
SIMPLIFYING THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP
Support is the basis for trust. And it is built by exercising basic 
courtesy - the basis for lasting, meaningful, business and personal 
relationships.
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ABSTRACT

Building relationships with clients, colleagues and between 
companies is the most important thing in the efficient 
functioning of a business. Companies that do not value 
relationships and provide mediocre services will sooner 
or later get into the bad books of the customers. Even with 
the availability of superior technology and processes if 
companies neglect to build relationships, it will boomerang 
on them. Excellent customer care support becomes 
imperative to retain current customers and make them repeat 
customers. The business relationship can be simplified 
by building trust in the minds of customers by putting 
themselves in the customers’ shoes. If a company can do 
very common things uncommonly well and if they keep it 
simple and not overreach, they will always be a step ahead 
of the competition. 

I’m a frequent flyer.

As depicted in the movie `Up in the Air’, I’m really efficient 
with my travel time from the moment I make my reservation 
until I leave the airport. A relationship exists between 
passenger (‘customer’) and the airline, as well as each of 
the steps along the way.

This relationship is not different from buying a candy bar 
at your local grocery store or IT services. The important 
thing to remember is that it is this relationship that creates 
the business transaction. This is why we work so hard to 
build relationships with our clients, colleagues and between 
companies.

This is why it was startling to me that a large company 
would value relationships so little as to provide completely 
unacceptable service. After all, they have competition and 
they need my money to survive.

So, what’s the point of all this? 

Well, as I sit on that actual Chicago flight, I am extremely 
tired after being placed `on hold’ for a full 1 hour 47 

minutes – merely to add my `Known Traveler’ number to the 
reservation! That’s right – I had to wait for nearly two hours 
just to speak with the customer service representative at one 
of the world’s largest airlines. 

Once I finally spoke to a `Customer Care Agent’, they were 
insensitive and apathetic towards my `hold time’. I was 
especially polite because I didn’t want to get disconnected 
(“oops”) and go through another two hours of being on hold. 
What kind of relationship do they imagine will exist between 
us in future? When I choose where to spend my money, will 
I remember this? Of course, I will.

Whatever technology or processes that were in place, they 
abandoned one of the simplest forms of having a relationship 
– communicating in person with another person.

It seems to me that while we focus on technology and process 
improvements in order to squeeze out revenue and increase 
productivity, none of that would matter if we did not provide 
excellent customer support. It is that initial client interface 
and communication – contact – that really creates the first 
opinion of one’s respective company, and that can easily 
determine whether or not a current customer will become a 
repeat customer or someone’s else’s new customer.

We need to simplify – get back to the basics.

Now, what I’m about to write might qualify me as a `master 
of the obvious’, but sadly it seems business culture is 
drifting further from the basic relationship-building concepts 
that created business (and personal, I might add) success to 
start with.

“TRUST”

There’s a major telecommunications company which does 
a lot of national advertising. It so disturbs me when I watch 
their ads that I want to genuflect on my living room couch 
just hearing them say, “We are your trusted technology 
partner”. It is their slogan. Wow! Really? Could there be 
a more overused grouping of words to describe business 
objectives? “Trusted”. “Technology”. “Partner”. Ouch!

Seriously, did someone spend millions of dollars on 
marketing to come up with that? What does that even mean? 
How do you actually plan to be “trusted” by your customer?

We can all agree that trust is not easily earned – it takes a 
really long time to build.

Specifically, I had a recent flight from Orange County, California 
to Chicago on a major airline – one of the `big boys’. I am a 
TSA Pre member, which allows me to fast-track the security 
process at all airports and is valid on all outbound US airlines. 
My “Known Traveler” number is in my corporate profile and 
it is in all of my airline profiles, as well. I have confirmed 
and re-confirmed this multiple times. Yet on this particular 
airline, each-and-every time my travel coordinator or I make 
a reservation, my TSA Pre number does not get registered. 
This means I have to call the airline and they have to manually 
associate that number with my reservation.
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Early in my career, I sold computer hardware and value 
added services, which were primarily network engineering 
consulting and installation services. This was back when 
IBM, HP, Compaq and Apple sold their hardware through 
a reseller channel and we were networking the world with 
Novell NetWare. It was a great time to be in the IT services 
business.

For nearly 10 years, I provided tens of millions of dollars of 
`IT stuff’ to a large hospital in Pennsylvania, and worked on 
a daily basis, with the same hospital IT staff during that time. 
It was common to have business lunches a couple of times a 
week and I was onsite for various reasons at least three times 
per week. Since this was the era before mobile phones, they 
also had my home phone number in case of emergencies.

For years, I worried about competition and about whether 
I was providing enough value to remain the incumbent 
provider – and of course, growing the business. When I left 
that company in 1998 and moved to Los Angeles, my client 
informed me that he “hadn’t looked at a competing quote in 
more than five years”. It was really at that moment that I first 
felt “trusted” by a major client. 

I asked him why, and he gave me this example.

One Saturday, around 10 p.m., I received one of those 
emergency calls at home. The client went on to explain how 
the heavy-duty IBM printers had failed. These were printers 
responsible for printing the diet menus for patients. Now, 
if you don’t know about the hospital business, providing 
the wrong diet can literally kill a patient. And this was 
a 5,000-bed hospital, one of the largest in the state. The 
IT department was in panic because menus needed to be 
printed and distributed by 8 a.m. each day.

The hospital had a contract directly with IBM for support 
but IBM did not support them on weekends. The hospital 
was stuck. My client called me to see if something could 
be done. I immediately called my service manager and, 
within 15 minutes, she called one of our long-time and 
senior technicians, who lived about 45 minutes away. He 
immediately drove to the hospital and by midnight, I was 
there too. I had no abilities to fix the printer, but I was there 
to support my technician and the situation – as well as to 
update my client so my technician could focus purely on 
resolving the problem.

The technician was able to figure out the problem and repair 
both printers by 5 a.m. and the menus were printed on 
schedule. Crisis averted.

They viewed this as going above-and-beyond the call of duty, 
although I considered this standard, as did my company. 
I was rewarded with loyalty and a meaningful relationship 
that helped me and my company to be successful. And that 
personal relationship, which is now 25 years old, is still 
intact even though we live on opposite sides of the country.

That’s proof enough – trust is earned through actions, not 
through slogans or words.

“PUT YOURSELF IN THE CUSTOMER’S 
SHOES”

Of the `people, processes and technology’ value that most 
companies strive to leverage in order to create business 
value, it is the `people’ part of that recipe that matters most. 

My company – and yours – can create the most elegant 
solutions to solve the biggest problems, but if we do not 
have the talented people to execute, we will fail. And it is 
exactly the same with executive relationship building too.

But how can I truly provide great service if I do not understand 
what you do, how you do it and why you do it? The answer is, 
“I cannot”. I have to put myself in the customer’s shoes in 
order to know the answers to these questions. Without these 
answers, it’s all an educated guess.

We must step back from getting enamored with our 
technological brilliance and make a true investment in 
understanding the world in which our customer lives. 

For example, if I am selling help desk and desk-side support 
services to a Las Vegas casino, I should realize they operate 
24x7 – they never close. Casinos don’t even have front doors, 
right? If I have any chance of successfully supporting them, 
I must be able to offer a business model that matches their 
hours of operation. And their competition is literally right 
next door, which means their customers can conveniently 
fire them in an instant if they receive a poor guest experience. 

This is why he told me that he “trusted” me – because he 
could count on me to “try”. He could depend on me to answer 
the phone late on a Saturday night. We didn’t know if we could 
fix those printers, nor for that matter did we have them under 
contract. We probably weren’t even authorized to work on 
them. But our client needed us, and we “tried”. Thankfully, 
we had a successful outcome. And, again, this wasn’t even 
our service contract! By the way, we did not charge them for 
the service call, given the large amount of business and the 
relationship we shared. This, in turn, was clear evidence of 
how valuable this relationship was to us.
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The employees within the casino, who are the front line, 
have to be equipped and supported in a manner that allows 
them to provide the best possible guest experience. Today 
this guest experience often means having access to detailed 
information and that access needs to be immediate. If they 
call for help and have to wait 1 hour 47 minutes for someone 
to answer the phone, I’m sorry, but they’ve already been fired 
– probably by many other customers as well. Actually, if they 
have to wait more than a minute or two, they are likely to 
receive the wrath of their frustrated client, who happens to 
be standing directly in front of them!

If I put myself in the casino employees’ shoes, I will soon 
realize what is necessary to support them and my solutions 
will include that empathy.

Which brings me back to the airline story. Had the airline 
realized that I am a very frequent flyer, and that getting 
through the airport experience efficiently is very important to 
me, since I’m constantly trying to save travel time, under no 
circumstance should they ever make me, or anyone else for 
that matter, wait almost two hours to speak with `customer 
service’. Appalling customer service like this can extinguish 
a relationship for life, and yet answering the phone is one of 
the most fundamental aspects of customer relations.

After all, today we live in a world where it is standard to 
have a 30-second ASA (Average Speed to Answer). This 
is because speaking with someone in need of aid helps 
ensure the positive relationship. Waiting on the phone for an 
unreasonable amount of time, of course, tells me you don’t 
care about me, and has the opposite effect.

DO THE COMMON THINGS 
UNCOMMONLY WELL

We sure seem to have gotten off the path, haven’t we? I’m 
not trying to live in the past and be one of those people who 
always compare us against “the old days”, because each 
generation seems to do that; however, we have really strayed 
from execution of the basics. And it is those basics that are 
the basis of meaningful relationships.

The `common things’ I’m referring to here are the common 
sense actions that everyone `used to do’ as a routine. Today, 
doing those things has become a differentiator. 

This applies both internally to employees, as well as externally 
to customers. Both relationships are equally valuable.

I used to begin all of my sales meetings by emphasizing this. 
I found that, even very successful sales executives were not 
performing these basic functions consistently, though they 
always agree with them. I have wondered aloud how much 
more success could have been achieved if these simple 
functions were part of their relationship-building routine?

These are simple, common actions that, when done routinely, 
make an enormous difference in building relationships. It is 
because, in my opinion, these simple actions show that you 
are making an investment in the other person – that you care. 
And when people feel that you truly care about their world, 
they are more likely to care about yours, right? 

These are simple things - a simple recipe for creating and 
maintaining successful relationships.

KEEP IT SIMPLE, STUPID (KISS)

If I had a dollar for every time I’ve heard someone use this 
cliché, I could retire comfortably right now. The problem 
is, if I lost a dollar for each time I (or my company) over-
engineered a solution design, an analysis of business 
needs, or price proposals, legal terms and conditions, risk 
management, etc., I’d soon find myself in a lot of debt.

We simply can’t seem to get out of our own way when it 
comes to business. We keep throwing more and more into 
the kitchen sink until it is such a convoluted mess that we 
somehow think someone will translate it into “look how 
smart we are”. They won’t. They will just think we’re “hard to 
do business with”.

A few examples of those `common things’

 
 email

 
 consideration

 
 for more time to fulfill the request

 
 (there’s no reason for adults to shout at one another, even  
 under stress, especially if your title starts with a “C”).

 
 adequate research
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CONCLUSION

It all seems so natural to just simplify what we do – to 
make it easy and painless. So, let’s just do it. Let’s simplify 
everything and focus on building trust that leads to lasting 
and relevant relationships.

If we have strong relationships, we will always enjoy more 
mutual success – because we will work together to improve 
our business. We will trust one another and work towards 
progress and not play the blame game.

When you put yourself in the customer’s shoes, or service 
provider’s, for that matter, do the common things uncommonly 
well and keep it simple, the `win-win’ environment we all so 
desperately seek will manifest itself in the most simplistic 
way – through trusted relationships.

Far too often, we overreach. And in doing 
so, we damage the relationship, because 
we never really listened in the first place. 
If we had been listening (see “Do the 
common things uncommonly well”), 
we would have understood the business 
problem, understood the context, and 
designed solution `options’ that exactly 
meet our customer’s needs.

If we do that, we become trusted and thus 
we finally have the basis for a relationship.


