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FOREWORD



More than six years ago Arthur Andersen made a decision to invest in creating a process classification system that would allow us to study companies and organizations worldwide and begin collecting “Best Practices” as we encountered them. It was one of the best business decisions we have made during my tenure as managing partner of our practice throughout the Americas. Simply defined, Best Practices are the best ways to perform a business process. We raised questions when surveying how companies sharpen their focus to establish excellence in customer relationships, and among them are the following:


	What is the best way to respond to customer service issues?

	How can those requests be met most effectively?

	What do best-practice companies do to find and train employees to serve customers best?

	How can a company team with customers to design, improve, market, and distribute its products and services?

	What is the most efficient and productive method of tracking and using information about customers and their purchasing patterns, attitudes, and loyalty?



The classification system we created to house Best Practices was based on the major processes that all businesses share, including:


	Understanding markets and customers;

	Designing products and services;

	Marketing and selling those products and services;

	Producing what customers need and want;

	Delivering products and services;

	Serving customers.



Linking Best Practices to processes allowed us to take the best ideas out of the restrictive contexts that limit how people think about business. Those limitations can cause business managers to assume, for instance, that human resource directors can learn only from other human resource directors, or that large companies—in particular industries, in specific places—must be similarly constrained. Focusing on universal processes is a key enabler in breakthrough thinking.

My hope is that this book will help readers as individuals to strengthen their own habits of searching for Best Practices. This book contains some of the finest examples of Best Practices that Arthur Andersen has gathered through the work of more than 50,000 employees worldwide. Leadership in pulling those examples together has been provided by Robert Hiebeler, Managing Director of KnowledgeSpace; Thomas B. Kelly, Managing Partner of Knowledge Enterprises; and Charles Ketteman, Managing Partner of Business Consulting.

A list of others who have provided thought leadership in various Best Practice processes is provided on the following pages.

James D. Edwards              

Managing Partner               

Arthur Andersen-Americas  
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INTRODUCTION



In Best Practices, we share our views on the secrets behind the success of many of today’s leading businesses. After years of studying our clients and watching them perfect their best practices, we and our colleagues at Arthur Andersen believe that best practices do not belong to any single company or industry but have universal application to companies large and small across all industries. The search for best practices is all about looking outside yourself. To do this, however, you need to have a common business framework, which we call a process view, to make this happen.

Here are some of the insights we have uncovered:


	Nike, Inc.


Over a two-year period, Nike increased its total sales to women from 15 percent to 65 percent. How? It created an advertising campaign that focused on women. Blasting social stereotypes, the provocative campaign called Dialogue presented women as powerful and capable individuals in print ads running as long as 18 pages.

	DHL (Malaysia)


DHL (Malaysia) has grown from a staff of four to become one of the largest air-express couriers in the country, processing over 3 million orders annually. How? DHL established “ExpressLine,” an online service that lets customers order immediate pickups. These orders become part of a company-wide integrated information system that enables DHL not only to monitor the status of any delivery but also to collect and organize information about its customers for better service.

	The Ritz-Carlton Company


The Ritz-Carlton is the only hotel chain to receive a Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award. What did the chain do to merit this prestigious honor? Among its many other accomplishments, the company stipulates that every Ritz-Carlton hotel compile daily reports covering 720 work-related tasks. Hotel managers measure, for instance, how much time housekeepers need to clean a room. A bellboy overhearing a customer’s wish for extra towels reports the information to a supervisor, who sees that the order is carried out. Each point-of-contact employee carries a notebook to record customer preferences and complaints, which are entered into the company’s database for constant monitoring.

	American Express


A boycott in 1991 to protest what one Boston restaurateur perceived as American Express’s arrogance and inflexibility led the company to a complete evaluation of its customer services operations. Three years later the company had added 350,000 new merchant customers, who received lower rates and better service. How did the company accomplish such a turnaround? It began meeting face-to-face with dissatisfied customers on a daily basis and partnering with merchant customers to offer discounts and special rewards to end users making their purchases with an American Express card.

	Varian Associates, Inc.


In 1997, VSLI Research, Inc., a marketing research company, named Palo Alto-based Varian Associates the top company in customer satisfaction among semiconductor manufacturers and suppliers worldwide. How did Varian win so many satisfied customers? In planning and developing some of its most sophisticated spectroscopy products, the company initiated focus groups in North America, Europe, and Australia that comprised competitors’ customers as well as Varian’s own clients. Varian integrates those customer insights into the development of its new products, thereby making the products easier to use and better suited to customer needs.

	Robert Bosch GmbH


The world’s leading manufacturer of electronic automobile components such as antilock brakes, fuel injection systems, and airbags, Robert Bosch GmbH sets a high priority on creating faultless products. Its Eisenach facility, for example, in one year reduced the number of faulty products to only 300 per million. How does the company do it? It creates cross-functional teams of employees who “own” all manufacturing and distribution processes, overseeing every detail during the production process and along the supply chain.

In addition, the company puts prospective employees through a rigorous unpaid training program, with no guarantee of a job at the program’s end. For three hours a night over fourteen weeks, candidates study the company’s history, learn management techniques, take skills tests, undergo interviews with supervisors, and learn how to better serve customers. Any apprentice missing two classes is dismissed from the program.

	Holy Cross Hospital


In the period 1991-94, Chicago’s Holy Cross Hospital went from being ranked in the bottom 5 percent of hospitals in the United States to a ranking in the top 5 percent. How? It created nine “Commando Teams”—made up of employees from throughout the hospital—to identify and correct any problem its customers experience. One team is responsible solely for identifying barriers to prompt customer service, such as unwarranted wait time in any department. Now in the hospital’s imaging department, for example, no patient can be kept waiting more than ten minutes.


In Best Practices, we detail the innovations of more than 40 companies, focusing on how those companies identify customers, survey them for their perceptions of the services and products they offer, and seek to understand their needs. Moreover, from investigating literally hundreds of organizations worldwide, we have formed a six-stage schema for incorporating the customer-oriented processes that these best-practice companies have developed to improve services, build partnerships, and secure loyal customers.

Most business books today promise managers a silver bullet—a breakthrough theory or application that in one fell swoop can banish all problems. Instead of having to worry about improving operations, simply change horses and do everything differently. But the reality is that change tends to be incremental; quantum leaps are rare.

We do not claim that this book can give you a silver bullet. It does, however, present a new way of approaching business problems and, more important, a new way to solve them. The chapters that follow range widely over the landscape of business processes. Each chapter is rich in best-practice cases and applications. Each includes a series of best practices for a particular process and the characteristics that made those practices best. They have been selected based on our own firsthand experience and the judgment of those companies’ peers. Almost to an organization, the best are dependent for their very existence on achieving excellence in that process, and they own a number of the best practices we list in that category.

In addition, at the end of each chapter we present a best-practice agenda summarizing the primary features of that chapter’s process. We conclude with a diagnostic, a list of in-depth questions that probe your company’s operations in terms of the process under discussion. This diagnostic can help you measure your company’s performance in terms of the best practices and core insights of other companies—whether or not in the same industry—and pinpoint areas needing improvement.

Our goal for this book is to help you and your managers learn to recognize, analyze, and adapt best-practice insights.



Arthur Andersen has designed an exclusive

Best Practices Web site

(www.arthurandersen.com/bestpractices) where

readers can go for free additional diagnostic

assistance and information.






CHAPTER 1

THE LANGUAGE

OF PROCESS

NEW INSIGHTS BEYOND

BENCHMARKING





M obil Oil might never have found a way to provide the fast, friendly, consistent, and knowledgeable service its customers wanted if it hadn’t been for a racetrack pit crew, a hotel concierge, and a plumbing parts salesman.


What better model existed for getting a car in and out of the service area than that provided by Roger Penske’s pit crew? Here was a group of experts who could change tires, check oil levels, fill a gas tank, and clean a windshield in 15 seconds. Of course, Mobil managers weren’t aiming to move cars in and out of stations that fast, but they did want to know how the Penske team was able to accomplish such a feat.

Mobil managers went to the racetrack and observed the Penske team in action. They took notepads and stopwatches. They listened in on the team members as they communicated with each other through headsets and microphones. Inspired by the Penske team, Mobil devised better training for station attendants and equipped them with Penske-like headsets for easier, faster communication. The Penske-based innovations helped cut more than 30 seconds off the three minutes a customer typically spent filling up at a Mobil station.


What better place for Mobil managers to look for a model of friendly service than Ritz-Carlton hotels? The Ritz-Carlton trains members of its concierge staff to be single-minded in their dedication to meeting customer needs. Mobil managers attended employee training sessions at the Tysons Corner, Virginia, Ritz-Carlton and came away with ideas for developing a culture of customer service that led to major changes in Mobil’s hiring and training practices.

Whereas Mobil once considered cash register experience a crucial trait among its applicants, the Ritz-Carlton prompted Mobil managers to change the company’s hiring criteria and actively recruit friendly individuals who actually enjoyed serving customers. Anybody can learn to run a register, Mobil managers realized, but genuine affability can’t be taught.


What better place to find a model for consistent, knowledgeable service than the plumbing parts department at Home Depot? Home Depot tries to win customers for life. The thinking is that a customer, overwhelmed by a single act of kindness and understanding on the part of an employee, will come back again and again. For example, if a customer buys a faucet handle, then accidentally strips the threads, Home Depot will replace it, no questions asked. In fact, most Home Depot associates will offer helpful faucet installation tips.

Inspired by the practices at Home Depot, Mobil instituted its Friendly Serve program, complete with attendants at self-serve islands who offer to check oil and wash windows.

Mobil went through a lot of trouble identifying and benchmarking its best practices. In selecting their own best practices, companies as large as Mobil and as small as a neighborhood drugstore can now rely on a system developed by Arthur Andersen, a knowledge base of more than three thousand best practices covering over a hundred universal business processes. We call it Global Best Practices, and lest global seem a bit hyperbolic, consider this: Arthur Andersen has spent more than $30 million to create an ongoing process to tap the expertise of Andersen professionals in 365 offices on every continent and to produce and continuously update what we call our worldwide knowledge base.

In this book, for the first time, we share our thinking and provide a representative sample of some of the best practices stored in our knowledge base, as well as our best ideas for applying these practices to units, departments, and divisions of companies of every size in every industry. At the same time we pass on many of the larger lessons we have learned in establishing and maintaining this enormous collection of organized insights. These best practices are conveyed primarily through stories (case studies). If a picture is worth a thousand words, a good best-practice story is worth a hundred good ideas.

The Arthur Andersen Global Best Practices® knowledge base dates back to December 1991, when we at Andersen realized that we already possessed best-practice knowledge that would enable us to add more value to our tens of thousands of clients worldwide. Since 1991 we have been using this best-practice information in our auditing and business consulting services. For example, in the course of our audit work, we typically spent hundreds, in some cases thousands, of hours in a company’s offices, plants, and branches studying its business and financial operations. We then compared our observations with generally accepted accounting principles for the company’s operations, and that information became the basis for an audit report. But, we realized, if we could also compare the client’s operations with specific best practices of other companies, we could more greatly benefit our client.

That opened up whole new worlds to explore. It was all well and good to inform a client company about best practices in its own industry, but we knew that was nothing more than a catch-up game. It could not move the company ahead of the pack, allow it to leapfrog over its competitors. What was really needed was some way of identifying and capturing best practices, not just in terms of a particular industry but for all industries everywhere.

We took our stand with the primacy of process. One traditional approach to best practices is to focus on the products or services offered by a particular company as well as on the specific industry trends affecting that company. Automakers tend to look at other automakers, retailers at other retailers, and so on. This industry-centric approach can yield insights, but they are limited. Our experience has taught us that best practices can apply to a variety of industries.

Another traditional way to view best practices is through the lens of functions—research and development, manufacturing, sales, and so on. But a functional approach limits the application of best-practice insights to only part of a process, again limiting their impact. We believe a more practical, realistic way to apply best practices is by universal process—the step-by-step actions taken toward accomplishing an objective. By “universal” we mean that the process is not specific to any particular industry or geographic region; rather, it can be inferred from the close study of many companies in multiple industries and then applied—with appropriate modifications—to any company or industry wherever it is located.

A universal process approach to best practices eliminates the limitations inherent in an industry- or function-based perspective. Because universal process-based best practices are grounded in general rather than industry-specific terms, they are more flexible, more easily changed, and more readily adapted to a variety of business situations. With industry limitations swept away, the process view fosters a larger common playing field and opens the way to the widespread exchange of creative solutions.

We get calls from companies around the world seeking best practices, but unless and until the caller starts speaking the language of process, we cannot be of much help. “Do you have best practice on chicken hatcheries in Australia?” they ask. And we reply, “Wait a minute. What fundamental process are you trying to improve? What part of it? What stakeholder are you trying to serve better?” Then, once the request has been translated into a process-based question, we have to explain that the best-practice solutions for logistics at the chicken hatcheries in Australia may be found at Dell Computer Corporation or Entenmann’s Bakery.

Our first step toward creating our process-centered Global Best Practices knowledge base was to identify the key business processes for which we would gather best practices. We wanted to pinpoint not only the universal processes but those that were of special concern to companies at the time. We also worked closely with the International Benchmarking Clearinghouse, a Houston-based nonprofit organization formed in 1992, to develop a classification of the universal processes. We identified 13 primary, or first-level, business processes, along with 260 subprocesses. We think of it as sort of a Standard Industrial Classifications code of business processes.

Most first-level processes define a company’s basic operations, such as:


	Understand markets and customers.

	Design products and services.

	Market and sell products and services.

	Produce products and services.

	Deliver products and services.

	Provide customer service.



Supporting these basic operations, management and support processes maximize the value and use of human resources, information and technology, and financial and physical resources, to name a few.

Our second step was to cast the widest possible net for best practices by the major process classifications. We researched the published literature extensively, engaged experts on each key process from around the firm, and sought best-practice information from the ranks of our 50,000 professionals around the world.

In years past, such an all-out information-gathering effort would have been virtually impossible. Most of the valuable knowledge of Arthur Andersen was located in the heads of our individual professionals and on paper in their file cabinets. When a particular problem cropped up with a client, we knew we could consult with those who were serving clients in the same industry. But it was limited by whom we knew and what information was “transferable.” At best, it was a hit-or-miss affair.

All that changed when we created our 1.2 gigabyte, 30,000-page Global Best Practices knowledge base. Today, Global Best Practices is one of the hallmarks of Arthur Andersen. It has been used successfully to help thousands of companies worldwide.

This book includes a variety of intriguing and insightful best practices, though they are not, of course, automatically applicable to everyone’s circumstances. That would take a tome the size of a library shelf. Instead, we present selected examples of companies that recognize the kernel, the core insight of best practices, and know how to apply it to make a pedestrian process world class. Here are a few cases in point:


1. Granite Rock. Managers at Granite Rock, a major supplier of construction materials, gravel, and crushed rock, as well as a general engineering contractor, were unhappy with the processes that customers followed upon entering the gravel quarry, receiving gravel, and completing paperwork for the transactions. Typically, rock was weighed—simply and imprecisely—by the loader-bucketful as it was poured into trucks. This was a very labor- and paperwork-intensive process that took up to 30 minutes and was plagued with errors.

Granite Rock’s own best-practice audit of its product delivery process provided it with the inspiration for a whole new system based on a product delivery process already in place at most banks: the automatic teller machine, or ATM.The rocks are heavier than cash, but the concept is the same. Drivers now bring their trucks onto an electronic scale, pass a data card in front of a reader, and punch in the type of rock needed. The trucks then proceed to an overhead aggregate bin where they are automatically filled to the desired weight. The system has cut average truck turnaround time from 24 minutes to seven and allows the quarry to operate 24 hours a day, seven days per week.

2. GTE. When the communications giant wanted to streamline and simplify its billing process to reduce input errors, company managers asked, “Who has to handle a huge number of transactions with 100 percent accuracy?” Rather than looking for best practices at another communications company, GTE officials translated their problem into a process and cast their nets farther from the shore. They discovered the Securities Industry Automation Corp. (SIAC), which records anywhere from 400 million to 600 million transactions a day for the New York Stock Exchange.

While there appears to be a great disparity between stock transactions and telephone billing information, the process that the SIAC and GTE are working with is identical. The SIAC had discovered how to execute that process efficiently and accurately—precisely the information that GTE needed to turn its billing system around. Needless to say, GTE managers could not simply use a cookie-cutter approach to solving their problems: They had to analyze the performance gaps between the SIAC system and their own, and they had to engage in creative thinking about how to adapt the SIAC’s best practice to fit the GTE situation. It turned out that the SIAC had a unique input validation routine that significantly helped GTE.

Similarly, when GTE managers found problems in the company’s technical support and repair system, they looked at the Otis Elevator Company, which had developed a nearly foolproof call-center process, using sophisticated databases, for identifying a particular elevator’s service record and for initiating repairs by paging the technician responsible for its service. One call set the repair process in motion.


In our practice, we have found that this habit of mind, this ability to seize the core insight of a best practice and then use it as a performance catalyst, is transferable. In this book, we show by precept and example how it is done.

Since creating Global Best Practices, we have often been asked what “global lessons” we have learned in the process, what new insights came to the fore that might provide guidance to managers. After much thought, we recognized that there was indeed a pattern of three common, lasting messages to be found in these thousands of best practices and companies. First on our list:


Constantly Search for a Better Way!


We have found that the companies developing best practices always seek ways to make improvements in their products and services, as well as enhance their relationships with suppliers and customers. Their leaders constantly look up from what they’re working on to see what’s going on in the world, and they take advantage of what they see. They are on the lookout for all kinds of shifts—major and subtle—and for the changes in product and service preferences that they imply.

We live in a business climate that is so competitive, so unstable and uncertain that we can easily be blindsided. New technologies crop up overnight, it seems, radically changing the terms of competition. The Internet has become to the knowledge economy what electricity was to the industrial economy. New niche competitors appear with products and prices specially tailored to siphon off high-value customers. That means managers must develop their own sophisticated “business radar” and learn to see what’s out there beyond the headlights and over the next hill. Anticipating where the next challenge will come from, who their next business partner will be, and who their new customers will be can prepare them for those contingencies.

Not surprisingly, the companies that are most successfully proactive with change are those that have no choice. Organizations in industries like electronics, where product life cycles are 12 to 18 months, don’t spend a lot of time resting on their laurels. They are constantly honing their forward radar and searching for new and better ways to improve and speed up their processes. Companies that are in the business of delivering packages the next day, without fail, are constantly scanning the horizon for new developments in dispatch, billing, and inquiry handling. Otherwise, they can’t survive. Simply put, those that have to excel in a particular process to survive usually demonstrate the best practices in that process.


Develop Serious, Positive, Ongoing Relationships with Key Stakeholders to the Business.


Yes, the second principle we see in action in best-practice companies might appear in any corporate annual report. XYZ, Inc., is “customer focused . . . treats employees as its most important asset . . . partners with suppliers . . . maximizes return to owners . . . and is environmentally responsible.” But the leading companies give much more than lip service to these messages.

One manufacturer, AMP, Inc., chooses its suppliers according to their scores on a proprietary index that considers all the costs of doing business with a supplier, not just the product costs but quality, delivery, reliability, and accuracy of shipments and accounting. Those with the highest scores are rewarded with multiyear contracts that truly make them the manufacturer’s partners. Under the contract, the supplier agrees to adopt a continuous quality management philosophy, and the manufacturer promises to help the supplier improve its processes with that goal in mind.

Most companies emphasize the value of relationships with customers. But that relationship cannot reach its full potential without commitment to other stakeholders. Unfulfilled, underpaid, overworked frontline employees make for unhappy customers—as well as a growing army of ex-customers. Therefore, the interplay of relationships between customers, suppliers, and employees is a delicate balancing act necessitating constant evaluation and improvement. Moreover, best-practice companies construct strong relationships by increasing the levels of trust and communication between themselves and their stakeholders. This trust has a way of deepening those relationships as it builds upon itself.


Adopt a Strong “Process View” of Your Business.


The third key principle urges that companies view processes as consisting of a series of steps toward a particular objective—customer service, for example, or pollution prevention. The steps one business takes to deliver customer service may differ in superficial ways from those practiced by another, but they are essentially the same. One company may be designing, building, and evaluating prototypes, while another is focused on refining existing merchandise, but both are addressing the same process—the design of products and services. Out of that sameness flows a host of possibilities.

The process view cuts across internal functional boundaries, which means that it allows managers for the first time to see their companies whole, without the impediments of divisions and job titles and particular products. It enables them to map each process, examining each step along the way, precisely targeting where improvements can be made.


We use the term best practices throughout this book, but, of course, no single practice works for everyone in any given situation. Best is a contextual term. It means “best for you”—in the context of your business, your company culture, your use of technology, and your competitive strategies.

The purpose of Best Practices is not to find the perfect solution, the best practice that can be lifted intact from a hotel and put to work in a steel plant. That rarely happens. The purpose of Best Practices is to disturb you with new ideas and insights. We mean “disturb” in a positive way: All creative ideas and insights have their origin in the minds of people dissatisfied or puzzled by what they encounter in their world. This cognitive dissonance demands a resolution to problems, simple or complex. Sometimes that discovery comes in a sudden illumination; sometimes, over months of trial and error. The Greek mathematician and physicist Archimedes, pondering how to determine whether a crown was pure gold or alloyed with silver, suddenly realized—as he stepped into the public baths—that gold, being more dense than silver, would displace less water. According to legend, in the excitement of his insight, he ran home naked shouting, “Eureka!” (“I have found it.”)

Perhaps, like Archimedes, you are perplexed by a problem in your business. Maybe you are dissatisfied with your company’s current performance or your inability to capture a new market segment. The best practices we describe in this book can trigger that dissatisfaction, causing you to rethink the possible alternatives for your business. In evaluating and improving your basic business processes, you will find much in these best-practice companies to challenge you and the key stakeholders in your business.

Best Practices will, we hope, stimulate your thinking about the universal business processes, relationships, and forces of change that collectively determine your business success.






CHAPTER 2

HEARING IS

BELIEVING

THE BEST-PRACTICE AUDIT







I n the summer of 2002, Martha Carr opened Coffee Xpress,1 a wholesale coffee and distribution center in Newark, New Jersey, with three coffeehouses in midtown Manhattan. Offering products such as coffeemakers, espresso machines, and glassware, Coffee Xpress specialized in an extensive line of first-rate coffees and teas from the Far East, Central and South America, and Africa. To serve her coffee shop patrons, Carr contracted with a local bakery to supply sweet rolls, doughnuts, and bagels on a daily basis (except Sundays). Two manufacturers—one located in Michigan and the other in Milan, Italy—supplied medium-priced coffeemakers, which Carr sold at one of the three midtown coffeehouses.

	Coffee Xpress is a composite example combining the actual experiences of many companies.


When a good thing happens in New York, of course, people talk. Lots of customers came from uptown and downtown to drink coffee at the midtown Coffee Xpress stores. The wholesale business also did well, selling to restaurants and hotels in the city and in surrounding states as far away as Virginia. As robust as its Arabian espresso, sales at Coffee Xpress brimmed to $3 million in only five years.

Then, however, the bottom line of the business sank to the bottom of Martha Carr’s cup. A drought in South America sent coffee prices soaring. Competition from the likes of Zabar’s in her own backyard and as far away as Starbucks in Seattle, Washington, and Peet’s in Berkeley, California, threatened to turn her stagnating business into lukewarm coffee slush. And the customers . . . well, they were just too fickle and unpredictable. In confidence, Carr lamented to her staff that she had no idea how to predict what customers wanted next. One month flavored coffees were all the rage; the next, you couldn’t give them away.

Carr tried to set up her own Web page and advertise her products on the Internet, but the site had disappointing results: As few as twenty hits a day brought up nothing more interesting than one user’s recipe for making the perfect cup of coffee. A small but enthusiastic group of employees even resorted to door-to-door visits to drum up potential business with restaurant owners, other coffee shop proprietors, even residents in an adjacent building. Although it had moderate success, this effort proved tepid at best.

In frustration, Carr called in her team of salespeople, marketers, wholesalers, distributors, and customer service reps. “It’s clear that we can’t change this company around with a quick fix or two,” she announced. “We ought to do some serious studying of our market, our customers, our sales and distribution channels, and those processes we need to develop in order to survive and prosper.”

What Carr was asking for was an audit, but not just in the traditional sense of someone from outside coming in to look at the company’s books. The word audit has its roots in the Latin audire “to hear,” more precisely in the form auditus meaning “that which is heard.” First applied to business in the sixteenth century when it was common practice to have public readings of financial statements that could be “audited” by interested parties, the audit is the first step in understanding the problems that confront the specific business, seeing how those problems can affect any business, and then discovering solutions—often in the least expected places.

As we approach the twenty-first century, hearing—both in the sense described above and in the sense of listening carefully to what customers have to say—has never been more crucial. To search for best practices is to study what other companies have accomplished, to adapt their processes to your business situation, and to hear and learn about your customers’ experiences with your products and services. In doing so, you should search not only for local wisdom but also for insights from across the street and around the globe. Finally, it is to share this information with people throughout your organization and with your customers and suppliers. Your search for best practices is likely to lead to a refining of products to meet your customers’ changing needs and wants. The best way to learn what they need, of course, is to share what you have learned with them.

The decision to audit an organization’s processes does not take place in a vacuum. Rather, it is part of a carefully orchestrated undertaking specific to each organization. A best-practice review may lead to some relatively minor adjustments in a company, or it may end in what we call a full organizational transformation.

The review begins by asking the unasked questions of managers, customers, employees, and suppliers, challenging their assumptions about the marketplace as well as future directions it might take. The review studies a client’s customers to find out how they define their needs. The review doesn’t rely solely on the reports of sales and marketing reps but studies competitors and the degree to which they meet the needs of their customers.
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