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Are You REALLY Listening? by Tom Peters 
Todd Fraser runs a 50-branch plumbing supply business in the Southwest.  A few years ago, the business was surviving but hardly flourishing. Fraser decided to do some thing about it by tackling the issue of customer satisfaction.
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He talked at length with every one of his branch managers to determine what was truly important to the customer.  As time went on, a new notion of the way to achieve customer satisfaction began to emerge: work on telephone courtesy, spruce up the branches, hire a better class of salesperson and concentrate on price, price, price. (After all, as Fraser's managers rightly pointed out, any plumber will tell you that a 90-degree bend is a 90-degree bend; no two ways about it.)

Fraser acted swiftly on what he heard.  Prices were slashed in an already low-margin business.  The branches were refurbished.  Better trained salespersons were hired.  To his dismay, however, nothing much happened in the next 18 months, except that things grew worse.  Yet he'd done just what we suggested in In Search of Excellence: be responsive to the customer.

But had he really been responsive to the customer?  Fraser decided to try again.  This time, again.  This time, instead of asking the branch managers, he asked the customers themselves what they wanted.  He devoted virtually a full calendar year to chatting with the plumbers and plumbing contractors who make up his customer base.  He went to their places of business.  He closed his mouth and listened.
The result was an eye-opener for Fraser.  Phone courtesy, the quality of sales persons, more attractive branches and, most surprising, price was not what his customers wanted.  He found something different - that time is money to the plumbing contractor.  When a contractor is out on the job, an entire crew of ten or twelve may be held up for hours - at a costs of thousands of dollars - because a single 7O degrees 3 1/4" - 1 1/2" reduction bend is missing from a 30apart order.  What the plumbers really want is immediate, complete order fulfillment.

Previously, when the contractors had called in an order to Fraser, he had done his best to fill it. but very low margins mean that, to avoid substantial carrying costs, the supplier keeps inventory down.  In Todd's part of the country, the industry standard a few years ago was that 75 percent of the parts were instantly available.

Fraser set new standards.  He guaranteed that 90 percent would be available immediately. Moreover, he promised that 100 percent would be available within 24 hours after an order was  placed.  The  "time is-money" principle was adopted within each of Fraser's branches - a promise of 20-minute service from entry to fulfilled order.  On the wall of each branch was a highly visible 20-minute clock; when a customer came in, a button was pushed and the clock started to run. If the order hadn't been fulfilled within 20 minutes, the customer received the order free!
Price, then, turned out not to be the be-all and end-all Fraser's managers had predicted. The happy result of this new view of customer satisfaction was both tremendous growth and extraordinary profitability (a margin increase of one or two percent, unprecedented in the plumbing supply business).  (Because he does not wish his competitors to know all the reasons for his great success, "Todd Fraser" asked that his real name and the name of his company not be revealed)

Fraser's learning, however, extended far beyond the bare bone facts recited so far.  When he went out and talked to customers (remember, this is a modest-sized business), he was appalled to find out that in many cases his branch managers had not visited the customers' premises or their job sites for up to four or five years.  Thus, when Fraser first asked his managers for a customer satisfaction definition, for all practical  purposes, blind men had answered.

Fraser also learned that the ultimate customer's definition of satisfaction was the only one that really counted.  "So don't," he warned, "be glib about 'customer satisfaction.' "  (continued, page 2) 

Finally, Fraser learned that price is seldom the sole lever we see it as (especially in apparently inherent low margin businesses).  There is almost always a way (more likely, a hundred little ways) to add service that has direct value to the customer, if only the imagination is put to work.

The message is clear:

1. Fraser's first instinct was correct - customer satisfaction was critical to his success, yet he did not have a good definition of it. Do you use customer satisfaction as a prime measure of success?

2. The way to determine the right satisfaction measure is to ask the customers - patiently. Moreover, you should do it on their turf; you should spend enough time with them to learn their businesses and exactly how you affect them; you should be prepared to keep your mouth shut until they really tell you what is on their minds. In addition to personal visits, third-party interviews and structured focus group sessions can be of help - in any type of size of organization.)

3. You should not assume that field people (i.e., branch managers) are in touch. They often know their turf so well that they haven't bothered to visit it (for years, in this case!).

4. Above all, don't immediately assume - regardless of product or service - that price is the major issue.  Seldom, to be sure, will a queried customer beg you to charge more, but patient exploration will usually reveal that value (for which you can subsequently charge) can be added in many ways.
It takes time! It took Fraser a full year of continuous work to arrive at his second-round conclusions. But, then, there’s nothing more important than customer satisfaction, so the time spent must be looked at in that perspective.

Fabulous Brags & Small Wins!

HQ AMC/SG - There are some interesting changes underway at the AMC Command Surgeon’s office.  Monthly video-conferences with command MTFs started in April.  In addition, they’re planning to use video-conferences with individual MTFs to conduct “virtual” SAVs every 6 months, focusing on “what can we do to help you?”  The SGA office changed the format of their monthly teleconference to focus more on bragging, asking the questions “How are we doing?”, “What can we do better?”, and “What can we do to help?” - then listening.  The command staff will conduct a one day customer satisfaction off-site (facilitated by none other than Chef Zoo!) to focus on improving their services and integrating the Priorities into what they’re already doing.

12 MDG, Randolph AFB - There were a wealth of services offered by various Randolph AFB community agencies that were unknown to members of the community.  Numerous attempts to advertise and inform the community did not prove to be effective.  In addition, the organizations providing these services were unknown resources.  The Randolph AFB Integrated Delivery System (IDS - base-level work group dedicated to health related issues) developed program for community families to bring their children to a special outing.  Community service organizations set up interactive booths for children to perform various activities such as making bookmarks, playing games, and creating artwork.  While children were participating in the activities, information packets were distributed to parents by organization leaders to inform them about the services available.  This has been extremely well received!  In Apr 99 there were over 2000 participants.  This program and the entire IDS concept has been designated a potential best practice by JCAHO/HSI.
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15 MDG, Hickam AFB - Issue: How to ensure all customer feedback is heard, documented, and followed up on.  What to do with ‘incidental’ feedback gathered while on the phone or in a hallway conversation?  ACTION: 15 MDG Skunks distributed the Listening Tour form to all clinics and informed staff about using it at commander call, squadron, and flight meetings.  By using the form, staff can capture customer feedback before it gets lost in the chaos of the work day.  In this manner, staff were invited and encouraged to conduct listening tours.  Special emphasis was placed on the fact that staff is already asking customers how we’re doing, but we need to work harder on documenting what we’re hearing.  RESULTS: All staff has access to the Listening Tour form and has been empowered to use it.  More staff’s listening efforts are being captured this way.  We are making an IMPRESSION on our customers - they feel they are being heard BEFORE they have to contact the patient advocate.  We are taking early ownership of customer concerns and we can take action immediately.  All staff can be part of the recognition process also.  When positive feedback is heard, a quick phone call or e-mail can let those individuals know how much their actions pleased our customers.  LESSONS: Skunk team and Executive Staff members should not be the only ones involved in the listening process.  Many staff members ask these questions or hear feedback every day as part of their customer service ethic.  Emphasis should be placed on the listening process and the resulting customer service action that may lead to more customer delight rather than conducting a specific number of tours.  Other emphasis should be on communicating success stories to the rest of the clinic so they can see what a difference we can all make.  CHALLENGES: We need to keep staff feeling empowered to own an issue or idea and see it through rather than sending all feedback to the Skunks team for follow-up.  Staff will continually need re-education and encouragement on how to be customer service champions and that they can make a difference.  Follow through is critical to any feedback process.  You may conduct hundreds of listening tours a month, but if the follow-up is forgotten it’s worthless.


18 MDG - Kadena AB - Some patients have difficulties in managing multiple medications on a daily basis.  This can lead to patients not completing therapy or taking medications on incorrect schedules.  Folks at the 18 MDG decided to order daily medication planning containers to help patients.  Patients could use the containers to know how many tablets or capsules to take each day.  The containers were ordered and offered to patients who take several medications on a daily basis.  The patients also received counseling on usage, missed dosage, and doubling up medications.  

89 MDG, Andrews AFB -  Working extra hard to put our internal and external customers first!  MSgt Danny Carter and SSgt Ann Kimball, the Group's Enlisted Specialty Training Managers, won the Wing's Quarterly Excellence Award for Achievement in Training Management for a second quarter in a row.  Captain Thomas Spongberg and SSgt Russell Thomas truly understood the patient's needs.  While the Audiology Clinic was closed for nearly five months, patients were referred outside the 89 MDG to other military facilities.  Captain Spongberg, the new audiologist at Malcolm Grow, started work before he was fully inprocessed and unpacked.  With the assistance of SSgt Thomas, he saw a patient who needed to be seen immediately and could not wait for an outside facility appointment.  They reopened the clinic, setup and were ready to care for the patient the moment he arrived.  I am rather amazed at the gradual spread of SeeMore through this large organization.  I am being seen more and more as the “skunk lady” due to the fact that I give the briefing plus I really get out in the organization whenever I hear of a customer service and give them a token.  I bought some "caught being good" pencils and skunk key chains.  I also have a large collection of squeeze stress balls given to me so the cost for me in really minimal.  Our poster in the cafeteria is paying off.  Brig Gen Roudebush frequently speaks of customer satisfaction at events and gives out organization coins in large forums.  I truly do see a change occurring and should have known that change is gradual if it is to be permanent and one cannot dictate such a culture change over night.  Personal touch is the key and spreads like wild fire if done with a surprise and recognized in front of peers. 

49 MDG, Holloman AFB - ISSUE: Squadron Medical Advisors were assigned to individual squadrons and detachments.  This became confusing for the units as Medical Advisors would PCS.  It became difficult to ensure 100% communication of information to all units.  ACTION: Medical Advisors were replaced by Customer Service Advocates (CSA) for every clinic and section of the MDG.  Pictures and information for contacting the CSA were posted in each area.  This change in how we do business was shared with all of Team Holloman during briefings at the Health Consumer’s Advisory Council, the Wing’s Staff meeting, with Squadron Commanders, and the First Sergeants Group.  These briefings were followed up with an article for the base newspaper and a spot on the Commander’s access channel that included a listing of the names and phone numbers of all CSAs.  RESULTS: When any unit has a question about a particular subject, they can phone or visit the CSA that is the functional expert.  The CSAs record these contacts and reports them the MDG Customer Service Advocate who combines them into a report for the Quality Council.  The ability to ‘Own That Concern’ has been enhanced with positive results for customers and staff.  Barriers to communication have been reduced and staff members feel empowered to help customers at their level.  

1 MDG, Langley AFB - Story 1: Being a healthcare professional is a career that requires a special breed.  Sometimes you may ask yourself “why am I here?”, but little things like smiles on babies faces and thank you from most patients tend to satisfy most.  In my tenure as a Radiology Craftsman I have received many sincere thank you, but none as touching as this.  "I would like to extend my appreciation to Mrs. Gethers and SSgt Owens.  On 16 March 1999 I asked Mrs. Gethers if she could schedule my ultrasound that day because my 4 1/2 year old son had cancer.  He was very excited to know if he was having a brother or sister.  Without hesitation, she told me to return that afternoon.  My son passed away on March 25, 1999.  Mrs. Gethers and SSgt Owens made it possible for my son to see his little brother.  Thank you so much. Patient X" Story 2: On 11 May in the evening, an active duty member came in to the records window requesting copies of his records.  He was getting ready to retire and had forgotten to bring his records in earlier.  A1C Martin took his records down and made a copy for him so that the active duty member would not be inconvenienced.  The patient wrote a nice note saying thanks for A1C Martin’s superior service and can do attitude.  He also followed up with a call to me on 13 May to let me know personally how thankful he was for A1C Martins service.

20 MDG, Shaw AFB - Before there were Priorities and Basics, there were the 20 MDG’s Top Ten Customer Service Standards of Excellence:

· The customer may not always be right, but they are always allowed to be wrong with dignity

· Treat everyone with courtesy, compassion and respect - the way you would like your family treated

· When patients are running late, only a flight commander can rebook them.  When we are running late, the flight commander will get us back on schedule

· We will book all follow-up appointments.  The patient will not need to call back for an appointment

· For appointments all medical records are present 100% of the time and completed within 1 duty day 100% of the time

· When someone needs help, get involved.  Own the problem till solved.

· Be a gracious host to all customers.  If they need assistance, personally escort them to their destination

· When customers talk … stop, make eye contact, smile, and seek to understand the customer’s needs - then respond

· When the phone rings, answer it promptly with a smile.  When a customer approaches you, acknowledge them promptly.

· Ensure privacy, confidentiality, and patient-care areas are neat, clean, safe, and quiet

In addition to their standards, the folks at the 20 MDG are empowered by their License to Act(
15 MDG (Hickam AFB) Model Site Lessons

BIG WINS - The 15 MDG began Skunkworks initiatives with lots of ideas, lots of enthusiasm and used an off-site away from the clinic to brainstorm and develop the implementation plan.  All team members were assigned to the different “bones,” now referred to as “elements.” They worked together and reported monthly, and assigned element leaders for the key blueprint elements.  We had lots of successes the first year that are direct reflections of the quality of our services provided, to include the DOD Military Health System Customer Satisfaction Award in 1998;  the Unit Medical Liaison Program, whereby one MDG member is assigned to each organization throughout the wing for TRICARE information and to answer unit questions; the Customer Satisfaction Listening Tours; superior TRICARE re-enrollment rates; and the 15 ABW Team Excellence Award - Sep 98.  

For 1999, Skunkworks initiatives were incorporated into our business plan and our successes have been reported through our 15 MDG Organizational Improvement Committee.  As the recipient of the Commander-In-Chief’s Installation Excellence Award, the 15 MDG was ecstatic to have 15 MDG Skunkworks cited for Special Recognition.  We were also thrilled to brief our Skunkworks to a representative from the Office of the Secretary of Defense, who recognized initiatives for their own best practices web-page.  

LESSONS LEARNED - I think one of the biggest lessons we’ve learned is to keep initiatives simple and to consolidate efforts to accomplish smaller wins at a slower pace, rather than spread all our energies too thin.  We have so many staff doing so many things every day to delight our customers, but we need to work more to recognize and celebrate these efforts as an organization.  When many people hear “Skunkworks,” they immediately begin thinking about new programs to try.  But in actuality, we believe that the Skunkworks should simply provide the recognition and visibility to what our staff already does quite naturally everyday.  

Another big lesson learned is the importance of developing the right “fit” for your own Skunkworks initiatives with those of your Patient Administration Flight, who most likely are the focal point for tracking MHS Customer Survey data and patient complaints.  Skunkworks should not duplicate these efforts, but complement them, highlighting innovation throughout the facility and providing recognition for customer service excellence.  (Editor’s Note: If you want to see a great customer service newsletter, ask one of the 15 MDG Skunks [Capt Angela Roth is the Boss Skunk] to send you a copy of theirs - lots of good stories!)

One Idea Club (from the Sustainment Summit Meeting, 12-13 May)

Do a better job of educating and introducing the Priorities in my MTF(Weekly, at expanded stand-up, have sections brag on what they have done well(Address one letter of IMPRESSION at weekly meetings(Include a customer satisfaction at Newcomer’s Briefings focusing on 4 Priorities and IMPRESSION(Make sure to keep up the enthusiasm and indoctrinate my new group commander(Work to get headsets for pharmacy techs that work the phones(Have a birthday party and celebrate our Combat Gynecologist birth of SeeMore (Incorporate the Priorities into our customer service training and change the schedule from quarterly to monthly(I’m changing my attitude about how I can be an effective leader and catalyst of the customer service culture(Not let crazymakers get the best of me, and keep it simple(Be an example! To practice what I preach and influence others to have the drive, motivation, and passion for customer satisfaction that I have(Place more focus on internal customers to improve over all external customer service(Implement executive listening tours to get buy-in from the executive staff and new commanders(Communicate the “plan of attack” for implementation and sustainment(Remain involved in the introduction, rollout, and implementation of the Priorities(Promote customer service every day(I will show the staff, my internal customers, that I am there for them to get the Priorities into the culture through training, communication, and sharing small wins (Educate the executive staff with regards to the Priorities and Customer Satisfaction Basics(Set up and decorate our newly acquired bulletin board for Skunkworks and customer satisfaction so everyone can share in the culture(Revise our customer satisfaction OI to encompass the Priorities so that it becomes the responsibility of all MTF staff to embrace culture(Decorate our patient waiting area so patients and staff are constantly reminded that “Customers are Special”(Ensure that all folks I work with are fully aware of their empowerment(Make sure my staff understand the Priorities and Basics by mentoring and challenging them(I will do quick notes from the AMC/SG staff meetings so folks will know what was talked about(Work hard to educate and implement Skunkworks Priorities(To join with squadrons to help improve internal customer relations(Educate the 26 Patient Representatives on Skunkworks customer service in order to handle concerns on the spot(Contact the inbound MDG CC to determine her level of knowledge and encourage her advocacy of the customer service culture(Go out into the MTF and encourage greater participation in the Skunkworks atmosphere(I will get more involved in integrating the Skunkworks philosophy into our MDG and make it a way of life in everything we do(Ask each member within the MDG: “If you could change 1 thing to make your section a better place to work, what would it be?” (Work with the executive staff to implement the Priorities and Basics throughout our squadron(Express our commitment to the Priorities and Basics at Newcomers and MDG Commander’s Call with skits and celebrating successes(Convince people that they come with the ability to make the customer service revolution a reality by realizing that “By the yard, it’s hard - by the inch, it’s a cinch” (Empower fellow airmen to know they can eliminate their crazymakers and make a change to improve customer service and boost morale(Have a focused meeting with just the airmen in my squadron to ask specifically what obstacles or crazymakers they want removed to provide better customer service(I will contact each MTF after arriving at USAFE to discuss their customer service status and ask what I can do to help(Find out what my customers need and give it to them(Reformat MDG and squadron meetings to include focus on customer satisfaction(Take all the knowledge and skills I’ve learned and train my office, then find out what problems exist and how we can change them(To revitalize Skunkworks in our clinic(Start Brag Sessions at my staff meetings(Change my MBWA technique: use more open ended questions, focus on individuals interests and perspective, sit down, listen without making immediate solutions to increase individuals comfort and confidence

Ask SeeMore

Dear SeeMore, I just don’t see how we have time to work on our customer service culture when JCAHO/HSI is coming in a month!  Al E. Gater
Dear Al, How can you not?  Many people seem to put on customer service blinders when JCAHO/HSI appears on their radar scope.  This is quite a contradiction.  The outcome expected of all AFMS key result areas is Customer Satisfaction for good reasons.  One of these reasons is that organizations which work to put the Priorities into practice to strengthen their customer service culture are likely to be more successful than organizations which concentrate solely on compliance.  This success, as defined by customers, is evaluated by inspectors.  JCAHO teams evaluate more than just care rendered to patients.  Inspectors will talk to patients about their perception of your services and access to care.  Inspectors will be interested in what functions your organization has in place that give you the ability to address patient and customer issues.  They’ll want to know about your processes to talk, and listen, to customers to better meet their needs; then how you take those lessons and incorporate them into your processes and services.  Loyal customers, who’ve been consistently delighted with their experiences at your facility, will present a significantly more positive picture of your organization than customers who merely had their medical needs met.  SeeMore!


The ultimate customer’s definition of satisfaction was the only one that really counted.





One person with a belief is equal to a force of 99 who have only interests. (John Stewart Mills)





From TRICARE News, 12 Apr 99:


Simplifying claims processing will get jump-started June 1 with implementation of the first of four phases, according to Mike Carroll, chief of the office of program requirements in Aurora.  Then, TRICARE will implement several changes to "make life easier for clinicians and patients," he said.  "We're deliberately shifting the focus from military specification requirements to making the provider and beneficiary satisfied with the process."





"When we move into a new round of contracts, it will take this several steps farther and capitalize on what the industry has learned in terms of speed, accuracy and customer satisfaction," Carroll said. "We want to capitalize on that and give our TRICARE beneficiaries the services they deserve."





Press on!  Nothing takes the place of persistence.  Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful people with talent.  Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb.  Education alone will not; the world is full of educated derelicts.  Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent! (Calvin Coolidge) 





LICENSE TO ACT


For Those Wishing To Make A Difference:





Is it right for our country?


Is it legal and ethical?


Is it something you are willing to be held accountable for?


Is it consistent with the organization’s mission and values?





IF THE ANSWER TO ALL THE ABOVE IS YES, DON’T ASK PERMISSION, JUST DO IT!





EIGHT GIFTS THAT DO NOT COST A CENT


THE GIFT OF LISTENING - But you must REALLY listen.  No interrupting, no daydreaming, no planning your response.  Just listening.


THE GIFT OF AFFECTION - Be generous with appropriate hugs, kisses, pats on the back and handholds.  Let these small actions demonstrate the love you have for family and friends.


THE GIFT OF LAUGHTER - Clip cartoons.  Share articles and funny stories.  Your gift will say, "I love to laugh with you."


THE GIFT OF A WRITTEN NOTE - It can be a simple "Thanks for the help" note or a full sonnet.  A brief, handwritten note may be remembered for a lifetime, and may even change a life.


THE GIFT OF A COMPLIMENT - A simple and sincere, "You look great in red," "You did a super job" or "That was a wonderful meal" can make someone's day. 


THE GIFT OF A FAVOR - Every day, go out of your way to do something kind.


THE GIFT OF SOLITUDE - There are times when we want nothing better than to be left alone.  Be sensitive to those times and give the gift of solitude to others.


THE GIFT OF A CHEERFUL DISPOSITION - The easiest way to feel good is to extend a kind word to someone, really it's not that hard to say, Hello or Thank You.  Friends are a very rare jewel, indeed. They make you smile and encourage you to succeed. They lend an ear, they share a word of praise, and they always want to open their hearts to us. 
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