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AUTHOR’S NOTE


A number of individuals provided original material for this book by participating in interviews or preparing written responses to questions. Individuals who are quoted without an accompanying citation provided material expressly for use in this book.



CHAPTER 1
A FRAMEWORK FOR GREAT SERVICE
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Manager, West Point Market   July 14, 1994
 1711 West Market Street
 Akron, OH 44313

Dear Sir or Madam:

I feel compelled to write to tell you how much I enjoyed my trip to the West Point Market last weekend, and particularly how good the service was at the market.

From time to time, I drive all the way from Columbus to shop at your market because I have found no place like it in the State. What a delight it is to be able to find everything I could possibly need for even the most exotic recipes in one store!

Last weekend, in addition to the wonderful food, I found that the service was particularly good. In the produce department, a young woman got a special container to pack my fresh figs in, so that they would not get smashed on the trip back. Also while I was shopping for my produce, I asked one of the employees what lychee nuts were. She not only explained where they come from and how they are served, but she sliced one open and offered me a sample.

Then I ordered my lunch at the deli counter, and found when it arrived that I could not carry my tray very well because I was holding my baby son. An employee who was apparently on her lunch break gave up her place in line right behind me to carry my tray to the table. The young men at the checkout counter also noticed that I had my arms full of baby, and packed all of my groceries in bags with handles. One of them then helped me out to my car and loaded the groceries inside.

Each of the employees who helped me out did so without my asking, and seemed happy to be of assistance to me. It is so rare to find such service at any store these days. Please know how much I enjoy and appreciate the top-notch service and the delightful shopping experience that West Point Market offers. I intend to shop there for many years to come.

Very truly yours,

Ronda Shamansky

West Point Market delivers great service. Doing business in Akron, Ohio, since 1936, it is a gem of a retail store that sells specialty foods of exceptionally high quality. What makes the store so special, however, is that the service is of exceptionally high quality, too. Ronda Shamansky’s letter conveys the attachment many customers feel toward this store. Customers love West Point Market, principally because West Point Market loves its customers. West Point Market’s prices are not low. It doesn’t matter. Without low prices, it still competes on value. Many customers, including Mrs. Shamansky, come from out of town just to shop at the store.

Infused throughout this book are practical lessons from West Point Market and many other companies that deliver great service to their customers. Among the companies readers will meet in this book are:


	Longo Toyota and Lexus, one of the most successful automobile dealerships in the world
 	Mary Kay Cosmetics, a magical company that has produced more female millionaires than any other company in the world
 	Roberts Express, a trucking company, and De Mar, a plumbing, heating, air conditioning and refrigeration company, that operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and thrive on helping customers with emergencies solve their problems
 	Tattered Cover Book Store, one of America’s largest independent bookstores that is remarkable in its passion for books and customers whom they help find that one elusive title
 	Hard Rock Cafe, a restaurant and merchandiser that attracted hordes of customers on its first day and still does more than 20 years later
 	Lakeland Regional Medical Center, a pioneer in introducing patient-focused health care in America

 	Bank One Texas Trust Division, which made service quality the centerpiece of its strategy, and grew to more than $4 billion in trust assets in its first three years of operation
 	Harold’s, an upscale clothing store in business since 1950 that grows more than 10 percent each year despite infrequent sale events and a location long past its prime



Great service is rare, but it is not an impossible dream. American companies in every industry are delivering great service and profiting handsomely from their excellence. The companies just mentioned and numerous others discussed in this book are role model companies that have implemented great service and are highly successful because of it.

The purpose of this book is to teach the lessons of service quality implementation. The book focuses exclusively on how to improve service quality. The book’s research and writing required one and one-half years. Site visits and interviews at each of the companies just mentioned composed part of the research. Considerable secondary research and follow-ups with many other firms also were undertaken. My service quality research collaboration since 1983 with colleagues A. Parasuraman and Valarie Zeithaml, a research stream sponsored by the Marketing Science Institute, provided the vital backdrop for this work.

The inspiration to write this book was borne of frustration over the many companies that are investing large sums of money to improve service but still are struggling mightily to succeed. Even more frustrating are the companies that are not even trying to improve service, companies whose managements deem service quality a low priority or a fruitless pursuit.

Everyone loses when service is poor. Customers lose. Employees lose. Senior managers lose. Suppliers lose. Shareholders lose. Communities lose. The country loses. Poor service has no redeeming virtue, nor does mediocre service for that matter. Service excellence is more profitable, more fun, and more conducive to a better future.

Delivering great service, one customer at a time, day after day, month after month, is difficult. Nothing in this book suggests that the excellent service journey is easy. It is not. But it is immensely rewarding, not just financially, but spiritually. Excellence nourishes the soul.

Why “great service?” What is wrong with “good service?” Good service isn’t good enough to insure differentiation from competitors, to build solid customer relationships, to compete on value without competing on price, to inspire employees to want to become even better at their work and at their lives, to deliver an unmistakable financial dividend.

Most companies need to set their service aspirations higher. This does not mean throwing money breathlessly at service improvement. It does not mean dozens or hundreds of task forces and projects followed by an overnight conversion to the service quality religion. Rather, it means an integrated, holistic improvement journey that never ends, a journey anchored in a mission of high purpose, rock-solid values, and a fundamental belief in the capacity of human beings to rise to excellence. The seeds of great service are sown in the collective commitment to daily improvement.

In a 1993 presentation at a meeting of services marketing professors, AT&T executive Merrill Tutton stated that it was high time to “get excellent service off of the viewgraphs and into the market place.” I agree. The “talking-about-quality” era is past. This is the “improving-quality” era. It is time to replace the struggling with genuine progress. It is time for action.

This is a book of ideas on how to pursue great service. The ideas are presented within a framework of essential steps, a road map for implementation. The framework, Exhibit 1-1, is a picture of the book. Each part of the framework is a chapter in the book. Chapter 2 emphasizes the leadership qualities that inspire service achievement in organizations. It discusses ways to nurture service leadership skills and values throughout the firm. Chapter 3 stresses the need for systematic listening to the voice of the customer. Conducting a study is insufficient. Companies need to build a service quality information system. Research approaches that can be used in such a system are discussed.

Listening to the customer provides the basis for establishing an overall service strategy, the subject of Chapter 4. The service strategy is a company’s “reason for being”; it provides the focus and inspiration that is characteristic of all great service companies. Because quality service underpins value creation for customers, it always must be emphasized in the strategy. Chapter 5 discusses four principles of service quality—reliability, pleasant surprise, recovery, and fairness—integral to the strategy. The nature and importance of these principles are described and suggestions for implementing them are presented.

Exhibit 1-1
 FRAMEWORK FOR GREAT SERVICE
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Chapters 6 through 12 discuss implementing the service strategy through structure, technology, and people. Chapter 6 presents structural forms that companies should consider in organizing for service improvement. Special emphasis is on service delivery teams. Chapter 7 examines the need for a technology strategy to implement the service strategy. Guidelines for technology investments and technology’s service-improvement roles are discussed.

Chapter 8 discusses the pivotal issues of whom to hire and how to attract the best applicants. When the product is a performance as in service businesses, competing for talent helps a company compete for customers. Chapter 9 stresses preparing service providers to perform through ongoing skill and knowledge development. Job-relevant learning builds competence and confidence—essentials for great service. Chapter 10 addresses the issue of empowerment but probably in a manner dissimilar to many readers’ accustomed understanding of the subject. Ways to create feelings of ownership within the organization are emphasized. Chapter 11 conveys the theme that quality is a team sport. Methods for nurturing collaborative power are presented. Chapter 12 discusses the roles of performance measurement and rewards in building an achievement culture. The integration of measures and rewards into a broader human resources approach that fits the service strategy is stressed.

Companies compete with value in the 1990s. Value is not price. Value equals benefits received for burdens endured. Price is but one burden to endure. Rudeness, incompetence, inconvenience, carelessness, inflexibility, unfairness, lack of concern or caring—these are a price that many customers refuse to pay. High quality directly affects the value of a service by increasing its benefits and decreasing its burdens. How to deliver great service need not be a mystery. We have a road map. It is time for action.



CHAPTER 2
NURTURE SERVICE LEADERSHIP
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Great service is not a pipe dream. Companies in every industry have surmounted the operational complexities, external market forces, and short-term earnings pressure that encourage service mediocrity. The key is genuine service leadership at all levels in an organization—leadership that inspires achievement.

“Managing workers” does not result in great service. The stresses of service performance are simply too great. The constant pressure of “being on stage”—serving many customers in a short time, enduring conflicting demands, suffering customers who are disagreeable, rude, or worse—frequently leads to fatigue and discouragement.

Service providers need a vision of work that is worth believing in, a vision that challenges them, provides emotional energy, and generates commitment. They need to feel a sense of teamwork and belonging within the organization that sustains them on the difficult days. They need contact with role models who set high standards and show the way. They need to taste the elixir that comes from having to think on the job, to be creative, and to venture outside of the routine. They need to experience the stimulation of forward motion, progress, achievement—both personal and organizational. These are the fruits of service leadership. Without inspired leadership, service mediocrity prevails. As Bell South executive Lee Harkins states: “… leadership is the make-or-break quality issue.”1

Nurturing the development of service leadership values and skills is the most important step an organization can take in the service quality journey. And this nurturing must occur throughout the organization. Service leadership at the top of the company is critical, but so is it at all other levels. A prominent bank marketing executive makes the point well:


The weakest link in banks, which is an undermining factor of service quality, is middle management. That’s where it falls apart. This comes from high turnover at this level, lack of commitment, lack of understanding “the big picture,” lack of motivation, and lack of senior management communications.2



Most service jobs have high discretionary content. The maximum amount of energy and care an individual can bring to the service role and the minimum amount required to avoid penalty are quite different. Thus, the energy and care levels of service are up to the service providers’ discretion.3 Companies delivering great service have providers who live near the maximums; most companies do not. Service leadership is the difference. Peter Drucker urges executives to consider employees “volunteers.”4 Most employees will show up for work without leadership; however, going beyond the ordinary for a customer, trying a second solution when the first one fails, contributing ingenuity to the task at hand—these are voluntary acts.

Joyce Meskis, owner of the Tattered Cover Book Store in Denver, states: “Diligence and doggedness are what we do best. We search for the elusive title wanted by the customer.” This is not an owner’s illusion. From Tattered Cover floor manager Sidney Jackson: “Just this morning, a couple came in looking for Christian videos that we didn’t have. I said, ‘Let me call a store or two and find them.’ The customer said, ‘You’ll do that?’” Floor manager, Neil Strandberg, adds: “We try to say ‘yes’ to everything.” And from general manager Linda Millemann comes this thought: “We have always been willing to special order. Managers from other stores say ‘Well, you are big enough to do that,’ but that is how we got big.”

QUALITIES OF SERVICE LEADERS

In their book, Leaders: The Strategies for Taking Charge, Bennis and Nanus distinguish between leaders who emphasize the emotional and spiritual resources of an organization, and managers who stress the organization’s physical resources, such as raw materials, technology, and capital.5 Although managing is critical to organizational efficiency, too few firms are tapping the emotional and spiritual energy of leadership that characterizes all great service companies.

Much has been written about leadership. Far less is written about service leadership—the specific qualities that foster service achievement in organizations. Service leaders exhibit most if not all of the qualities often ascribed to leaders in general—vision, persistence, high expectations, expertise, empathy, persuasiveness, integrity. Yet, the focus on service achievement makes four qualities essential.

Service Vision

Service leaders view excellent service as the driving force of the business. Excellent service separates a company from its competition; it makes the essential difference. Regardless of the target markets, the specific services, or the pricing strategy, service leaders visualize quality of service as the foundation for competing. Larry Harmon, owner of De Mar, the highly successful plumbing, heating, and air conditioning company in Clovis, California, says: “Getting totally focused on customer satisfaction was the turning point for me.” Tattered Cover’s Joyce Meskis echoes Harmon: “Service has been the foundation to our business. We’ll do everything it takes to put people and books together.” These leaders know a customer is buying more than plumbing and books.

Service leaders continually sound the trumpet of excellence. Good service isn’t good enough for a true service leader. Service leaders focus on the details and nuances of service. They see opportunities in small actions that competitors might consider trivial. They believe that how the organization handles the little things sets the tone for how it handles everything else. They also believe the details of the business add up for customers and make a difference.

Longo Toyota and Lexus in Los Angeles is the world’s largest retail volume Toyota dealership. Longo adheres to a “one bumper rule” that requires the cars for sale to be perfectly aligned—a customer looking down a row of cars sees only one bumper. Says Longo president Greg Penske: “I am a fanatic on keeping the place neat and clean.”

Longo sweats the details. Customers queuing up at the service entrance in the morning are greeted with coffee and the Los Angeles Times. Courtesy transportation is available to customers who leave their cars for servicing. A car rental outlet with discounted rates is on the premises. A porter covers the car’s steering wheel, seats, and floors before service work commences. All serviced cars are washed and vacuumed before being returned to their owners. The showrooms are colorful, carpeted, comfortable, and clean. There are no “closing” rooms for negotiations. Instead, salespeople and customers sit at small tables in an open area within the showroom. Longo’s sales force speaks 38 different languages. A special department serves Asian customers. At Longo Toyota and Lexus, service standards are high.

Service leaders define the service vision for their organization. They not only articulate it in words, they model it daily in their behavior. The West Point Market in Akron, Ohio, is a specialty food store with the feel of a fine department store. It is a sea of colors, an adventure in discovery, a store of temptation with its killer brownies, walnut nasties, and peanut-butter krazies. Many grocery retailers view food as commodities and compete primarily with price. West Point owner, Russ Vernon, views food as fashion products and competes primarily with merchandising, atmospherics, and service-driven value. He charges more than competitors but earns his margins with product selection and quality, innovative display, and do-whatever-it-takes customer care.

Russ Vernon’s vision is in three parts:


	“Our market is the business/professional clientele looking for product convenience and service not met in conventional stores. We go where others do not in search of wonderful products. We get ideas from everybody and everywhere. We are a cook’s resource.”
 	“People spend money where they feel good. We set the stage for the product. We want to slow the customer down, relax the customer. We are theatrical with our lighting, with our special events, with classical music. Our store is an entertainment center. We do not want to look like a supermarket.”
 	“Bonding with customers is a key in this business.”



Russ brings his vision to life by the example he sets. Kim Kowalski, West Point’s head cashier states: “The customers love the fact that Russ is here. He carries out the groceries. He is always greeting people, helping them.” Specialty foods buyer Cindy Yost explains: “Things never get stagnant here. Russ keeps moving ahead. We are all running hard to keep up with him and that keeps us motivated. He always has a new idea, yet he takes our ideas and builds on them too. We all have a voice in West Point Market.” And from Carol Moore, director of food service: “Russ is a leader. He sets the example. We know what he wants and he excels in it. Russ is our giant-killer and we all learn from him. He attends to the details and we learn to do so, too.”

Vision empowers. The power of the service vision is the guidance it offers service providers. The stronger the vision—the greater its clarity and emotional buy-in—the thinner the company service policies and procedures manual. Cindy Yost remarks: “Russ lets us buy into our own jobs. When I took over the cheese department, he allowed me to purchase the cheeses I wanted. It was always up to me. It would be difficult if I was told to buy twenty cases of this or that, and I didn’t believe in the product.” Carol Moore states: “Russ truly empowers us to serve our customer.”

Belief in Others

Service leaders believe in the fundamental capacity of people to achieve and view their own role as setting a standard of excellence, providing the tools needed for success, and encouraging leadership behavior throughout the organization. Because service leaders believe in the people who work with them, they make communication with them a priority. Service leaders listen to the sounds of the business; they remove obstacles to improvement, communicate the business’s vision, and teach its craft. Their most fundamental service is to serve the server. Service leaders are not bosses; service leaders are coaches.

De Mar’s Larry Harmon has only one word on his office door: coach. Harmon is not joking. He even signs his correspondence “president/coach.” Harmon runs his business like a football team: continuous training, constant repetition of the central strategy (“people will pay if you solve the problem and leave them with good feelings”), individual responsibility to the team, high expectations, high rewards. Harmon says: “I try to keep making the team better. I try to give people the tools and direction they need and not pound on them when things go wrong.”

De Mar offers guaranteed same-day service to customers requiring it, and 24-hour-a-day, 7-day-a-week service at no extra charge. It is a challenging place to work, as Harmon readily admits: “It is incredibly demanding to work at our company. If someone calls us at 3:00 A.M., we will have someone there at 3:30 A.M. … We have some of the highest paid service advisors in the entire industry—but they are also the hardest workers.” De Mar clearly is not for everyone. But the right kind of person thrives in this culture of high expectations/high payoff. Norik Cohn, lead dispatcher, is one of those people:


I’ve been here two years now. I’ve seen a lot of people come and go. You have to want to work hard here or you won’t be able to cut it. You must do whatever it takes. On a really hot day, the phones just ring constantly. On a busy day, our guys may work from 6:00 A.M. to midnight. I have a set schedule but I never stick to it…. I just care about this job. Personally, I have learned so many things that I can’t put a price on. Larry gives you so many chances to do things and learn. I’ve grown so much in this job.



Larry Harmon makes a strong point when he says: “All the rules in the world won’t bring out the best in people. It’s more important that they buy into the values.” Joyce Meskis, Greg Penske, and Russ Vernon would agree.

Love of the Business

The best service leaders love the business they lead; they love their immersion in the intricacies of the business, the problems that test them, the sense of accomplishment after a good day; they love the action. Service leaders would rather be running the business than doing anything else. They have deep feelings about operating the business well, about making it grow, about creating something special.

Love of the business brings to full flower the enthusiasm and ebullience that characterize so many great service leaders. The combination of natural enthusiasm and the right setting in which to express it contributes to the emotional energy of true leadership. It is difficult to imagine Tattered Cover’s Joyce Meskis in any business other than books. She is passionate about books and fervent about serving her employees and customers. Nor is it possible to imagine Longo’s Greg Penske in a business that doesn’t involve cars. He grew up in the car business; it is in his blood. “I love the business,” he says.

Love of the business motivates service leaders to teach the business, to pass on to others the nuances, secrets, and craft of operating it. Harold Wiesenthal and his sons, Darryl and Michael, run Harold’s, a multimillion dollar clothing store in Houston. In business for 45 years at this writing, Harold’s sells top-of-the-line men’s and women’s apparel at full price in a location long past its prime. Without the benefit of a mall location or frequent sales, Harold’s grows more than 10 percent a year. Success keys include highly personalized service (“We know most of our customers by name”); highly knowledgeable service (“Our salespeople are all career people”); quick, accurate alterations with 15 tailors on the premises (“We just don’t say no when it comes to alterations”); integrity (“Sell customers what they need and something that fits”); and community involvement (“Harold is everywhere. He gives away money. He visits old folks in nursing homes. You can hardly go to a charity function and not see Harold”). Charles Milstead, a longtime Harold’s customer, states: “I get kidded by friends who say I can get the same thing for half the price. But I tell them I can’t get the same thing. I can’t get the service, the confidence that it’s the right color, the relationship.”

With six salespeople, plus Darryl and Michael, Harold teaches one-on-one most of the time. He is the ultimate coach, the ultimate role model. Salesman Ken Patterson says: “I learned Harold’s way by just being here.” Salesman Charles Bourg, whom Harold recruited from a country club pro shop, remarks: “Harold can give me a look that sets me right if I’m going in the wrong direction.” And from Robert Duncan, who annually sells more than a million dollars of clothing, comes this reflection: “I thought I knew how to sell but I really didn’t know selling and service until coming here.”

Harold Wiesenthal loves the business of helping customers look good. His zest for the business and his deep, personal commitment to it are contagious. He has inspired his sons to love the business, too. Harold says: “I’ve never seen two young fellows work as hard in retailing as Michael and Darryl.” Michael and Darryl relate some of the retailing lessons Harold Wiesenthal has taught them:
  	Customers are the reason we are here. Take care of them. Follow-up. Deliver. Make sure they are happy.
 	Sell customers what they need and what fits. If they need a 44, don’t sell them a 46 or a 42.
 	Emphasize quality of merchandise. Do not put anything in the store that you wouldn’t be willing to wear yourself.
 	Be on the floor. The floor is everything. If you don’t take care of the floor, little else matters. The customer wants to see the owner.
 	Make customers part of the store. Put their pictures on the walls, include them in the TV ads and radio spots, send them thank you letters.
 	Know your stock; know where things are.
 	Show the merchandise. Spend time on the little items, such as the ties to complement the suit and make the customer look good.
 	Always smile. The customer wants to see you smile.
 	You sell more than clothes. You sell yourself. People buy from us because they are our friends.
 	Promote the store 24 hours. If you go to the gym, wear a Harold’s tee-shirt.



Love of the business fosters service leaders’ high standards. The leader not only teaches the business operations but also exemplifies its style, its values, its excellence. Study Harold Wiesenthal’s principles. Think about his lessons. Harold isn’t just teaching the business; Harold is teaching service leadership.

Integrity

Service leaders do the right thing—even when inconvenient or expensive. They place a premium on being fair, consistent, and truthful with customers, employees, suppliers, and other stakeholders, thereby earning the opportunity to lead. As Peter Drucker wrote in a 1988 Wall Street Journal essay: “The final requirement of effective leadership is to earn trust. Otherwise there won’t be any followers—and the only definition of a leader is someone who has followers.”

Personal integrity is an essential service leadership characteristic. It is more than a philosophy; it is the ethical gyroscope of the organization. Through their integrity, leaders maintain a true orientation and direction regardless of pressure from other forces.

If we think of integrity as “psychological and ethical wholeness, sustained in time” that is “not a painfully upheld standard so much as a prolonged and focused delight,”6then its central role in service leadership becomes more apparent. Integrity is the source of a leader’s commitment to fair play and truthfulness. Integrity propels the leader’s vision of what the organization must be. Integrity assures consistency, which evokes trust.

Observe the finest service leaders carefully and listen closely to their words. Integrity dominates. Harley-Davidson CEO Richard Teerlink refuses to use alternative channels to market much-in-demand Harley-Davidson insignia products. He says matter-of-factly: “We will not compete with our dealers.” Southwest Airlines CEO Herb Kelleher ignores enticement packages offered by city governments seeking to attract the airline. His reasoning: “We will only go into a market where we can make it work on our own. That way we won’t have to pull up and leave.”

Longo’s Greg Penske states: “We teach our people: ‘Don’t sell customers a car, help them buy a car. Then you make a friend.’” All Longo salespeople are required to sign a code of ethics. De Mar’s Larry Harmon says: “I feel all good relationships have to be built on trust.” Harmon adds: “Would the people who work here want their kids to work here? I ask myself this all the time.” Harold Wiesenthal says, “Once you tell a customer not to buy something because it doesn’t fit or doesn’t look right, then you have a customer for life.”

These leaders bring vision to their organizations. They believe that “jobs can be elegantly conceived and gracefully done.”7 Their integrity enlivens fidelity to this vision.

Great service requires extraordinary effort; integrity generates such effort. Integrity inspires.

CULTIVATING SERVICE LEADERSHIP

Service leadership is the engine of service improvement. Without the energizing vision of leadership, without the direction, the coaching, and the inspiration, the idea of quality improvement is not transformed to action.

Great service is a matter of mentality. The quest to improve is unrelenting; ideas are part of the job; the spirit of entrepreneurship is strong. Values guide, not policy and procedure manuals. Mentality is a matter of leadership.

Are leaders born, or can they be made? The answer to this ageless question is “yes” and “yes.” Some people are naturally gifted in ways that support leadership behaviors. Equally true, however, is the statement of Lieutenant General William Pagonis who led 40,000 military personnel in the Persian Gulf War: “I’m convinced that anyone who wants to work hard enough and develop these [leadership] traits can lead.”8 How can an organization cultivate the service leadership potential of its employees? Exhibit 2-1 portrays four ways.

Promote the Right People

The surest way to nurture service leadership in an organization is to use service leadership criteria in promoting people to positions of greater responsibility. Four good things happen when individuals who possess service leadership qualities are promoted. First, these individuals can develop their leadership capabilities further by virtue of their increased responsibilities. Second, through their new responsibilities, they have a greater opportunity to help the firm improve its service. Third, as people with a service philosophy move upward, other employees perceive service leadership as winning behavior. Fourth, and most importantly, placing service leaders in charge of other employees provides a service-minded role model from whom aspiring leaders learn. Modeling leadership behaviors is a particularly powerful way to cultivate leadership values and skills. Placing a true leader in charge helps transform followers into leaders themselves.

Exhibit 2-1
 FOUR WAYS TO NURTURE SERVICE LEADERSHIP

[image: Image]

Few, if any, organizational decisions have a more profound impact on actual service improvement than who gets promoted and who does not. Excellent promotion decisions require approaches different from those used in many companies. Here are three recommended tests:

1. The footprints-in-the-sand test. The best predictor of a person’s future performance is past performance. It is important to study a person’s past qualitatively, not just quantitatively, and to examine methods, not just outcomes. Questions to ask and answer include:


	What are the person’s greatest career accomplishments—and why?
 	What innovations or new directions did this person sponsor in prior positions?
 	What is this person’s philosophy of service? What evidence suggests that this individual will be a service leader?
 	Does this person inspire others and build followership? Do others believe in this individual? Do they believe in his or her integrity?
 	Is there evidence of informal leadership in this person’s background, that is, the ability to influence a group without the benefit of an official position or title?
 	




2. The stand-for-something test. True leaders have a vision for the future. They are clear about the direction they wish to go and why. They do not straddle the fence, are not wishy-washy, do not play it safe. As Peter Drucker has written, the leader’s first task is to be the trumpet with a clear sound.9 Thus, a crucial leadership test is the extent to which an individual’s beliefs and priorities are on the table, visible for all to see.

3. The outside leadership test. In large organizations especially, the budding leadership potential of individuals not in management positions may be hidden. How can these individuals be identified and considered for faster-track assignments? One way is to encourage employees to become involved in volunteer activities outside of work. Not only can volunteerism be good for the community, it can be good for the volunteer. Involvements in professional societies, cultural and service organizations, nonprofit social agencies, and the like can furnish creative outlets for developing and demonstrating leadership capabilities.

A leadership assignment in a volunteer organization can be a rigorous test of leadership potential, given the financial constraints under which most volunteer organizations operate, the emotion-laden issues that many such groups confront, and the reality that volunteers “don’t have to do anything.” Success in leading a volunteer organization requires vision, organizational and political skills, communications and consensus-building skills, patience, persistence, and resilience. Companies intent on cultivating service leaders would do well not only to encourage volunteerism among employees, but to stay abreast of employees’ involvements and achievements in an organized way.

The footprints-in-the-sand, stand-for-something, and outside leadership tests offer additional criteria for making promotion decisions. With only 16 percent of employees of American companies believing they are well-managed according to a 1991 Hay Group study, much room for improved leadership exists.10

Stress Personal Involvement

Personal involvement in service improvement builds insight, fosters commitment—and stimulates leadership. When people in organizations are invited to participate in service improvement, to become genuine partners in an endeavor as challenging, sensible, and potentially gratifying as service excellence, many will give their ideas, energy, and spirit to the cause. Only in the most unhealthy organization, in which management has lost all credibility with the employees, will personal involvement efforts fail to bear fruit. Stated differently, unless people in organizations have given up completely, efforts to tap into the diversity of their gifts will be rewarded.

Every employee in the organization should be asked to assume personal responsibility for service improvement. Customer-contact employees must be involved because they deliver the end service to customers. Internal service providers must be involved because their performance affects the quality of service delivered to end customers. Middle managers must be involved because everyone in the organization (except top managers) works for them. And top executives must be involved because they set the tone for the entire organization; only they can commit a company to a new direction or a higher level of achievement.

Firms should use multiple personal involvement methods. Milliken & Company, a winner of the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award, sponsors sharing rallies in which employees from various parts of the company formally present the content and results of specific quality improvement efforts. Peers and management compose the audience at these two-day meetings in the company auditorium. No limits are imposed on the format or style of these presentations, which may involve skits or videos. Peer voting determines the winning presentations. Management views the sharing rallies as celebrations that recognize excellent work, cross-fertilize good ideas, and reaffirm every employee’s role in quality improvement.

Many service-minded companies systematically solicit employees’ ideas for service improvement with employee suggestion systems. Well-operated employee suggestion systems give servers closest to the work and to customers the chance to be heard by management and to help themselves, customers, and the company. Prompt responses to the suggestions and rewards for those who make them stimulate creative energy in the organization. People are encouraged to think about novel ways to solve problems; they are encouraged to get involved.

Preston Trucking, featured in the book, The 100 Best Companies to Work For in America, generated 7,882 employee suggestions in 1991, and 74 percent of them were implemented. This figure was up from 4,412 ideas in 1988. Each suggestion is published in the company’s newsletter. Rewards for ideas are simple but plentiful, e.g., reserved parking spaces and Preston jackets.11

When First Drewitt Bank launched its 30-day GOOD Idea program in 1989, all 125 employees contributed 550 ideas on how to improve service, increase customer satisfaction, and lower costs.12 Delta Dental Plan of Massachusetts’s Keep It Simple Suggestion (KISS) system encourages employees to contribute solutions inside and outside of their department. The KISS system resulted in the implementation of 128 quality improvement ideas from the 338 suggested between February 1991 (the inception of the program) and June 1993. Biweekly, the president awards winning employees a sweatshirt, and their suggestions are printed in the organization’s newsletter. Employees’ performance reviews consider the degree of involvement in activities such as KISS. Managers are evaluated on whether they create a work environment that encourages employee involvement and risk taking.13

Book reports are another personal involvement device. No company uses book reports more diligently than Bank One Texas Trust Division. Management selects a set of service quality books that makes sense to them and then asks various units in the company to work with the books. Typically, an individual in a work group is named discussion leader for a chapter of the selected book. The work unit meets one hour a week to discuss the chapter. They may spend several weeks on one chapter. Everyone is expected to have read the chapter before the discussion day. The leader’s task is to focus the discussion on the chapter’s content and how to apply it to Bank One Texas Trust Division.

Richard Hart, chairman of the trust committee, is zealous about every level of the organization participating in service improvement. Books are an important tool. Hart states: “What I see missing in the service quality efforts of many companies is the use of books. It is imperative to understand the academics. Research is available, and it is silly not to use it.”

At least one competitor agrees with Hart. The Productivity Views newsletter published the following passage about First Chicago Trust’s Senior Vice President Joe Spadaford:


After Spadaford had read a number of books and articles on empowered teams, he encouraged his senior managers to explore how employee teams could work in their units. His managers’ reactions were less than enthusiastic.

Undaunted, Spadaford tried another tactic. He bought copies of books about employee work teams and empowerment. Then he invited all his managers to a day-long off-site meeting, scheduled two weeks in the future. The purpose of the meeting was to involve the entire management team in exploring how employee empowerment and self-directed work teams could fit their business. Spadaford passed out the books he’d collected—one to each manager. He asked each to read the assigned book and prepare a one-page report of the book’s key messages. How managers could apply the messages to success in their own operation were to be included in the report.

The results surprised Spadaford. As managers presented their book’s main points, they got excited. They saw the possibilities for applying the main lessons in their own shops and each manager became an advocate for some of the points of the book he or she had read.

By having to present to other members of management, each built understanding. The desire to sell others on the book’s best points developed commitment to apply those methods at First Chicago.14



Still another means for galvanizing participation in service improvement is an internal quality competition. Many companies that apply for but do not win the Baldrige National Quality Award report significant benefits nonetheless. Not only does the application process offer a framework for thinking about quality and a mechanism for identifying weaknesses, but also the process itself requires broad participation and leadership.

Medium-sized and larger companies should consider inhouse quality award competitions that may involve more employees than external competitions. First Union National Bank, headquartered in Charlotte, North Carolina, established such an internal competition in 1991. Eleven units of the bank participated. They were selected based on interest in participating and unit autonomy. The 11 units underwent a four-phase, 18-month process that started with a quality assessment based on Baldrige criteria and culminated with each unit completing an actual Baldrige award application. Baldrige examiners judged the applications, and three of the units were selected for site visits. First Union’s Home Equity Corporation won the competition, receiving a prize of $100,000. Approximately 5,000 First Union employees from the 11 competing units participated in the training and served on the teams that prepared analyses and documentation. The company’s management and leadership development department performed a facilitating role in the competition, including training, help in questionnaire design, and planning assistance.15

With the competition, First Union’s management unleashed a powerful cultural force inside the company. With 5,000 people involved in learning and thinking about service improvement and having to apply the teachings to their work units, management couldn’t turn the clock back even if it wanted to.

Participation on quality improvement task forces is yet another way to cultivate service leadership values and skills. A common tendency in organizations facing a service problem is for upper management to attempt to fix it. Potentially more beneficial is to assign the job of fixing it to a task group of employees who are close to the problem. The mental energy from a challenging, personally important issue and from working within a group, the motivation from being asked by management to solve such a problem, and the insight from being close to the problem in the work role frequently will result in a successful solution. And in addition to a solved problem are the benefits of participation: service quality awareness and interest, and leadership practice. As consultant Beth Summers writes: “Since learning is engaging and efficient only when applied to solving work problems, the best way to help people learn quality is to engage them in solutions to real company problems.”16

RE/MAX International, a large real estate company with more than 30,000 salespeople, faced the problem of slow delivery of sales and training materials from its distribution center to the field force. It was taking three to six weeks for salespeople to receive materials. Management asked the 12 distribution center employees to develop a plan of improvement within one week. The group was empowered to revamp and reassign tasks and responsibilities as they saw fit. The result: a new distribution process in which orders were shipped within 48 hours and received within ten days. Says president Robert Fisher: “I’m not sure what they did.” Fisher adds: “Let the people who do the job have more say about what they do.”17

Assuming the customer’s role also can foster service quality insight and commitment. Some companies incorporate “mystery shopping” exercises into their training programs. Employees assume the role of a customer and sample their own company’s service and possibly the competition’s. Then they come back into the training class to share what they experienced and learned about good and bad service. Going undercover as a customer can offer a fresh and invigorating perspective of what the organization must do to improve service—and why.

Masquerading with a fake identity, wigs, and scarves, New York City’s welfare commissioner Barbara Sabol posed as a welfare customer on and off for nine months. Sabol says she wanted to experience the service system as her clients did. Sabol saw broken furniture and cockroaches in some of the offices. Privacy was sometimes violated as names were called over a loudspeaker. At one office, she was identified only by her zip code even though she protested that she had a name. At another office, she was scolded by a welfare worker who denied the office had made a mistake. Still, Sabol praised the majority of welfare personnel and said she did not intend to punish those who gave her poor service.18

Of course, employees need not be mystery shoppers to experience their companies’ service. They can become actual customers. Bank employees, for example, need to do their banking somewhere. Why not the bank where they work? Management should encourage this so that employees have continuing exposure to the customers’ reality. Training sessions and staff meetings could include discussions of service improvement from employees’ perspectives as customers.

Hands-on involvement in service improvement can be enlightening, exciting, and motivating. No longer a theoretical matter, no longer empty rhetoric, no longer “management’s problem,” service improvement is a personal issue as well as an organizational one. People who participate in service improvement often become converts to the cause, supplying creativity, coaching, role modeling, and other service leadership contributions to the organization. Personal involvement nurtures the development of service leadership values and skills.

Emphasize the Trust Factor

Trusting the judgment, ability, and goodwill of employees cultivates leadership. Trust inspires a sense of ownership in the enterprise, which in turn inspires leadership behaviors. People who feel like owners think more about how to improve the business, work harder to make it grow, and assume risks to achieve success. An organization characterized by trust will be characterized by leadership as well. One of the ways true service leaders lead is by trusting.

How can companies emphasize the trust factor? Springfield Remanufacturing Corporation (SRC) does it with open-book management. The company teaches each employee to read an income statement and balance sheet and shares all financial performance data with employees. Employees own 100 percent of SRC’S stock. Financials and other corporate matters are discussed at a weekly company meeting called The Great Huddle. Jack Stack, president and CEO of SRC, states:


There’s arrogance among those who manage financials and ignorance from those with no exposure to them. You can’t make good business decisions with arrogance at the top and ignorance at the bottom…. The biggest myth is that people on the floor can’t understand useful information…. Job security is about the balance sheet. If you show this to people and let them make their own decisions, they go from an employee mentality to an employer mentality. They see how their own performance affects the bottom line.19



Tattered Cover Book Store and Mary Kay Cosmetics operate their businesses on the basic assumption that their employees are honest and worthy of complete trust. As Tattered Cover general manager Linda Millemann puts it: “We run the business for the 98 percent of our people who are honest, not the 2 percent who are not.” Tattered Cover gives all employees a key to the store on their first day of employment. Owner Joyce Meskis started this practice in 1974 when she bought the store and continues it to this day, even though the company now has more than 320 employees. The key symbolizes to employees that Tattered Cover is their store. Kathy Langer comments: “I remember when I started to work in 1977. The key made me feel that I was part of the store. I was more than an employee; I was part of the Tattered Cover.” Tattered Cover employees can borrow any of the books in inventory to read—a policy that creates more informed floor personnel and symbolizes complete trust.

At Mary Kay Cosmetics, the word of its 300,000 beauty consultants (salespeople) is gospel. Sherrill Steinman, a top-producing sales director who has been with the company for more than 15 years, says:


The company believes me. My word is golden to the company. They believe me if my shipment is missing something. I have never been questioned about anything I have said was wrong with the order. It’s a good feeling.



Sales director, Mary Diem-Scott, a 17-year veteran, adds: “I feel like a big girl in this organization. I feel like an adult.”

Harold’s leverages the trust factor by allowing employees to show what they can do. Harold’s youngest salesperson is Charles Bourg, who was hired in 1990 at the age of 18 to be a stockboy. One of the salesmen was ill on Bourg’s first day, so Bourg worked the sales floor instead of the stockroom. He had sales of $3,800, and on day two he was a salesman. Bourg rose to the level of opportunity afforded him—perhaps even beyond it. He is, to put it mildly, a “go-getter.” He is constantly trying to expand his product knowledge and likes to accompany Michael Wiesenthal on buying trips when possible. He stays in touch with customers and prospects, routinely making 20-30 phone calls on a Tuesday morning “to set the tone for the rest of the week.” Bourg always puts the customer first. “If someone needs his suit by 6:00 P.M. and I have a date, I put off the date.” Bourg thrives on the work, on the pace. He says: “When I have a customer, things are moving. I am racing around making things happen.” He adds: “I take a lot of pride working for Harold, Michael, and Darryl. They place trust in me.”

Baptist Hospital of Miami, with more than 2,000 employees, treats more patients than any other private hospital in the area. The hospital’s management conveys trust by seeking staff input and granting autonomy. Medical technologist Kay Ferris states: “Our ideas and suggestions are taken seriously.” Materials management director Frank Fernandez explains:


We are allowed a lot of freedom. There is not some power that is watching over our shoulder to see what we do. We are allowed to make mistakes, and we do make mistakes and we learn from those mistakes. The level of autonomy that we have is quite remarkable. That makes us grow and be more confident in what we do.20



In a Baptist Hospital staff survey, 91 percent of employees agreed with the statement, “I am trusted to do my job without someone unnecessarily checking on me.”21

Trusting employees helps them to flourish, like Mary Kay’s Sherrill Steinman and Harold’s Charles Bourg. Trust nurtures leadership behaviors. The open sharing of important company information, the assumption that employees are honest rather than dishonest, the opportunity for people to demonstrate their abilities, the chance to shape the job, to give input, to be heard—these qualities lead to quality. People at work feel like owners—and owners have reasons to lead.
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