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CUSTOMER CARE

Achieving great customer care
There are four focuses that can help a 
practice achieve excellence in customer 
care: train, measure, manage, inspire

ALISON LAMBERT
MANAGING DIRECTOR, ONSWITCH

Alison Lambert, BVSc, CMRS, MRCVS, qualified in 
1989; she worked in practice for several years before 
pursuing a business career, where she discovered the 
passion for the customer experience that her company, 
Onswitch, is renowned for today.

Last December, I was invited to deliver a day’s Cx focus 
on the customer experience at the Finnish Veterinary 
Association’s annual congress. Stepping outside the 

UK market, talking with colleagues working with a different 
set of constraints and concerns, not only gave me a new 
perspective on Cx, but also proved that by focusing on four 
concepts (Train, Measure, Manage and Inspire), excellence 
is perfectly possible.

The customer experience is vital in attracting and 
retaining clients – if it’s poor, not only will your customers 
go elsewhere, they’ll stop others registering with you 
through negative word of mouth. Conversely, if the 
customer journey is smooth and engaging at every stage, 
clients will come back more often, spend more money and 
tell more people about you. Most practices get this general 
principle now, but what I see being missed time and time 
again is attention to detail and consistency.

Getting the customer experience right is a team game, 
and it’s crucial that everyone plays their part – if the 
receptionist is friendly and professional, but the owner is 
kept waiting for ages to see a vet who is so busy they keep 
leaving the room to collect equipment and test results, the 
good feeling is soon gone.

Creating a bond
Great customer care requires every single member of the 
practice team to understand not only what to do, but why 
it matters. Getting it right can be helped enormously by 
proven processes such as telephone customer care, and 
communication skills in the consult room. But processes 
alone don’t make for a great customer experience – it’s 
people and an inspiring, personal approach that really 
make the difference. There’s a wonderful quote from Maya 
Angelou that I use a lot when talking about customer 
experience: “I’ve learned that people will forget what you 
said, people will forget what you did, but people never 
forget how you made them feel.”

The most powerful loyalty is driven by emotions. I collect 
lots of Avios points when travelling with work, so it makes 

sense to book flights with BA in order to use them. You 
might say that makes me loyal to BA, but my emotional 
loyalties lie with Emirates, who truly understand how to 
deliver a superior customer experience. I recommend 
Emirates, but I most often use BA.

Buying goods and services online or face-to-face (just as 
our clients do), I make choices shaped by how convenient 
and warm the whole experience is – I aspired to a Robert 
Thompson bread board, but the ordering process was so 
lengthy and difficult that I bought one from Ikea.

Emotional attachment to the practice is equally important 

for clients and team – your vets, nurses and customer care 
colleagues must live your practice values in everything they 
do, and clients should be able to see these in action in every 
communication and interaction with and from the practice.

Having values and a mission statement help focus 
everyone on the needs of the customer, bonding clients 
and colleagues to the practice and creating a whole that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. How the practice ‘feels’ is 
a vital component in its success, or a cause of its failure.
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Achieving great customer care

New year’s resolutions
By now you’ve almost certainly lapsed on abstaining from 
alcohol or chocolate. But there are two resolutions that 
every successful practice should focus on, and both play a 
significant part in the customer experience:

1. First call resolution. A potential customer has phoned 
the practice – offer to see them! Small animal practices 
should be converting 40% of inbound calls into paid 
appointments, with twice as many in equine ambulatory 
practice. Train the team in a proven process and use the 
Onswitch Index to measure performance and highlight 
areas for focus.

Five steps – telephone customer care
Onswitch’s simple, but highly effective process helps 
practice teams deliver excellent customer care over the 
telephone:

1. Give a great greeting
2. Get the pet/horse’s name, get the picture
3. Demonstrate love-value-price (in that order)

4. Give extra information: web, social media, opening 
hours, etc.
5. Offer an appointment

2. First consult resolution. The client has come to see you 
– give clear recommendations and establish a collaborative 
process to ensure the pet or horse receives tailored care.

Seven steps – communication skills for the consult room
1. Prepare yourself
2. Create a rapport
3. Ask open questions
4. Carry out an obvious pet or horse examination
5. Make recommendations
6. Check understanding and signpost next steps
7. Book the next appointment/contact

How does your practice measure up?
One thing that many practices overlook is the importance 
of measuring business performance. Yet without data, how 
can you set realistic targets? Without evidence, how do you 
know if you’re getting better? 

Measure team engagement with the Gallup 12 
questionnaire, measure business health with the Balanced 
Scorecard, measure client feedback with Net Promoter 
Scores, measure your telephone customer care with the 
Onswitch Index and your consult customer experience with 
ConsultTrack. Don’t guess, measure. Then guess what – 
your customer experience will get better!
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day, spinal surgery the next day, a TPLO on Wednesday and 
a day of routine neuters and dentals the following day. In 
today’s world, I would have to have undergone a training 
residency and passed diploma examinations to perform 
[any] one of the first three days’ surgeries. The prospect of 
getting to my current level of expertise and experience in 
someone else’s practice without a procession of internships 
and residencies is zero. I would have no wish to become 
a routine neuter and minor surgery person; [that’s] not 
something I find at all palatable.

What do you think the future will bring for 
the next crop of graduates?
I think the corporates and out-of-hours clinics have 
probably made life better or more stable for new graduates. 
There were a lot of bad small practices run by some not 
very nice people until the last 15 years, and it’s a relief that 
most have changed hands and been bought out. What is left 
then is a profession of employees, with no real prospects 
of ownership. As fees are pushed downwards, salaries 

must follow, combined with a saturated market and over-
production [of vets]. The current Brexit-induced famine will 
be a short-lived glitch. Quality of life will be less because 
spare time is useless without spending power, a nice 
home and home life. It will become a profession of part-
timers who have a spouse who does something else that 
makes the money. The bloated referral world will collapse 
when the insurance bubble bursts; sadly, the skill base at 
first opinion level will have been so depleted and eroded 
that no one will be in a position to take advantage of the 
vacuum. All things considered, it looks a bit grim.
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OPINION

“This month, it’s the turn of someone 
at the peak of their career”

Gareth Cross

ABOUT GARETH
Gareth Cross, BVSc, MRCVS, graduated from Liverpool vet school in 
1998. Gareth is now a director of a small animal practice in Devon, 
where he began working in 2003.

VP

In our series on the hopes and expectations of aspiring 
and qualified vets, we have heard from school leavers, vet 
students and recent graduates. This month, it’s the turn of 

someone at the peak of their career.
Clive graduated from Liverpool in 1985 and is a director 

of a group of practices in the Midlands. I put to him a 
similar series of questions as I did to the others and 
asked what he thinks the future will bring for our previous 
interviewees.

Why did you want to be a vet?
As a teenager in a state school secondary modern (not a 
comprehensive but a school for children who were just post 
11+ and unable to afford private education), I was good at 
science and maths and seemed to shine academically. I 
wanted to work for myself, own my own business and do a 
bit better in life than my parents. The school careers officer 
laughed me out of his office and told me that my ‘sort’ 
would do better by getting an apprenticeship with a local 
French tyre manufacturer. People like me did not do well at 
university. All the teachers at that school sent their children 
to the private school across the road. So, I think I was just 
very bloody-minded.

Is it what you expected it to be (financially 
and in more general terms)?
I had no financial expectations. My first job was a one-in-two 
on-call rota in Antrim; it paid £6,000 a year plus a car and 
a flat in an average dairy practice with endless TB testing. 
They were very nice people who would give you anything 
except money. Today I probably earn what I want to earn 
and it’s fine, but it has been a long road getting there. It’s 
always been exactly what I expected it to be. 

If you were 18 now, would you do it again?
Equipped with my current knowledge of the profession, 
probably not. Poor people become vets less frequently 
now than in 1980-85. The starting salaries would not 
compensate a poor individual for all the borrowings 
required to navigate the course. Social mobility has been 
stifled by tuition fees. I [started my career in a] minimalist 
referral culture. The only places to refer in 1985 were the 
universities; you just had to get on with it most of the time. 
That creates pressures, but it also creates opportunities.
These days I may be performing intra-ocular surgery one 

The school careers officer 
laughed me out of his 

office...

“ “

TheOnlyConference for
OfficialVeterinarians

Guidance from OV industry
experts rela�ng to the topic of
Controlling Disease Threats at
Home and From Abroad

Small animal, large animal and equine streams plus
workshops focused on the specialist OCQ(V)s including
Product Exports (PX), Germinal Products Exports (GX),
Avian Exports (AX), and Statutory Surveillance (SS)

Receive industry updates and meet CPD
revalidation requirements

TO BOOK, VISITWWW.OFFICIALVET.COMOR CALL 0330 208 0380

19 & 20 September 2018
Alexandra House, Swindon

Early bird ticketson sale now!



TheOnlyConference for
OfficialVeterinarians

Guidance from OV industry
experts rela�ng to the topic of
Controlling Disease Threats at
Home and From Abroad

Small animal, large animal and equine streams plus
workshops focused on the specialist OCQ(V)s including
Product Exports (PX), Germinal Products Exports (GX),
Avian Exports (AX), and Statutory Surveillance (SS)

Receive industry updates and meet CPD
revalidation requirements

TO BOOK, VISITWWW.OFFICIALVET.COMOR CALL 0330 208 0380

19 & 20 September 2018
Alexandra House, Swindon

Early bird ticketson sale now!



The Ultimate  
Microchip Solution

Pet-ID Microchips Ltd
www.pet-idmicrochips.com      tel +44 (0)1273 837676

Reliability : Swiss-engineered, guaranteed for life

Compatibility : meets required legal and ISO standards

Durability : over 20 years industry experience

Stability : anti-migratory coating

Traceability :  full backtrack system with registration 
onto Petlog

Mini and 12mm 
chips available  
in Owner 
Information Packs!


