Interpretation of customer requirements
A constant challenge for any company selling a wide range of products is to ensure that the product specified by a customer, or potential customer, is actually what they want. We can of course produce wonderful catalogues, informative websites, and present highly skilled sales personnel that will typically provide all the information required to allow a purchaser to identify the item description or catalogue number of the exact product required.
However, medical device purchasing agents are faced with an unenviable task of acquiring a myriad of products, from multiple sources, on a daily basis. Requisitions provided to Purchasing Agents by individuals or Hospital dept’s requiring supplies are often incomplete or inaccurate in terms of description or lack information concerning anticipated source of supply. Such inaccuracies are often not evident to the somewhat stretched Buyer, who dutifully communicates verbatim what he has been asked to purchase to a company Customer Services Dept (CSD).   

The penalties to any supplier of misinterpretation or a purchaser’s requirement will include credit notes, replacement of incorrect items, and potential customer dissatisfaction despite a company’s accurate response to a purchasing request. It is all very well having your sales team and Product Managers know you product inside out, but if those responsible for receiving calls from purchasers lack product knowledge, or are unable to interpret requirement, the customer could may well become disenchanted and go elsewhere.    

So what initiatives can we employ to help our customer service agents interpret customer requirements?
Train them! At Rocket Medical we seek to ensure that all our staff throughout the company understand where and how our product is employed, however, particular emphasis is placed on CSD Agent product knowledge.  

Ensure that your CSD is included in all product application and technical training. Too many companies focus all their effort on their Sales Team and substantially ignore those that are dealing with purchasers on a daily basis. Ensure that product technical Information is readily available to them in a prioritised or highlighted form that focuses on the most commonly asked questions. Most importantly, ensure that the information is kept up to date in terms of new product or specification change. 
Test them! If they might not recognise your voice, call your own Customer Services dept to determine the results of your training. 
Benchmark them! Call your competitors Customer Services dept’s and test their product knowledge. Determine how it compares with your own business.
Care for them! Knowledgeable Customer Services Agents are worth their weight in gold. Care for them, nurture them, and reward them.   

Catalogue alternatives! Populate your stock control and order entry system with alternatives in case individual products are out of stock or no longer available. Most stock or order management software incorporates special fields for notes, where recommendations of alternate product or even alternate manufacturers or suppliers can be recorded and accessed by your Customer Services team.
Have Sales History Available to CSD Agents! We know that product that a purchasing agent inquiries may not be what is actually required, so intelligent consideration must be given to all requests by purchasers to determine whether the product requested:

Has been previously purchased by the customer (does it match sales history). If the customer usually buys the 5 litre size and orders the 2 litre, double check that the 2 litre is what they really want.
Check that a product requested one that fits the profile of the particular medical or surgical speciality of the customer. If a buyer calls from a specialist Gynaecological Centre and provides a catalogue number for an ophthalmic instrument, ensure that the CSD team member is alert to the fact that they may have been provided with an incorrect number.    
Become a resource! Ensure that your Customer Services Manager maintains a list of the most common requests for product or service that you company is not able to provide, along with contact information for alternate sources. Be in a position to steer or aid your callers rather than “ Sorry, the computer says no!” 
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