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      This book is dedicated to my mother, Philomena Namagembe Musoke, whose simple, unscripted wisdom once revealed a truth I had overlooked for years. From her I learnt that the finest service does not begin with training manuals or technical skill, but with the heart. That lesson has guided every page of this book.
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      Despite the easy-going nature and friendliness of her people, Uganda faces some of the worst customer service challenges in East Africa. The full list of failings is too long to enumerate, yet some of the more glaring ones include indifferent staff attitudes, lack of product knowledge, hostility towards paying customers and defensiveness when shortcomings are pointed out.

      It is a harsh irony to hear service providers talk proudly about “customer care”, while the actual care they show is frequently absent, even in hospitality establishments built and furnished at substantial cost.

      Why do we offer such low levels of service when we have invested so heavily in setting up businesses intended to give customers the best experience possible? Why do so many established Ugandan hotels and restaurants choose to recruit service staff from abroad when unemployment levels in Uganda remain so high? Why do we fail to train and employ, or employ and train, our own people effectively? Why, even when our people have received the best training possible, does our service provision still so often fall short?

      On paper, Ugandans need no formal lectures about acceptable customer service, since many of us experience it in our upbringing. We are known for our hospitality in the home, particularly in the way we drop everything to support neighbours and one another in times of need. These everyday interactions already offer a model for what we should be doing professionally. There is no real difference between how we treat visitors at home and how we should treat them at work, which is simply the way we ourselves would like to be treated.

      Something, however, changes when we step across the threshold into the workplace. That “something” makes our natural warmth and helpfulness seem to disappear. That “something” is what this book seeks to examine and to address. As the old saying goes: “What you allow is what will continue.” I will argue that our professional hospitality standards are low because we have tolerated low standards. Thankfully, the trend is reversible.

      This book will shed light on the common errors leaders and managers make, highlight customer experience challenges, explore what good service truly entails and offer practical solutions that we can recreate in our own service industry to elevate the customer service industry once more.

      Entrepreneurs, hospitality workers, small and medium enterprise owners, managers, students of management, government agencies and anyone with even a mild interest in addressing the underlying challenges of customer service will find this book accessible and a valuable addition to their reference list.

      While the focus of this book is Uganda, as the environment I know best, similar challenges can be found across Africa. An entire whistle-blower website exists to document disappointing customer service on the continent.⁠* Many of the examples used in this book cross national borders, which shows just how widespread the issues are.

      The phrases “customer service” and “customer experience” appear throughout this book. The latter is the more modern and arguably more accurate expression, although both describe the same journey from the customer’s point of view. For clarity and ease of reading, the two terms are used interchangeably.

      You will notice that several case studies in this book include a rating. This is my own assessment tool, which I call the Fresh Fish Score. It is inspired by the old saying that the fish rots from the head, and it offers a simple way to gauge how healthy or unhealthy a service experience is. A score of zero represents a completely rotten experience, while a score of five signals service that is as fresh and pleasant as it can be. The full guide to the scale appears in Appendix Two.

      This book contains relatively few citations, since it is not intended to be an academic publication. It is based primarily on my own observations gathered over many years. With extensive experience in customer relationship management and a deep commitment to getting things right, my hope is that this book will in some way contribute to clients and internal customers receiving the service they deserve.

      No matter how you slice the fish, there is a clear connection between the quality of service an organisation offers and its profitability. Satisfied customers speak well of their experiences, strengthening a business’s word-of-mouth marketing, which remains the most effective marketing tool any business can have.

      In addition, this book will also illustrate why the way you treat your employees has a direct impact on your bottom line. Employees who feel valued create better customer experiences for their clients, which in turn benefit the business. Anyone who accepts that customer experience affects organisational performance will find guidance here on how to ensure that the interactions offered by employees translate into a more positive and fulfilling experience for everyone involved.

      So if you are ready to get started, let’s jump in!

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * See: http://www.badservicesa.com/, a site highlighting examples of poor service in Africa.
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          HOW WE GOT HERE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The ruin of a nation begins in the homes of its people.”

      

      

      
        
        — CHINUA ACHEBE

      

      

      There is a growing and increasingly visible crisis looming among us. It is not confined to a single sector or system. It stretches across every office, business, ministry, church and roadside kiosk. No matter the size of the establishment, the impact is felt. The crisis has nothing to do with the products we produce. It has everything to do with the face we present to the world. It is partly responsible for graduate unemployment, empty restaurants, deteriorating roads and offices that continue to make losses. You may already know what this crisis is. If not, permit me to spell it out plainly: S-E-R-V-I-C-E.

      Service touches every part of our lives. It greets us at home, follows us to school, shapes our workplaces and colours our interactions with government. It influences friendships, marriages and working relationships. Every day we either benefit from it or suffer from its absence. Its reach is wide, its consequences deep and its influence constant.

      While some countries and business establishments appear to have mastered the customer service equation, others continue to fall short. We live in a country where business owners pour hundreds of thousands of shillings into buildings and branding, yet neglect to invest in the people and systems that will bring those establishments to life. Why do so many upscale hotels and restaurants in Uganda struggle to convert a people naturally known for kindness, care and hospitality into effective customer-service powerhouses? Why does service collapse even when leadership, trained personnel and systems appear to be in place?

      These questions have often intrigued me and brought purpose and clarity into my professional life. As someone one who has studied Uganda’s hospitality industry in particular, I have a few theories to offer regarding this most frustrating of problems.

      EROSION OF COLLECTIVE MENTORING VALUES

      When I was growing up in the 1970s, it genuinely took a village to raise a child. Whenever we visited my grandparents in Kirinya (which is hardly a village any more, although that is a story for another day), we understood without being reminded that we could not walk past Grandpa Sentamu’s home without stopping to greet him and every adult in his household. The consequences for failing to do so felt far too grave for any child to risk testing those limits.

      This courtesy went far beyond my grandfather and his household. The fact was, if I had so much as attempted to walk past any elder’s home on our way from Bweyogerere to my grandfather’s house without stopping to greet them, I would have had myself to blame for whatever happened next. We had been raised to accept this as a fundamental mark of respect. It did not matter if it was raining heavily; you stopped and greeted your elders. Oddly enough, although we were required to greet every household we passed, we were never permitted to sit down to eat in any of those homes. Accepting food elsewhere was considered impolite.  Okulya mu kyalo—gate-crashing neighbours’ meals—was expressly forbidden. We always declined politely, however hungry we may have been.

      That deference to authority shaped my childhood. It instilled a respect for men and women who quietly watched over us and acted not only as a moral compass but as a social standard. Most of these adults were not related to us by blood or marriage. They were neighbours, friends and acquaintances of my parents. Yet the authority they held in our lives was unquestioned, largely because we knew that our parents would never challenge their reports.

      I still call many of my late father’s friends “uncle” or “aunt,” despite knowing they share no blood relation with my family. Such were the ties of respect that remain with me. To this day, I still hesitate before doing anything that might embarrass them or fall short of their expectations.

      For this reason, I pride myself on my professional integrity and for never having been involved in any financial impropriety in over thirty-five years of employment. Despite the fact that fraud has occurred in organisations where I worked, I have kept a pristine personal record. The main reason is the deep, almost instinctive fear of disappointing those who shaped me. My father has been gone for decades, yet the sense of accountability to his peers still influences how I conduct myself.

      Sadly, such bonds have weakened over the last few decades. It is now common to see children bargaining with parents over television channels or dictating where the family should go for an outing. Instead of the dog waging its tail, the tail increasingly wags the dog. As a result, parenting has become a solitary and exhausting task. Many parents surrender to television, video games and smartphones to keep peace with children as young as two.

      Extended ties with friends treated as relatives have also faded. Young people now grow up with far fewer adults whose judgement they fear or whose opinion they value. It is no surprise then that some feel little hesitation in disrespecting paying customers, dipping their fingers into employers’ cash registers or chasing get-rich-quick schemes during working hours. Who, after all, will frown upon their negligence or hold them accountable?

      Sadly, our traditional mentoring systems have been eroded, with disturbing consequences for our work ethic. Young employees are frequently labelled entitled, unprofessional, lazy or disengaged. Their misconduct typically results in little more than termination, assuming they have not already walked off the job without notice, and rarely carries any meaningful social shame or community accountability.

      The importance of restoring structured mentoring, both informally and formally, cannot be overstated. Schools, homes, houses of worship, communities and workplaces need to be intentional about offering guidance, setting examples and reviving the moral expectations that once grounded our society. Historically, many of these mentors came in the form of sengas⁠* and kojjas,⁠* who trained children in expected norms and acceptable behaviour. With changing times, we can no longer assume such mentors exist or are willing to take on the responsibility of mentoring. We must, therefore, be deliberate about preparing those who guide our youth.

      FROM HOME TO WORK | WHERE VALUES MEET REALITY

      While these changes in upbringing shape behaviour, it is only part of the problem. Young people enter the workplace with widely differing levels of preparation. Some have grown up in homes rich in guidance and discipline. Others have come through environments where standards were low, expectations unclear and accountability almost non-existent.

      Culturally, Ugandans are raised to be seen but not heard. This creates an early tension: we are naturally warm, yet conditioned to wait for permission before fully expressing who we are. Warmth exists, but initiative is often restrained until it is invited.

      That challenge is compounded by leadership styles that prize authority over openness, where ideas other than the leader’s own are viewed as competition or insolence. When this is combined with founder’s syndrome and a labour market in which many people compete for too few jobs, even the warmest individuals instinctively learn to keep their heads down to avoid jeopardising their livelihoods.

      Service failures often emerge when these varied backgrounds collide with the demands of real-world work. The weaknesses may not be obvious at first but under pressure of an impatient customer, malfunctioning equipment, a confusing instruction or a difficult supervisor, the cracks often appear.

      Some organisations assume that pleasant personalities alone will guarantee good service, others that certificates or first class degrees produce competence. Both assumptions are flawed. Values without structure produce inconsistency; structure without values produces cold, robotic interactions. When upbringing, attitudes and the pressures of professional life meet without the right support, customers feel the consequences immediately, long before management notices that anything is wrong.

      CASE STUDY | THE HABITS WE CARRY WITH US

      The divide between home and workplace expectations is often wider than we assume. A few years ago, I visited a small but popular mobile-money shop in Mukono. It was a weekday morning and customers were already forming a queue outside. The shop was scheduled to open at 9 a.m., but by 9:20 the young attendant had still not arrived. When she finally walked in at 9:56 she offered no greeting, no apology and no acknowledgement of the waiting customers. She simply unlocked the door, removed her earphones and muttered, “Ehh, emirimu mingi — there is too much work,” sounding, perhaps without realising it, as though the customers were inconveniencing her.

      When one customer gently reminded her that the shop was supposed to open at nine, she replied, “Banange, this is Uganda. Why are you rushing me? Do you want me to die because of work?”

      The shift in the queue was subtle but unmistakable. A few people sighed softly. Others exchanged brief, knowing glances. No one complained. In a place like Mukono, customers rarely protest poor service openly; those with no patience simply leave without a word, while the rest remain in line and endure. That quiet tolerance, often mistaken for acceptance, allows poor service to take root. Those serving us badly may never realise that we are dissatisfied.

      Later, I asked the shop owner about the employee. “She is a good girl,” he said, “but at home she never lifted even a cup. No chores, no one to correct her, no discipline. Her father is my friend; he surrounded her with maids thinking he was giving her an easy life. Now here, we are the ones suffering. It is her first job, and every day I have to push her to even do the small things.”

      No amount of reminders or incentives on the employers part changed the pattern. Her upbringing had simply not prepared her for responsibility. She did not see lateness as disrespect or poor service as negligence. To her, work was simply an extension of her home environment where excuses were enough to escape expectations. Her attitude and lack of concern for customers repelled customers rather than served them. For this she was no more than a stale fish on the counter, earning a Fresh Fish Score of 1/5.

      Three months later, the owner replaced her with an older woman who arrived early, greeted customers warmly and kept the queue flowing. Within a week, business doubled. Nothing else had changed—same shop, same services, same prices. The difference lay not merely in the individual, but in the willingness, positivity and sense of responsibility she carried to work each day.

      BOTTOM LINE IMPLICATIONS

      Upbringing impacts workplace behaviour. Habits formed in childhood (i.e.: punctuality, respect, responsibility) do not suddenly appear in adulthood.

      Work ethic is cultivated long before employment. A job contract does not manufacture discipline.

      Customers feel values before they see skills. Attitude arrives at the counter first.

      Employers must understand that hiring based on relationships rather than character and competence can backfire, damaging both workplace performance and personal relationships.

      HUMANITY | THE FOUNDATION OF SERVICE

      Despite everything that has eroded—our mentoring, our shared values and our communal accountability—there is still one quality that can transform every service interaction: the human element. Much can be said about this, and its full depth will unfold in due course. For now, it is enough to hold on to one simple truth: customers never forget how you make them feel.

      A customer will forgive inconvenience, disappointment or delay if they feel seen, respected and understood. They will return to establishments where the human element is present, even when the systems are imperfect. Conversely, they will quietly abandon businesses where they are treated coldly, even when the products are excellent and the environment pristine.

      Maya Angelou expressed it best: “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” Her observation captures the very reason we now speak of customer experience rather than merely customer service. The emotional impression left behind often outweighs the product purchased or the service performed.

      PREVENT THE ROT | REFLECTION & ACTIVITY 1

      To anchor these principles in practice and strengthen your own Fresh Fish Score, take time to pause, reflect and act:

      
        
          	
        Think back to your own upbringing: Which values or behaviours shaped your sense of respect, responsibility or work ethic?
      

      	
        Identify one way in which today’s societal changes (technology, parenting shifts, reduced communal mentorship) are showing up in your workplace.
      

      	
        Consider a recent poor service experience you encountered. To what extent was the failure linked to attitudes, upbringing or lack of accountability?
      

      

      

      TAKE ACTION

      
        
          	
        Speak with your team about one cultural or behavioural value you want to preserve or restore in your organisation (e.g., respect, timeliness, humility).
      

      	
        Identify one mentoring gap in your organisation; is anyone guiding the younger staff? Outline one step to strengthen mentoring.
      

      	
        Observe your workplace for one week and list three small behaviours that signal either respect or disrespect. Share your findings with the leadership team.
      

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Luganda for auntie

          

          * Luganda for uncle. Kojja is not restricted to biological uncles alone, but also to an older male relative, a respected elder, or even a family friend or interested adult who takes on a mentoring or guiding role in a young person’s life.
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