Additional Questions for Jonathan Tisch from readers of Customers Rock! Blog

Via author Becky Carroll

1. How do you infuse a sense of customer service into a staff that has not lived by that focus before?

We as an industry are very specific about taking care of individuals or families, whether they are traveling for business or pleasure, and we want to fill our organizations with the kind of coworkers who understand the whole notion of hospitality and have it in their DNA. 

The only way that we can deliver on our value proposition for a great customer experience is by having coworkers who have a propensity for hospitality. We can teach the specific skills required for the positions, but it’s that natural warmth and genuine caring that we look for at the start.

We prescreen applicants to see if they do have those traits and understand hospitality at its core.  This prescreening, done with tests that were developed specifically for Loews Hotels, has been extremely valuable in creating a team that embraces customer service.

2. Is it important for every employee to know where Loews Hotels are going, how they are getting there and what it will look like? Why or why not?

It is important that the basic vision and mission of the organization be understood by as many coworkers as possible.  This task falls to middle and senior management as the CEO can’t possibly articulate these kinds of thoughts to every person in the organization on a regular basis.  

The understanding of a company’s mission statement is vital to success. It sets the tone for the core values, in terms of operations, and also sets the path to where the company can see itself in the future.

3. Are employees held responsible and accountable for creating great customer experiences? Do they know what a great customer experience looks like? Do they receive frequent training? Are their evaluations partly based on creating great customer experiences? Are their paychecks reflective of whether or not they create great customer experiences?

Creating great customer experiences is inherent in our brand promise and drives our operation. Through extensive training and role-playing, our coworkers understand what we want to create and what our guests expect. We also have reward and recognition programs in place to reinforce this important goal. 

Once a quarter we recognize a Loews Legend from each property in our chain and once a year I host a banquet where the Loews Legend for the entire company is chosen.  Not only is that Legend recognized in front of all his or her colleagues at the banquet, but that person is also rewarded with an extra week of vacation.  

4. How do you work with tens of thousands of employees to create a great customer experience, when in reality, there is very little in it for the employee?  In other words, outside of doing what is ‘right’, how do you create a culture where employees earning $10 an hour are willing to go the extra mile to take care of customers?  What is the incentive for the employee to do a great job?

The place to begin, in terms of creating a culture of excellence, is during the hiring process. Ensuring that the individuals joining the organization believe in the mission goes a long way to having a company that consists of coworkers who have a real sense of purpose and also see the connections between the mission, their jobs and great customer service.

Obviously there are incentives along the way and also there is the ability for education and training, which will ensure everyone understands the direction, and how by working together, the company – and them individually -- can end up in a better place.

5. It's easy to say, "Focus on the customer," but what are some practical ways we can actually inspire and motivate employees (on all levels) to do this in practice?  

**Question answered previously**

6. How do you reward people that do provide great customer service and then motivate others to do the same?

Education and training is key. At Loews Hotels, we are committed to giving all our employees the education and tools they need to do their jobs better and the programs that we have in place really work for us and work for our culture.    

We recognize that we are not the largest player in industry. We also recognize and communicate to our coworkers that we depend on them to help us grow. By doing a job well they’re creating success not only for themselves, but for others around them.  

7. Recently I had an experience where the promise of the hotel did not match my experience. Not so very uncommon. But when I researched with the staff of the hotel I found out that they are not resourced to fulfill the promise. In this case the front desk did not have toothbrushes for guests that had forgotten their own.

So here is my question; How do you discover when you (the owners and management) have failed your front line employees? And what do you do about it?
As the CEO cannot be involved in every decision, it’s extremely important for middle and senior-management to have a very clear understanding of their company’s goals and objectives, as well as a regular and direct dialogue with front-line team. If a customer feels that her expectations haven’t been met, it is important that she speak up.  It is similarly important for companies to acknowledge a customer’s complaint immediately. 

Complaints we receive after a stay go first to the General Manager of the property in question, with a copy also going to the Regional Vice President of Operations. We ask the person with direct responsibility for the hotel, the General Manager, to investigate the grievance and look to see how the situation can be addressed and how we might be able to change the guest’s attitude. 

8. When you started your business (Loews Hotels), was providing exceptional customer service already a top priority?  If so, what made you think that that was the way to go? If not, what or when was the turning point?

My family has been in the hotel business for close to 65 years. When my late father and my late uncle started the company, their initial goal was to create one-of-a-kind properties that would cater to the needs of the traveler.  

Here we are six and a half decades later and we haven’t strayed much from that original sense of purpose.  What has changed is the ever-expanding number of brands and competitors that are very good at what they do.  Even though Loews Hotels represents about 3% of the parent company, we still feel very much a role in creating the image of what <a href="http://www.loews.com">Loews Corporation</a> stands for.

9. At your hotels, can you give us an example of how you ensure delivery of consistently great customer service?

We try to ensure consistent service through hiring individuals who deeply understand hospitality and their particular role, then through ongoing training, and finally with recognition and rewards.  Communications is also vital in the successful operations of a hotel through all departments and all disciplines.  

10. Reacting to and pleasing customers shouldn't be that difficult.  It just takes effort.  The hard part is thinking of new ways to benefit them that they didn't even realize in the first place.   Where do most of these ideas come from?  Internal sources?  External? 

Ideas come from both internal and external sources. We ask our senior managers to always be aware of what they are hearing in their lobbies and hallways. We also seek out customer feedback and monitor the trends in the industry.  

We also do a variety of focus groups, in addition to requesting direct feedback, which we have now migrated to doing electronically. Listening to our customers and anticipating their needs has led us to design <a href="http://www.loewshotels.com/en/FamilyComfort/Default.aspx">specialty programs</a> like “Loews Loves Kids” and “Loews Loves Pets.” 

Being in business for nearly 65 years, we have spent a great deal of time understanding who our customer is and what the brand Loews Hotels means in the minds of consumers.  We discovered that we are known for our service and hence we have taken initiative to find ways to upgrade the service that our coworkers can offer. 

11. Mistakes happen.  Especially in business.  Do you have any personal examples of a time you had to address, correct, and learn from a major mistake?  Did your customers forgive you?

**Question answered previously**

12. What are Top 5 most common ways companies can/do create a negative impression with their customers? (Of course, this simply allows you to underscore the positive by highlighting the opposites...)

1.  False advertising regarding products and services

2.  Not honoring commitments in terms of what was promised during the reservation process

3.  Not being transparent in terms of pricing

4.  Having service that is not commensurate with the physical product

5.  Indifferent attitude of management at the property level

13. How would you suggest a company engage their customers in designing the customer experience?

It’s always valuable to have customer input. Input can come through feedback offered to the general manager as they are walking through the lobby, through focus groups, or in today’s technologically-driven world, through comments made to a travel Web site or a blog.  

The consumer is the ultimate person who makes the choice of where to stay and if they don’t enjoy the service or the physical aspects of your property, then they will make the decision to stay somewhere else, which is not very cost-effective.

14. What's the hardest part about providing great customer service in a hotel? How have you and your chain overcome this? 

The most difficult challenge in providing great customer service is the notion of consistency.  At times, you will have a moment where things are going well, but if everyone isn’t up to the standards, in terms of service delivery, then that is a huge challenge.  

Our industry, due to the nature of it – that we are open 365 days a year, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and that we are very labor-intensive – makes it hard to coordinate the various aspects that make a hotel successful.  But you must be consistent with every transaction, every time a guest stays in the hotel – it is vital to the process. 

15. The Ritz Carlton has their card and their daily meetings. What strategies did you implement for your hotel that have worked best? What did you try that didn't work? 

Like The Ritz Carlton, we also have departments that meet on a daily basis. We also have instituted our Living Loews and Genuine Personal Engagement programs where we are continually updating our training and upgrading the educational opportunities offered to our coworkers.

We have general managers on down through senior managers and middle management who are constantly walking through the hotel talking to and engaging our coworkers.  We want to create an environment where people can talk openly and we can hear what’s on the minds of our coworkers. This also allows us the opportunity to communicate the climate that we want to have at a particular property.

16. What does "great customer service" mean to you?

The human touch is tantamount to great customer service and it will always come back to how we treat people. Great customer service is fueled by honesty, fairness, respect and an open ear and so we must always treat people with respect and we must always listen to the customer.  

I mentioned this before on Becky’s blog, but for me, attentive and unpretentious service offered with a sense of humor makes all the difference. 

17. How does great customer service in a hotel translate into the bottom line?

It is necessary to use one of our most important assets to help differentiate our product from others as this industry has somewhat similar offerings.  At Loews Hotels, this important asset is our coworkers.  

We put in an enormous amount of time and resources in to training and educating our co-workers, and we give them open access to senior management.  This investment in our people has translated into great customer service for our guests that both differentiates us from the competition and drives our bottom line.

18. What are some "secrets" that you could let us in on that your hotels
do which other companies could learn from?

**Question answered previously**

