LET’S COMMUNICATE!

How readily available technology can help the FCSI and your business

Julian Fris

I was recently reminiscing about the ‘old days’ in Britain when we were paid cash-in-hand, had to use payphones and even had to take a day off to go to the bank!! Even as recent as the ‘eighties true customer service was a rare beast (remember last orders in the pub) and our communications were quite localised – anything outside our immediate environs was gleaned from occasional TV & radio news bulletins, the press or from the grapevine.

At work you relied on your supervisor to impart information which for the most part went unchallenged. There was quite a lot of paper – memos, notices, leaflets, books, manuals, ledgers, goods received, stock sheets, timesheets etc. Much of it bundled into files - dog-eared or just gathering dust on the shelf. I worked on healthcare business development then and remember lugging round a ‘trunk’ full of lever arch files. To contact base I either had to wait till I was in a unit to make a phonecall or have a big bag of coins to feed the greedy payphone at the motorway service area. I had to send letters and wait ages for an answer – how quaint!

In those days I did a lot of networking, and I still do, but found it difficult to expand relationships effectively.  There was always the chance meeting at a dinner, but then you can’t physically go to every event! You could link up at a bidders meetings, trade show, conference and so on, but you could not always achieve best mutual value.

Within the past year I left BBC to run my own business, Neller Davies. It has been relatively painless for a couple of reasons. Firstly I believe I have the right experience and track record to do this now. Secondly, and as important, is that with technological help you can now readily jump out of a well-wired and sophisticated corporation to working on your own. There are some psychological elements to that (e.g. loss of apparent status, co-worker support, access to capital), but with a decent PC, good knowledge of Microsoft software, a mobile phone and some other gadgets I can successfully operate and have quickly got over the rude awakening of self employment.

So now I bank online, get cash at any time of the day or night, use a mobile phone as well as have lo-cost or even freecalls to anywhere in the world from my landline or PC. I can tune in anytime to see the news on my TV, computer and even my phone! Most of all I can do a lot of it from my home office as easily as I can ‘on the road’. More to the point I have a lap-top which I can access most of the data I need, no more ‘trunk’.

In catering we are now familiar with EPOS, Cashless, ATMs, pagers, PDAs, Blackberrys, emails, the web and so on. We have embraced technology rather quickly, and surprisingly it’s not age-specific, the spotty teenager on a Xbox 360 is eclipsed by a rising number of silver surfers buying groceries from Tesco, trading on ebay, booking hotels and so forth.

In my own business, I quickly discovered that there are number of great applications which I can hook up with like-minded people across the world. I found and use Ecademy, Linked-in, Plaxo, MSN Messenger, Skype amongst others.  They are not widely used by FCSI members – although many of them are perfect for our needs. 

Take Plaxo (www.plaxo.com), an online business card site. You can easily transfer your latest address details to clients, business colleagues, in fact anybody you choose to share information with. Ecademy (www.ecademy.com) and Linked-in (www.linkedin.com) take it a little further giving you online networking. With these you post up your resume and for varying levels of membership, get links to literally tens of thousands of people, opportunities to attend real networking events and an opportunity to promote your business. These work well with your website as these give you an opportunity to market your skills and have more personal interaction.

Before we started our business we paid over £200 per quarter for our landline telephone service. I have discovered Skype (www.skype.com) a computer-based telephony or VOIP service. Anyone with a Skype connection can talk free anywhere in the world, you can hook up video, make conference calls, call landlines, send texts to mobiles etc. The quality is brilliant. I also use MSN Messenger which is similar. For free (other than my broadband rental) I can talk to anyone and can have a virtual meeting or ‘water-cooler’ chat. Our telephony costs are now about £70 a quarter including line rental.

The upside to all this is that you can work virtually anywhere with a decent broadband connection whether wired or wireless. You can pop into an internet café, use a PDA or your mobile (cell) phone, use the TV and so on. There are ways of remotely and securely accessing your files, contacts, calendar & emails so you can travel light. The savings on your time and reduction in risk is significant. 

Given that these applications are available online anywhere in the world, how do they work for caterers? Plaxo is a great contact database and I can see that being used to develop not only as an interactive tool to keep up-to-date details, but also a personal marketing tool. In many restaurants guests are invited to leave a business card invariably to win a prize. A restaurateur could readily upload details on to Plaxo and as details change (website, menu, opening times etc) then everyone on the mailing list is automatically updated.

Ecademy is more of a social networking tool which I have found useful. What this aims to do is give you a personal profile rather than the full-on business pitch. Its good because you get to learn about the person, whether they are a client, customer, colleague, competitor, and gives you some information to break the ice at a meeting. They ask for 50 key words which sum you up, very powerful. You also have an opportunity to promote your wares in the marketplace, promote discussion in the blogs and there are numerous offline (face-to-face) networking opportunities. You never know your next customer might be at one of these events. There aren’t many caterers on here yet.

Linked-in is a database of professional people. Caterers will not only find it useful to link with colleagues but can look for staff here. It’s a lot more job and career focused and aims to bring business communities together. Whereas Ecademy is informal, you might have to be patient with Linked-in to get real worth. Personally I’ve met a few influential people through it who have expanded my network to over 20,000 people.

Voice over internet protocol (VOIP) is said to eventually replace current telephony. Quality is excellent and it gives you audio, video, texting, conferencing and file transfer capability. Skype is the main brand. Great for caterers who want to communicate with colleagues, staff or even customers and whilst they are talking they can send over menus, proposals, images, anything really. Cost is zero except your broadband fee. In professional environments it is a great solution for helpdesks, security control rooms or tele-conferencing. 

MSN Messenger is similar to Skype as you can do all the same things and with the latest Beta versions, it is catching up with Skype. Yet again it improves communications between colleagues wherever they are. As a consultant I feel that at least I can have some kind of banter when I’m working alone.

You might become an information junkie cradling your Blackberry in bed, on the beach – you have to exercise self-restraint. Furthermore you get used to one system only to be replaced or upgraded. Unfortunately that’s the society we live in, the pace of change is unstoppable. If you don’t adapt someone else will and they could literally be anywhere. Look at the growth in offshoring - a real threat. These applications are really easy to download and use.

So I would like to set a simple challenge to everyone in the FCSI. Over the next few months let’s share our business cards on Plaxo - it’s free and takes minutes to do. If you like that why not experiment with Skype (although you’ll have to buy a VOIP phone or headset, but they are readily available), Ecademy and Linked-in?We might find that some of the meetings will go online, saving booking fees and travel costs and more importantly fitting in better with our business commitments and even being friendly to the environment. 
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