to the recipient to determine which requests are truly urgent and their sense of priority may differ from yours.  It’s ok to say “I need this now” and to mean it…just don’t say it every time that you send an email.

We all like to communicate in different way.  I have customers that will only call me and I have others that will only send emails and then there are those that do a little of both.  There are benefits to both emailing and calling.

Email is a wonderful tool as it provides a backup reference for both the sender and the recipient.  With a phone call, all you have is “their word”, with an email, you literally have their word…their written word.  

Email also gives the sender a chance to collect their thoughts and organize them into correspondence.  At the same time, it gives the recipient a chance to handle the request and formulate a response.

On the other hand, phone calls can give instant gratification; your questions answered on the spot.  And sometimes, it is just easier to explain your problem or work through a problem together on the phone.  

But phone calls can also be very frustrating.  We all have gotten stuck in the automated answering system wasteland.  Press one for this, two for that.  A popular tip for avoiding this is to automatically press zero and you will be connected to the operator.  This does not always work.  But there are some things that you can do.

If you are dealing with a specific person, find out if they have a direct toll free number.  If not, do they have an extension?  An extension can at least help you get connected to the right person quicker.  

If you they do not have a direct number, you can keep up with the prompts that you have to key in order to reach them.  You could even write the prompts down on your contact sheet.

When you have to enter several numbers, you can enter them in rapid succession and avoid the long menus.  I use this when doing my telephone banking.  I know just how times to press each number to get where I need to be.  

Some systems do not allow the rapid succession but you can still keep up with the prompts.  Once the next menu begins,  you can key the selection you need before the all the selections are listed.  As they are saying press one, you can be pressing five.  

I keep up with my prompts when I am working on a problem and having to follow up with publishers.  It can be a real time saver.

While working with a specific customer service rep can simplify things, you do not always have the option of working with one specific person.  When calling publishers or help desks, you often get a “random rep.”  It can be difficult at times since you do not have one person to rely on and you can not develop a relationship.  It’s a crapshoot with every call.  But there are some things that you can do.  

· This may sound crazy but if you call and you don’t like what they have to say and you can’t convince them of your point of view, and they are telling you something crazy that you know can’t be right.  Give in.  Let them think that they are right and just agree.  Then call back later.  Many times you will get another person who may have more experience or understands your situation better.  If you still can’t get a sufficient answer, ask for a supervisor.  This of course only works with larger publisher or company.

· Keep good records. When you call and speak to some one, write down their name and exactly what they promised you.  If you have to repeatedly call back, you can list out all of the actions that have been taken with names and dates, it add validity to your claim, especially when you have to go to a supervisor.  

· If you find a good representative, find out if you can call or email them direct the next time.  It never hurts to ask.  Of course, if you do find a good representative, don’t make them regret giving you their direct contact information.  Save it for an emergency situation or when you need clarification additional help.  If it’s something simple that anyone can handle, let anyone handle it.  Don’t burn your ace in the hole on everyday problems.

But above all, now matter who you are dealing with, the golden rule always applies, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” In other words, be nice.  People are more inclined to bend over backwards to help you if your are pleasant and easy to work with.  Everyone has times when they are frustrated and angry.  Just try not to take out on the person on the other end of the phone.  

People generally mirror other people.  If I smile at you, you will smile back.  This holds true with phone calls and emails.  If you send a nice email reporting a problem, you will typically get a nice reply back.  

This doesn’t mean that you can not be stern and expect excellent customer service.  It just means that you should be nice when requesting help.  

I hope that I have provided you with some ideas of the basics of contacting vendors, help desk personnel, and publisher.  

