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I know someone called Pat. I like Pat, though I would find it difficult to say exactly why. If Pat were to start a conversation with me, say at the coffee machine, and to tell me about a light-hearted incident which had taken place involving some other acquaintances of mine, I would be interested, amused. I would feel my relationship with Pat had grown a little stronger.
I also know someone called Chris. I don't like Chris very much, though I would find it difficult to say exactly why. If it were Chris instead of Pat telling me the story, I would endure it politely, but coldly. I would probably feel slightly resentful that I should hear it from this person rather than from someone with whom I could enjoy it. My already jaundiced opinion of Chris would probably become a little more negative.
This may seem unfair, but we all know Pat and Chris, and we all are Pat and Chris to other people. One of the features of interpersonal relationships is that the same action can have a completely different effect, depending on who is taking it and who is perceiving it.
The same is true for companies. Some we like, and some we don't. The way we respond to the things they do depends on the pre-existing state of our relationship with them.
This paper sets out to explore the relationships between companies and their customers from the customers' point of view. I shall introduce the concept of "customer engagement actions", being actions taken by companies which engage customers in a transaction other than providing product and service. Examples include sending questionnaires requesting feedback and inviting customers to open days.
I shall show that the same customer engagement action can, in extreme cases, produce completely opposite effects for the same customers - just as Pat and Chris do at the coffee machine.
I shall also show that the psychology underpinning interpersonal relationships can go a long way towards describing and explaining how relationships between companies and customers operate.

Total Quality Management has at its core the idea of organisations meeting and exceeding the needs and aspirations of their customers. Companies should exist for their customers, not because of them. In practice, however, companies find it frustrating that their customers are not all the same. They don't all want the same things and they don't all want to be treated in the same way.
Delivering high levels of customer satisfaction - the most heavily weighted section of the EFQM model for Business Excellence - is not merely a matter of producing products with no defects and consistent "standardised" service. I believe that developing an understanding of how relationships work might offer companies new strategies for effective customer focus.

This paper also raises the issue of the company's own "personality" and how this might drive the sort of customer engagement strategy which it adopts. As an observation, I would suggest that most successful TQM organisations have a strong personality where the brand image, the culture of the organisation and the actions it takes in dealing with its customers are all consistent with each other, reinforcing (or reflecting) the personality. If a company has a clearly defined personality it can be self-confident. It can make and maintain relationships with customers, engaging with them and enjoying doing so.

These 2 pages are just the introduction. The full thesis runs to about 100 pages, but a 15-page summary is available – please e-mail office@grayhawke.com if you’d like one.
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