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A pioneer in customer service, Michael D. Brown inspires and leads 

teams to deliver unprecedented results that improve customer loyalty 

and enhance the bottom line. A consultant, speaker, coach, and trainer, 

Michael has built his core values of determination, ambition, and cre-

ativity on the lessons he learned from life experiences, as well as 15 years of technical and functional leader-

ship. He uses this knowledge to provide a ground-up approach that focuses on a company’s most important 

asset—its employees—to create World-Class customer service.

The 7th of 10 children raised in rural Mississippi by a widowed mother, Michael began his understanding 

of customer service at a young age. He started a candy business at school that grew to generate $300-$400 

a day that helped support his family. As he worked to put himself through college, Michael learned from 

first-hand experience as a frontline employee and manager that when businesses treated their employees as 

their most important asset, employee enthusiasm was unleashed and a passion for excellence poured out. 

And that passion is contagious. 

Michael has worked with a number of Fortune 100 companies, independent businesses, non-profits, and 

entrepreneurs to improve their mission, service, and growth concurrently. He has cultivated his innovative 

Fresh Customer Service® message and delivers it through keynotes, seminars, workshops, executive retreats, 

and now a book of the same title. Michael has a BBA in Management from Jackson State University. He 

holds a MBA in Global Management.
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Fresh Customer Service
The status quo of customer service has done little to curb long lines, address customer issues, or increase customer 
loyalty. Luckily for business owners and managers, there’s a revolutionary new approach.

Fresh Customer Service, by Michael D. Brown, turns the classic customer service philosophy upside-down by advo-
cating that the key to stellar customer service and improving the bottom line is treating the employee as number 
one and the customer as number two. Featuring a proven system that Brown has used to rework slacking Fortune 
100 companies and struggling small businesses, the book is a must-read for managers, business owners, and super-
visors in charge of frontline employees. 

In an age where products alone aren’t enough to lure repeat business, it’s service that makes the difference. Since 
frontline employees are the primary point of contact with customers, they are a company’s most important asset—
and creating an environment in which frontline employees are listened to and encouraged to take an active role 
in the company’s success is essential. Fresh Customer Service lays out Brown’s signature 6.5 Fresh Steps® needed to 
finally provide World-Class customer service that increases customer loyalty and improves the bottom line. 

Fresh Customer Service acts as a step-by-step guide on how to assess and revise a company’s service approach. It all 
starts with a “Side-By-Side Walk” to understand employees’ daily challenges,  then allows “Bubble-Up Innova-
tion” and graduates to “Make it Right Power” to resolve issues immediately before customers walk out the door. 
Other steps include “Smart Tasking” service priorities, developing a “What-If Arsenal,” and “Relentless Focus” on 
a service standard. 

Written in a humorous yet thought-provoking and action-oriented style, the book 
uses anecdotes, such as standing in a poorly-run checkout line, to pinpoint service 
issues that plague every business and shows the reader how to implement the best 
steps to remedy the root cause. 

Customers have long demanded better service. Finally, Brown’s fresh approach  
will give 21st century businesses the ability to deliver it to them. Because turning  
customers into loyal customers is what everyone’s bottom line depends on.  

about the book

Fresh Customer Service
Acanthus Publishing, October 2007

ISBN: 978-1-933631-64-6
206 pages, Hardcover

U.S. $24.95
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Fresh Customer Service ®
Customer service initiatives all recognize the importance of the customer experience. But too many programs focus 
on the reasons “why” without providing the concrete “how” to the people who create the frontline experience.

The ideas encompassed in Fresh Customer Service® make the frontline staff the ultimate source of both the 
customer experience and the solutions to any problems that arise. It supports frontilne employees in their core 
mission of customer satisfaction through their tasking, training, tools, recognition, the Fresh Customer Service® 
philosophy, and the empowerment to “make it right.”

What is Fresh Customer Service®?

Fresh Customer Service® is a customer service program that builds on an understanding of the frontline customer 
experience, allows the people who deliver the service to correct problem areas, and continually refreshes itself in  
response to a changing environment.

What are the steps involved in Fresh Customer Service®?

In order to create a World-Class customer experience, the organization must undergo three phases: Fresh Under-
standing, Fresh Empowerment, and Fresh Thinking. It is these three steps that will provide the foundation, or 
business model, that equips the frontline employees with the tools and skills necessary to provide Fresh Customer 
Service® 365 days a year.

What are the concrete results of Fresh Customer Service®?

	 1. �Aligning corporate strategies to better incorporate the core mission of customer service, ultimately  
enhancing the bottom line.

	 2. Improving frontline execution of corporate strategies without sacrificing the customer experience.

	 3. �Creating the awareness, empowerment, and tools that can be utilized by the Frontline Employees to 
“Make-it-Right Now” when customer problems/opportunities surface.

	 4. �Increasing the confidence of the frontline staff for the resolution of customer issues and improved  
consistency in response.

	 5. Establishing a competitive, grounded customer service program as a part of the core business model.

	 6. Providing high-speed response to market competition allowing a sustained competitive advantage.
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Get a Brand or Die a Generic®

The world is changing, especially the business world. Technology, outsourcing, insourcing and process reengineer-
ing are all altering the landscape. At the end of the day there will be fewer people required to perform the necessary 
business tasks. Those who survive this onslaught of change must reinvent themselves (quickly) into a brand that 
is marketable. Michael takes the audience through a journey of what’s happening and provides the tools and tech-
niques that inspire them to meet the challenge head-on with a winning brand.

This engaging session will leave the participants with the power to create a distinct logo and image, as well as the 
skills they need to consistently deliver the WOW factor in their personal lives and careers. Participants will be in-
spired to create a more powerful and competitive brand in their personal lives and on their jobs.

This session is great for individuals or organizations who desire to move from the ordinary to the extraordinary. 
An audience favorite is learning how to impress in three seconds! Michael is often cornered after the session by 
participants searching for more information and the opportunity to share with him what they regard as their new-
found brand.

program topics and presentations

The Passion of Success Program
Michael Brown’s engagement programs are packed with rich practical experience, proven and timely solutions,  
passion, excitement, inspiration, and energy for individuals and organizations that are settling for mediocrity or 
who genuinely believe that they can’t achieve and/or exceed their goals. Despite growing up in extreme poverty  
and being faced with a challenging environment, Michael was able to hold on to his Passion, which has led to  
a highly successful personal life and a distinguished professional career.

He has formulated “The Passion of Success Program,” an organizational and personal development engagement  
experience that provides the framework for him to share the tools, techniques, and principles that underpin his 
amazing success. By emphasizing the critical role of Passion in achieving success, Michael inspires behaviors and 
cultural changes that foster positive results.

Michael blends his wealth of technical and functional experience acquired from working within Fortune 100  
companies with a powerful, motivating, and captivating delivery style.
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With a track record of proven results, Michael has been able to drastically increase the bottom line of a number of 
Fortune 100 companies through motivating and inspiring their people to successfully deliver unprecedented results.

Michael does not deliver canned speeches and presentations. He takes the time to understand the organization and 
weave each one’s corporate and individual goals into the presentation. Groups and organizations from all over have 
employed his skills and expertise when they are struggling to motivate and grow their staff and bottom line.

The Passion of Customer Service Success

Michael has spent over 15 years in the customer-facing business. He clearly understands the anatomy of customer 
service from the viewpoint of both the hourly employee and CEO. Far too often we instill the slogan “The custom-
er is always right” into our employees without providing them with the tools and techniques to provide a WOW  
customer experience. Customer service is of major importance in today’s competitive market. No business or  
organization can afford not to provide a consistently positive customer experience.

Participants will walk away with tools and techniques that can easily be implemented and will positively enhance 
their bottom line.

A combination of role playing, videos, music, and participation makes this an exciting, content-filled presentation.

The Passion of Leadership Success

This engaging program provides tested and proven best practices, tools, and principles to empower participants 
to yield high levels of output and deliver results. Through leading highly successful and productive teams all over 
the country, Michael has gained invaluable experience he shares with his audience, including how he led a team 
of 22 managers from 16 different nationalities to unprecedented results.

During this program, Michael shares his seven Passion principles that will spark the leadership flame and inspire 
participants to lead highly effective teams that deliver results.

The audience will play an active part in this learning experience. Through Michael’s engaging presentation style, 
relevant and meaningful content, and a bit of humor, the audience will come alive.

speaking topics
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Alabama A&M University

The Aldridge Company

The Alternative Board

AMOCO 

ARCO 

Bethune Cookman College

Big Brothers Big Sisters

BOMBAY Bicycle Club

BP

Capital One

CEO Roundtables

Children’s Defense Fund 

Clark Atlanta University

CTWO

Definition Fitness™ Studio

EEPB

Excargo Services Inc.

Express Employment Services

First Baptist Church of 
Lincoln Garden

Florida A&M University

Ford Foundation

Grambling State University

Greater Houston Partnership

Highlander Research EC

Houston Rockets

Inroads

J and S Visual, Inc.

Jackson State University

Jason’s Deli

KRM Information Services, 
Inc.

Landry’s Seafood House

Marriott 

Mississippi Valley State 
University

Murphy Oil Corporation

NORWEST

Omni Hotels

Prairie View A&M University

Philander Smith College

Ralph & Kacoo’s

Romano’s Macaroni Grill

The S.F. Foundation

Sonic

Southern University and 
A&M College

Sanford Brown Institute

Tate Tax Service

Techness Group

TriNet

The United States Marine 
Corp

The United States Navy

University of Arkansas

The University of Findlay

US Army

VisionSpot Consulting, LLC.

Wells Fargo

Wendy’s

clients

Current and Previous Clients:
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“Why Innovation is so Important for Improving  
Customer Service”
January 8, 2008 

“Improve Your Customer Service”
January 4, 2008 

“A What-If Arsenal Can Solve 90% of Your  
Customer Complaints”
January 3, 2008 

“Customer Service Is About Relentless Focus”
January 1, 2008 

“Improving Customer Service by Trailing Employees”

October 12, 2007

“Employee Recognition Improves Customer Service”

September 28, 2007

“Empower Employees to  Handle Customer Problems”

September 27, 2007

“The Customer Isn’t Always No. 1”

September 24, 2007

in the media

SmallBiz

“Make Your Customer Number Two”

November 1, 2007

“Put Employees First”

November 20, 2007

bylined articles

“Employee Recognition Improves Customer Service”

October 2, 2007

“Employee is #1”

July 23, 2007

 “Make Every Job Visit Count”
January 2008

“Registering the Importance of the Frontline 
Employee”

January 7, 2008

“Start With Gratitude, Then Walk Together”

January 28, 2008

 “Customer Service: Are You Being Served?”

May 2008
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“Jackson State University Grad Developing 
a Formula for Personal Branding”
By Lynn Lofton

November 1, 2007

“Make Your Customer No. 2:  
Want to Provide Fresh Customer Service?  
Ignore Conventional Wisdom”

November/December 2007

media mentions

“Outsourcing Comes Home”
By Marilyn Gardner

October 22, 2007

“Lexington Native Sets Forth Business  
Philosophy in Book”
By Holmes County Herald Staff Writer

February 20, 2008

“Know Your Customer”
By James Bickers

Februrary 13, 2008

“Putting the Customer Second”
By Dan Berthiaume

February 20, 2008

“Empower Your Frontline — Customer 
Service Starts With Employees”
March 1, 2008

“�Your�clients�want�a�personal��
connection,�and they don’t want 
to wait.” 

—Ryan Miller

continued on p. 2

Front office staff can make or break your practice
Staff�members�often�not�familiar�with�your�Web�site,�fail�to�direct�patients

Is your front office staff helping you grow your 
plastic surgery practice, or are you losing patients 
because prospective customers get a bad impres-
sion of your practice? Some surgeons and cus-
tomer service experts caution that you might not 
realize how much damage is being done out front 
while you’re working hard in the back.

In particular, front office staff may be unfa-
miliar with your practice’s Web site and not 
directing prospective patients to the site for more 
information. 

That appealing Web site that you put so much 
effort and money into might go unseen by pro-
spective patients because your staff members are 
not directing them to it.

Ryan Miller, president of Etna Interactive, a 
practice management consulting firm in San Luis 
Obispo, CA, says he has found that many plastic 
surgeons have no idea how poorly their front 
offices are run. They assume that everything is 
fine because the staff members are pleasant and 
helpful when the surgeon is around. Or worse, 
the surgeons may never venture out to the front 
office to see the patient experience.

Miller says he recently did an informal survey 
of plastic surgery and bariatric surgery practices 
across the United States and found that front 
office staff members in most surgical practices are 
overworked, disconnected from the sales process, 
and undercutting Web marketing efforts. His 
firm called 300 plastic surgery practices and 200 
bariatric surgery practices selected randomly from 
across the country and asked just one question: 
“Does Dr. X have a Web site?” 

INSIDE
Quiz staff members 
about your Web site

Staff members might 
not know how it helps 
patients on p. 3.

Seven steps to improve 
front office service

Treat staff members 
well, and patients will 
also benefit on p. 4.

MRSA infections pose 
risk in plastic surgery 

Research shows  
infections in face-lift 
patients on p. 5.

Prevent MRSA infections 
with simple steps

Preop showers can 
lower risk on p. 8.

Fractional CO2 making 
big impression

Surgeons see CO2  
benefits with few  
drawbacks on p. 9.

Plastic surgeons should 
screen for breast cancer

In a unique position to 
help, effect can be great 
on p. 12.

■

■

■

■

■

■

A HealthLeaders 
Media publication

June 2008   
Vol. 4  No. 6

“As I expected, the first 10 or so offices we 
called weren’t sure if they had a site or what the 
address was. A few took the time to look it up 
and read it back to us,” he says. “But here’s the 
thing that made me stop and expand the data we 
gathered: Not one of the first 10 practices we 
called asked if they could answer questions about 
the doctor or practice, and no one invited us in 
for a consultation.”

Although he concedes that the simple ques-
tion used may have suggested to staff members 
that the call represented only a casual inquiry, 
Miller says they still should have offered more 
information and attempted to build some kind of 
connection.

The following are some highlights of Miller’s 
survey:

27% of the practices that were called had no 
Web site.
Among practices with Web sites, 60% were 
not sure initially whether they had a site or 
what the address was. Only a fraction of  that 
group took the time to hunt the address down 
for the caller.
Only three practices in 500 (that’s just 0.6%) 
detailed any helpful features of  the Web site 
that the caller could check.

»

»

»

“Front Office Staff Can Make or Break Your Practice”
June 2008



MICHAEL D.
          

©
 2

0
0

7
–

2
0

1
1

  
M

ic
ha

el
 D

. 
B

ro
w

n

The Michael D. Brown Company, Inc.	 1.800.891.4256	 www.FreshCustomerService.com
4747 Research Forest Drive, Suite 180-108, The Woodlands, TX 77381 	 Speak@TheMichaelDBrown.com 

For media inquiries & bookings, please contact Luke Messecar of The Ictus Initiative at Luke@IctusInitiative.com or at 617.230.2167 

®MICHAEL D.
           b R O W N in the media

KUHF Business Hour
Fresh Customer Service

November 8, 2007

WLRN Tropical Currents
Fresh Customer Service

November 1, 2007

radio interviews

Fresh Customer Service

October 12, 2007

Black Friday Fresh Customer Service
November 20, 2007

®

“Friendpreneurs:  How to Find Success, Preserve 
Relationships"
By Ann Brown
January 13, 2009

“Black MBAs in Retail”
By Sheryl Nance-Nash
September 18, 2007

“Personas Help Retailers Connect With Shoppers”
By James Bickers editor
March 25,  2008

Is Your Customer Service Staff in Jeopardy?
By Jeremy Nedelka
April 13, 2009

“Minority Firms on the Rise”
By Ann Brown
August 10, 2010
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®

in the media

book reviews

“‘Fresh Customer Service’ Focuses on Employees”
By Tina Manzer
November 28, 2007

“‘Fresh Customer Service’ Focuses on Employees”
By Vicki Gervickas
September/October 2007

“Fresh Customer Service”
The Ugly Truth About Business show
March 17, 2008

The Small Business Book Club
March 28, 2007

Fresh Customer Service
June 9, 2008

"Real Talk on How You Can Rise & Truly 
Shine in 2009”
January 08, 2009
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“This book takes you along the path of not just thinking outside the box, but throwing the box outside the  
window. This is a new breed of customer services you’ve never seen before!”

Nido Qubein, President,  High Point University,  
Chairman, Great Harvest Bread Co.

“Empowering employees to provide World-Class customer service is a sure-fire way to accelerate your success.  
This book is packed with powerful recipes to produce top results!”

Tony Jeary, Author of over 35 books, including 
Life is a Series of Presentations, Coach to the World’s Top CEO’s

“Michael D. Brown has given us a valuable ‘tool kit’ that is theoretically grounded, yet simple and practical 
enough that my managers can use it on a daily basis. This book is must-reading for those who supervise tough 
customer relations areas on campuses like admissions, records, and financial aid.”

Dr. James E. Lyons, Sr. 
Secretary of Higher Education, State of Maryland, 

Past President, California State University, Dominquez Hills

“It certainly is a ‘fresh’ and detailed approach to obtaining customer satisfaction.”

Cathy Hughes, Founder and Chairperson, Radio One, Inc.

“If you depend on customers for revenue, you must read this book. Fresh Customer Service will transform the 
way you treat your employees, which will transform the way your employees treat your customers, which will 
transform your bottom line.”

Dr. Tony Alessandra, Author of The Platinum Rule and Charisma

testimonials
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“Michael D. Brown’s 6.5 Fresh Steps® for delivering a World-Class customer service experience are truly fresh 
and right on!  It’s a salad bar of fresh ideas for enhancing that most important experience… that experience the 
customer has with you and your business. ”

� Sam Allman, Speaker, Consultant, and Entrepreneur 
Author of Heart and Mind Selling: The New Secret to Closing the Sale and  

Winning the Customer for Life 

“Fresh Customer Service is a wonderful resource that helps managers and leaders change their priorities to 
keep business booming. I would recommend it to anyone who works with a staff under him.” 

Calvin Mackie, Ph.D. 
Author of A View from the Roof—Lessons for Life & Business 

“Until reading Michael D. Brown’s Fresh Customer Service I had no idea how much placing the customer ahead of 
the employees was damaging the bottom line. I am confident that if businesses adopt Michael’s strategies, profits, 
customer loyalty, and workplace morale will all increase dramatically.” 

John Napolitano CPA, CFP, PFF 
Chairman and CEO of US Wealth Management, LLC

“Michael D. Brown is a man on a mission. This book will transform your customer service experience.  If you want  
first-class results then you need to read this book and then share it with everyone you know. It will change their lives.” 

Willie Jolley, CSP, CPAE 
America’s Leading Motivational Speaker-Singer-Author 

Author of It Only Takes a Minute to Change Your Life 
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“A ‘must-read’ for any frontline manager. Michael D. Brown provides great clarity into why it is important to treat 
the employee as #1. His insight is truly refreshing but also spot on.” 

Ian D. Bishop, ChFC CMFC  Branch Manager, Ameriprise Financial 
(An American Express Company)

“Michael D. Brown’s new book, Fresh Customer Service, outlines a brilliant, hands-on approach for customer 
service. Not a theoretical book, it presents concrete, proven examples that are working in today’s time-sensitive, high-
stress customer driven environments. These practices show that customer service can be transformed from pretty 
posters on the wall to efficient and effective actions on the frontline. All industries should be looking at these fresh 
breakthrough concepts.” 

Juanell Teague 
Author of The Zig Ziglar Difference 

“Michael’s concepts are real and the results are proven everyday in top companies across America.  It really is 
about the frontline employee—they are the ones that touch your customers every day.  Michael’s 6.5 Fresh Steps® put 
the focus where it should be—on the employee!” 

Bob Furniss 
President, Touchpoint Associates 

“Refreshing (pardon the pun) is the word I’d choose to describe this new book on customer service. So many have 
written on this subject and said pretty much the same, but Michael D. Brown has actually found a new and practical 
approach to this well traveled topic. He says we should focus first on our employees and second on our custom-
ers. I agree. When we start treating the caregivers with the care we want them to give, then we get loyal, happy and 
profitable customers.” 

Jim Cathcart,  
author of Relationship Selling, The Eight Competencies of Top Sales Producers
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Shift Your Customer Service Paradigm to Grow 
Your Bottom Line
By Michael D. Brown, MBA
BusinessWeek.com 2007

		
Customers expect businesses to provide the best customer service. However, many  businesses have failed poten-
tial loyal customers by holding on to the tired customer service strategy of treating the customer as number one, 
only to see their sales stagnate, retention erode, and repeat business dwindle. What  businesses need is a fresh 
approach and that is to treat their employee as number one and the customer as number two.

The trick is to reprioritize who’s most important in your customer service strategy. Who knows how to handle 
customers better than your frontline employee? They regularly see and hear the complaints that customers have 
and if you listen to them, they usually have the best solutions.     

In order to deliver a World-Class customer service experience, businesses need to build their approach and strat-
egies around those who execute it. It can be as simple as listening to employee suggestions and incorporating 
them. If you want to take it a step further, give them the power to think independently and to instantly solve 
customer problems.  

Treating the employee as number one is the only way to attain the service that creates repeat business and improves 
your bottom line. It shows employees that you are concerned and committed to their well-being. This leads to  
passionate and enthusiastic employees who unleash their enthusiasm onto the customer experience.

 © 2007 McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc.

Employee Recognition Creates World-Class Customer Ser-
vice
By Michael D. Brown, MBA
BusinessWeek.com 2007

Customer service is crucial for businesses hoping to compete with chain stores, larger companies, and even the  
business next door. While there are a number of steps to ensure that you are offering World-Class customer 
service, the first approach is simple: make sure that your frontline employees feel respected and valued.   
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	 Businesses need happy employees because they unleash their enthusiasm and passion from within, and 
that passion is infectious. It transmits to everyone around them and most importantly to the customers. 

The easiest way to do this is with positive feedback. Managers usually only thank their employees when they go 
above and beyond their job description, which they should. Why not thank them for just doing what they’re 
supposed to do? It can’t hurt.  

After voicing your recognition, follow up by treating them likewise. The frontline employee is the most impor-
tant asset to your customer service experience. So treat them with the utmost respect, honesty, and trust. They 
need to know that you are committed to their well-being.  

Giving your employees the recognition and gratitude for a job well done is a simple but overlooked act. It can 
be the difference between a disgruntled and motivated employee. Which do you want delivering the customer 
experience?

 © 2007 McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc.

Empower Employees to Handle Customer Problems
By Michael D. Brown, MBA
BusinessWeek.com 2007

Nine times out of ten a customer problem starts with a simple issue that can be solved in a matter of  
minutes. These issues can make the difference between one-time customers and loyal patrons. Frontline employees  
typically encounter and discover customer problems and should therefore be equipped and enabled to instantly 
resolve them.  

This is what I call “Make-It-Right Power.” It makes the frontline experience run more smoothly and efficiently 
for both customers and frontline employees. To incorporate this into your business, you need to engage Frontline  
Employees to ensure it is valuable and effective. 

Here are some steps to give frontline employees Make-It-Right Power:

	 • Spend some time with the frontline employees to understand how they currently solve customers’ 
problems.

	 • Find out from the employees what would make it easier for them solve these problems.
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	 • Record this gathered knowledge into a “best practice document.”

	 • Establish Make-It-Right authority for every employee in the organization.

	 • Define a policy and procedure around how to administer Make-It-Right Power. 

	 • Provide the necessary training.

Once a frontline employee has Make-It-Right Power, he or she can solve the problems that customers want 
resolved instantly.  This is a simple step that will improve customer loyalty and improve your bottom line.  
 © 2007 McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc.

Walk First or Crawl Later!
By Michael D. Brown, MBA
BusinessWeek.com 2007

	

Businesses can learn a lot about their customer service from their employees. One lesson is to walk a day in their 
shoes or as I like to call it, “Side-By-Side Walking.” It offers a ground-up view of the service that customers re-
ceive while understanding the needs and tasks that employees require to deliver World-Class customer service.  

Performing a Side-By-Side Walk will inform you on the necessary policy changes and processes that will increase 
your service experience, employee moral, and the bottom line. The following are steps for a successful Side-By-
Side Walking evaluation:

	 • Before walking, write down your interpretation of employee tasks.

	 • Assume the full role of your frontline employee in all areas including the uniform. 

	 • Do all employee tasks, from opening to closing.	

	 • Follow all processes that are in place without influencing protocol. 
Work as they work and observe as you go.

	 • �Compare your work experience with the formal job description and note the necessary improvements 
that will enhance your service experience.  

Once your business understands the ground-up approach, infuse your new-found knowledge into your cus-
tomer service strategy.  You will be armed with information that will aid you in creating a frontline environment 
that your frontline employees can be passionate about and your customers will notice.
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Make Your Customer Number Two
Want to Provide Fresh Customer Service? Ignore Conventional Wisdom

By Michael D. Brown, MBA

The Toy Book, 2007

The vast majority of customer service strategies use the idea of making the customer their top priority and 
cornerstone.  Yet, lines are still long, information is scarce, products are out of place or stock, and no two em-
ployees have the same answer to the same question. If today’s public-serving organizations really are making the 
customer number one, they have a funny way of demonstrating it.

The business world needs a makeover. A new perspective. An approach that I like to call “Fresh Customer Ser-
vice.” Fresh Customer Service® demystifies the process of attracting loyal, happy customers who return again 
and again and recommend your business to their friends and families. This type of customer reaction can actu-
ally tip the scales and prove the difference between a prosperous organization and a bankrupt one. So what’s the 
secret? Treating the employee as number one. 

The struggle to turn just any old customer into a loyal customer is unyielding, and the burden of competition is  
so stiff you don’t have time to think about what Mary Jo at the cash register and Frank the janitor have to say  
about things.

But these are the exact people to whom you need to listen and show your appreciation. The only way you can 
hope to deliver a World-Class customer service experience is by listening to, equipping, empowering, involving, 
and valuing the feedback and expertise your frontline employees can offer.   

The key to running a successful operation is believing in and practicing the concept that customers should al-
ways come second—employees matter more in the immediate sense and should therefore come first. After all, 
happy employees unleash their enthusiasm and passion from within, and that passion is contagious. It infects 
everyone around them, including customers.

The first step to treating the employee as number one is positive feedback. Management receives feedback, why 
not the frontline employees, the most important asset of an organization? Giving your employees the recogni-
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tion and gratitude for a job well done is a simple but overlooked act. However, it can make the difference be-
tween motivated and disgruntled employees.  Here are some simple steps to putting this plan to action.

	 • �Thank your employees every day. Thank them for going above and beyond their job descriptions.  
And why not thank them for doing what they’re supposed to be doing? It sure can’t hurt anyone.

	 • �Treat each employee with the utmost trust, honesty, respect, integrity, and commitment to his or her 
well-being. The frontline employee is the most important asset, resource, and ally to an organization’s 
operations. He or she and his or her quest to deliver a World-Class customer service experience are 
paramount. We must take care of all of our frontline employees first if we ever hope to effectively and 
consistently reach the customer.

Once the employees are respected, Fresh Customer Service® is on its way.  The next step businesses should take 
is to learn from their employees by walking a day in their shoes.  Side-by-Side Walking offers businesses a way 
to interact  and learn from their employees.  It offers an insider perspective that is usually lost between front-
line employees and management.  By understanding the tasks and experiences that workers encounter, a better 
service plan can be created with employees in mind to highlight their strengths.  Helpful tips for Side-by-Side 
Walking include:

	 • �Before starting the experience, be sure to secure a copy of the formal job description for the job

	    �being observed.  Write down your interpretation of what you think the job involves.  After completing 
the experience, reflect on the reality of the employees’ day versus the formal description.

	 • �Complete an entire shift, from the pre-shift work through the closing process.  You can’t cut corners  
if you expect to make a change.  Observing all aspects of customer service is the only way to make  
informed decisions. 

Once businesses understand the ground-up approach to customer service they are likely to develop a plan for 
efficiency.  However, don’t make the mistake of not keeping the employee in the forefront.  They are the brand 
ambassadors of any business, so make sure that they are empowered employees: Trusting your employees to 
make decisions and act with authority gives them not only a heightened sense of responsibility but also the free-
dom to handle a customer’s complaint—not just directing him or her to a manager. Tips to creating empowered 
employees include:

	 • �Listen. All employees should have the right to be involved in the planning of the work affecting them.  
They encounter and discover customer problems.  Ask and listen to their feedback when developing 
new procedures because they may solve an issue that management hadn’t thought of.
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	 • �Give workers Make-It-Right Power.  Customers want to see an instant solution to their problems.  
Allowing employees authority can transform a customer’s bad experience into a positive one.  

	 • �When deciding how much power employees have to make things right, make sure that firm, well-
documented policies are in place.  

For many individuals, organizations, corporations, mom-and-pop stores, and entrepreneurs, delivering a World-
Class customer service experience through Fresh Customer Service® will require a cultural change. But embrac-
ing this experience, no matter how much work it will take, will deliver a competitive edge unlike any other. 

If you are a manager, frontline leader, supervisor, entrepreneur, director, HR rep, business owner or CEO, you 
must offer your frontline employees a healthy, fruitful, cohesive working environment where their contributions 
are valued and respected. Remember that if you first take care of the frontline employees, they will take care of 
the customers, and the bottom line will take care of itself.

© ��2007 Adventure Publishing Group, Inc.
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The Experts: Customer Service Put Employees First
By Michael D. Brown, MBA
insidebiz.com
December 3, 2007

Lured by the pressure of holiday gift-giving, sales and discounts, people flock to the stores every year, search-
ing for the perfect present. Lines are long, tempers are short. When done, customers leave tired, frustrated and 
hoping they can avoid the mall for the foreseeable future. Retailers may be thrilled with the boost in seasonal 
revenue – but are they creating lasting customer relationships? 

There is a way to build a satisfied customer base and deliver world-class customer service on the busiest of shop-
ping days. If you treat your employees as your most important priority and your customers as No. 2, you will 
provide a level of service that will thrill your buying public while making your employees feel empowered and 
fully engaged. 

Putting your employees ahead of your customers may seem like a radical concept, but it is the perfect way to 
be proactive about achieving world-class customer service – and it’s easier than you think. There are only two 
simple initiatives you need to improve your holiday customer service: Arm your employees with “Make-It-
Right Power” and listen to their “Bubble-Up Innovation.” 

The most immediate service issues that managers and business owners need to resolve are customer complaints.  
The best way to do this is to arm your employees with “Make-It-Right Power.” Most customer complaints 
begin with what should be simple, easily resolved situations. Your frontline employees are the ones who are 
face-to-face with these problems – and they should be the ones equipped and empowered to provide the solu-
tions. This way, when there is a simple complaint, the employee can address the issue immediately rather than 
requiring the customer to wait for a manager. This makes the process run more smoothly and can make the 
difference between  
a disgruntled customer and a loyal, repeat shopper. 

Sounds simple, right? It is. And the easiest way to put it into practice is to treat it like you would any other 
store initiative. If you listen to your staff, set guidelines as to how to resolve each issue and train everyone ac-
cordingly, the transition to empowered employees will be a smooth one. 

Listening to your employees is key. Because of their frontline status, your employees have a special understand-
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ing of your customer’s needs and expectations. After all, they deal more directly with the customers than any-
one else in your operation, including you. Since your staff can offer a unique perspective on your customers, 
it is critical that you spend time with them to understand how issues of customer service are resolved. You can 
use their experiences to create a “best practices” document – a document that establishes and details the bounds 
of authority that an employee has to deal with any issues. 

While you’re imbuing your employees with “Make-It-Right Power,” you will discover that your employees will 
have ideas and suggestions for all aspects of your store’s operation. This leads to the second initiative, “Bubble-
Up Innovation.” This is when you allow fresh ideas on how to run things come to you from your frontline 
employees. 

Your employees have experiences that only they can articulate. Set up a zone where they can freely share their 
ideas and experiences – be that via tape recorder, suggestion box or any other means. Create a rewards and 
recognitions program for the most innovative suggestions; gift certificates, movie tickets and spot bonuses are 
all excellent incentives for your employees to give you their very best ideas. And when they do, you will have 
insight into how to set yourself apart from your competitors. And if you can make your business stand out, you 
will enhance your bottom line. 

If you put your employees first, you give them a sense of empowerment and ownership in their work. They 
will become more engaged, more helpful and more enthusiastic. And it will translate into a vastly improved 
customer service experience – no matter the season. 

Make this happen, and you will show your customers that you can deliver a world-class customer service expe-
rience during the busiest shopping days of the year. Do that and you will undoubtedly create loyal customers 
who will be yours long after Dec. 25. 

Michael D. Brown MBA, a professional speaker, coach and trainer, has worked with BP, Wells Fargo Financial, 
Ford Foundation, Amoco and Wendy’s International. Information about him and his book, Fresh Customer  
Service, is available at www.FreshCustomerService.com. 

© ��2007 The Hampton Roads Business Journal
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Retail industry needs to re-evaluate customer service 
By Wendy Elliott/The Advertiser 

novanewsnow.com

December 8, 2007

Last week in The Advertiser, we reprinted a 40-year-old photo of retail buildings in Wolfville and the image 
took one of our gentle readers back in time. 

Great-grandmother Joan Eaton called to reminisce about a Christmas when the proprietor of Porter’s Grocery 
refused to sell her some turkey. Apparently, he felt she couldn’t afford a whole bird, so he cut one in half and 
sold her that. 

Can anyone imagine that happening today? With Christmas on the horizon, I can feel the shopping Mecca 
called New Minas getting busier by the day. As my friend Barb says, this season is like living in a pressure 
cooker of consumerism. 

It’s no accident that a Berkeley environmental activist turned filmmaker by the name of Annie Leonard 
launched her new 20-minute webflick called The Story of Stuff earlier this month. Leonard distills succinctly 
years of research and advocacy into an online documentary about what she calls the “materials economy.” 

According to her, the corporate giants conceived of our consumerist lifestyle after WWII to build on ramped-
up wartime production. Today we buy and buy and only keep one per cent of all we purchase, all the while 
devaluing the planet. Check out her little film before you go Christmas shopping. I’m going to select presents 
from the World Vision catalogue. 

MLA David Morse was quite taken, he told me, with a speech given by Lil MacPherson, one of the winners of 
a Maritime Business Ethics Award recently. Lil and her partner run the Wooden Monkey Restaurant in Halifax 
that features organic local food, fair trade coffee and sustainable fish. It avoids the industrial food system and 
attracted the Rolling Stones when they were in town. 

Try doing something small



articles
MICHAEL D.
          

©
 2

0
0

7
–

2
0

1
1

  
M

ic
ha

el
 D

. 
B

ro
w

n

The Michael D. Brown Company, Inc.	 1.800.891.4256	 www.FreshCustomerService.com
4747 Research Forest Drive, Suite 180-108, The Woodlands, TX 77381 	 Speak@TheMichaelDBrown.com 

For media inquiries & bookings, please contact Luke Messecar of The Ictus Initiative at Luke@IctusInitiative.com or at 617.230.2167 

®MICHAEL D.
          
MICHAEL D.
           b R O W N

®

Lil told those at the awards dinner, “if everyone just looked at the effects of the product they are buying, it would 
make a big difference.... If you feel that you can’t do something big in life, then do something small in a big way.” 

The New Minas branch of the Valley Credit Union practices that philosophy when it comes to banking 
services. The credit union aims to keep money in the community, and the staff work hard at good customer 
relations.  
Not too long ago village resident Russell Walsh wrote a poetic testimonial to his credit union. 

Among the several verses, Walsh said, “The staff are oh-so-friendly, they greet you with a smile. It’s really nice 
to know that they go the extra mile.” Consequently, a pleased staff presented Walsh with a Credit Union watch.  
What goes around comes around. 

American customer service consultant Michael D. Brown, who has a new book out, believes the retail industry 
needs to re-evaluate its customer service strategies to lure shoppers to become a loyal customer who adding to  
their bottom line. 

“Consumers often cite customer service over price when it comes to where they spend their money,” he 
contends. “Regardless if a retailer is a box store or a specialty shop, consumers want a hassle-free and positive 
service experience that will refresh their sense of shopping, even during the hectic season.”

For New Minas shopper Carmen Hines, positive experience means not being charged the old Canadian price 
on U.S. magazines now that our dollar is worth more. She wanted to warn her fellow consumers to check out 
what area stores are charging since the rise of the loonie. And Hines described the frustration of trying to reach 
a human being to protest the pricing she saw in a local grocery store. 

“I’m not a passive consumer any more,” she told me, “and I always buy local.” If we could shop intelligently 
and buy less, how much better off the planet will be. 

Note: In last week’s column I equated high tides and global warming. Dr. Liz Kosters tells me the tidal reach in 
the Minas Basin is still growing. She will bring her expertise to the Blomidon Naturalists’ meeting Jan. 21. The 
topic is sediment in the Bay of Fundy, a look at results by different researchers on tidal currents and the chal-
lenges for tidal power development.

© 2007 All rights reserved Media Transcontinental 
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© ��2007 The Trades Publishing Company, Inc. 
and Wilson Publications, LLC 
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Jackson State University grad developing a 
formula for personal branding built on PASSION
By: Lynn Lofton
Mississippi Business Journal, Dolan Media Newswires
Issue Date: 12/03/2007     

JACKSON, MS—“Get a brand or die a generic” is the blunt advice Jackson State University (JSU) alum Mi-
chael D. Brown delivers to college students and others across the country. The speaker, trainer and author spoke 
to student leaders at his alma mater last week with that message.

He says his philosophy is resonating with students because they, like others, are finding that companies only want 
to hire the best and the best is getting better. 

“I tell students they must have something different that makes them stand out — they must be known for some-
thing,” he said. “Without that, their careers begin to die and that affects their personal lives.

For Brown, it’s all about passion. Using the word passion, his program, which is not just applicable to students, 
sets out an admonition for each letter as follows:

P — preparation; work on it every day.

A — aspiration. What do you want to be?

S — stay focused.

S — setting the piece in place. 

I — invigorate yourself; keep yourself excited.

O — omit the negative. Things happen in your life; you learn from them and move on.

N — nailing the brand. Now that you’ve figured out what you want to be; you must make it happen.

“People who are memorable such as Oprah Winfrey, Martha Stewart and Donald Trump have a brand they have  
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created for themselves, and they never stop working on it,” he said. “Find your passion and connect to it.”

He finds that most students don’t realize they have to work at branding themselves. His words often are a wake-
up call to those who haven’t participated in activities or done anything to set themselves apart. 

“Many students are moving home with their parents because they can’t afford to live on their own, or the pay 
increases they get aren’t enough,” he said. “I try to tell them how to not graduate into poverty.”

Brown earned an MBA in global management after leaving JSU and worked for a number of Fortune 50 com-
panies. He was often called upon to set up and conduct training sessions for employees. Fueled by the passion 
he felt for training and the encouragement he received from others, he developed his own training points for 
customer service and personal advancement. 

This highly-motivated 35-year-old’s passion keeps him going. “My goal is to give more than I receive,” he said. 
“Getting e-mails and notes from students and professors telling me that I’ve helped them or they’ve changed the 
way they teach motivates me. I can stay energized because I’m doing what I love so it’s not work.”

He uses the passion and ability-to-stay-fresh formula and says it’s how he survived corporate downsizings before 
he started his own training/coaching business. Now a resident of Los Angeles, Brown grew up in Lexington where 
god parents in the neighborhood and three Catholic nuns influenced his life and values.

“Because my mother worked, they took me on and made sure I was okay,” he said. “They were a good influence 
on me. They taught me that I could get respect and still drive people in a for-profit world. I find that motivating 
people works in today’s world where they want more than a competitive salary, want more out of a job.”

Toward that end, Brown developed a customer service presentation that was recently published as a book, “Fresh 
Customer Service: Treat the Employee as #1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers for Life.” His 
expertise in customer service has led him to consult with Fortune 100 companies such as BP and Wells Fargo 
Financial along with nonprofits including the Ford Foundation.

“In years past, workers stayed in one job and didn’t expect their employers to care about them,” he said. “Today, 
employers have to be more creative in attracting new talent and keeping it.”

Now he is working on a second book around the “get a brand or die a generic” theme. “I like to get away to 
develop new ideas, to travel, reflect and write,” he said.

In addition to being a speaker and trainer, Brown is a contributing writer to BusinessWeek.com and has been fea-
tured in The Christian Science Monitor and Diversity MBA Magazine on developing customer service strategy and  
business management.

© 2007 Dolan Media Newswires
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Make Your Customer No. 2
Want to Provide Fresh Customer Service? Ignore Conventional Wisdom

The vast majority of customer service strategies use the idea of making
the customer their top priority and cornerstone. Yet, lines are still long,
information is scarce, products are out of place or stock, and no two

employees have the same answer to the same question. If today’s public-serv-
ing organizations really are making the customer No. 1, they have a funny
way of demonstrating it.

The business world needs a makeover. A new perspective. An approach
of Fresh Customer Service. Fresh Customer Service demystifies the process
of attracting loyal, happy customers who return again and again and recom-
mend your business to their friends and families. This type of customer re-
action can actually tip the scales and prove the difference between a pros-
perous organization and a bankrupt one. So what’s the secret? Treating the
employee as No. 1. 

The struggle to turn “just any old customer” into a
loyal customer is unyielding and the burden of competi-
tion is so stiff you don’t have time to think about what
Mary Jo at the cash register or Frank the janitor have to
say about things.

But these are the exact people to whom you need to
listen and show your appreciation. The only way you can
hope to deliver a world-class customer service experi-
ence is by listening to, equipping, empowering, and in-
volving your front-line employees and valuing the feed-
back and expertise they can offer.   

The key to running a successful operation is believ-
ing in and practicing the concept that customers should
always come second. Employees matter more in the im-
mediate sense and should therefore come first. After all,
happy employees unleash their enthusiasm and passion
from within, and that passion is contagious. It infects
everyone around them, including customers.

The first step to treating the employee as No. 1 is positive feedback. Man-
agement receives feedback, why not the front-line employees, the most im-
portant asset of an organization? Giving your employees the recognition and
gratitude for a job well done is a simple, but often overlooked, act. However,
it can make the difference between motivated and disgruntled employees.
Here are some simple steps to putting this plan to action.

� Thank your employees every day. Thank them for going above and
beyond their job descriptions. And why not thank them for doing what they’re
supposed to be doing? It sure can’t hurt anyone.

� Treat each employee with the utmost trust, honesty, respect, integri-
ty, and commitment to his or her well-being. The front-line employee is the
most important asset, resource, and ally to an organization’s operations. Their
quest to deliver a world-class customer service experience is paramount. We
must take care of our front-line employees first if we ever hope to effectively
and consistently reach the customer.

Once the employees are respected, Fresh Customer Service is on its way.
The next step businesses should take is to learn from their employees by
walking a day in their shoes. Side-by-side walking offers businesses a way
to interact and learn from their employees. It offers an insider perspective
that is usually lost between front-line employees and management. By un-

derstanding the tasks and experiences that workers encounter, a better serv-
ice plan can be created with employees in mind to highlight their strengths.
Helpful tips for side-by-side walking:

� Before starting the experience, be sure to secure a copy of the for-
mal job description for the job you’ll be observing. Write down your inter-
pretation of what you think the job involves. After completing the experience,
reflect on the reality of the employee’s day versus the formal description.

� Complete an entire shift, from the pre-shift work through the clos-
ing process. You can’t cut corners if you expect to make a change. Observing
all aspects of customer service is the only way to make informed decisions. 

Once businesses understand the ground-up approach to customer service
they are likely to develop a plan for efficiency. However, don’t make the mis-

take of not keeping employees in the forefront. They are the
brand ambassadors of any business, so make sure that they
are empowered employees. Trusting your employees to
make decisions and act with authority gives them not only
a heightened sense of responsibility, but also the freedom to
handle a customer’s complaint—not just directing them to
a manager. Tips to creating empowered employees:

� Listen. All employees should have the right to
be involved in the planning of the work affecting them.
They encounter and discover customer problems. Ask
for and listen to their feedback when developing new
procedures because they may solve an issue that man-
agement hadn’t even thought of.

� Give workers make-it-right power. Customers
want to see an instant solution to their problems. Allowing
employees authority can transform a customer’s bad ex-
perience into a positive one.  

� When deciding how much power employees have
to make things right, make sure that firm, well-documented policies are in place.  

For many individuals, organizations, corporations, mom-and-pop stores,
and entrepreneurs, delivering a world-class customer service experience
through Fresh Customer Service will require a cultural change. But embrac-
ing this experience, no matter how much work it will take, will deliver a
competitive edge unlike any other.

If you are a manager, front-line leader, supervisor, entrepreneur, director,
human resources rep, small business owner, or CEO, you must offer your
front-line employees a healthy, fruitful, cohesive working environment where
their contributions are valued and respected. Remember that if you first take
care of the front-line employees, they will take care of the customers, and the
bottom line will take care of itself.   �

As a professional speaker, coach, and trainer, Michael Brown draws up-
on his own life experiences and corporate career to deliver results that en-
hance the bottom line. With 15 years of technical and functional leadership
experience, Brown delivers his message through keynotes, seminars, work-
shops, and executive retreats. Brown’s fresh approach to customer service is
detailed in his new book, Fresh Customer Service. Visit www.themichaeld
brown.com for more information.

by Michael Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service
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Lexington Native Sets Forth Business Philosophy in Book
By: Holmes County Herald Staff Writer

February 20, 2008    

“Treat the employee as #1 and the customer as #2 and you will get customers for life.” This statement may seem 
farfetched in today’s world, but it is the philosophy set forth by Michael D. Brown, MBA, in his book Fresh 
Customer Service: Treat the Employee as #1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers For Life.

Brown is a 31-year-old native of Lexington, son of Ella R. Brown, and a graduate of McClain High School 
and Jackson State University. He sets forth his principle of 6.5 fresh steps for delivering a world-class customer 
service experience. Brown says that putting your employees first by treating them with respect and kindness will 
motivate and equip them with the tools they need to do their job and unleash a passion in them to serve your 
customers like they have never been treated before.

Brown, a former Frontline employee, is a leader at the fourth largest Fortune Global 500 company in the world. 
He is a successful professional speaker, coach, and trainer who draws upon his own life experiences and highly 
successful corporate career to deliver unprecedented results that enhance the bottom line, according to his fly 
leaf.

For more information on Brown, visit the website www.FreshCustomerService.com.

©1998-2008 Linear Publishing
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“�Your�clients�want�a�personal��
connection,�and they don’t want 
to wait.” 

—Ryan Miller

continued on p. 2

Front office staff can make or break your practice
Staff�members�often�not�familiar�with�your�Web�site,�fail�to�direct�patients

Is your front office staff helping you grow your 
plastic surgery practice, or are you losing patients 
because prospective customers get a bad impres-
sion of your practice? Some surgeons and cus-
tomer service experts caution that you might not 
realize how much damage is being done out front 
while you’re working hard in the back.

In particular, front office staff may be unfa-
miliar with your practice’s Web site and not 
directing prospective patients to the site for more 
information. 

That appealing Web site that you put so much 
effort and money into might go unseen by pro-
spective patients because your staff members are 
not directing them to it.

Ryan Miller, president of Etna Interactive, a 
practice management consulting firm in San Luis 
Obispo, CA, says he has found that many plastic 
surgeons have no idea how poorly their front 
offices are run. They assume that everything is 
fine because the staff members are pleasant and 
helpful when the surgeon is around. Or worse, 
the surgeons may never venture out to the front 
office to see the patient experience.

Miller says he recently did an informal survey 
of plastic surgery and bariatric surgery practices 
across the United States and found that front 
office staff members in most surgical practices are 
overworked, disconnected from the sales process, 
and undercutting Web marketing efforts. His 
firm called 300 plastic surgery practices and 200 
bariatric surgery practices selected randomly from 
across the country and asked just one question: 
“Does Dr. X have a Web site?” 

INSIDE
Quiz staff members 
about your Web site

Staff members might 
not know how it helps 
patients on p. 3.

Seven steps to improve 
front office service

Treat staff members 
well, and patients will 
also benefit on p. 4.

MRSA infections pose 
risk in plastic surgery 

Research shows  
infections in face-lift 
patients on p. 5.

Prevent MRSA infections 
with simple steps

Preop showers can 
lower risk on p. 8.

Fractional CO2 making 
big impression

Surgeons see CO2  
benefits with few  
drawbacks on p. 9.

Plastic surgeons should 
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In a unique position to 
help, effect can be great 
on p. 12.
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“As I expected, the first 10 or so offices we 
called weren’t sure if they had a site or what the 
address was. A few took the time to look it up 
and read it back to us,” he says. “But here’s the 
thing that made me stop and expand the data we 
gathered: Not one of the first 10 practices we 
called asked if they could answer questions about 
the doctor or practice, and no one invited us in 
for a consultation.”

Although he concedes that the simple ques-
tion used may have suggested to staff members 
that the call represented only a casual inquiry, 
Miller says they still should have offered more 
information and attempted to build some kind of 
connection.

The following are some highlights of Miller’s 
survey:

27% of the practices that were called had no 
Web site.
Among practices with Web sites, 60% were 
not sure initially whether they had a site or 
what the address was. Only a fraction of  that 
group took the time to hunt the address down 
for the caller.
Only three practices in 500 (that’s just 0.6%) 
detailed any helpful features of  the Web site 
that the caller could check.

»

»

»
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Front office staff
continued from p. 1
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93% of the practices hung up immediately after answering 
the question. (The caller was instructed to say “thank you” 
after the address was discussed but did not say good-bye or 
hang up until the office ended the call.)

Miller says that last point is particularly troubling. Only 
7% of the offices asked whether the caller had other questions, 
tried to determine what procedure the caller was consider-
ing, offered information about their surgeon’s credentials, or 
encouraged the caller to come in for a consultation. (See p. 3 
for advice on improving your staff’s response to callers.)

Educate staff members about important role
So what can you do to improve the performance of your 

front office staff? Miller says you must educate staff members 
about the importance of excellent client care. And you must 
get rid of cumbersome phone systems, long hold times, bad 
on-hold music, dropped calls, and transfers to voice mail.

“Your clients want a personal connection, and they don’t 
want to wait,” Miller says. But before you blame any prob-
lems on your front office and start taking them to task, 
Miller says you should ask yourself these three questions:
1. Have I made it clear to my front office staff that every 

call is valuable and every caller should be treated well, 
even the price shoppers?

2. Does my staff member training reinforce this idea? Can 
the front office explain why I am worth a consultation? 
Do they know how to cultivate a lead?

»

3. Does the front office have time to give each call personal 
attention and immediate priority? 

The answers can guide you toward improving your prac-
tice, Miller says. Be careful not to blame poor front office 
performance on the staff without looking at how you may 
have driven them to that behavior. If you are trying to get 
by with too few staff or less experienced (and less expen-
sive) staff than you really need, they may not be able to give 
patients the attention you expect. 

Treat your staff members well first
Getting your staff members to treat patients better may 

require that you first treat your staff members better, says 
Michael D. Brown, a New York City–based customer ser-
vice consultant for Fortune 100 companies and the author 
of the book Fresh Customer Service: Treat the Employee as #1 and 
the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers for Life (Acanthus 
Publishing, October 2007). He believes that customer ser-
vice is one of the most important issues for a plastic surgery 
practice because it creates the repeat business that drives the 
bottom line. “Many practices that sell services forget that 
front office staff are the vessels that take care of the customer 
service aspects of their business,” he says. “Without incor-
porating their specialized knowledge and experience into a 
company’s business plan, they fail to meet the expectations 
and needs of the customer and helping make the next sale.”

Brown says practices can start improving their service and 
office cohesiveness with a basic principle he calls “gratitude 
to growth.” Recognition is the building block for motivating 
employees and business, he says. 
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continued on p. 4

Doctors receive feedback from grateful patients, Brown 
says, so why shouldn’t surgeons give positive feedback to 
the front office staff, which is a vital asset of the organiza-
tion? “Gratitude—a simple, but overlooked act—inspires 
employees to work to their full potential that will reach the 
customer,” Brown says. “These office workers are in daily 
contact with customers and understand how company policy 
affects their experience.”

Brown says the No. 1 reason most companies fail, and 
that includes plastic surgery practices, is that they provide 
poor customer service. His advice runs counter to the adage 
that you should always put the customer first. He says you 
should put the employee first and the customer second and, 
in return, the employees will treat your customers better. 
(See p. 4 for more of Brown’s advice on improving staff 
interaction with patients.) “You end up getting customers 
for life and great employee retention,” he says. “They are 
the people on the front line who must translate all your 
good work to the customer, so it behooves us not to put 

them second. Make sure they understand the level of service 
you are trying to give and the impression you are trying to 
convey to the customer.”

Brown says plastic surgery customers are becoming more 
demanding as the economy tightens up, because they want the 
most for their money when they buy elective services. That 
means the pressure is on front office staff, who will determine 
whether that customer feels welcomed and cared for, he says. 

“Unfortunately, a difficult economy can mean that people 
start looking to cut costs and they decide that they can get 
by without as many front office staff,” Brown says. “In a lot 
of cases, that is going in the wrong direction. You’re saving 
some money in the short run but just making your customer 
service worse.”

Uncertain staff members can turn off patients
Brown points out that overworked or insufficiently 

Quiz staff about your Web site, offer scripted remarks

Ryan Miller, president of Etna Interactive, a practice 

management consulting firm in San Luis Obispo, CA, suggests 

an exercise that might be useful at your next staff meeting: 

Ask each staff member to write down the practice’s Web site 

address, and then list three reasons a prospective patient might 

want to visit the site and two reasons a current patient might 

want to visit. Give them several minutes to write, then collect 

the sheets, and discuss the results.

“Don’t be surprised if many of your staff members do not 

know your correct Web address, if they are not familiar with 

what is on your site, or if they find it difficult to explain how the 

site will benefit current or prospective clients,” he says. “Your 

goal should be to have a well-trained and poised staff who can 

recite your Web address from memory and talk intelligently 

about the benefits of your site, both for current and prospective 

patients.”

If your front office staff is not as familiar with your Web site 

as you would like, Miller suggests conducting a group tour of  

the site, with everyone going through the site together and 

becoming familiar with its features and how it can help both pro-

spective and current patients. 

Scripted conversation starters about your Web site also are a 

great way to help your staff members talk with people on the phone 

about it. Miller offers the following examples, which could be posted 

by telephones to give staff members a quick prompt during a call:

“On our Web site, you can learn more about Dr. Smith. Her bio 

is available under the heading … ”

“You can learn more about your procedure on our Web site. Our 

surgeon has performed … ”

“We have dozens of before-and-after photos on the site, and 

many more are available in our office. Would you like to schedule 

a consultation to meet the surgeon and see all of our photos?”

“If you’re worried about fitting a procedure into your budget, we 

offer convenient financing. You can apply right on our site … or we 

can help you with it when you come in for your consultation.”

“Oh, and, of course, you can get acquainted with our whole staff 

at the Web site. I’m Sandy, and my picture is second on the 

page. What was your name?”

»

»

»

»

»
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trained staff members can end up inadvertently turning away 
patients, even if they’re trying to do their jobs well. The 
patients expect staff members to be forthright with them, so 
any uncertainty from the staff can be construed negatively.

“If they don’t seem like they know everything about this 
practice and are very comfortable, that can be a turnoff to 
the prospective patient,” Brown says. “When someone is 
considering something as serious as elective surgery, any 
wavering by the staff can be a turning point for them.”

Gary Burton, MD, a general plastic surgeon practicing in 
Baltimore and Bowie, MD, says it is important to remember 
that front office staff members are valuable to your practice. 
Usually, there will be a hierarchy among front office staff, as 
each staff member is not equally experienced or entrusted 
with more important duties, but Burton cautions against 
devoting all your attention to the senior members.

“They’re all important to your success,” he says. “It’s also 
necessary to remember that they all bring different experienc-
es to the table, that they’re all from different life experiences 
and can contribute to your practice in different ways.”

Some front office staff may have dominant personalities 
and overshadow other employees. “If that happens, the tal-
ents of the other employees may not be fully recognized and 
utilized,” he says. “You don’t want one person taking over 
the whole show, because chances are that person does not 
bring all the skills and capabilities that you might find in the 
rest of the staff.”

Front office staff
continued from p. 3

“�You�don’t�want�one�person�taking�over��
the�whole�show,�because�chances�are�that�
person�does not bring all the skills and 
capabilities that you might find in the 
rest of the staff.”�

—Gary Burton, MD

Burton says he makes his expectations clear but then tries 
not to smother the staff with too much supervision. 

“The front office staff keeps things going,” Burton says. 
“They can be one of the most important parts of a practice 
because if they don’t interact well with the patient, the 
surgeon may never even get a chance to see the patient and 
employ your skills.” H

Seven steps to improve front office customer service
Michael D. Brown, a New York City–based customer 

service consultant for Fortune 100 companies and the author 
of the book Fresh Customer Service: Treat the Employee as #1 and 
the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers for Life (Acanthus 
Publishing, October 2007), says you can improve your front 
office staff’s customer service with seven steps:

1. Try side-by-side walking. Spend some time walking 
side-by-side with the front office staff to see what their real 
work experience is like. This requires a time commitment—
you need to see the ongoing demands on staff members, 
rather than just standing at the front desk observing for sev-
eral minutes and thinking you understand their jobs. 

“You will realize that what you thought the customer is 
getting is really very different. You will see that the policies 
and procedures that you thought were routine every day 
are not practical or just don’t work the way you expected,” 

Brown says. “You will cringe at some point.”
2. Use smart tasking. Multitasking is a necessary part of 

any front office job, but Brown says a practice often heaps 
too many disparate tasks on a person and still expects him or 
her to serve the customer well. The solution is to categorize 
and prioritize those tasks, making it clear that customer ser-
vice always trumps other assignments.

Also, make sure staff members aren’t, in effect, shutting 
down your front office an hour early so that they can do  
all the end-of-the-day tasks in time. Arrange their schedules  
and their workloads so that the patient who walks in at  
4:30 p.m.—perhaps at the only time she could stop by for 
information—doesn’t get a cold shoulder because the staff 
members are too busy with other tasks.

3. Give staff members the power to make it right. 
Empower your staff members to address patient problems 
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as directly as possible, without requiring a lot of back-and-
forth or clearance from superiors. 

“A lot of times, we put prisoners on the front line. 
They’re not really empowered to do anything. They’re just 
there to guard the door,” Brown says. “Some controls are 
always necessary, but people should have the power to take 
care of the customer. People want their problems solved 
now, and making them wait just makes their problems get 
bigger.”

4. Develop an arsenal of solutions for common prob-
lems. There should be standard options for addressing many 
of the issues that occur in the front office. If a patient needs 
to reschedule but the day is full, what are the options? Give 
staff members some guidelines on how to handle the most 
common challenges quickly and effectively.

“You want to avoid having staff freeze up and get that deer-
in-the-headlights look,” Brown says. “You don’t want some-
one saying, ‘I haven’t been here long, so I don’t know how 
to handle that.’ Give them some solutions up front, based on 
what you know can work in that situation.”

5. Mine your staff members for ways to improve. At least 
once per year, take your staff members off-site for a casual 
get-together in which you ask them for suggestions and ways 
to improve. In particular, ask what they hear from patients. 
The improvements may be relatively simple, with patients ask-
ing for Architectural Digest in the waiting room instead of Better 
Homes & Gardens. These are the small things that staff members 
are not likely to pass on until you specifically ask.

6. Keep a relentless focus on the customer experience. 
Everyone in the practice must remember that providing a 
good customer experience is always the key, always the focus 
of everything you do. It’s not just the surgeon’s job to make 
the patient happy; it’s everyone’s job.

7. Go away and let the staff do what you’ve told them. 
Once you are sure your staff members understand what you 
expect, leave them alone and let them do it. Constant harp-
ing or looking over their shoulders will only aggravate 
them. “And most importantly, you have to do all the same 
things,” he says. “They have to see that you are just as com-
mitted to serving the customer as you expect them to be.” H

e-mail: Free6060@bellsouth.net

Questions? Comments? Ideas?

Contact Editor Greg Freeman

continued on p. 6

MRSA a growing concern for plastic surgery patients
Research�shows�disturbing�rate�of�infections�in�face-lift�patients

Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) has 
become a significant health issue in plastic surgery practices 
throughout the United States, with research showing that 
in recent years, MRSA has become the leading contributing 
pathogen in postop skin and soft tissue infections. The evi-
dence is clear that MRSA infections are a growing problem 
and that plastic surgery is not exempt.

A new study from the Lenox Hill Hospital–Manhattan 
Eye, Ear, and Throat Institute in New York City reveals 
that one out of every 200 face-lift patients develops a seri-
ous MRSA infection.1 In the Lenox Hill study, about 0.5% 

of people undergoing face-lifts developed the so-called 
superbug infection. MRSA is a particularly virulent strain 
of S. aureus that is resistant to the class of antibiotics that 
includes penicillin, amoxicillin, and methicillin.

MRSA can cause boils, skin cell death, and even death.  
In past years, it has been seen mostly in hospital settings  
and crowded environments such as prisons. However, more 
community-associated cases of the disease started appearing 
in 1999.

 In the Lenox Hill face-lift study, Richard A. Zoumalan, 
MD, and David B. Rosenberg, MD, looked at the medical 
records of 780 patients who had face-lifts at one outpa-
tient surgical center between 2001 and 2007. They found 
that five patients developed infections at the surgical site, 
and four of them (0.5% of all patients) tested positive for 
MRSA. 



articles
MICHAEL D.
          

©
 2

0
0

7
–

2
0

1
1

  
M

ic
ha

el
 D

. 
B

ro
w

n

The Michael D. Brown Company, Inc.	 1.800.891.4256	 www.FreshCustomerService.com
4747 Research Forest Drive, Suite 180-108, The Woodlands, TX 77381 	 Speak@TheMichaelDBrown.com 

For media inquiries & bookings, please contact Luke Messecar of The Ictus Initiative at Luke@IctusInitiative.com or at 617.230.2167 

®MICHAEL D.
          
MICHAEL D.
           b R O W N

®

Customer Service: Are You Being Served?  
By: Chris Petersen

www.usbusiness-review.com
Friday, 16 May 2008

No matter how you define ‘customer,’ however, ‘customer service’ has the same definition, and your customers 
will agree that it’s one of the most important aspects in determining whether or not they come to you again.All 
companies, no matter how big or small, have one thing in common: They all have customers. 

Depending on the nature of your business, the term “customer” can mean different things. Maybe your customers 
are the general public, maybe they’re other companies or maybe your customers are governments. No matter how 
you define “customer,” however, “customer service” has the same definition, and your customers will agree that 
it’s one of the most important aspects in determining whether or not they come to you again. 

Consider the fictional case study of DVD A-to-Z ASAP Inc., a start-up that specializes in alphabetizing customers’ 
DVD collections. The company is off to a good start, posting modest success and single-digit growth in each of 
its first 12 months. The company has recently hired some new employees and they’ve undergone the company’s 
standard training program – they know that “Bridge Over the River Kwai” comes before “The Godfather” and 
“Star Wars” goes after “Return of the Jedi,” alphabetically speaking. George is one of the company’s newest hires, 
and as far as alphabetizing goes, he’s a wiz.

One day, George makes a routine house call to the home of a client, Mrs. Taylor, who has been a regular customer 
since the company’s inception. Mrs. Taylor leads George into the living room and shows him her DVD cabinet, 
which is a complete mess. What’s worse is that the Taylor’s DVD collection includes “2001: A Space Odyssey.” 
Panic-stricken, George has no idea where the movie should go, as movies beginning with numbers weren’t 
covered in the training. 

George spends the better part of the afternoon trying to place the movie, eventually settling on tossing it 
underneath the couch so no one sees it. When George’s boss comes into work the next day, there’s an angry 
message from Mrs. Taylor. The company has lost a customer, but it could have been easily avoided. 

Thinking Ahead

Renee Evenson has been in the customer service field for more than 30 years and wrote the book Award-Winning 
Customer Service: 101 Ways to Guarantee Great Performance. She says great customer service isn’t something 
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that should be talked about only when there’s a problem, but should be a key focus of your company all the 
time.

“I believe that the most important thing is that customer service begins with creating a culture of service within 
your organization,” Evenson says. 

Evenson suggests that a company should begin by defining who its customers are and what they will expect from 
it. Then, she suggests finding ways to exceed those expectations. “Once you know who your customers are, then 
you can write a customer focus plan,” she says. “One good way to start is asking yourself, ‘What are we going to 
do for our customers that’s going to set us apart from our competition?’” 

In George’s case, the company did not fully consider all of the customer’s potential needs, and therefore did 
not prepare George for the situation. That caused him to panic and make the situation even worse. His lack of 
honesty about the situation also exacerbated things, and Evenson says honesty can go a long way toward keeping 
customers satisfied – even when they don’t get the service they expect right away. 

“The companies that I have researched that have been very successful are those that have been very ethical,” she 
says. “That goes a long way with customers.” George’s situation could have been vastly improved if he simply 
admitted to Mrs. Taylor that he wasn’t sure of what to do. 

Empowering Employees

For Michael Brown, customer service consultant and author of Fresh Customer Service: Treat the Employee as 
#1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers For Life, George’s boss did him a disservice by sending 
him out unprepared and without the authority to solve the problem himself. In fact, one of the key tenets of 
DVD A-to-Z ASAP’s employee handbook is “Don’t Do Anything That’s Not in the Handbook.” It’s great advice 
in theory, but it also shackles the employees from applying creative solutions and only prolongs the agony for 
customers.

“The frontline employee is the face to the customers, so oftentimes what we will do is say we have this great 
customer service, but you haven’t done anything to empower and equip the employee to deliver the customer 
service experience,” Brown says. “They will take care of the customer and the bottom line will take care of 
itself.”

Brown details what he calls a “six-and-a-half-step” plan for developing good customer service skills in employees. 
The first step is for managers to literally stand side-by-side with employees to get a feel for how they interact 
with customers. George’s boss had never spent any time out in the field with customers since he hired his first 
employees.
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Next, Brown recommends “smart tasking,” which means scheduling tasks not related to customer service for 
either before opening or after closing so that they are not “intruding on the customer experience.” Third, he says 
employees need to be empowered to make snap decisions that solve problems. 

“They’re usually very simple things, but the thing that exacerbates that is the amount of time they have to wait 
because the employee is not empowered to fix it and they have to get a manager,” Brown says. 

The next step is developing a “what-if arsenal,” a series of common problems that all employees should be 
prepared to solve on their own. “2001” has been in the Taylors’ collection for years, but no one in the company 
shared their solutions for it with George. The fifth step is allowing “bubble-up innovation,” which puts faith in 
employees to come up with solutions because they know what customers want more than anyone else, Brown 
says. The sixth step, according to Brown, is instilling a relentless focus among employees and making sure they 
understand customer service is always going to be something they need to concentrate on. Lastly, the final half-
step is putting it into practice. 

Giving employees the power to serve customers effectively can make the difference between a long-term customer 
and a lost customer. “You never know who you’re impressing, so you have to make that first impression count,” 
Evenson says. “If you’re too busy to take care of your customers and make sure that your employees are giving 
great customer service, you may not be too busy for a while.” 
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Friendpreneurs: How to Find Success, Preserve 
Relationships
Shared vision, understanding can lead to good partnerships 

By: Ann Brown

Black Enterprise

January 2009

When Morehouse buddies Patrick D. Smith and Ozzie E. Smith (no relation) both entered the dental field, it 
seemed only logical they should start a practice together. Based in Chicago, the Smith & Smith Smile Studio was 
launched in spring 2007 and opened April 2008. “We initially knew that we would one day want more than to 
be owners of a small business,” Patrick says. “Working as a team would allow us to collaborate with ideas and 
knowledge. Also, we figured that as a startup company looking to expand in the future, having two people able 
to man the ship at any given time gives us more options for future expansion.”

But going into business with a friend can be a risky endeavor. “There is a risk of meshing the business with 
friends, as now a dispute or difference of opinion not only affects the business relationship, it affects the friend-
ship,” says business consultant Michael D. Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service (Acanthus Publishing; 
2008) and CEO of the Michael D. Brown Co. “If not handled properly you can diminish and/or loose both the 
friendship and the business.”

But there are steps to take to help friends become friendpreneurs.

AGREE ON A VISION FOR THE PARTNERSHIP. Having a shared vision was the key to the 
successful partnership between high school friends Candace Sandy and Dawn Marie Daniels. Both entered 
the publishing field and at one point worked together at Simon & Schuster. Daniels and Sandy had a vision 
of creating self-help books for African American women. So, they authored one together, Souls of My Sisters: 
Black Women Break Their Silence, Tell Their Stories and Heal Their Spirits (Kensington Publishing; 2000). 
Realizing they found a unique niche, they formed Souls of My Sisters Inc. and have produced self-help 
workshops, published several follow-up books, created an online resource, and inked a publishing imprint 
deal with Kensington under which they publish self-help and inspirational books by other authors. “What is 
wonderful about this partnership is that two women can pool together their resources and have an opportunity 
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to provide a service or a product to fill a niche and with the right strategy, hard work, and determination can 
become the American dream,” notes Sandy, who is also the communications director for Congressman Gregory 
W. Meeks (D-NY).

DEFINE BUSINESS ROLES. “Discuss each person’s strengths and weakness and map out who will 
do what within the company,” says New York-based business consultant Byron W. Perry, founder of 
entrepreneurial workshops Kids Inc. When Kristen Poe Hill and Renee E. Warren formed Noelle-Elaine 
Media, Hill says it was important that their work styles were similar. In business since 1993, the event 
management, media relations, and production firm counts such powerhouse companies as Black Enterprise, 
Ariel Mutual Funds, BET, and L’Oreal as its clients. To stay on the same page, the partners have an annual 
retreat in addition to their weekly staff meetings.

“Even if we just camp out at one of our homes, we have a strategizing session outside of the office,” says Hill, 
who recently co-authored You Buy the Peanut Butter, I’ll Get the Bread: The Absolutely True Adventures of Best 
Friends In Business (Penguin Group; Feb. 2009) with Warren. “This way we can map out our goals and plans for 
the future and bounce ideas off another without the distractions of the office.”

TALK MONEY. “Figure out what each person is bringing to the table.” Perry says. “Will each invest 
money, or does one have the contacts and skills?”  For dentist Smith, discussing finances with his partner was 
easier, he says, because of their friendship.  “Having a business-first attitude allows us to prioritize the money 
conversations around that in a team effort,” he adds. “Put it all on the table, from how much money you have 
in the bank, credit history, family plans, expected income, etc. Don’t let friendship cloud your mind when 
making business decisions.”

Make it legal. “Devise a solid business plan and agree to a contract,” Brown says. “If there is no initial shareholder 
agreement and decisions are made on the fly and are inconsistent, this leads to chaos and instability.”

MERGE. “Sometimes the best business partnerships with friends develop from businesses that merge,” Perry 
says. That’s what restaurateurs Joseph Dowell and William Parks discovered. Parks opened Mamma Nems.com 
in Stone Mountain, Georgia in 2006. Dowell meanwhile operated his own restaurant in New Orleans until it 
was destroyed by Hurricane Katrina. When Parks, who had no prior no restaurant experience, found himself 
overwhelmed with running the business, his longtime friend Dowell came onboard as an equal partner.  “I 
knew my financial investment would go much further in a restaurant that was already up and running verses 
opening a new one,” says Dowell on his decision to join Mamma Nems. “William and I share similar core 
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values that keep the business strong and on a vision and the basic principles on how to get there.”

Friend time. In the office, Dowell says it’s important to put business first. “The friendship is separate from how 
you provide for your family,” he says. Hill and Warren also find while it’s a good idea to give each other space, 
they make time to socialize as friends outside of work. “At the end of the day, we are still friends. There’s Kirsten 
my business partner and Kirsten my friend.”

CONFLICTS AND RESOLUTION. Emotions can run high when you are in business with a friend. To 
mount these hurdles, have a plan, Brown says. “Identify the dispute resolution methodology (i.e. Will a third 
identified person come in and help you solve personal and business disputes?) Decide how you will maintain 
the friendship if the business doesn’t go well or the business if the friendship doesn’t. Document a “prenuptial 
scenario agreement. If x happens, this is what will we do,” Brown advises. Compromising is also important, 
says Noelle-Elaine Media’s Hill. “Renee and I have always been open and honest with each other and that 
honesty has allowed us to clear any hurdles that may come up.  We do not always agree, but we do always agree 
to compromise when worse comes to worse.”
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Is Your Customer Service Staff in Jeopardy?
1to1 Weekly 
Date: 04/13/2009

Issue: April 13 2009

This is the second in a series of stories about how the economic downturn is affecting employees in various 
customer-facing job functions. Last week’s article discussed marketing jobs/positions/executives; this week we 
discuss whether customer service professionals should be worried about downsizing.

If fewer customers are buying fewer things, does that mean fewer customer service employees can adequately 
serve them? The economic downturn has forced companies to make tough choices, none more difficult than 
the decision of whether to lay off employees. Many business leaders may be tempted to cut the customer service 
budget, but as a result may damage customer relationships by diminishing the experience.

“I don’t think security is a word anyone can take ownership of right now regarding employment, but in customer 
service it’s even more pronounced,” says Michael D. Brown, author of the book Fresh Customer Service. “If cus-
tomers aren’t coming in, companies can only cut product costs so much before they sacrifice quality, and they’ll 
look to customer service to do more with less.”

Lucky for consumers, executives still do consider customer service an important function for long-term health. 
Recently Forrester Research authored a report that examined how executives felt the economy would affect their 
customer service spending (2008 Customer Experience Peer Research Panel Survey). Nearly two thirds of those 
surveyed said customer service will be even more important during the recession, and 90 percent said customer 
service will be either critical or very critical in 2009. Twenty-eight percent indicated they would cut spending on 
customer experience at a lower rate than everything else, and only 12 percent said they would cut that spending 
at a higher rate.

“The economy is making companies more aware of their customers because they aren’t growing at the pace they 
used to,” says Natalie Petouhoff, Forrester Research senior analyst for customer service and social media. “The 
financial, retail, and auto industries are failing in part because they weren’t concerned about customers.”

Steps to customer service success

Any enterprise considering a cut in service staff needs to consider how it will affect customers-thus, revenue. Ef-
ficiency and cost savings are worthy goals, but companies need to take a longer view to avoid repeating the mis-
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takes that led to the current economic state. “I don’t think reducing staff is the proper decision,” author Brown 
says. “It’s a short-term gain for a long-term loss.” To avoid that trap, he has created six-and-a-half steps to help 
companies focus on customers.

Side-by-side walking: Walk a mile in frontline employees’ shoes to understand their perspective. 1.	

Smart tasking: Define critical processes that support the customer experience and examine how efficient or 2.	
inefficient they are. 

‘Making it right’ power: Ensure employees are empowered to solve customer problems. 3.	

The what-if arsenal: Give employees as many solutions to problems as you can that don’t need approval. 4.	

Bubble up innovation: Ask for ideas or suggestions from employees that help reduce costs. 5.	

Focus on customer service: From the janitor to the CEO, make sure the organization is focused on making 6.	
it happen.

½. Make an official commitment to customer service. 7.	

The increasing array of interactive vehicles for “broadcasting” one’s personal opinions means that social media 
will receive many of these complaints.  As a result, reps have the opportunity to demonstrate their value and di-
versify their skills simply by learning more about social media. “Social media is going to be like a megaphone for 
companies, so if employees want to become more involved that’s the perfect opportunity,” Petouhoff says. “Infor-
mation found in an online community or social network is much more detailed than most knowledge bases.”

While some companies have no choice but to reduce staff, the recession does have a silver lining, at least for 
customers. “It’s scary to be in a downturn because everyone is afraid for their job, but I think this will make us 
all better,” Petouhoff says. “We were too content before, and now I think we’ll appreciate customers more and 
stop taking them for granted.”
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Minority Firms on the Rise
Increase in Numbers Marred by Economic Parity

By: Ann Brown

The Network Journal

August 4, 2010

The news is good—and bad—for minority business. According to a recent report issued by the U.S. Commerce 
Department’s Minority Business Development Agency (MBDA) and the U.S. Census Bureau, the number of 
minority-owned firms increased by 46 percent to 5.8 million between 2002 and 2007. But while the numbers 
have increased, the “economic parity remains elusive,” said MBDA’s National Director David A. Hinson in a 
press statement. “While the number of minority-owned businesses continues to grow, they are still smaller in 
size and scale compared to non-minority-owned firms.” The study found while in 2007 average gross receipts for 
minority-owned firms increased to $179,000 from $167,000 in 2002, it was still below gross receipts for non-
minority-owned firms, which had average gross receipts of $490,000.

In fact, Black, or African-American-owned businesses jumped 61 percent from 2002  to 1.9 million firms in 
2007-- the largest increase among all minority-owned companies; and generated $135.6 billion in gross receipts, 
up 53 percent from 2002.

Michael D. Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service (Treat the employee as #1 and the customer as #2 and you 
will get customers for life) and founder of business consultancy firm The Michael D. Company, Inc., is not sur-
prised by the increase in black businesses, even in a depressed economy. “This economic tsunami and corporate 
job watershed has left many individuals with only one choice and that is to start a business. Many of my clients 
have seen this as the quickest and most viable way to keep and/or gain some level of “economic security” as they 
weather what is turning into a relentless economic hurricane,” he notes. Brown is also not surprised by the eco-
nomic parity, which he says is due to a lack of capital, planning, and experience on the part of many minority 
business owners. “Many minority entrepreneurs are painfully discovering that an ill-prepared, naïve entry into 
the world of entrepreneurship can cause great economic, personal and business loss and set the individual back 
for years,” he points out.

According to Hinson, the MBDA hopes to close the economic gap. “The data on minority business growth 
clearly shows that minority-owned and operated firms are a significant contributor to the long term health of the 
United States economy,” he said. “We must aggressively grow minority-owned firms and assist them in contribut-
ing to President Obama’s goal of doubling exports over the next five years.” Earlier this year, Obama launched the 
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National Export Initiative to support export and domestic jobs. He also established the Interagency Task Force 
on Federal Contracting Opportunities for Small Businesses, which will make recommendations to the president 
on how to increase government contracting opportunities for small and minority-owned businesses.

Brown says he feels the MBDA can do a great deal to help minority businesses increase their gross revenue. “As 
minority entrepreneurs play a critical role in our economic and jobs recovery, it is imperative that the U.S. Com-
merce Department’s Minority Business Development Agency apply a laser focus on helping entrepreneurs get 
access to robust training, capital, coaching and consultancy (at a reasonable cost) early in the process,” he says. 
“A level of support should continue to be made available after the minority entrepreneur has started his or her 
business as the first year is critical to long term financial health and stability.”

But Brown also says minority businesses have to play their part. “I advise my clients to take a moment and focus 
on their passion, ability to deliver a world-class customer service experience (the lack of this is the number one 
reason why businesses fail), skill sets, network, access to capital, consumer demand and industry trends before 
investing their limited financial resources into a business,” he explains. “The lack of doing the above will leave the 
entrepreneurs with a losing business, damage to their personal and professional brand and a setback that can be 
difficult to recover from.”
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NEW BOOK TEACHES THE AIRLINE INDUSTRY A LESSON
Fresh Customer Service Throws Conventional Theories Out the Window

LOS ANGELES,  Aug. 6, 2007—Northwest Airline Corp. is the newest airline to be rocked with cancellations 
and delays that are wearing thin the airline industry’s customer service reputation. Business consultant Michael 
D. Brown, author of the forthcoming book Fresh Customer Service (Acanthus 2007), says the airline industry 
needs to turn conventional customer service wisdom on its head—and treat the employee as number one and 
the customer as number two. 

“Leaders have been operating under the premise that the customer is number one for decades,” says Brown, who 
is a professional speaker and consultant to Fortune 100 companies. “However, lines are still long, information is 
scarce, and no two employees have the same answer to one question. Focusing solely on the needs of the customer 
is just not working.”

In fact, the lack of even basic customer service in the industry has even given rise to the Coalition for Airline Passen-
ger’s Bill of Rights, which demands better service and set standards. If Northwest had treated their employees as their 
number-one priority, Brown argues, they wouldn’t have had the pilot fatigue that caused over 3,100 cancellations. 

Pilots, flight attendants, and customer service telephone operators are the first point of contact customers have, and 
they make an airline run properly. When these workers—and employees of all service-providing organizations—
have the tools to do their job and work in an environment that fosters positive attitudes, great service naturally 
follows. Brown points out that Northwest’s hiring of additional pilots and offering bonuses for perfect attendance 
are great starts to building a World-Class customer service experience, but additional efforts need to be made.  

In Fresh Customer Service, Brown describes 6.5 Fresh Steps® to achieving a World-Class customer service experience. 
They start with valuing and recognizing the contributions of the frontline employees. Brown believes that empower-
ing employees to make decisions and act with authority will result in a heightened sense of responsibility and account-
ability, as well as the freedom to handle a customer’s complaint rather than directing the customer to a manager.

“If Northwest and other airliners expect to reshape their customer service, they’re going to have to do more than 
just add pilots and wave money at their employees,” Brown says. “They need to take the time to ensure that their 
employees are treated as the company’s most important asset by approaching their customer service from the 
ground up.”

						      ###
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THE AIRLINE INDUSTRY NEEDS A LESSON IN SERVICE
Michael D. Brown Offers Airlines a Fresh Customer Service Strategy

HOUSTON. April 10, 2008—American Airlines is the latest airline to be rocked with cancellations, further 
wearing thin the airline industry’s customer service reputation the same week as the annual Airline Quality Rat-
ing study showed a 60% rise in complaints. Management consultant Michael D. Brown, author of the book 
Fresh Customer Service (Acanthus, 2007), says carriers like American Airlines need a new customer service strat-
egy to take off, or risk seeing their passenger numbers and company image grounded. 

“The airlines are no different than retailers in the eyes of consumers,” warns Brown, who is a management con-
sultant to Fortune 100 companies. “If your lines are long, information scarce, and delays prevalent, flyers will 
leave you and your rewards program for an airline that provides a customer service program that delivers. What 
airlines need to do is refocus their attention to service and build a ground-up model that treats employees as a 
priority and empowers them to better help customers. The tired theory that focuses solely on the needs of the 
customer is purely reactive.”

The lack of even basic customer service in the industry has given rise to the Coalition for Airline Passenger’s Bill of 
Rights, which demands better service and higher standards. Brown maintains that an employee-focused strategy 
can reflect these passenger rights. If Northwest, for example, had listened to and paid attention to its employees, 
Brown argues, they wouldn’t have encountered the pilot fatigue that caused over 3,100 cancellations last fall. 

Pilots, flight attendants, and customer service telephone operators are the customers’ first points of contact, and they 
make the difference between a well run and a poorly run airline. When these workers—and employees of all service-
providing organizations—have the tools to do their job and work in an environment that fosters positive attitudes, 
great service naturally follows. Brown points out that empowering employees to make decisions and act with authority 
will result in a heightened sense of responsibility that will be seen by customers as a positive service culture.

“If airlines expect to reshape their customer service, they’re going to have to do more than just add pilots and 
wave money at their employees,” Brown says. “They need to take the time to ensure that their employees are 
treated as the company’s most important asset by approaching their customer service from the ground up.”

For more information, to request an interview, or to obtain a review copy of Fresh Customer Service, please 
contact Luke Messecar at 617-230-2167, Luke@ictusinitiative.com.

###
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THE ACSI SAYS CUSTOMER SERVICE IS STAGNATE
New Book Helps All Industries Finally Satisfy Their Customers

LOS ANGELES, Sept. 12, 2007—Customer satisfaction is stagnating according to the American Customer 
Satisfaction Index’s (ACSI) newest survey that found second quarter customer approval up just 0.1 percent to 
75.3 percent since 2006. Customer service consultant Michael D. Brown, author of the forthcoming book Fresh 
Customer Service (Acanthus 2007), says it validates his theory that the outdated adage of “treating the customer 
as number one” only provides average results. 

To achieve World-Class customer service, Brown says management must treat the employee as number one and 
the customer as number two. This innovative new approach may be counterintuitive, but it’s fresh and it works. 

“The statistics are showing us that if industries were students, they’d be C students at best,” says Brown, a profes-
sional speaker and consultant to Fortune 100 companies. “The problem is that they never think outside of the 
box and miss the point of what ‘service’ means all together. It’s the frontline employees who are in control of 
the service experience. If they are taken care of properly, treated with the utmost respect by management, and 
equipped with the tools needed to get the job done, then the customer will have a great experience.”

In Fresh Customer Service, Brown describes 6.5 Fresh Steps® to achieving a world-class customer service experi-
ence. They start with valuing and recognizing the contributions of the frontline employees. Brown believes that 
empowering employees to make decisions and act with authority will result in a heightened sense of responsibility 
and accountability, as well as the freedom to handle a customer’s complaint rather than directing the customer to a 
manager.

Brown’s service model is a ground-up approach that challenges businesses to create an environment for employ-
ees that fosters positive attitudes and great service. His method improves the bottom line by nurturing employee 
enthusiasm, which is inevitably felt by the customer who is in turn not only satisfied, but becomes loyal to the 
business. 

“In order to please the customer,” says Brown, “the employees must be given the information and permission they 
need to deliver quality service. Industries have micro-managed and forced employees to follow an outdated service 
notion to the point where the results have languished. It’s time for a fresh approach to customer satisfaction.”

						      ###
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A FRESH APPROACH TO STARBUCKS CUSTOMER SERVICE
Michael D. Brown Offers a New Service Strategy for Howard 
Schultz

LOS ANGELES, CALIF. Jan. 8, 2008—Howard Schultz is retaking the reins as CEO of Starbucks after a year 
of falling stock prices, internal bureaucracy, and growing competition. While Schultz acknowledged a number 
of changes, one area he intends to concentrate on is “re-igniting the emotional attachment with customers” by 
improving customer service. A matter that customer service consultant Michael D. Brown says starts by return-
ing to the company’s philosophy of treating employees as number one. 

Brown believes that Shultz’s focus on renewing Starbucks’s service operations is the quickest way to revitalize the 
brand. However, Brown sees hard work ahead for the returning CEO and offers a few suggestions. 

“Starbucks’s initial customer service, which I reference several times in my book, was based on an employee 
friendly model, but it eroded over time and through the quick expansion of the company, increased bureaucracy, 
and a cookie cutter-type in store experience, the employees’ ability to deliver what they had became famous for 
– delivering a best in class customer experience – was hampered,” says Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service: 
Treat the Employee as #1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers for Life (Acanthus Publishing 2007). 
“If Mr. Schultz is focused on creating world-class customer service that drives customer loyalty and the bottom 
line, he’s going to have to put the frontline employees first.” 

Based on his tenure as a service consultant to Fortune 100 companies, Brown believes that Schultz’s primary con-
cern should be a return to an employee-centric company of knowledgeable, empowered, and equipped frontline 
employees. When they are provided with the tools necessary to do their jobs, and they work in an environment 
that fosters positive attitudes, great service naturally follows. 
 
“In order to reignite the customer relationship,” says Brown, “the employees must enjoy the work they do and 
also be given the information they need to deliver quality service. Employees who are micro-managed are go-
ing to dread coming to work and pass their discontent on to the customers. But if a company takes the time 
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to listen to and empower its employees, then they are on the road to delivering a world-class customer service 
experience.” 

In Fresh Customer Service, Brown lays out his 6.5 Fresh Steps, starting with valuing and recognizing the contributions 
of the frontline employees. His steps show managers how to empower employees to make decisions and act with 
authority – which results in a heightened sense of responsibility and accountability as well as the freedom to handle  
               a customer’s complaint rather than directing the customer to a manager.

Brown’s service model is an approach that challenges businesses to create, from the ground up, an environment 
for employees that fosters positive attitudes and promotes great service. His method improves the bottom line 
by nurturing employee enthusiasm, which is inevitably felt by the customer – who will not only be satisfied, but 
will become a loyal patron. 

If Schultz hopes to restore Starbucks’s customer service reputation then he’s going to have to try something beyond 
the status quo. Brown’s method flips conventional logic to get the service results that the company needs to re- 
establish itself.  

						      ###
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Relief Retailers Are Craving:
An Empowered Sales Force Provides the Solution to Weak Holiday Sales

LOS ANGELES, Jan. 16, 2008— Yesterday the U.S. Commerce Department* reported that December, 2007 
suffered a 0.4 percent decrease in national retail sales, ending the weakest holiday sales season since 2002. Cus-
tomer service expert Michael D. Brown advises retailers to refrain from deep discounting and employee lay-offs 
to compensate for holiday sales decline. Brown asserts that when sales figures fail to reach projections, enhanced 
customer-employee interaction is critical to escape the sales-loss cycle. 

“Many mangers fight to improve sales numbers through rushed up-selling maneuvers,” said Michael D. Brown, 
MBA and author of Fresh Customer Service: Treat the Employee as #1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Cus-
tomers for Life (Acanthus Publishing, October 2007). “Without thoroughly examining how these new strategies 
will integrate into the daily work of the front-line employees, these procedures will ultimately fail.”

According an article by AP**, many retailers also are compensating by cutting personnel. Brown emphasizes that 
this decision is a mistake, and the only way to rebound successfully from disappointing sales results is by enhanc-
ing the role of the front-line employee. 

“Managers must focus on empowering and motivating employees to supply the most remarkable shopping ex-
perience possible to the current customer base,” said Brown. “This strategy will lead to increased profits and a 
customer return rate with a much higher value than the cost reduction of a laid-off employee.”

* ��To access the information released by The U.S. Commerce Department visit:   
http://0-www.msnbc.msn.com.millennium.unicatt.it/id/22664451.

**To access the information released by AP visit http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/22589403.
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A FRESH APPROACH TO STARBUCKS CUSTOMER SERVICE
Michael D. Brown Offers a New Service Strategy for Howard Schultz

LOS ANGELES, CALIF. Jan. 8, 2007—Howard Schultz is retaking the reins as CEO of Starbucks after a year 
of falling stock prices, internal bureaucracy, and growing competition. While Schultz acknowledged a number 
of changes, one area he intends to concentrate on is “re-igniting the emotional attachment with customers” by 
improving customer service. A matter that customer service consultant Michael D. Brown says starts by return-
ing to the company’s philosophy of treating employees as number one. 

Brown believes that Shultz’s focus on renewing Starbucks’s service operations is the quickest way to revitalize the 
brand. However, Brown sees hard work ahead for the returning CEO and offers a few suggestions. 

“Starbucks’s initial customer service, which I reference several times in my book, was based on an employee 
friendly model, but it eroded over time and through the quick expansion of the company, increased bureaucracy, 
and a cookie cutter-type in store experience, the employees’ ability to deliver what they had became famous for 
– delivering a best in class customer experience – was hampered,” says Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service: 
Treat the Employee as #1 and the Customer as #2 and You Will Get Customers for Life (Acanthus Publishing 2007). 
“If Mr. Schultz is focused on creating world-class customer service that drives customer loyalty and the bottom 
line, he’s going to have to put the frontline employees first.” 

Based on his tenure as a service consultant to Fortune 100 companies, Brown believes that Schultz’s primary con-
cern should be a return to an employee-centric company of knowledgeable, empowered, and equipped frontline 
employees. When they are provided with the tools necessary to do their jobs, and they work in an environment 
that fosters positive attitudes, great service naturally follows. 
 
“In order to reignite the customer relationship,” says Brown, “the employees must enjoy the work they do and 
also be given the information they need to deliver quality service. Employees who are micro-managed are go-
ing to dread coming to work and pass their discontent on to the customers. But if a company takes the time 
to listen to and empower its employees, then they are on the road to delivering a world-class customer service 
experience.” 

In Fresh Customer Service, Brown lays out his 6.5 Fresh Steps, starting with valuing and recognizing the contribu-
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tions of the frontline employees. His steps show managers how to empower employees to make decisions and act 
with authority – which results in a heightened sense of responsibility and accountability as well as the freedom 
to handle a customer’s complaint rather than directing the customer to a manager.

Brown’s service model is an approach that challenges businesses to create, from the ground up, an environment 
for employees that fosters positive attitudes and promotes great service. His method improves the bottom line 
by nurturing employee enthusiasm, which is inevitably felt by the customer – who will not only be satisfied, but 
will become a loyal patron. 

If Schultz hopes to restore Starbucks’s customer service reputation then he’s going to have to try something beyond 
the status quo. Brown’s method flips conventional logic to get the service results that the company needs to re- 
establish itself.  
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CUSTOMER SERVICE OR BUST
Employees are the Secret Weapon to Escape the Pending Recession 

LOS ANGELES, CALIF. Jan. 30, 2008—Customer service consultant, Michael D. Brown, asserts that business-
es need to offer more to customers in the wake of further decline in consumer confidence. The numbers released 
by The Conference Board yesterday show confidence at just 87.9 points, as well as a drop in the expectations 
index. Brown emphasizes that as consumers limit their spending, businesses need to empower their employees 
with the skills necessary to provide outstanding service that retains customers. 

“The further drop in consumer confidence is a wake-up call to businesses that the trend is going to continue,” 
says Brown, author of Fresh Customer Service (Acanthus Publishing) and customer service consultant to Fortune 
100 companies. “In a pessimistic market, consumers have the upper hand. They are more selective where their 
money is spent. And the customer service experience they receive plays a large part in their purchase decisions.”

Businesses need to provide customers with service that goes above and beyond expectations if they hope to retain 
customers and differentiate themselves from the competition. Brown points out, the key to this experience is the 
frontline employees who have daily contact with customers. 

It’s up to owners and managers to provide employees with the necessary skills to create a world-class experience. 
While there are a number of steps involved in creating a proactive service culture, empowering employees to 
make decisions and act with authority is an initial step that has become a necessity.

“Frontline employees act as brand ambassadors and their performance can make or break whether a customer 
continues to choose your business or the one across the street,” says Brown. “In the current economic climate, 
businesses can’t afford to lose any prospective customers. Providing customers with anything less than extraordi-
nary service could make the difference between a stable business and a bankrupt one.”   

### 
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CUSTOMER SATISFACTION ON THE SKIDS
Customer Service Expert Offers Business Advice on How 
to Stop the Bleeding 
Rancho Cucamonga, CALIF. February 20, 2008—The University of Michigan’s American Customer Satisfac-
tion Index (ACSI) fourth quarter findings, released yesterday, showed a second consecutive quarter drop in 
customer satisfaction—with department and discount stores reaching their lowest levels since 2001. Customer 
service expert Michael D. Brown asserts that the ACSI findings coupled with the rise in Consumer Price Index 
are a wake-up call and businesses must focus on service to survive the coming months.

“The latest ACSI report provides further solid proof that it is the customer experience that will sustain your busi-
ness,” says Brown, who is a customer service consultant for Fortune 100 companies and author of Fresh Customer 
Service. “Retailers that are trying to weather the economic downturn through price cuts and layoffs will force 
themselves out of business. Now, more than ever, the customer experience needs to be at the forefront of business 
strategy and any decisions that affect customer satisfaction should be fully vetted.

The ACSI measures retail, finance and insurance, and e-commerce every fourth quarter. While overall satisfac-
tion fell, e-commerce reached an all-time high—showing that in brick-and-mortar outlets are not meeting the 
needs and wants of customers. . 

“When customer satisfaction declines, consumers have less enthusiasm for repeating experiences that no longer 
provide the same gratification,” wrote Professor Claes Fornell, of the Univ. of Michigan, in his commentary 
for the report. “The experiences in question are the matters relating to shopping, buying, and consuming. If 
satisfaction affects consumers’ willingness to spend, household debt ratios to income affect consumers’ ability to 
spend.”
 
Brown points out that traditional storefront businesses need to recharge their customer service strategies. And it 
starts by providing customers with service that goes above and beyond expectations if they hope to retain custom-
ers and differentiate themselves from the competition and the web. He stresses that the key to this experience is 
the frontline employees who have daily contact with customers. 

In Fresh Customer Service, Brown describes 6.5 Fresh Steps to achieve a world-class customer service experience. 
They start with valuing and recognizing the contributions of the frontline employees. He believes that empower-
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ing employees to make decisions and act with authority will result in a heightened sense of responsibility and 
accountability, as well as the freedom to handle a customer’s complaint rather than directing the customer to 
a manager. This ground-up approach offers customers a knowledgeable and able company representative that 
improves customer satisfaction.  

“Leaders need to take a quick timeout and get everyone laser focused on delivering upon the main strategy – to 
deliver a world-class customer service experience via the frontline no matter the distractions,” says Brown. “After 
making a commitment to deliver upon this strategy they should move to ensuring that their frontline employees 
are empowered and equipped to deliver  it.” 
 
For more information, to request an interview, or to obtain a copy of Fresh Customer Service, please contact 
Luke Messecar at 617-230-2167, Luke@IctusInitiative.com.

### 


