
WHAT DO THEY WANT? 
'What do customers want?' is a question top green industry companies ask 

themselves every day. The most successful ones answer it. 

by Rudd McGary, Ph.D. 

Henry Ford was once asked if he 
would have been a millionaire 
had he not invented the auto-

mobile production system. He re-
plied, "Yes. I would have found out 
what the customers wanted and got-
ten it to them at a fair price." That's 
why Ford was a millionaire. 

But some obvious questions can be 
asked about the solution above, bril-
liant as it is. The big question is: 
"What do consumers want?" 

The green industry offers certain 
services to the public, but there is 
more to this industry than treating 
lawns, mowing grass, working on 
trees and designing outdoor space. 

Fair service is key 
Basically, all green industry com-
panies offer nearly identical services 
at nearly the same prices. Granted, 
some companies are better than oth-
ers in their technical ability to per-
form the s e r v i c e s , and some 
companies are more professional. But 
there is still a very fine line between 
the successful, growing company and 
the company that either stays the 
same size or disappears after having 
been open for only a few years. 

The key to a company's success or 
failure goes back to Ford's idea: giving 
the customer what he or she wants at 
a fair price. (Remember throughout 
this column that we are talking about 
"wants," not "needs." The difference 
between the two is significant, partic-
ularly in industries where some of the 
services are cosmetic.) 

When c u s t o m e r s p u r c h a s e 
"wants," they are buying because of a 
desire. If the service is one which is 
absolutely necessary, such as tele-
phone service, the consumer is buy-
ing because of "need." 

Beyond price 
The reason this is important is be-
cause the consumer in the green 
industry can make choices about how 
he/she wants to be serviced—and 
one of the choices is to not take a ser-
vice at all. This is very different from 
those services which are "need" 
based. 

Given the fact that the good com-

panies providing consumer services 
are very close in the way the services 
are performed, the consumer then se-
lects service providers through other 
factors. Then, job performance be-
comes an expected part of the service 
to be bought. 

For more than a decade, research 
has been done on why people buy ser-

What does the customer 
want? A knowledgable, 
competent professional. 

vices in the green industry. The rea-
sons, which have changed dramat-
ically in the past five years, are tied 
very closely to the concept of want vs. 
need. 

For example, when consumers 
consider buying a service, they gener-
ally set up a group of expectations. 
The expectations may not necessarily 
be based on the real possibilities of the 
service, but that doesn't matter. If the 
consumer has a set of expectations, 
that's what the consumer wants to get. 

Results tell all 
On the other side are the results: the 
final outcome after the service has 
been performed. I have been suggest-
ing for some time that the difference 
between the consumers' expectations 
and the results is what causes prob-
lems in the service industries. There 
is, however, another part to this. 

It's not only the results that deter-
mine customer satisfaction, it's the 
way in which the results come about. 

For example, you and your crew 
have been out working on a property 
and have done fairly extensive land-
scaping work on it. You're not quite 
finished with the work, and the cus-
tomer calls your office to ask about 
something. The person in the office is 
having a bad day and is obnoxious to 
the caller. No matter how good the 
property looks, the consumer isn't 
going to be satisfied with the way in 
which the results come about. This 
becomes important in industries 
where there are more and more good 
companies working. 

Stand above the rest 
The work can be done by a lot of peo-
ple; it's the way in which the overall 
results are accomplished that deter-
mines whether or not you have a satis-
fied customer. Since much green in-
dustry work depends on referral for 
its marketing, it's a good idea to have 
satisfied customers or the company 
will have severe problems trying to 
grow or even survive. 

What does the customer want in 
1990? Let's go through what we have 
learned over the last decade about 
consumer expectat ions in the green 
industry. 

1. Professionalism. The single 
dominant factor when consumers 
choose service providers is the way 
the company presents itself to the 
consumer. The word most often used 
by consumers to describe what is ex-
pected is "professionalism." There 
are several parts to this, including ap-
pearance of the workforce, appear-
ance of equipment and vehicles and, 
very importantly, the manner in 
which the first interview/sales pre-
sentation is handled. 

Office staff cooperativeness and 
how they handle the customer is also 
very important. Companies using an-
swering machines are not thought of 
as professional and therefore lose 
some business. Companies where the 
office staff isn't polite or helpful are 
also considered out of the "profes-
sional" category. (In general, this is a 



feeling as m u c h as a concrete cate-
gory, bu t w i t h o u t the fee l ing of a 
professional company, the company 
isn't going to sell much. ) 

2. Knowledge. This is part icularly 
important in the beginning stages of a 
c u s t o m e r / s e r v i c e c o m p a n y r e l a -
tionship. The cus tomers want to be 
confident that service providers have 
a strong unders tanding of how to com-
plete the job. In addition, it is impor-
tant to the consumers that the service 
providers are able to problem solve 
quickly. 

O n e o t h e r c o n s i s t e n t c o m m e n t 

Looking at factors 
There are a lot of other factors. Cer-
tainly price is important, but if the 
other three things listed above are not 
available, the price doesn't matter at 
all. People buying on low price alone 
are a small group, and generally not a 
group that you want to deal with any-
how. 

What does the customer want? The 
customer wants a service company, 
not a company that thinks that results 
alone are all that matter. 

What does the customer want? To 
be treated as if they were important to 
the company. (They are: they pay all 
the bills.) 

What does the customer want? The 
customer wants a professional, com-
petent, knowledgable company. 

What does the customer want? The 
customer wants results and more. 
How those results come about are as 
important as the results themselves. 

Remember Henry Ford? This is 
what the customers want. And they're 
out there waiting to make you a mil-
lionaire. LM 
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from consumers is that they don't 
want to be presented with too much 
technical talk. While consumers want 
information, they don't want a com-
plete doctorate in green industry 
technology. The complaint is that 
some personnel seem to want to over-
whelm consumers with technical in-
formation. 

3. Communication. This very 
vague word translates into two dif-
ferent areas of consumer concern. 
The first is the way the customer is 
treated on the phone—politeness is a 
necessity. No matter how well the 

company can provide the service, 
people who aren't polite on the phone 
kill sales opportunities. 

The second area deals with prob-
lem solving. Customers who give 
strong referrals mention the com-
panies' abilities to solve problems. 
They say that the people identify the 
problem, tell them how they are going 
to deal with it, do what needs to be 
done, and then call afterward to make 
sure the customer is satisfied. Sound 
like a lot to make a customer happy? 
How big do you want your company to 
be? 
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Attn. Small Landscapers: 
Your Options Keep Growing 
TL30 HydroSeeder 

Finn now presents the most efficient and reliable small HydroSeeder in 
the industry. 

• Both paddle agitation and liquid 
recirculation 

• 300 gallon working capacity, for 
small and spot work 

• 18 HP Briggsand Strattoni 
engine 

• Spray distance of up to 60 
feet from end of hose 

FiNN 
CORPORATION 

Phone (513) 874-2818 
Toll Free (800) 543-7166 

FAX (513) 874-2914 
9 2 8 1 LeSaint Drive. Fairfield. O h i o 4 5 0 1 4 

Ideal machines for golf courses, park districts, cemetaries, sports 
fields & residential applications. 

T60 HydroSeederK 

Our popular 500 gallon 
! machine is now even more 

productive. 
/ / / # 

• A 

L 
New slurry pump for even greater operating efficiency 
New axle and wheel arrangement for more flotation 
Spray distance of up to 80 feet from end of hose 
6000-7000 square feet with one load 
Available with Kubota gas or diesel power 


