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Thinking is the hardest work there is,
which is why so few engage in it.

--Henry Ford

In times of change, the learners will inherit the Earth
while the knowers will find themselves

beautifully equipped to deal with a world

that no longer exists.
Let’s consider how your customer gains their first impression of your organization.  
As little as 10 years ago, it was pretty straightforward.  Newspaper and magazine advertisements still sufficed for many business-to-business needs, the yellow pages were the go-to medium for access to your expertise, and television ads targeted mainstream consumers.  In-person sales calls controlled information flow about your product, service and organization.

Today, your customers are gaining instant and vast amounts of information about your organization and how it operates, from voice recognition software that may send them into vast no-man lands to internet search programs that uncover every consumer gripe and complaint that may or may not have any truth.

Customer are touched by your internet presence, how your phones are answered, how email flows, the quickness in their access to key employees through cell phones and hand-held devices, the ease of customer support activities, their ability to find key product and service information (including performance), and the professionalism of your participation in industry blogs and forums.

Add to that webinars, podcasts, telephone seminars, and video conferencing, and it becomes apparent that your technical support department now plays a fundamentally key role in the way your organization does business, produces results, and drives customer satisfaction. 

Does your organization understand today’s electronic playing field?

The final step in Retaining Success, therefore, is in understanding how well your organization has grasped the implications of today’s electronic and technological explosion, and how it is using this force to keep your existing customers happy, grow their business even larger, and attract and keep new business.
Electronic Conundrum
During one of our consulting visits to a long-time client, the company’s top executives met to discuss the crisis of declining and lost sales over the previous six months.  The owner, a successful Rainmaker and visionary throughout his long career, couldn’t understand his team’s inability to connect with their customers.

Apparently, his sales team and account managers had increasingly used email communication with their customers instead of picking up the phone and talking with them.  His perspective was that his employees were hiding behind email because they were afraid to make contact with customers or potential customers. 

To paraphrase his concern:  

“We are in a relationship business,” he said, “and you cannot make them through emails!  It’s too easy to hide behind.  Get on the phone and talk to people.  Let our customers and prospects and vendors hear our voices.  Let them hear the inflections in our tone.  Our care!  Our interest!  Our customers don’t know who we are, so why would they want to do business with us?”

This perspective brings home a conundrum for today’s organizations because while personal interaction is the key to developing long-lasting business relationships, society has too many electronic means in which to interact with your organization even before they may talk with someone.  How is your organization protecting its market share, brand and image under these changing rules of engagement?

From a basic standpoint, consider your telephone system.  If you are like a growing number of organizations, you use some form of voice recognition or voice tree program to shuttle calls within your organization.  How effective is it?  When was the last time you called your company’s phone number and navigated through the tree?

Is your phone tree actually set up to dissuade callers?  Do callers get prompt choices, or must they endure long “commercials” or unclear lists of options?  How many subsets of choices are there?  Once callers go beyond the first one or two choices, their frustration level quickly grows.  Does your voice recognition program actually work?  How many dropped calls occur from poor recognition?
If your organization still has someone answering the phone, what training has been given to the person who answers?  Can you always hear a smile in their voice?  Do they answer each call quickly—within one or two rings?  What is your expectation or standard for quickness in answering?  Do they know what everyone does so they can easily transfer calls to the right person?
What is the protocol for transferring calls?  Does the original person stay on the line until the call is picked up or is the process a quick handoff?  If employees are away from their desk, how does the voice message process work?  Do employees have a set script to place on their answering machine—one that is quick, concise and adheres to the company’s image and values, or are they overwhelmingly long and unclear?  If people are out of the office, does the voice message indicate when the person will return?

While examining your phone processes, do not overlook your organization’s cell phones either.  

Do you have policies in place for cell phone use?  If customers are given cell phone numbers of key employees, are those employees trained in how to respond?  Do they answer professionally by clearly saying their name?  Are they allowed to use the phones while driving?  Should your employees be allowed to use them when they are in a restroom (public or private)?  What are your policies for use of cell phones in other public areas (like restaurants, airplanes, airports, gyms, etc…) where sensitive information can easily be overheard?

In terms of paying for cell time, do you provide flat rate compensation or does your organization cover the entire cost?  Are handheld phones internet enabled?  Is it a necessary cost?  What are the features your organization’s cell phones really require?  

Not only will the answers to these questions help you control costs, but they will also improve your organization’s ability for welcoming callers to do business with your organization.  The alternative is repelling them through indifference.  
Which scenario represents your organization?

Your phones are a beginning point for relationship building, and they play an important role in how your organization keeps its existing customers.  But it is only the beginning.

Email Extravaganza

Let’s let these facts speak for themselves:

1. Americans spend an average of 14.5 hours a week reading and answering email, according to the research firm Outsell.

2. A MIT Sloan School of Management study found that 90% of workers admitted some degree of compulsion in their use of handheld devices.

3. Approximately 83% of email users check their inboxes at least once a day while on vacation, according to a joint AOL and Opinion Research corporation study.

4. That same research also indicates that 12% of email users review their inbox on hand-held devices while in church and another 12% do so while in the restroom.

Organizations have become mired down in today’s cascade of email correspondence, and it begs the question: “How can employees get their work done?”  Are you aware of the email pressure your employees face?  Have you checked?  What are the implications of this overload on your customers and prospects?  Inattention?  Cut corners?  Sub-par performance?
We became increasingly aware of the email deluge problem when two key employees of our national team at a Fortune 500 Big Box retailer left for other opportunities.  During the transition between hiring replacements, we needed to keep their business running so we took over their email accounts and computers.  Needless to say we were shocked at the quantity of unanswered emails-up to several hundred-that existed.  We were also worried about the implications this discovery had for our customers.
As leaders for our department, we had learned how to stay ahead of the onslaught.  Unfortunately, we didn’t do well in teaching those survival skills to our team members.  

Following those insights, we not only coached other team members in better problem solving skills, but also monitored their inboxes whenever we happened to visit them at their desk.  A quick glance at their screens always showed how many unopened emails existed, and a tally in the corner announced the quantity sitting in inboxes.

Knowing helped us better support their activities.

But lengthy problem solving activities are not the only reason emails pile up unopened.  The real issue is the vast quantity that reaches you and your employees.  Sheila Norman-Culp, an Associated Press columnist, offered several tactics for reducing the volume of emails:

1. Get off unwanted email lists by opting out or using automatic filters to block them,

2. Set up folders for key activities and immediately sort incoming email into their respective spots so that similar issues can be dealt with at the same time, 

3. Think it over at least 10 times before hitting the “reply all” button,

4. Tell your family and friends to stop sending jokes to work or even stop altogether,

5. Ask your IT department to install filters to help stop Spam and to automatically place emails into folders based on keywords in the taglines.

A final investigation you should perform is to ask your team members to describe the types of email they receive that bog them down the most.  Categorize the types, and as a team develop strategies to respond.  If similar problems are being sent to everyone in your department, maybe one or two employees need to be designated to handle them.  If many are of a nuisance variety, establish a policy for their response.

The critical issue for your organization from this explosion of email is not only the lost attention and focus to your business, and it is not even a lessening of providing satisfaction to internal and external customers, it is the risk of burning out your employees because they are handling their work overload during personal time.

All three of these problems combine to put your organization at risk in Retaining Success.

Portal Relationships
Today’s starting point for interacting with most organizations has increasingly become a web site.  Even before talking with a representative of any company, customers are going to Google your name to understand who you are and what you can do for them.  Because of that, understanding your web presence now has huge implications in how your team attracts new customers and keeps existing ones.
Interestingly enough, many companies have not yet embraced this competitive requirement.  A survey by Small Business Research Board found that 43% of small businesses in the Chicago suburbs do not have web sites.  While limited in scope, the findings still hold value because the large market segment represented by the research allows for extrapolating similar findings nationwide.  
If you don’t have a web site, this should become a key priority.  Even if you lead a team or department in a large organization and your company already has a web site, do not miss the value of having a departmental site on your company’s intranet dedicated to your core business.  
While leading a 2,000-person national field maintenance organization, our team created an intranet web site that hosted all of the critical data, manuals, links and information necessary to support our team’s efforts.  Having all of this information in one area, and in an organized fashion, dramatically increased their performance and reduced frustration.

When building your web site, there are five common mistakes to avoid, according to Douglas K. van Duyne, author of The Design of Sites: A Pattern for Creating Winning Websites.  He believes that overly complicated sites prevent you from entering into an opportunity to talk with customers.  His five major issues include:

1. Being all things to all people.  The site’s Home page must be used primarily for customers.  Too many times it also tries to address every audience including investors, employees, or peers.  Use links to direct each special group to their areas of interest.

2. Using vague language.  Visitors to your web site must be able to figure out what you do in a few seconds.  If they can’t, you’ve lost them.  Make sure your Home Page has a clear statement of what you do and what you promise your visitors.

3. Making it too complex.  Glitzy animation and slow-to-load multi-media introductions turn visitors off.  They are an irritation.  Keep the site clean with easy to navigate links and options.

4. Speaking “corporatese.”  Minimize or eliminate the use of jargon, acronyms and terminology.  Again, use simple language and easy-to-understand terms.  A company’s internal language never translates well to the general public.  Do so and lose your visitors quickly.

5. Ignoring the value of testing.  It doesn’t require a lot of money, especially if you ask several core customers or users to navigate the site.  Have them look for problems or unclear linkages.  This great feedback will improve your site’s performance.
Even if you already have a web site, review it for these issues because these are easily fixed problems.  However, there are several other components to review.  For example, have you looked closely at something as fundamental as your domain name?  While it’s important to use a domain name that represents your organization, it is even more important to have one that is easy for customers, vendors and the general public to use.
Consider the readability of your domain name-especially when email addresses are added to them?  Some organizations believe they must represent every name or word that exists in the company title and so it is inevitable to see domain names such as:
1. westmemphistoboardofrealtors@timewarnerbroadbase.net
2. webster@communitywidebroadcasters.com
3. visiting@discoverbismarckmantan.com
4. criticalinformation@nationaldeveloporscouncil.org
Notice how hard it is to read the location, let alone remember it and recopy it.  Remember, not all links to your web site will appear as active ones so you can’t rely on a person simply just having to click to get to your internet location.  

Further look at the problem of the letters “i,” “j,” and “l” when they appear together like it does in example 4 above.  Without a magnifying glass, a casual review will cause the letters to blur together, making it even more difficult for customers to type your domain name in a search engine or to send email. 

We faced a similar problem when we created both our consulting web site and our first book’s web site.  Since we wanted to retain the name recognition, we always produced the web site names in printed material as is shown below.  Notice where we placed the capital letters:
1. www.JohnGmengelson.com
2. www.PositioningSuccess.com
While we cannot control how directories might list these domain names, we can at least improve usability in our marketing material through capitalization.  Since co-author John Mengelson uses his middle initial for our consulting web site, capitalizing his middle initial reminds those who know his name to add that letter.  Capitalizing success in the second example again emphasizes the two words that make up the domain name.

Review all instances of marketing material using your domain name and email addresses.  Would any tricks like these improve readability (and more importantly reduce errors when potential customers tried to contact you)?  Can you shorten the format used for employee names on the front end of the email address (initials rather than full names)?  Should you consider major changes to help your customers find you easier?
Web Dynamics

Another critical area to examine is the search-ability of your web site.  Search engines are increasingly placing more weight (and subsequently higher rankings and postings) on the natural activity noticed on web sites.  Therefore, it is important to examine the traffic potentials on your site.
Blogs, forums and any other venues that allow frequent postings of content (as well as the opportunity for visitors to post responses or comments) help promote a web site’s prominence.  Also important are the keywords in headlines, titles, and easily accessible (to search spiders) copy.  If your web site opens up with the requirement for someone to fill out a form, search engines will blow right past your site.

Your organization will not be recognized.
Look to see if your web site is cross linked to others, or if it accepts feeds of information from other sources through what is called RSS (Rich Site Summary), a setup that allows other sites to publish some of its content on your site.  These ties increase your web site’s activity and promote better notoriety.  Also look at how your web pages and files are tagged.  When information is assembled onto a web page, opportunities exist to imbed key words that search engines review.  Sometimes called metadata, these links are important to your search-ability.  

Ask your IT webmaster these questions to better understand how your organization is currently taking advantage of these necessary components.  To validate their responses, also search for your organization’s name using several of the more popular search engines.  What appeared?  Would a potential or existing customer find your organization listed near the top?
When visitors reach your site, do you collect valuable visitor information by using a squeeze page?  This is an area that offers visitors something free in exchange for their email address and other important information.  (Again, it shouldn’t appear on your home page.)  If information is being collected, who within your organization gets it and what do they do with it?  What are the protocols for follow-up?  Who has that responsibility?  

Is your organization’s web site designed to give visitors reasons to stay?  Do you ask them to subscribe to your email newsletter by using simple pop-ups?  Do you ask their input for simple surveys?  Do you provide them with introductory research or information that induces them further into their investigation of your site, or that prompts them to reach out and contact someone within your organization?

Information or data sharing can be your biggest hook in welcoming new customers and keeping existing ones.  Consider this observation by Inc. magazine contributor David H. Freedman (August 2007):  “When I end up bypassing the virtual world to do business in the actual one, it’s for one reason: The Web has let me down.  More specifically, I was unable to get enough information to take care of my business online.”
Are your organization and web site stingy in the information it shares?  Shouldn’t you be offering product specifications, buying advice, and suggested service intervals?  Shouldn’t customers have access to their account history along with other important exception-based reports?  Shouldn’t your web site be a portal to making your customer’s life easier?  
When information becomes more readily available to your potential and existing customers, they quickly come to see your organization as the industry expert.  Don’t give away the farm, but make sure it is easy for people to recognize your expertise.  To understand how well your web site portrays this, enter the site as a potential customer.  Work through the pages as if you intended to make a buying decision.  Examine your current web site content and determine how many reasons you give your customers to come and stay.
Would you buy from your organization after looking through your web site?  Would your current customers want to stay?  These tactics will help you keep existing customers and entice new ones.

Getting Blogged Down

Every sales call we’ve experienced during our combined 60-plus years in the business world has included one central theme: “Our Company (fill in your organization’s name) is the industry leader with the most expertise to fill your needs.”  Up until the last eight to ten years, however, the proof to that statement wasn’t always apparent.
Your organization, however, now has tools available that can help validate that marketing proposition and actively position your team as industry experts.  That tool is the posting of commentary and information to the internet through your web site using such tactics as blogs, forums and online articles.

Blog is short for weblog, which is a journal or newsletter that is frequently updated with information or commentary intended for consumption by the general public.  Blogs generally represent the personality of its author or the web site it appears on.  Web forums, on the other hand, are an interactive discussion hosted on your web site that allows your experts and the general public to share commentary around designated subjects.
Both blogs and forums serve dual purposes for your organization.  The first is it allows key people to establish their expertise based on the information shared, how they answer questions, and the fresh data they offer to the discussion.  Second, the constant traffic to your web site helps search engines find your organization, and boosts its visibility because of the traffic.

Posting online articles to your web site serves the same purpose, especially if you establish a means for visitors to download the articles.  Online articles also have three major benefits.  First, they have sticking power.  Once posted, they stay there and anyone can find them through search engines.  Second, if linked to your web site, the articles improve your search engine rankings.  Finally, the articles propel prospects immediately to your web site.
Besides ensuring your posts and articles are credible and factually correct, the most important factor to review is the headlines themselves.  Make sure each posting has relevant keywords in the headline because these keywords actually become that post’s permanent URL.  And search engines find the post based on those URL keywords! 
When internet searchers type in keywords, your organization’s blog posts, forum entries and online articles can pop to the front of the search engine’s results!  Instant expertise validation!  As a word of caution, do not repeat verbatim every keyword in every post because search engines would classify that approach as spam and subsequently downgrade your rankings.
To prepare your organization for its blogging and forum activities, hold a brain storming session (as discussed in our second book, Earning Success) to not only develop a substantial list of topics and ideas to use, but also to create your organization’s unique list of keywords that should be embedded in headlines, keyword lists, and the information itself.     
During this discussion, establish a sense of community for the web site so that all of the blog and forum topics support your theme.  What is the rallying cry?  Reiterate the importance of keeping the dialogue open—there will always be negative postings.  Do not censor, but also do not be afraid to counter with relevant facts.  

Most importantly, determine who within your organization has responsibility for managing the content and activity related to blogging and forums.  Who owns the day-to-day task of reviewing and updating content?  This is important for several reasons but the critical one is it protects your organization from hurting its reputation.  Several major corporations took image bruises when it was uncovered that their CEOs were blogging under pseudonyms and posting pro-company messages, especially on financial sites.
Publicize the web site’s existence to your customers, prospects, vendors and employees.  Once you engage the participation of these key constituencies, your web site community succeeds because it is fostering the exchange of ideas and unfiltered opinions.   It establishes your organization as the expert in your field, supporting the cultivation of new business and protecting your existing customer base.

Data Lockdown
Depending upon when you read this, the computer virus is celebrating its 26th birthday.  American born in 1982 as a high school practical joke, this unwelcome guest has forced the creation of a new industry (computer virus protection), saddled the typical computer user with hours and hours of frustration and despair over corrupted or lost data, and has dramatically increased the risk for all users to the security of their data.

And don’t forget the cost for all of those protection and Spyware preventative applications!

While your IT Department may tell you the organization is protected and secure, there are still numerous ways in which risk is present.  From a basic perspective, how well is your data protected.  What are your organization’s password policies; how frequently are they changed?  When walking through your department, how many passwords are taped to the computer?

Examine the risk to your data against the frequency of password changes and the complexity of its protocol.  Some experts believe changes should occur every 30 days.  If that’s the case, expect a lot more taped up passwords.  Look for a reasonable balance.

As your organization moves deeper into an internet-based presence, it increasingly becomes your responsibility to protect the data presented there.  How often is intruder protection upgraded?  What form of data encryption is used?  How sophisticated is the suite of applications that handle automated backup of data, firewall protection, and network monitoring?  Entrepreneur magazine (March 2006) reports that over 20% of consumers stop doing business with a company after hearing of an internet security breach.  

Can your organization afford that degree of customer loss?

Furthermore, how well protected are your organization’s servers?  If they were damaged or temporarily out of service, how disruptive would this event be to your operations?  Do you have backup operational procedures in place?  

We recently went to a restaurant following a major storm, and despite two-thirds of the seating being available, found ourselves in a one-hour wait for service.  The reason:  seating and order taking were computerized and the storm knocked out the computers.   No one had the expertise to seat customers, prepare meals, make drinks, and process sales without the computer!  Talk about lost business!
During a season of heavy hurricane activity, the Florida stores of our employer (a Big Box national retailer) were out of business because of the huge devastation to power lines.  Large generators were extremely hard to find.  The lesson we learned, however, was to place a few cash registers on a single dedicated circuit, and then connected a small generator to that line.  When future power outages hit, the store could still remain in business with its very small generator.

However, one of the biggest risks your organization faces to security breaches occurs every time an employee travels with a company issued laptop.  Lost equipment means lost data.  Lost equipment also allows hackers to not only pull data from the computer itself, but it also gives them a potential gateway into your complete operations.  

What are your policies for storing company data on laptops?  How is it backed up?  How often does it occur?  Is the data encrypted?  Are the security protocols for laptops even stricter than for your network?  Should they be?  

Are your employees allowed to communicate via unprotected wireless networks found in coffee houses, hotels, airports and other public places?  French defense officials (USA Today, June 21, 2007) have strongly urged all French government officials from using handheld devices to transmit information because those emails pass through United States servers and may be subject to interception. 

One rising industry to support security minded organizations is the advent of Certified Ethical Hackers.  The Hacker Academy (Chicago SunTimes, August 20, 2007) trains defensive-minded developers on the science and art of defending computer networks from malicious attacks.  

To understand the vulnerabilities of your computer network and internet presence, collect information for the past two years on all of the problems experienced in this area.  Gather data on such things as the number of instances when the system was down, how many viruses made it through your firewall, performance slowdowns, unthwarted Spam attacks, how many password resets occurred, etc…  This will give you an indication as to your defensive posture in the electronic warfare arena.
Remember, nothing is hack-proof, as can be witnessed by an American teenager who hacked into the just released Apple iPhone and reconfigured it so it could make calls via a wireless carrier other than the exclusive provider.  By continually questioning security measures to ensure maximized and affordable protection, your customers will have one less reason to walk away from your organization—taking their business with them.

Technology 2.0
While the Baby Boom generation hurries to catch up, Generation Y has seized upon technology and embraced it with open arms; while the age-enhanced generation struggled to program its VCR, the newest generation can use its hand-held telephone to do more things than a room full of secretaries could accomplish 25 years ago.  
Think Jack Bauer (24, the television show) and how his cell phone is used to download floor plans and schematics, find people via GPS, take pictures, compute vectors, record conversations, and oh yes, make phone calls.
Technology is changing so quickly now, for organizations to remain successful, they must be on the forefront in adapting new and more efficient ways to conduct business.  There is no choice if the goal is to grow your business through new business AND retain existing customers.

There is a cost to adapting to this rapidly changing new technology; but there is an even greater cost for not staying current.  

One of our consulting clients found this out the hard way.  When they broke into their market, they “wowed” customers with their cutting-edge software applications.  Almost 12 years later, and still using that original technology, customers now were less willing to do business because of the “antiquated” support mechanism.  Sales growth had, at best, stagnated because the marketplace now demanded many more significant technological features.

Instead of gradually spending upgrade money over a 12-year period, our client now faced a huge expense to overhaul their entire technology infrastructure.  They also faced a large disruption to their operations.  However, to survive in the marketplace, they committed to the changes and satisfied the needs of their customers.

Has your organization kept pace with technology changes?

How often do senior leaders within your organization meet with their technology department to review current shortfalls and to learn about the latest innovations?  How often are your customers asked what they expect from your organization’s technological support?  

Do budgets currently reflect the need to spend money each year to upgrade or change technology?  Are their plans in place anticipating the end of your technologies useful life?  Do you even know the expected lifespan of your hardware and software?  For those organizations that use large quantities of various types of electronic equipment, do you know the expected failure rates of each component?
The biggest change is to anticipate the evolution of moving software applications from your organization’s onsite servers to a hosted environment accessed through the internet.  Sometimes referred to as Web 2.0, this tactic offers businesses many advantages.

Many hosted programs offer automatic upgrades so your organization is always using the latest technology to support its customers.  The need for some IT staff positions is reduced.  Traveling or remote located employees can easily use the application simply by logging onto the internet.  The need for dedicated communications lines disappears.

Ride the Wave
However, Technology 2.0 means more than simply using hosted applications.  Some of the many technological innovations to consider for use within your organization include:

1. Talking email.  Concerned about employees accessing email through hand-held devices while driving, applications now exist that will read emails to users along with text messages, appointments, calendar entries, To-Do lists, etc…

2. Map mashing.  Low cost programs now exist to allow you to integrate maps into your workflow processes as well as into the data presented to your customers via the internet.  Not everyone readily knows where Naperville, IL is so show them.
3. Flash storage.  Reduce the need for laptops that burn CDs by using portable flash drives.  As costs further decline, watch how this technology will soon replace the much more expensive hard-drive technology used in all PCs and laptops.

4. Data input changes.  Mouse input and keystrokes will be reduced once eye-tracking technology moves beyond its initial development stages.  The same is true as better voice recognition software opens the way for voice-activated computers.  In the interim, tablet PCs allow note-taking to be transcribed to a word processing program.

5. Table-top computing.  A change to data manipulation can be seen in newly offered technology that allows users to simply touch a screen and slide data to new locations or uses.

6. Videophones.  Rising travel costs may be offset once videophones become more widespread, allowing for face-to-face contact from anywhere in the world.
7. Podcasts and telecasts.  Technology now supports more seamless meetings to replace the sometimes cumbersome videoconference.

8. Webinars and web conferencing.  A low-cost way to share expertise and explore customer interest without incurring travel costs and lost time on the road.

9. Virtual trade shows.  Tech savvy customers prefer investigating your wares online first.  Give them the razzle dazzle of a trade show on line.  When linked to your web site, it helps establish your expertise as a dominant resource.

Even though your organization may already be using many of these enhancements, the critical point to remember is that because technology is changing so quickly, do not become complacent in accepting these channels as the end-all.  Managers must continually challenge their IT folks to bring forward the latest innovations and upgrades.
Managers must then listen to these anticipated changes with an open mind, allow for honest and open brain-storming over their implications, and continually challenge the status quo to see what changes must be considered and adapted.  

Today’s customers are increasingly demanding cutting-edge performance from your technology.  Does your organization have plans in place to ride the wave of the future? 

The Fallacy of Unique

Let’s consider this business supposition: “If an organization plans on upgrading or changing its hardware technology or software applications, its unique business needs require specialized enhancements and costly customizations to support customers.”

False!

The fallacy that an organization’s business needs and practices are unique or special is a direct result of outdated business practices, poorly crafted workflows, wasted work efforts that are not used by anyone within or outside of the organization as well as inefficient or patched together software programs.
Because of this underlying problem, organizations will pay outrageous sums of money to customize new applications to mirror these costly and inadequate practices.  Get to the true needs of your organization by following the Action Plan in our first book, Positioning Success, where managers learned to dissect an organization’s workflow practices. 

Developing more efficient work practices takes on even more importance following the discussion on Technology 2.0 innovations, especially since all of these neat changes can cause an organization to lose sight of a basic operating principle:  Keep it Simple!

To put this tenant in perspective, think about the technological complexity you face at home.  Cell phones have so many features users cannot begin to remember what they all do.  Entertainment centers and home computer centers have so many cords sprouting from them that it mimics a utility company junction box.
The problem, according to MIT professor John Maeda (Parade magazine, November 19, 2006), is “Our world has become overrun with gadgets that do more than ever because they can, not because they should.  Products become inherently unusable because they’re trying to do too much.  We buy features we don’t need for the ‘just in case’ scenario.

“Technology companies are even more likely to pile on the freebies,” he continued, “because microchips have enabled the shrinking of every useful office and communication widget to the size and price of a peanut.  But this free stuff often comes with a high price: We lose the freedom of using an object that just plain works.” 

The key question, then, for all managers is to continually ask if an offered feature or benefit is required for your organization to successful meet the needs of your customers.  Will the enhancement bring in customers?  Will it help keep your existing customers?  Does it help streamline operations?  Will the organization really use the feature?

This perspective of simplicity also applies to an unexpected area: data. 

IDC researcher John Gantz determined that in 2006 almost 161 billion GB of data were generated (USA Today, March 6, 2007).  That’s equivalent to 36 billion digital movies, 43 trillion digital songs, and 1 million copies of every book in the Library of Congress.  He adds that this tremendous output of data is outgrowing the available storage capacity.

While more storage can always be created, the real question is: does your organization need to pay the costs of storage for all of the data it holds?  Is your organization drowning in information?

At the beginning of the digital camera era, while managing the national facilities maintenance activities for a Fortune 500 Big Box retailer, we asked our 48 field managers to take digital pictures of problems in their buildings.  At first we were going to ask them to send the pictures to us for storage until we began to receive mountains of 3.5-inch diskettes (you remember those, don’t you).

We had no place to store them, except on a closet shelf!

This problem holds true now, but in a different way.  Your organization pays for all of the server space storing data.  Do you have a policy in place as to what data is deemed critical and what can be safely archived or removed?

From a different perspective, what is your organization doing with all of this information?  Correlate the data produced with the workflows of your organization.  Is the data produced being used, or is it simply sitting there?  This investigation further supports our belief that most organizations are not unique in how they handle business.

Once your workflows and customer-supporting processes have been analyzed and streamlined where appropriate, many already created applications easily fit your need.  And once a similar review is done with the data stream being produced, similar adjustments can be made.
The challenge facing organizations is people like new, and people like lots of stuff.  The key question is can your organization afford the cost and can it afford the changes in workflow efficiencies?

Today’s Questions

With society’s explosive adaptation of technological innovation, would it surprise you to know that enrollment in many American computer science schools has dropped by as much as 25% to 75% (Fortune magazine, July 23, 2007).  This alarming trend, which is a complete reversal of activity near the turn of the century, has the potential of adversely affecting your organization’s ability for success because of its diminished capacity for effectively handling information.

Many organizations have exploited the cheap resources available overseas, but the reality of the situation is that many of the future IT jobs will deal with face-to-face interactions. 

“You can’t do process analysis over the phone,” wrote Fortune columnist Geoff Colvin in quoting Stephen Pickett, CIO of Penske Corp.  “You can’t understand the inner workings of a corporation over the phone.  You have to understand how a user wants to use software.  Those are face-to-face jobs, feeling the good times and bad times, knowing enough about the company.”

Add to this sentiment an American public which is quickly growing tired of overseas help desks, its under-trained and unknowledgeable tech support personnel, and its lack of customer centricity, and today’s technological infrastructure could be looking more and more like a house of cards.

Where will organizations find the right talent to keep its technology on the cutting edge?

 To understand the impact on your organization, list all of the IT personnel that physically work on site.  Then list all who telecommute.  Finally list all who are supporting your organization from outside the country.  Next to each name list the functions they handle.  This analysis will show you the risk your technology faces from where its people talent is located.
This analysis is not meant to be anti-global economy.  However, consider the difficulty in running a business when the problem is being solved by talent potentially 12-hours away.  Who gets to lose sleep?  Will that time differential allow your organization to receive the best support?  The best answers?  The best effort to retain your customers?

If you think your organization is safe because all it out-sources is its help desk, think again.  Your customers don’t agree, according to a Harris survey reported in USA Today (November 6, 2006).  Consider these findings about help desks:
1. 90% of consumers say they have had a bad experience,

2. 71% think customer service representatives are not sufficiently trained, 

3. 63% believe “outstanding service” is the number 1 reason customers give more business to a company, and

4. 53% believe the inability to reach a service representative over the phone or the internet is the number 1 complaint among consumers.

Do your customers fit within these survey numbers?  Do your employees feel the same way?  Have you asked either stakeholder their sentiments about IT support?  Because each organization uses technology differently, and not all readers of this book affect the general consuming public, your approach will differ here.  However, the key is to find out the effectiveness of your IT talent.

As a final thought, many organizations use kiosks or internet portals to conduct business with its customers.  While it is not people driven, it is technology driven.  Because of that, your customers will add or subtract points to your organization’s value to them based on the ease of use for each venue.
If you advertise to your customers that your kiosks are easy to use, have you checked to make sure they are?  Go to several locations and try to transact business.  Does the process and experience live up to expectations?  If customers order through your web site, is the process easy and intuitive, or is it full of roadblocks and cumbersome steps?
Today’s technological leaps mean customers will not accept inferior performance.  They have too many options available to them.  Does your technology practices keep or repell customers?

Performance Monitoring

During the 1980s, at 4:20 pm every manager would begin to wander the hallways at the Fortune 500 company we worked at to make sure no employees left before the official 4:30 pm quitting time.  While the managers made a show of pretending they were simply talking with each other, the employees knew.
Today, employees may not necessarily know they are being monitored, especially since technology has changed the way it is done.  According to an American Management Association survey of company practices:

1. 76% monitor website connections,

2. 65% block access to inappropriate sites,

3. 50% store and review employee computer files,

4. 55% store and review emails,

5. 51% monitor time spent on the phone as well as the numbers called,

6. 26% have fired employees for internet misuse,

7. 22% tape phone conversations, 

8. 51% use video surveillance against theft, and

9. 16% use video surveillance to monitor performance.

While many organizations say this “spying” on employees is necessary because the internet has increased the risk that employees will goof off, many employees feel this lack of trust demotivates them from working hard for their employer.  Defined and measurable performance indicators (as covered in our first book, Positioning Success) is one answer to this Catch 22.
If you hold your employees accountable to defined achievement levels, why would it matter if they spend some time off task?  People will achieve success if meaningful and reasonable goals are in place.  Simply working to grind out numbers without any rationale will not increase your organization’s performance not help in Retaining Success.

Review your organization’s electronic oversight activities.  Which are designed to overcome poor or missing performance goals?  Which are truly designed to protect the organization?  Which activities are hidden and which activities have been communicated to the employees?  Does your organization have policies regarding the monitored activities?

While some may claim these activities support George Orwell’s Big Brother scenario, others equally claimed they are justified by necessity.  Know the rational behind each tool being used within your organization, and balance its use through open communication, training, and strong management practices.

Are your activities protecting the organization, or hurting it?

Anticipating Tomorrow
If your organization’s IT infrastructure is older than three years, you may already be falling into an uncompetitive situation in the marketplace.  Enhancements and new concepts cascade into the arena faster than the IRS’s three-year depreciation allows, and the organization who last upgraded seems to have the advantage with customers.
The critical challenge is how to straddle the line of controlling upgrade and new purchase costs with the lost productivity of employees and the increasingly more pronounced disenchantment of customers who want the bells and whistles your infrastructure cannot provide.

To understand your organization’s position, examine all of the technological components now in use.  List each with the date it was put into operation and its original cost.  Then add to it its expected operating life.  For organizations using large quantities of devices (hundreds to thousands), also indicate the manufacturer’s stated expected failure rates.

Finally, list what new enhancements or replacement technology is currently on the market, including its features and costs.  Also indicate how desirable this upgrade appears to be to your customers and employees, and why.  

Duplicate this exercise for all software used.

This look will show you where market expectations are putting your organization at risk; it will show you where gaps in performance exist; and it will also show you where major productivity drains may exist.

Now try to calculate the costs of these risks.  If customers walked away, what is the revenue and profit impact?  From your analysis of your true costs of service (from our first book, Positioning Success), what cost savings are possible through upgraded hardware and software?  What organizational savings would occur as well?
Compare these costs and savings against the costs to upgrade.  Can your organization afford to wait beyond a change every three years?

However, know that upgrading is not enough.  It’s not about keeping up; it’s about getting ahead.  The equipment bought today must be able to handle your future—new customers, more employees, new ways of getting, processing and presenting information, and the need to be faster, cheaper, and better than the competition.

Technology has become one of the most important areas that dictate an organization’s ability in Retaining Success.  Think tomorrow, today.

Systems Backbone Recap
Customers increasingly gain their first impression of your organization through electronic means.  It is also the vehicle that can either participate in driving them away or in keeping them and growing their business with you.

While interpersonal relationships build strong business connections, something as simple as your phone system can build barriers to customer contact.  Poor voice recognition software or onerous phone tree choices drive customers away just as fast as poor service delivery.

Email works against organizations by diverting employee time away from productive action.  It also exacerbates problems that may already exist within your organization over work-life balance.

The internet can now tell customers more about your organization and its services or products than any other means.  Successful organizations have adapted to this tool and are using it to establish their own credentials as industry experts.  Internal intranets also play an essential role in cultivating a successful environment for employees.

Many web sites work against organizations because they do not provide customers reasons to stay.  Many do not help internet search engines find them.  Besides key design changes, organizations must also incorporate the use of blogging, forums, and information posting to draw customers into their electronic domain.

As an organization’s electronic infrastructure grows and matures, it faces increased risks to data from security breaches due to poor design and employee carelessness.  Security breaches also cause customers to abandon their relationship with your organization, no matter how wonderful your product or service.

Anticipating tomorrow’s electronic infrastructure needs today is the new organizational challenge.  Managers must open their barriers to consider ideas that may seem far-fetched and spend the time to run serious “what-if” scenarios.  They must also abandon the thought that their organization is unique—in its processes and in how it conducts business—because it adds unnecessary cost to all electronic projects.

Technological people talent is becoming scarce, and the ramifications on customer retention are now becoming evident.  At the same time, electronic surveillance may be damaging employee morale and causing organization’s to lose critical employees.

The final step in Retaining Success is to understand your organization’s systems backbone because it is the one area where tomorrow becomes today quicker than any other area of your organization.

To support the process of observing and asking questions to “Know What You don’t Know” about your organization, the final section of this book will give you an Action Plan to guide you through the hands-on phase of your work.
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