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        Client 101

Walk-through Procedures
The walk-through is an excellent opportunity for your company to showcase its exemplary horticulture knowledge, proactive approach to customer service, and personable communication skills.  By following a few simple steps, even the most adverse situations can be turned into positive experiences that will ensure client satisfaction, increased sales, and employee accomplishment. 

1) Preparation

How often do we scold ourselves after a walk-through about how we “should have done” this or if we “had only known” that?  While it is difficult to anticipate every situation, if we take a few moments prior to the walk-through and prepare, we can be much better equipped to handle those awkward situations.  To that point it is important to state that under no circumstances, should a walk-through ever be left to chance.

· Purpose

· Make sure that your goal for the walk-through matches the client’s expected outcomes.
· Become Familiar with the Job and Client Status

· Visit the job site prior to the meeting to reacquaint yourself with the idiosyncrasies of the job.  This reinforces to the client that you really know their special needs and that you sincerely care about their job.  This preliminary visit should be done several days in advance of the actual walk-through and last for as long as necessary to re-learn the job in detail.

· Talk with the Foreman and Account Manager to get their perspective of the client’s needs, site conditions, and work schedule status.

· Make the crews aware of the walk-through as far in advance as possible.  Try to determine specific and mutually-agreeable expectations for the job.

· Once you are familiar with the job, make a telephone call to the client.  Don’t ask the client how we are doing; let them know how we are doing and get their feedback.  This sets the stage for a successful walk-through by beginning the action items before the walk-through occurs.  If the client is not available, very often the person taking the message can be a source of information (e.g., crew arrives on Thursdays, tenant has concerns about watering).

· Review the job file, specifications, and financial data.

· When is the job up for renewal?

· What is an “extra” and what is not?

· What is our financial status on maintenance?

· How much extra work does this job routinely provide?

· What is the receivables status?

· Is there any pending business (e.g., a letter, proposal, work schedule)?

· Should we bring copies of anything?

· Take the Necessary Tools to the Walk-through

· Take a clean note pad without any writing on it and a pen to the walk-through.  This shows the client that you are ready and unencumbered with any other business.  

· Take a digital camera with you.  Nothing says it better than a picture.  Photos can be used for “before and after” shots, documentation of conditions or damage, extra work presentations, and training and education.

· Take estimating forms, blank proposal documents, a flat pricing sheet, a measuring wheel, job site map, and calculator.  While it is not a good idea to provide “ball park” figures for extra work proposals, it is a good idea to have the tools to put together an estimate after the walk-through and present the client with a proposal before leaving the job site.  Make sure you follow all policies and procedures in that few things are more embarrassing than giving the client a proposal that is grossly inaccurate.

· Use a soil probe.  Many times an argument of too much or too little water can be solved with this tool.  A soil probe can also lend credibility and professionalism to the walk-through.

· Wear appropriate attire.  If walking with an engineer, a suit and tie may not be appropriate.  If meeting with the Board of Directors, a standard company T-shirt may not be the best choice.  Use good judgment by dressing within one level of the person being met.  In any case, a good pair of shoes that can withstand water, mud, etc. should be kept available and used when needed.

· Use your sales tools.  These include:  business cards, brochures, plant samples, client request forms, and photographs.  Sales opportunities can arise at any time.

· Bring along trash bags.  Many property managers have a real concern for trash and debris on their jobs.  Even if we have done everything right in our preparation, including debris removal, litter can appear out of nowhere.  Accordingly, bring along a small bag from the supermarket; this will further establish your interest and concern for the job to the client.

· Make sure your vehicle is clean, presentable, and ready for touring the job if necessary.

· Prepare Strategies, Goals, and Agenda

· Give some thought to the following issues:

· Who should attend the walk-through and for what purpose?  

· If multiple company employees will attend the walk-through, make sure their objectives, roles, and actions are well known to each other before the actual walk-through.

· What is the significance of this particular account to the company’s portfolio?

· Do some role playing to anticipate the client’s comments, concerns, and reactions.

· Prepare a basic agenda with priorities to be reviewed, and be prepared to add or change this as the client deems necessary.  Get the client involved.

· Take Control of the Situation

· Always be proactive, taking the initiative to request the walk-through.  It shows we care.  All too often we wait for the client to contact us for a walk-through.  Even if we are having problems, it is better for us to alert the client and get their involvement than have it happen in reverse.  

· Don’t assume the client is satisfied simply because they have not done a walk-through.  We must constantly reinforce their satisfaction and the walk-through is the best format for accomplishing that.

· Determine the amount of time needed to conduct a successful walk-through.

· If there are problems, be proactive and have possible solutions prepared with the costs that are involved for each.  If the problems are maintenance related, be prepared to review what we are doing and when to expect the desired results.  Recovery from a problem often ties us more firmly with the client, so look at problems as opportunities for success.

· Make a preliminary inspection with appropriate staff to verify that items are in order.  Determine the route of the inspection and have that route prepared.

2) Presentation

That magic moment has arrived and we have prepared ourselves for a successful walk-through.  Here are a few tips to help show off your workmanship.

· Set the Time and Day to Exhibit the Landscape at its Best

· Try to have the walk-through 2-3 days after mowing.  The turf will have recovered from mowing by then and will not appear scalped or shaggy.

· Mornings are usually the best time from a presentation perspective because moisture levels and plant vigor are at their peak.  That point being said, do not make it so early that a preliminary check of the job (e.g., stuck open valves, trash, dead flowers) is prevented.

· The client usually likes to see a moist soil surface, so if possible, schedule the walk-through for the day after the water cycle has occurred.  Be watchful for over-watering and run-off, especially on jobs with water allocations.  Many clients strongly object to large amounts of water on parking surfaces.
· Plan on Arriving Early and Possibly Staying Late
· Arrive at least 15 minutes early for smaller jobs, and up to one hour early for larger jobs to finalize thoughts and check for and remedy minor situations.

· Arriving early shows the client you are prepared and recognize the importance of their time.

· Bring some material to work on (e.g., punch lists, goals, proposals) in case the client keeps you waiting.

· If you are going to be late, call the client and decide whether to start late or postpone the walk-through due to time factors.

· If the client is late, 15 minutes is an acceptable period of time before checking in with them.

· Remember that your time is important.  If it doesn’t look like the client will arrive within 30 minutes of the scheduled start time, consider rescheduling the walk-through at a better time based on your schedule and the size and importance of the account.
· Sit Down with the Client Prior to Going Outside

· Review the purpose of the meeting and prioritize areas of discussion.  Get client input and make necessary adjustments.

· Get an idea of the amount of time the client has allocated for the walk-through and try to stay within that timeframe.
· During the Walk-through
· Walk at a comfortable pace.

· Keep the attire of the client in mind; taking care not to trek through muddy, wet, or hazardous areas.

· Be sure to point out items that were completed since the previous walk-through.  Confirm satisfaction or make notes on any necessary adjustments.
· If a quality defect is encountered, acknowledge the defect and make notations.  Defensiveness can be perceived as a negative reaction.

· Make notations of non-contract problems (e.g., broken windows, in need of paint) to aid our clients in following up on other issues related to property management.

· Be careful not to make commitments until the walk-through has ended and priorities are agreed upon.

· Be sure to differentiate between maintenance-related items and extra-work items.

· Take accurate notes with locations and approximate labor hours needed to complete the tasks.  This will aid in accurate work scheduling.

· Listen to what the client is saying.  This is a great time to find out what their special needs are.
· End of the Walk-through

· Summarize the topics covered.

· Try to get a sense of priority and a time frame for completion from the client’s perspective.

· Separate maintenance items from extra work items.

· Review any pending proposals and try to get an approval.

· If you are confident of the time frames an effort requires, give approximate dates for task completion.  If you do not have a good handle on making time frame commitments, ask permission to get back to the client by a mutually-agreeable date with a schedule.  This option is much safer and more reliable than making an unfounded guess.

· Thank the client for their time and return to the areas of concern or areas needing proposals.

· Items needing immediate attention should be noted with labor and materials needed, or better yet, fill out an estimate form.

· Notify the appropriate field personnel and get a commitment for completion.
3) Follow-up
Follow-up is the key to any successful walk-through.  There are a few items to remember when following up after a walk-through.

· Answer the Client’s Questions

· Most clients want to know what are we going to do?  When are we going to do it?  How much will it cost?  Depending on the depth and the quantity of information requested, these questions can be answered best with a telephone call, a proposal, a fax follow-up, an e-mail, a memo, or a formal letter.
· Each Client is Different and the Means to Communicate May Vary
· Ask the client which method of communication they prefer.  In most cases, a written follow-up response is best, as it provides permanent documentation.

· Keep the Client Informed

· If we are researching information and it is taking more time than expected, let the client know the status.  “I’m still working on it” is better than giving the impression we forgot, or worse, we don’t care.
· Try to Provide Written Follow-up Within One Week of the Walk-through

· This will vary depending on the situation; but one week should be the goal.  

· Summarize the discussions and conclusions of the walk-through.  If possible, include any additional requested information that was not already given to the client, such as proposals, photographs, etc.  Place a copy of the correspondence in the job file for future reference and keep a copy to refer to for subsequent on-site follow-up.
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