Caring for your customers - increasing your sales

Caring about your customers and showing it through your service gives you a high return
on your time, effort and money you invest. When it comes to a highly perishable product
like flowers loyal customers are well worth nurturing. They will buy more product, more
regularly, and your cost of selling to them is low. Finding new customers is expensive in
terms of time and money. Remember if you have a tunnel full of lilies that are about to
bloom you can’t afford to be seeking out new customers at the last minute. This leaflet
provides you with some information on the key issues you need to address when it
comes to caring for your customers.
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Supply what the customer wants when they want it

Flexibility

It isn’t always easy but be flexible with your customers. Make it obvious to them that your
cut flower business is run to suit them and not to suit your convenience. Remember you
need them to buy your product and keep buying it or you won’t have a business.

Delivery

Organise delivery of flowers or foliage when your customer needs it. If they set a time for
delivery make sure you have the flowers there on time! Offer the most convenience your
business can afford. This is vital for any new business including flowers and foliage.

Information

If things go wrong and they may well do, keep your customers informed in order to
minimise their disruption. If a delivery is going to be delayed make sure your customer
knows as soon as possible.

It is essential to keep up to date with what your customers want as their needs change.
There is no point in growing something that cannot be sold. Make sure you know what
your customer wants — how many, when, colours, stem length, bud size, bunch size,
stage of flowering, shelf life, packaging and labelling.

Always ensure continuity of supply

Always make sure you can supply what you have promised on a continual basis. A
customer cannot deal with the promise of 50 bunches a week throughout the season only
to be told he won’t get them this week but he can have 75 next week! However if
communication is good and trust has been established with your customer there may be
more room for flexibility. However, a good relationship and establishment of trust takes
time to develop. Don’t expect it overnight.

Communication is vital

Every communication with your customer, be it a florist, wholesaler, retailer, supermarket
buyer or auction agent is a chance to impress or to disappoint. If you are a new cut flower

business you will need to make the best of every opportunity to talk to potential or




existing customers. If you want to make a sale you will need to concentrate your efforts
on the needs of the customer — not on what it suits you to sell or what you have in
surplus. Use your person to person sKkills, greet customers, be polite, friendly and
positive, smile, make eye contact and look and sound enthusiastic. Sell yourself! Make
sure your appearance and the look of your business convey the right image. Be
professional.

Always supply quality

¢ Always aim for quality produce — what you would want to buy yourself. Establish
quality control systems and checks to ensure your cut flowers or foliage are of the
highest quality you can provide.

¢ Look at the quality your competitors offer, consider the quality of produce from
Holland. This is the minimum quality you have to achieve. The quality offered by your
competitors provides a basic standard below which you cannot afford to fall.

¢ Never try to offload flowers or foliage to customers that are of a poor standard. Your
customer will remember and your reputation will be tarnished making further sales
difficult.

Packaging

Make sure you are using the right packaging for your product. Certain flowers can be
sleeved, others will not keep in plastic. Carefully research the packaging you need. See
what your competitors are using.

Check how your product should be labelled:

Is it right for the market outlet you are supplying?

Would it help sales if it is labelled as local produce?

¢ Do you need to put the colour of the lilies on the label?

Should you include information on care of flowers after purchase?

¢ Do you need different labels for different outlets?

Will florists use bunches as you supply them or will they be sold to the general
public as they are?

All these factors need to be considered when it comes to labelling your products.







you can effectively price your product.

e Aim high but be realistic with prices. It is easier to reduce prices than increase them.
For a new business competing purely on price is often a mistake. Consider the benefits
your supply can offer such as convenience, longer shelf life, speedy delivery and
specialist knowledge. But remember if you promise these you must be able to deliver.

¢ Flowers are perishable — your pricing should reflect this. If you have to sell off surplus
flowers cheaply explain the reason. Offer the flowers at discounts to regular customers
first to generate goodwill.

Follow up the sale

What you do after making a sale can make all the difference between turning your new
customer into a repeat buyer and letting the opportunity slip. Don’t take your eye off the
ball at this stage. Help to maintain your sales by:
e Offering excellent after sales service; often an inexpensive way of edging your
business ahead.

Follow up your sale, make a courtesy call to check everything is alright.

Stay in touch with customers, particularly if you have a seasonal product like
cut flowers. If you don’t you may be forgotten about.

Make your presence felt in the marketplace.

Make full use of a database of customer information.

Let your customers know, via email, what you are growing and when it will be

ready including any new flowers you are growing and any special offers.
Learn from complaints

Unless you listen out for complaints, you may be genuinely unaware of what you need to
improve. Deal with complaints effectively.

e Show sympathy, apologise for the fact the customer is upset.
Listen to what the customer has to say.

Establish the facts and agree what you will do.

Take responsibility for the problem. Only that way can you rectify it.

Keep the customer informed as you promptly and politely sort out the
difficulty.
If you do not listen to a complaint or are defensive the problem could escalate and the




customer may not buy from you again and may also tell other people. Well handled
complaints are a good way of creating loyal customers.

Promote your flowers and foliage

Advertising and PR are vital to build awareness of your business. Make sure your target

customers are reached by the media you are advertising or promoting yourself in. A few

examples include:

¢ A direct mail campaign to wholesalers and florist’s shops can spread the message of
what you have to sell to potential customers. While the costs of design, print and
mailing can be high, it can be a very useful tool for your business.

¢ Exhibitions can also provide a direct route to customers. Make sure the exhibition you
attend will be attended by your target customers.

e Promote yourself on the Internet. A web presence helps show your customers you are
serious about your business. Sites can be designed and maintained quite cheaply for a
simple promotional site.

¢ Regularly mail, email and telephone existing customers. When you sell summer flowers
or foliage to your customer this year don’t expect them to remember you next year.
Make your presence felt!

e Promotion of your product needs to be ongoing. You can’t do it once and forget about
it. Otherwise your customers could forget about you. Summer flowers and foliage are
particularly difficult as they are seasonal. You need to let customers know well in
advance of harvesting what products you will have available and when.

For guidance on supply chain issues contact:
Elaine Chapman, Senior Supply Chain Development Adviser, DARD,
telephone: 028 9052 4236 or email: elaine.chapman@dardni.gov.uk.

For information on cut flower and foliage production and technology transfer contact:
David Davidson, Cut Flower Development Adviser, College of Agriculture, Food
and Rural Enterprise (CAFRE), Greenmount Campus,
telephone: 07776 152 524 or email: david.davidson@dardni.gov.uk.
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