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Seeking better customer service
South Florida is at the crossroads of 'the customer is always right' and `buyer beware.'
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Ashley Reiser and her husband like the sunny South Florida weather and the international feel so much they have been regular visitors for 15 years.

But during their visit in January, they got a dose of something else the area is known for: bad customer service.

''When we told people the story, the response was often `Well, that's how it is in Miami','' said Reiser, who lives in Washington, D.C., and Brussels.

In a region where tourism is the No. 1 industry, one that is taking a beating in the midst of recession, business leaders are trying to change the culture of poor customer service -- both perceived and real -- in South Florida.

Two years ago, the Greater Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau hired undercover inspectors to visit 60 hotels and restaurants to measure customer service. The spies found that many workers didn't engage customers by remembering to use names or being the first to say hello.

And in the past, Mobil reviewers have cited service as the stumbling block that keeps top hotels, such as the Four Seasons and Ritz-Carlton Key Biscayne, from earning a fifth star.

A few months after the chamber survey, the Convention & Visitors Bureau created a campaign called Miami Begins With Me, aimed at convincing every resident that he or she is the face of the tourism industry. Then last fall, Miami Dade College partnered with the tourism agency to create a customer service training program as the meat behind the slogan.

The campaign's first big test comes this month, when a convention of travel agents from around the world descends on the area to inspect the hotels and hot spots and consider whether to recommend the region to their clients. The staffs at all 14 hotels hosting the travel agents are being trained, and there are lessons for airport employees and taxi drivers.

In the case of Reisers' condo rental, the couple paid a deposit, signed a contract and packed for their vacation. But when they arrived, the owner claimed the agent who rented the unit never paid him. The couple had to find another place to stay and endured a string of profanity-laced phone calls from the owner and agent. They wound up in small claims court on their vacation to collect their original deposit.

But good customer service shouldn't be reserved for tourists, said Maira Rey-Seara, director of the Center for Service Excellence at Miami Dade College.

''It's a cultural movement. It's not just the hospitality industry,'' Rey-Seara said. ``Tourism is everybody's business: the local cigarette shop, the local restaurant and bar. We all want to have great service. We're all tourists.''

The gripes about poor customer service involve large national companies and small local businesses.

''It's definitely a horrible point about Miami,'' said Michelle Moore, who with her husband, Gus, created a website called MiamiBeach411.com. The pair, former waiters, were appalled by the attitudes of some of their co-workers.

Some of her customers complain that businesses they reach out to don't answer the phone or are downright surly when they do.

Moore attributes some workers' lackadaisical outlook in part to what she calls ``the vacation attitude.''

''People just come to Miami and they want to be on this permanent vacation,'' she said. ``They don't really care.''

At a recent training session at the Doubletree Grand Hotel in Miami, Miami Dade College instructors tried to emphasize why South Floridians shouldn't be so apathetic.

''Anybody concerned about money lately?'' program director John Lopategui asked the crowd of housekeeping workers, bellhops and other hotel employees. ``Our human contact, the relationships you create, are more binding than you realize. That's what they remember. That means more business to Miami, more job security.''

One man in the crowd, bellman Justin Barrett, proved Lopategui's point on the spot.

More than five years ago, he took special care of a set of golf clubs owned by Lorraine Chapman's husband. Chapman and her husband lived in Los Angeles at the time, but now she is director of membership at the Greater Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau.

In a way, Chapman said, the experience helped her decide to move to South Florida.

''I didn't know if you still worked here,'' Chapman said, ``but when I saw you, I remembered you right away.''

Whatever the area's reputation, it hasn't stopped major events from choosing Miami as a host city, including two Super Bowls in the last 10 years, the BCS National Championship game this year and the IBM annual shareholder meeting last week.

And there are stories of great customer service to counter some of the gaffes.

The Doubletree employees recalled fetching a guest's shoe that had fallen from a balcony and finding a special spoon for a disabled visitor to one hotel restaurant.

Madelin Garcia, a reading coach at three public schools in South Miami-Dade, has been able to zip off cruise boats, through customs and on to her car at the Port of Miami, even from ships carrying thousands of passengers.

''We're traveling with two kids and my mother-in-law who's 75, who has a bad knee,'' she said. ``We get off the ship, go through customs and 10, 15 minutes you're out.''

And the employees at some stores are always welcoming, she said. But she knew she had come to accept bad service as a way of life when she moved.

''I could see it of course,'' Garcia said. ``I remember when I first went away to college in Gainesville, everybody smiled at you and said hello.''

That kind of attention to detail and personal care is too often an exception in Miami.

Angela Megasko is president of a company outside of Philadelphia that trains employees in good customer service and deploys mystery shoppers to businesses to evaluate the kind of impression they're making.

Among her employees' observations of South Florida companies: The concept of self-service has gone too far.

''There really seems to be either an inability to connect with customers or an indifference to wanting to connect with customers and develop that one-on-one relationship,'' Megasko said.

Although customers often patronize a business because of research they have done online, Megasko said just because a customer walks in the door doesn't mean a sale is guaranteed.

''You still have to build that relationship with them to convince them to buy,'' she said. ``People want to buy things from people they know and trust.''

That's the culture Al Salas strives for at the dozens of Pizza Hut or Chick-N-Grill restaurants he runs in South Florida. Although he is CEO and managing partner of Koning Restaurants International, on any given night he might go on a delivery with a driver or step behind the counter and make a pizza.

''I've been in this business for about 25 years,'' Salas said. He's a native of Miami who began his career in the food industry as a teenage Burger King employee. ``I've had my share of good and bad service. It's an epidemic out there. Miami consumers have poor expectations of service.''

He said the combination of his entire management team's tendency to drop into restaurants, as well as carefully vetting employees for the ones who really love people, is the right recipe for good customer service.

One pleasant side effect of the recession could be better service, Salas said.

''I see Miami getting better. People care more about their jobs,'' he said. ``Times are tougher and people are thinking `Let me slow down a little bit and see how this works'.''

