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THE FOUNDATION OF

CUSTOMER SERVICE — Education!

BY JAIMI JULIAN THOMPSON

Design Centers today are the critical venue
for managing new home buyer expectations throughout
the construction process.
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Educating the design center consultants and

educating the homebuyers constantly raises the

bar — laying a strong foundation for customer
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service and satisfaction,

My designer never tcld me that”
Too often this refrain can be heard
by a builder’s customer service team.
Year after year, many home builder
customer surveys struggle in the de-
sign center category. Design Cenvers
themselves evolved as a marketing
and customer satisfaction tool - after
all, just like fast food, coffee and cars,
buyers wanted it their way, Why then
was the design center itself scoring
on the law end in customer surveys?
Time ard time again the oot of the
problem was a mismatch berween
Homebuyer expectations and the end
result - of the home, the process or
the praducts.

As design centers and options se-
lection processes cvolved over the
last twenty years, the design center
itsell has become increzsingly pivor-
al in menaging homebuyers’ expec-
wations and creating satisfied home
owners. Educating the design cen-
onsultants and educating the
homebuyers constartly raises the
‘sar ~ laying a sirong foundaticn for

on the process (mengage qualifica-
tien. selling an exising home and
relocating, to name just a few) can
be overwhelming and frustating, It
s critical that design consultants are
well versed not only in the products,
but also with the communicarions
skalls 10 make the process enjoyable
and successful for their clients.

Lisa Dawson, Design Center Man-
ager for DR Horton's Design Center
in Mew: Jersey, talses a three pronged
approach to educating her design
consultants. “First and foremost, we
have constant and repetitive prod-

of products cach consultant must
speak of, we need frequen refresher
courses. All of our consultams also

participate in medel walkthroughs
for each communuty, so they can ac-
curately explain how the selections
appear in the model, and how they
will appear in the clients home
Dawson also works with her de-
signers to make sure the homebuy-
ers hear critical information several

customer service and

EDUCATING YOUR
DESIGN CENTER

PROFESSIONALS

The design center environment is not
a standsard retail setting Making se-
tions for almeost every finish in a
home, in a shon period of time, with
s0 many addiional factors weighing,

times, even
by having the homebuyer reaffirm
what they have heard. “It varies in
each appointment, depending on
what the client selects, but we will
frequenily ask if they arc able to vi
sualize what certain selections will
look like together. If they hesitate,
we pull ow more visual aids ..
samples, oom scenes, photas, ete.




At the end of the appointment, we
also have written, produce disclo-
surec that they sign, which reilerate
what they have heard throughout
the appontment. We show varia-
tions that occur in producs sueh as
grantte by displaying several pieces
of each color <o that the homebuyee
s no: dissppointed at time of install.
1i they are not comfortable with the
warlation, we advise 2 more consts-
tent granite or Zodiaq so that their
expeciation is met.”

Lastly, Dawson feels it is abso-
huely critical that her consuliants
are trained to be straightforward and
not avoid the issues. “Many tmes a
homebuyer is upset over & small tem
that would be a non-issue had they
been teld wp-front™ Towand those
ends, she works with borh the sales
team and her consultams to manage
buyers’ expectations about what they
will and will noc be able w do in the
procese from the time they sign their
corracts. It is imperative w ecu-
cate sales, design and construction
for fluidity s to what the builder
is willing to do related 1o floor plan
changes This expectation must be
seta the time of deposit and carried
through design center and construc-
tion for ultimate homebuyer satisfac-
tion. We've been spending more time
explaining the why and how of the
process so the homebuyer will un-
derstand how bard we are working
10 create the home of their dreams,
and stll meet the quality and schec-
ule promuses we have made.”

EDUCATING YOUR
CUSTOMER
The most vital element i educating
your homebuyers is helping thern
understand the “three Fs”.process,
producis and prices. Almost ev-
ery disappoiniment cen ke wracked
back to a misunderstanding about
e process, the performance of the
products they chose or the perceived
value of their selections

Mot knowing what to expect
once you go into escrow for your
new home when your only frame
of reference is the lavish model

heme you fell in love with can lead
10 numerous disappotntments for a
new home buyer. Toward this end,
~ models that clearly identify stan-
dard features, upgraded features
and designer items s a definite first
siep. Consider the old-style dreaded
demal appotntent that seemingly
never ended, leaving you wonder-
ing when you would be able to
Close your mouth Compare that
1o the appreach of successful den-
tists taday they tell you what they
are doing, what 1o expect and how
long it will take for each step of the
process. Builders who educate their
buyers with model walkhroughs
wpon purchase, escrow umelines
and preview packages, dove in per-
son by builder representatives, fnd
the homebuyers better prepared for
the process and more satsfied after
they move in

“In the design center, the most
imporrant thing is finding the bal-
ance between the fun, creative pro-
<ess and drilling down 1o how they
actually live and what wall perform
hes: for them,” says Angelique Bacz,
Design Cerner Manager for John
Wieiland Homes. “Our clients need
10 have a good understanding about
their choices and how they will per-
form for them. Take carpel as an ex-
ample, several years ago we found
many of our buyers were expressing
dissatisfaction with their carpet se-
lection. In the last couple of years
we have locused on cducating them
on carper expectanions. Instead of
starting with color or fashion, we
began with the feawires and benefits
of the different styles, which would
start an open discussion about how
they lived and what would serve
their needs the best. The resulis have
been incredible . an 80% increase
in satisiaction levels and a 50% in-
creqse in upgraded carpet sales!”

Pricing needs 10 be thoroughly
expluned. Beyond the premiums
antached o customizingaproduction
home (it does cost money to run a
progeam like this for the customers
convenience of providing a wrn-key
home when they move in), design

“We've been spending more time explaining

the why and how of the process so the homebuyer

will understand how hard we are working to create

the home of their dreams, and still meet the quality

and schedule promises we have made.”
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consulants frequenily shy away
from explaining the *hidden” costs
of all the wades that go ino the
pricing. and all the trades they will
need 1o “do it themselves™ afterward
According to Beez, “You can see an
awareness in the cusiomers’ eyes as
they stant o realize everything thet
goes inta it, and that our prices are
inline after all.*

There is also the advantage of put-
1ing the upgrades into the mortgage.
Scou Thompson, Vice Presiclent of
Artism Design Group, observes,
“While the add 10 loan option is fre-
quently offered in most design cen-
ters, the majority of new homebuy-
ers still do net fully understand the
several levels of benefits provided
sehen a homebuyers rolls the costs
of upgrades imo their morgage.”

RAISING THE BAR

In the "Creaung the Peak Customer
Experience” workshop at the Design
Center Forum 2006, the majority of
participants stll rated “managing
customer  expectaions” a5 the

critieal key in the homebuyers'
satisfaction. with their experience
Once the homebuyer websites,
browse hours, flow chorts and
preview packages are dore, is that
enough? Personal comtact before
the appointment, whether through
pre-appomntment  telephone  ealls
or m-studio orientations, enabling
the designer to customze the
appoinimen: before it occurs has
proven invaluable in design centers
across the country. [n & consumer
focused world, builders are also
offering their buyers everything
from cappiceino bars, personalized
welcome signs in the reception area,
fashion runway events for new color
lines, concierge and limo services 1o
shopping bags with coupons, pens,
waters and their sample finishes
inside in an cifort w cohance the
Design Center experience. These
additions co make the experience
more memorable, but the foundarion
of customer satisfaction — meeting
and excesding expectations — lies
Brmly in educating yeur buyers. B

Jaimi Julian Thompson is the Presiden: of Artisan Design Group

and @ twenty year veteran of the riew home design center industry
Artisan Diesign Group is a national design ceter consulting firm
that offers a Jidl range of projessional development programs,
shawroom destgn and merchandistrg, as well as sales ard operations
strategies for the new residential sector. She may be contacted at
Jeimi@ArtisanDes gnGroup.net
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