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Positioning Success Pre-Release Bonus Material 3
Proving Customer Centricity

Concept covered in Retaining Success (release planned April 2008)
Why are you so afraid of your customers?

This is an interesting question because many service providers, in fact too many service providers, have no empirical evidence to support their closely held belief of being customer centric.

Think about it for a moment.  You probably have a folder with emails from customers saying thanks for helping them on a particular problem or task.  And that’s good.  Someone felt strongly enough about your team’s performance to take the time to jot down their thanks.

But of all the jobs you do, and all the customers you have, what percentage of that work does your file of email notes represent?  Probably a miniscule amount.

And that’s the problem, because your company or team probably does a very good job in supporting your customers and their needs.  So prove it!

Ask your customers what they think of you!

It’s surprising how easy decisions become when managing by Customer Satisfaction.  Having done so for an eight-year period in the areas of general facilities maintenance and capital replacement projects, it was interesting to see clarity of direction replace uncertainty.  For example:

· Vendors working to keep market share found their price fell into reasonable ranges as they worked to achieve respectable customer satisfaction scores.

· Customer responses helped identify poor performing employees and vendors—leading to counseling for improvement or replacement.
· Market or program expansion became easier with empirical evidence available to prove the team’s track record in delivering service.
· Field teams developed stronger focus and camaraderie as they worked to drive better customer satisfaction ratings.

· Performance recognition became badges of honor for vendors and team members.

These are only some of the benefits from a properly designed and executed Customer Satisfaction survey program.  However, to get meaningful data, the program must be conducted in a consistent manner that allows you to measure the responses.   The critical elements for achieving meaningful results include: the questions, your measurement scale, the customers chosen to receive the survey, and the frequency surveys are sent.

When designing the survey questions, keep them short and simple.  Your goal is to get responses, and nothing will shut that door faster than a long and cumbersome list of questions.  Your customers (store and field managers) are busy—just like you! 
Keep the quantity of questions to five or six, and never exceed 10.  Design the question’s wording to strike at the heart of the deliverable.  Ask yourself what the answers to the question will allow you to measure, enhance, or fix.  Keep questions clear, concise, and to the point.  Some examples:

· Before work began, the project’s scope was fully communicated.
· Workman conducted themselves in a professional manner.

· We delivered what we said we would deliver.

This first sample question focuses on if the customer knew what to expect.  If your team did its job correctly and outlined all of the deadlines, potential problems, task responsibilities, critical issues, deliverables, etc…, your customer wasn’t caught off-guard during the work.  Since people hate to be surprised, especially when they are responsible for their facility, this question tells you if your team set up the foundation to deliver satisfaction—in this case no surprises.
Responses to this question can be quite interesting.  For example, some of our customer’s expressed only modest satisfaction for our capital replacement projects, citing at times such minor issues as one broken tile not yet replaced, or a clothing rack left askew.  This frustrated our Project Management team because many of these jobs involved moving new escalators or chillers into place—all very complex tasks that could have produced much more problematic issues.
Upon closer examination, the team discovered that many of the Store Managers had never been involved in projects as complicated as these, and therefore had no basis in which to evaluate performance.  To solve this problem, our team developed short videos that actually showed replacement projects.  Once customers could visualize the magnitude of the project, missed broken tiles became very minor and were reduced to the significance of a quick phone call—and scores started to rise.

The second sample question explores the quality of your contractor base.  Consider the fact that most store managers believe they are inviting shoppers into their store, similar to inviting friends over to their house.  In both cases they want a pleasing, inviting environment.
If work crews or service providers create “negative waves” for the shoppers (catcalls, rude behavior, blocking entrances, etc…), customer satisfaction levels will plummet. Over the eight years of our surveys, vendors with consistently low scores to this question were not invited back to bid.  Our Customer Satisfaction level ultimately improved because we only used proven quality vendors.

Peace of mind is explored in the final sample question—an emotional state at the heart of customer satisfaction.  If your team completely outlined the project or service, and then delivered to that expectation, your customer has only one response—complete satisfaction.  Call it the Flawless Execution factor!
Your scoring metrics must also be reasonable. A scale of 1 to 3 is too narrow of a range to allow for proper evaluation, while a scale of 1 to 10 is much too broad.  The first doesn’t provide enough differentiation while the second provides too many shades of gray.  A five point scale provides a good differentiation for raters, and allows you to establish meaningful definitions for each number.  
When designing the actual survey, it’s necessary to begin by defining the scoring scale and what each number represents.  Place the scoring definitions before any questions and begin with the highest score, working down to the lowest.  Always assume you are providing acceptable customer satisfaction, not the reverse.  Typical rating definitions could be:

· 5  Greatly Exceeds Expectations

· 4  Exceeds Expectations

· 3  Meets Expectations

· 2  Slightly Below Expectations

· 1  Does Not Meet Expectations

As a final point on survey design, don’t continually change the questions, or the scale.  By keeping these two items constant, you now have the ability to monitor and measure historical trends and performance. Consider the strength of these two statements:
· “My eight-year customer satisfaction level is 95.3%, an increase over last year’s 84.5%.  We made great strides in adjusting to last minute changes our customers requested to support their business.” 
· “My customer satisfaction score is 95.3%, and last year it was 84.5%, but because we changed the questions and scale, we really can’t say why our performance improved.”

One answer deals from a position of detailed knowledge while the other opens up too many questions and diminishes the value of the entire survey process.
Once you have your questions and scoring metrics defined, the next crucial decision is which customers to survey and how often.  Choosing the wrong person to question will give you false information about performance.  Surveying the correct respondents too often will dilute their opinions, or simply turn them off.
Surveys should be sent to the people most directly affected by the service you provide.  For facilities service providers, that customer would be your Store Managers, possibly their Assistant Managers, and their respective District Managers.  

Sending a survey to a national manager or your single point of contact will provide very narrow or false data because it is only one person’s perception.  Their survey response will be heavily influenced by the most recent issue reaching their desk.  If they had to intercede on a problem, you can bet your score will reflect that one incident. 
There really is no way for one person to effectively rate how you have served multiple locations.

Store and district level managers have the advantage of constant interactions with you, and that memory will provide you with meaningful data.  They will reward your performance for all those issues and problems you solved for them on a regular basis.  If you wow’d them with a response to a problem, they will remember.  If you consistently failed, this too they will remember.
Frequency is also critical.  If you survey too often, your customers become bored with the process and delete the request with no response, or they check off a number without thinking.  The first issue dilutes your response rate and hurts the overall credibility of the survey process, while the second issue leads to score inflation and impacts validity.

For project work, decide on either a dollar amount or complexity amount to survey.  

Our major maintenance budget funded projects from $10K to $600K. However, the most potentially disruptive projects to our stores started around $40K.  Choosing that dollar amount made our survey pool 300 to 400 projects a year—a nice sample size.  If all projects had been surveyed, the survey pool would have exceeded 3,500—and created a cumbersome surveying task for us. 

For on-going maintenance, the challenge is the same—don’t inundate the managers with surveys, especially if you plan on reviewing the performance of multiple disciplines like HVAC maintenance, janitorial support, etc...  Develop a schedule that rotates your survey population.  Survey a demographically diverse sample one month, and then do a different group the next.  Split up the disciplines between your survey groups as well.
Only resurvey a store if the responses showed problems—usually following up 30 to 60 days later.  As a matter of fact, a good use of poor survey results is to actually call up the respondent to find out more information about service lapses.  Your customer will develop an overall better opinion of your services from that call, especially when positive changes occur shortly thereafter.
Once you get your Customer Satisfaction survey program moving forward, track the results.  Know how many surveys were sent and which management level received them.  You will want to know how many are returned, and you will want to know the results by management group.

A response rate of 20 to 30% is a strong beginning, and provides meaningful data on Customer Satisfaction.  Over time, this number will grow.  Our eight-year return rate was 43.6%.  Knowing this number also helps you strengthen your marketing position.

“Our Customer Satisfaction rate is 93.6% for the past five years, based on a return rate of 41.9% on 2,000 surveys sent.”  A very impressive statement!

In analyzing your data, knowing how each management group responded can lead to corrective actions.  If your Store Managers return positive ratings, yet your District Managers do not, this discrepancy will readily stand out.  Is there a process breakdown? Are the District Managers not fully engaged?  Is something being hidden at the store level?  These questions may never have surfaced without the survey results.
Another data element to consider relates to everyone who is assigned to work on a given project.  This allows you to evaluate each contribution to overall Customer Satisfaction.  On the major maintenance side, we started from the assumption that everyone associated with a project shared the same Customer Satisfaction score, no matter how large or small their share of the job.

That meant the Project Manager, the consultant, the equipment manufacturer, and the installer all had to work in harmony and constant communication to prevent a problem.  This reduced the amount of finger pointing and blame, forcing ownership of their role towards the project’s successful completion.

Over time as a history of results developed, we ranked everyone’s performance and published those rankings.  

Twice a year we would tabulate everyone’s performance, and than rank them from best to worst.  The rankings were then mailed to all vendors, installers, consultants and managers on the list. Suddenly performance levels that ended up below the total Customer Satisfaction score became uncomfortable.  And performances above the average became badges of honor.
Over time, we even saw poor performing companies contact those with high Customer Satisfaction scores (usually in a different industry) to learn their best practices.  Those who were ranked high happily used their results internally to build up their team’s ability to continue providing good service.
And of course, some vendors were not asked back to bid.  Some were even fired outright for continued bad performance on the Customer Satisfaction surveys.
Remember, what gets measured gets managed. 
Know your Customer’s Satisfaction, and you’ll be better able to manage your team’s performance.  And your own.
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