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Introduction 

Is customer support your key differentiator? 

In markets where competition is intense and product innovation cannot be a sustainable way to 

set yourself apart from other players in the market, your quality of customer service can offer 

that necessary edge. The customer support function can be your company’s key differentiator 

offering a competitive advantage that cannot be easily replicated. 

What goes into setting up such a high quality customer service 
function? 

Over several interviews with many successful companies, we figured out that it is a combination 

of attitude, philosophy, and process. This Ebook is a collection of those interviews. In the 

following pages, you will find a wealth of information on how to lay a successful foundation for 

delivering great customer support. 

All these interviews were conducted in early 2011 or late 2010 when most of the companies 

under discussion were just beginning to see enough growth to worry about setting up 

processes for customer support or hire for the function. 

These interviews are presented in a casual conversational style which helps the reader 

understand the different personalities of the interviewees. In this decade of technology, it is 

easy to assume that tools, processes, and metrics alone contribute to the success of a function. 

However, when it comes to something as human as customer support, personality and attitude 

play as big a role in contributing to the success of the function. 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Chapter 1 

Delivering wow customer 
service 

Balsamiq 
An interview with Valerie Liberty 

Valerie Liberty is the COO Wow division of Balsamiq. Started in June 2008, Balsamiq Mockups 

help software designers and developers build great software by letting them easily sketch out 

their ideas, then quickly collaborate and iterate over them. Balsamiq Mockups has netted over 

$2,000,000 in sales in first 18 months of business. In Balsamiq, Valerie handles support and with 

customers from over 56 countries she is definitely doing a superhuman job. 

Hi Valerie, How are you? Thanks a lot for making time for this call. 

Thanks for picking me to speak with you. I want to say right up front that I love the idea of your 

spotlighting customer service. We are extremely proud of the positive and fun comments we 

get from customers. Peldi calls that sort of customer generated feedback pieces of the Golden 

Puzzle. We thrive on it. 

You are great at what you are doing which is handling people and Support for Balsamiq. And 

since this is going to be a focused discussion on Customer Service, publishing your 

experience can help others learn. 

We work really hard at offering support to our customers. It is something that we value so much. 

We really wanted to hit a home run in that area. And I’m very excited to talk about that. 

One thing people love about us is that we answer the phone. That s a big differentiator! Natalie 

answers the line when it’s daytime in Italy, and I grab it during the day in the Bay Area. We are 

like Customer Service bookends. 
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If Customer Service is one of your differentiators, you will have to be exceptionally good at it. 
How do you manage that? 

Valerie: Peldi (Founder of Balsamiq) and I came up in the software world. We love this stuff. We 

enjoy checking out new technology, connecting with people in new and different ways. We are 

digitally connected people, and Peldi has built a team of people who are just like us. As such, it 

is not so much a challenge for us to stay in touch with each other and our customers. On some 

levels, it is like a game. Even our engineers are people people. I love to talk to customers, to hear 

how they are using Mockups. For me, it is fun to unravel these complex, multi-layered problems 

folks bring in support calls. 

And customers are instantly in a good mood when they call us and the phone rings, and a nice 

human answers. We don’t make you push 1 for this or 2 for that. It’s me: talk to me about sales or 

tech support or cross-grading to a different version Mockups. My tech support calls usually 

involve laughing about something or learning about something. It is my way of keeping the 

entire Internet economy human. 

It is a great assurance for a customer to know that he or she is being heard. I am sure at your 

scale you have tons of requests coming in. How do you keep up? 

We respond to customers in the same way they contact us. We get a lot of email and phone 

calls, and since one other person by name Natalie joined, it’s been much easier for us to stay on 

top of things. 

She works in our Bologna office, so over my morning coffee, I go through my inbox and relive 

her day. This prepares me for situations we may have in a build, issues on our web site, or 

administrative. 

Like most high-tech companies with distributed teams, we use technology to stay connected. 

Our water-cooler chat is done using Gabble. It’s just like an internal chat room that is always 

open. We post there all day long. We post every time we get a phone call, and why the customer 

called. Mike uses this to spot trends where information isn’t clear on our web site. We each post 

our daily agenda or goals. Of course, it is also where we put personal news or interesting 

announcements we want to share. 

Can you let us know about your process? How exactly do you go about it? 

Here’s how customer support works on our team today: Our favorite way to get customer 

feedback on features and bugs is through the GetSatisfaction forum where Mike, Peldi and folks 
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in our community discuss feature requests and work flows. It is hugely valuable. It really helps us 

to see it through a fresh, new set of eyes! 

Most of the standard questions and answers are already there. People post there and others can 

comment and vote. It helps us pace new feature ideas. The ironic downside to having so much 

great reference information available is that sometimes I feel like a parrot, repeating and 

answering but not taking the time to recreate the error myself. I was getting frustrated because I 

wasn’t working enough in our app. Since I do sales support and back office tasks, it became a 

luxury to play in Mockups. 

So, what did Peldi do? He hired me a Mockups tutor. We have an awesome QA person named 

Louanne who has been helping us with a complex new feature, and Peldi suggested she and I 

spend an hour a couple of times a week doing scenario testing/bug hunting/edge cases. I call it 

Lou U. 

It’s vital that I keep my hands in the product, and we’ve turned it into a double win: We are 

doing product documentation and at the same time, I become a Mockups Super User. When I 

graduate from Lou U, I want to get a cape with a little Balsamiq logo on it. 

What happens when a request comes in? 

We divide things by how they come in: phone, email, tweet, post on Get Satisfaction and then 

again by what who is best suited to answer the question. 

If I get stuck, the rest of the team will be online within a few hours. Customers understand. If I 

don’t know the answer, I am honest. I tell folks what I don’t know, and where I looked. This way, 

they learn about our resources. Sometimes it is enough for customers to simply learn about Get 

Satisfaction. 

Here’s a wonderful development: we are starting to see that customers are beginning to answer 

each other! It is an organic little community growing up around getting rid of bad software. To 

us, that’s the real win. It makes me shriek with glee. 

Five Star restaurant is how Peldi also describes it in his Mixergy interview with Andrew 
Warner. Getting the community members to help each other is a great way to scale. Since all 

this sounds rosy, I want to ask you if there has been any incident of a difficult customer. 

One of our favorite things is to turn a hater into a lover. 

Sometimes, someone tweets an offhanded complaint about Comic Sans or the look and feel of 

Mockups. We know that the output isn’t a button-down look. The point is to start a discussion, 
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with a look no one is afraid to criticize. But sometimes, when people are difficult or complain, it s 

for a very good reason, and we need to be able to take it on the chin and respond coolly. 

Currently, anyone can download a fully functioning trial version of Balsamiq Mockups to use for 

7 days. That's because of customer feedback. We used to give users five minutes of 

uninterrupted editing time. After that, and every five minutes after that, we broke in with a nag 

screen asking if you wanted to buy a license. It was easy to dismiss the nag screen, and it was a 

first attempt to let folks test drive the app. Turned out, people hated that nag screen. In 

hindsight, it was completely annoying to interrupt someone trying to work every five minutes. 

Every business that charges is torn between the decision of giving some basic features free 

for lifetime or offer a limited trial period with all the features. And definitely having a strong 

support team helps in handling the transition better. You guys put in a lot of effort to bring 
the human element into your service. And that is exactly what wanted to bring out.Thanks 

for spending almost an hour on the call. 

It was really fun to talk with you about some of my favorite things: support and customer 

service 

“We say Love your problem. If you love your problem, you 
don’t want to end that affair. You want to prolong it, 

reinvent it, see it stay interesting.” 
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Chapter 2 

Customer Support is 
marketing investment 

Mad Mimi 
An interview with Dean Levitt 

Mad Mimi launched in 2008 - is a simple and powerful email marketing utility that helps users 

create branded, well-designed newsletters and promotions. Madmimi is impressive not just for 

their cool product but also for their awesome customer support that has drawn them an 

impressive list of passionate customers. 

A few weeks back, we had an interesting conversation with Dean from Madmimi about their 

Support process and his philosophy on Support. Dean is one of the founders of Madmimi and 

currently takes care of Support and PR. Publishing some interesting excerpts from what he had 

to say. 

Support is marketing investment 

Today it's hard to get excited about Customer Support because of the kind of experience you 

get when you call in an airline or a phone company. We offer great support because we care and 

we think of customer support as our marketing investment. We have grown with absolutely no 

ad spend. It's purely been Word of Mouth (WOM) marketing and we drive that by offering the 

best support. 

We offered 24-hour Email Support within 6 months 

When we started off we offered support from 9am to 6pm via Live chat, email and phone calls if 

people asked. And I could handle all of it. I could do the chats between answering mails and I 

actually had free time. After about 6 months we realised that we needed to start offering 24 

hour email support. 
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We grew pretty quick. I started working from 9am to 11pm. Gary, our CEO would cover from 

6am to 9am. And I would wake up around 4 am to check email and answer anybody who wrote 

from midnight to say 4. We did this for around a year after which we had to hire somebody 

because it was tough to keep up. 

Customers respect the fact that the owner is involved in support 

If the owner is involved in Support, we believe, it changes the entire tone of an interaction with 

the customer. It changes the way they view the company and their interaction for the rest of 

their relationship with the company. They respect the fact that the owner participated. 

At the very least I recommend owners take an active role in Support for the first year. This helps 

them get a clear idea of what kind of questions are coming in, which in-turn helps them make 

necessary adjustments in their product. 

Early adopters help evolve your product 

Early adopters are smart. They are the people that have tried every program out there. Hence it 

is imperative to heed their advice. In Madmimi we launched this super simple application with 

none of the features that we have today. We built every new feature based on request. We 

launched our product and evolved. Customer retention is more important to us than customer 

acquisition. 

Support is to teach and train customers 

Support is essentially teaching and training customers. For example some people don't now 

how to use an auto responder campaign in Madmimi. They don't even know they need it. I can 

teach them and train them to do what they are already doing easier. This helps them derive a 

real sense of value from having contacted Support. 

We pulled a lot of our Support team from customers 

A lot of customers that were using us for their hobbies wrote in when they lost their jobs 

because of bad economy. Our customers already know how we offer support. They know that 

we respond fast. They know that we care. They know the culture. So it makes it very easy. And 

that's how we got most of our team. We advertised the last two times we hired and that has 

worked out pretty well too. 

When we hire we generally look at the personality and if they can communicate in an informal 

confident way, we hire. I train the ones that we hire. 
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We manage nearly 1000 Support emails a day 

We are now 50,000 customers. It is definitely a lot and every one works hard. I would say we are 

doing near to a thousand emails a day. In 24 hours at least. And, we are quick with everyone. I 

would say 10 minutes is our average response time. Generally, if we have a wait of 20 minutes to 

a response, we all jump in. Our delivery person or one of our engineers will jump in and act like 

support. Since we have a reputation for giving fast responses, it encourages people to write in 

with every little question rather than figuring it out themselves. 

We do about a 100-hours of training for Support 

We do about a 100 hours of training with anyone new on Support. And that's not training on 

the product, that is just training on the support. They need to learn the product but that's 

before we start training. It is a whole day of me just discussing why good customer support is 

really special and how it improves people's lives. I drum up this enthusiasm in them so that they 

understand 

they are the most important and valued people in the company and not people just filling a 

gap. They are not the barrier between angry customers and people making lots of money. 

Phone Support can help convert more 

We haven't officially brought in phone support. We only do phone support by appointment 

right now. So, if someone writes and says I want to talk, we call. We have not listed our direct 

number. 

One thought is that providing phone support will increase our conversion rates.We will have lot 

more new sign ups converting to paid members and staying with us.At the same time I believe 

that it can actually damage the level of support. I can help about 15 people in the space of time 

I help one customer. People respond to Email now like text messages. The way people view 

email has changed. I personally don't think we need phone support yet. It's something we 

definitely want to include in the future mostly to get these conversions. 

We generally have one complaint every two weeks about not offering a direct call. But it's not as 

much a complaint since it is a case of one when you consider that 3006,00,000 unique people 

visit our site each month. Also, it is a generational thing. People in their 40s and 50s want a 

phone number. Because some are not really computer literate and they don't trust online 

companies without a phone number. People younger than that don't care. They don't want to 

talk to anyone. 
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We encourage people to contact us than use the knowledge database 

We use the knowledge database as a resource for our support team rather than as a way to 

answer the questions for customers. Because, I would rather have a conversation with the 

customer than refer him to a document. So, we actually encourage people to not use our 

knowledge database but to contact us directly. 

“Support is marketing investment. We have grown with 
absolutely no ad spend. We drive our growth by offering 

the best support.” 
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Chapter 3 

Never had an angry user? It’s 
likely they don’t care 

Wufoo 
An interview with Chris 

Wufoo is an HTML form builder that helps you create contact forms, online surveys and 

invitations so you can collect the data, registrations and online payments you need without 

writing a single line of code. 

Here is an interview with Chris from Wufoo on how they handle Support for their service. 

Wufoo is known not just for its great product but also for its awesome Support. What are the 
things that you did initially to gain this reputation?

All you need to do in order to gain a reputation for great support is to give great support. We 

focused on support early on and our customers took notice. I think that people naturally expect 

subpar support when it comes to email support, so just the fact that we answered questions 

quickly and honestly helped us exceed expectations. 

Wufoo has customers across the globe. How do you manage to provide support across time 

zones?

Right now we have full-time support during normal business hours for the eastern US time zone 

(95). Requests that come in before midnight are answered that evening, and anything after 

midnight is handled first thing the next morning. Requests that come in on weekends are 

answered the same day.  
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What kind of Support channels do you have (Email, phone, chat, forums) and what s the 
volume like across channels?

The bulk of our support is handled through email, which comes from http://wufoo.com/support 

where we have a basic Wufoo form that sends us a notification email. Currently our busy days 

see us sending up to a couple hundred email responses out. We also have forums that get a few 

questions per day. We're starting to get the occasional question over Twitter as well. 

What is your typical turn around time? 

During our normal business hours, our initial response time averages between 712 minutes. 

What is your opinion on phone support? 

Right now we don't have plans to add phone support, and a big reason is due to the time and 

costs associated with providing phone support. Another reason we really like email support is 

that along with answering any questions somebody sends, we can also easily email links to tools 

and documentation that will help people help themselves in the future. 

At what point did you decide to hire for Support?

Our initial support hire was made when we were getting close to a full-time workload for a 

single person handling support. Our first support person started in May 2009. Before that, 

support days were rotated between developers. If a developer was on support that day, it was 

their primary duty, and no development work was expected. 

You had once advertised for a support position. How was your hiring experience. Out of all 

the applications that you received how did you decide whom to hire?

When we advertised for our second support hire last year, we basically just put the word out 

through our blog and twitter feed. We are fortunate to have a lot of really great users, and it 

seemed like that would be the best way to reach some good candidates. And it really was  we 

got a number of tremendous applicants. We went through several rounds of interviews and 

we've actually hired two people now that we initially interviewed during that process. 

The main thing we look for when hiring for support is someone who truly enjoys helping people 

and providing great hospitality. Of course our customers can also be doing some pretty 

complicated things with their forms, so we need people with good tech knowledge, too.  
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Have you had any experience with angry customers? 

Certainly, If you've never had an angry user, then it's likely that your users really don't care about 

your product or service. People who don't care just won't bother, and will leave without saying 

anything. 

If something goes wrong, people can get upset. When that happens, a lot of anger can be 

defused by a quick initial response. Let's face it, there's a lot of bad (or at least barebones) 

customer support out there, across a lot of different industries. Even these days when email is 

common, if I'm sending an email to a company, I might expect to hear back next week or never. 

If a customer is upset, but they receive a response back two minutes later, they know that at 

least someone is listening to them and wants to help them out. That goes a long way towards 

building a fruitful customer support relationship, when the customer knows you're on their side, 

wanting to make things better for them. 

How do you split your support and dev responsibilities?

Almost all of our support is handled by our dedicated support staff today, but developers do 

still handle night shifts and weekend shifts.

In the very early days, the founders would handle support, program, and run the business at the 

same time. After our initial developers were hired, we would each have a dedicated support day 

where once’s only job was to handle support. 

Name one service that you have personally used that has offered you great support. 

RoomAndBoard. 
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“If you've never had an angry user, then it's likely that 
your users really don't care about your product or service. 

People who don't care just won't bother, and will leave 
without saying anything.” 

SupportBee Facebook | Twitter | LinkedIn

https://www.facebook.com/supportbee
https://twitter.com/SupportBee
https://www.linkedin.com/company/supportbee


SupportBee Facebook | Twitter | LinkedIn

Looking for a Simple and Efficient 
Customer Support tool? 

SupportBee has the right set of features to help 
you deliver friendly customer support.

SIGNUP FREE NOW

http://app.supportbee.com
https://www.facebook.com/supportbee
https://twitter.com/SupportBee
https://www.linkedin.com/company/supportbee
http://app.supportbee.com

