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one. Wrong reasons, wrong 
approach, and certainly not 
a decision driven by busi-
ness need.  Exposing inter-
nal “warts” to your custom-
ers typically leads to cus-
tomer dissatisfaction. 

 

 Second, building new distri-
bution infrastructure to 
handle new sources of or-
ders requires vision and 
strategy. Logistics have be-
come much more time sen-
sitive and technology de-
pendent. Orders must be 
picked, packaged and deliv-
ered properly, first time, 
every time. Consider that 
the direct costs for a “failed 
order” can be as much as 
$35 plus delivery and return 
processing.  These costs 
alone can eliminate any 
profit from the individual 
transaction. 

 

 Third, the challenge has 
strained supply channels as 
well, increasing pressure on 
availability and ultimately 
the ability to meet cus-
tomer expectations. Co-
sourcing  and a renewed 
era of  cooperative compe-
tition (“co-opetition”) is 
evolving to even more ag-
gressive levels. 

 
   (continued on page 2) 
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o ur business culture 
has drastically 

changed over the last dec-
ade, but has it been for the 
better?  Inappropriate use 
of automated attendants, 
phone mail, websites and e-
mail has, unfortunately, 
done more than deperson-
alized business relation-
ships.  While these tools 
have been deployed to 
lower operating costs, in 
many cases they have be-
come unnecessary barriers 
to communication between 
people.  And, without the 
right infrastructure behind 
them, customers and suppli-
ers may not get the service, 
courtesy or respect they 
deserve. 

 

 In 1998, a dear friend and 
client who built a family 
retail furniture business into 
a regional behemoth said 
that this “e-business stuff 
would happen eventually 
but not without low-cost, 
high quality, customer fo-
cused distribution standing 
behind it.” How right he 
was, this wise sage! With 
the shakeout of the “new 
economy” and the market 
corrections that have oc-
curred since 2000, the 
world’s best performing 
companies have had to seri-
ously adjust their strategies 
and concentrate on their 
core competencies. What 

does it all mean? What les-
sons have we really 
learned?   
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A  few fundamental reali-
ties have hit home 

hard.  First, having a 
“website” for informational 
purposes is generally non-
obtrusive.  BUT (yes, a BIG 
BUT), taking orders online 
is like cutting a big hole in 
the side of your business, 
exposing all of your internal 
challenges to the outside 
world. A few years back, 
everyone wanted a web-
site… because every one of 
our peers had or wanted 
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ness, you are important to 
us; all others, fend for your-
selves.”  As a shareholder in 
this Company, I found it 
insane and contacted the 
corporate offices.  In de-
fense of this Company, they 
were growing at a far faster 
pace than anticipated.  And 
to their credit, they actually 
added an option “to speak 
to a representative” about 
two weeks later!  

 

 

TTTHEHEHE DO DO DOSSS   ANDANDAND   
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T hese situations are 
indicative of good tech-

nological solutions gone 
bad.  Here are some sug-
gestions to help your Com-
pany achieve breakthrough 
results.  We recommend 
living by these rules so that 
your business remains peo-
ple-friendly:  
  

1. DO create a vision and 
strategy of your business  
 
    (continued on next page)  

Finally, our own skills have 
been stretched. Attracting 
and retaining the right peo-
ple for meeting these chal-
lenges became nearly im-
possible during the tight 
labor market of the  1990s.  
And ever since, few Com-
panies are making the stra-
tegic investments necessary 
to bring about the skill and 
cultural shifts necessary to 
ensure future excellence 
and profitability.   
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H ave you recently 
called a business?  

How many times do you 
actually get a person?  The 
trends are very clear and 
consistent: broader use of 
automated attendants and 
systems is continuing, nearly 
doubling every three years.  
And in many ways, this is a 
good use of technology... 
except when it frustrates 
the caller, strains their pa-
tience, or fails to accommo-
date them. 

 

 But it’s not just the auto-
mated systems that are 
alienating callers.  Think 
about the last call you made 
where the phone was an-
swered by a person and 
heard in their best FedEx-
esque voice, “XYZ Com-
pany, please hold. Click”   
Did you call the right num-
ber?  It’s hard to know 
since the person spoke so 
fast you couldn’t under-
stand them.  Then, as you 

remain on hold for 20, 30, 
40 or more seconds, your 
blood pressure begins to 
rise.  If you persevere and 
wait long enough, a person 
finally takes that call, but far 
too often takes the wrath 
of customer frustration. 

 

 Try this one: an automated 
attendant answers and asks 
that you listen to all options 
as they “have recently 
changed.”  After a litany of 
directions, you finally 
choose the selection that is 
apparent, only to find an-
other level of menus… and 
then a third or fourth.  You 
sit there, up to two minutes 
or longer going through this 
drudgery.  And all the while, 
you merely wanted to talk 
to a representative because 
NONE of the options and 
responses answered your 
complex situation.   

 

 Recently, I went through 
this exercise with my phone 
company and after 4+ min-
utes and numerous loops 
through the automated sys-
tem could never actually get 
to a person.  In desperation, 
I called back and chose the 
option for “becoming a 
customer.”   BINGO… a 
person answered in under 6 
seconds!  And they were 
NOT able to answer my 
complex issue, but immedi-
ately transferred me to 
another Customer Service 
Representative (CSR) who 
was able to deal with the 
issue.  Unfortunately, my 
attitude had been seriously 
soured by the inappropri-
ateness of the system.  The 
message to the caller: “if 
you represent new busi-

Child’s play? NO WAY!!  Harness-
ing appropriate work flow and 
technology that are customer-
friendly is a difficult challenge. 
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“Our business 
culture has 
drastically 
changed over 
the last decade, 
but has it been 
for the better?” 

When a customer, supplier or 
employee calls your business, what 
is their first impression? 



computer screen.  People 
want to build relationships 
with people, not machines.  
Use the computer as an 
enabling tool, a replacement 
for quill pens and parch-
ment.  If you use an inter-
net-based order processing 
or customer service system, 
be certain that it flows 
properly through your sys-
tems.  Give people an op-
tion to get to a human be-
ing! 
7. DON’T create “black 
holes” in which the cus-
tomer gets lost in a tech-
nology maze.   Make certain 
there is a way for a caller to 
get to an answer… or a 
person. 
8. DON’T provide web-
access that frustrates a cus-
tomer.  Make sure that in-
formation is accurate and 
timely.  And, if you pro-
mote “you can expect a 
reply within one business 
day” be certain to provide 
it. 
9. DON’T use e-mail as a 
substitute for dialogue… it 
doesn’t work.  Some situa-
tions require contact and 
interaction, especially if they 
are of a sensitive nature.  
More importantly, email 
sometimes presents a crisp, 
demeaning, or negative tone 
even though it may not be 
intended that way.  Remem-
ber emails are written 
documentation and can and 
will be used in any manner 
that the recipient sees fit! 
10. DON’T treat salespeo-
ple, suppliers or other con-
tacts other than the way 
you would treat a customer 
or the way you would want 
to be treated.  EVERY con-
tact is a potential customer, 

 
and where you want to take 
it.  In other words, know 
where you want your ship 
to sail… and why.  Get it 
down to a mantra that eve-
ryone in your Company  
can repeat, without fail.  
Remember, if it can’t be 
articulated, than it isn’t un-
derstood.  For example, if 
you want to be known as 
“having the best service” in 
the business, how do you 
define “best service”?  How 
do your customers define 
it?  What is really important 
to them? 
2. DO establish core 
measurements for deter-
mining if your objectives are 
being met.  The value of 
understanding what your 
performance factors are 
before a change can’t be 
underestimated.  It’s a fun-
damental set of questions 
to answer: where are we 
today (current state), what 
results do we expect to 
achieve (target outcome), 
have we reached our objec-
tive (target –vs- actual).  If 
you cannot measure a re-
sult, then your project is 
less likely to have significant 
impact on your business.  If 
the objective is outstanding 

customer service, do we 
measure number of calls 
per hour, or customer sat-
isfaction with each call? 
3. DO insist that any 
technology-based 
(customer facing) solution 
be designed from the cus-
tomer’s perspective.  In all 
of the frustrating experi-
ences that we’ve experi-
enced, the common thread 
is a failure to take the cus-
tomer’s view of the transac-
tion.  All of the right com-
ponents are usually embed-
ded in the solution, but the 
business process or work 
flow has failed to meet ex-
pectation.  Design work-
flows that are capable of 
handling exceptions.  Too 
often they are “forgotten” 
and result in poor customer 
service. 
4. DO establish detailed 
plans that are continuously 
monitored for progress 
against the defined meas-
urements.  Typically, cost 
and time are tracked, but 
results against targeted out-
comes are overlooked.   A 
slight delay in a project 
might result in a better so-
lution when the decisions 
are made in the context of 
desired outcomes. 
5. DON’T use technology 
as a tool to screen your 
calls or enquiries.  AL-
WAYS respond to EVERY 
phone call and e-mail in a 
timely manner.  If someone 
takes the time to call you, 
make them feel important 
by returning their call… 
even if you leave a message.  
Voice mail systems can be a 
terrific tool when properly 
used. 
6. DON’T hide behind a 
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if not today, then tomor-
row.  
11. DON’T ignore com-
plaints about your “system.”  
Outsiders are the best re-
sources for learning about 
limitations that might be 
overlooked by yourself and 
your people.  Take all com-
ments as constructive, not 
personal. 
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GGGETETET V V VALUEALUEALUE   
 

T he day and age of 
throwing dollars at 

technology without under-
standing the dynamics and 
long-term needs of the 
business are over. Don’t 
place your business at risk 
unnecessarily.  Consider the 
implications to customers, 
employees, and the com-
pany mission. In fact, think 
of all people, regardless of 
their relationship with your 
Company, as customers.  
Ultimately, your business 
can nurture change… and 
thrive. 
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T his year is proving to be 
a financial challenge for 

consumers and businesses 
alike.  Loss of discretionary 
spending in the U.S., a result 
of rising energy and food 
costs, are cramping spend-
ing.  Many businesses con-
tinue to have a backlog of 
needs from the tight spend-
ing of the past few years, but 
continue to agonize over 
investment decisions.  Rising 
healthcare costs and per-
ceived uncertainty in the 
markets appear to be con-
tinuing the cycle of delay. 

 

As hard as its been, the 
strong have survived, albeit 
with much pain and little or 
no gain.  “My sales volume is 
up 6% over last year, yet my 
margins are down,” com-
plained one distributor in a 
meeting last month.  “I’m 
just not making any money 
this year.  We’re working 
harder and longer, carrying 
vast inventories, and just 
can’t seem to get in front of 
the challenges.”  Sound fa-
miliar? 

 

Buying a new computer 
system (ERP, CRM, and 
other alphabet soup) won’t 
do much to improve return 
on investment unless the 
business changes the way it 
operates.  And change is 
painful.  Having the right 
inventory at the right time 
for the right customer re-
quires us to change 
“business as usual.” 

 

We recently saw a distribu-
tor implement a system and 
continue to have inventory 
management issues.  They 
failed to take advantage of a 
key opportunity: treat in-
ventory in four distribution 
centers as a total pool. The 
“old mentality” prevailed: 
we only ship from the facil-
ity closest to the customer.  
The challenge was exacer-
bated by the policy that 
mandated “no partial ship-
ments or backorders.”  
Imagine the challenges that 
have to be overcome: move 
away from local account 
ownership while retaining 
“personal service;” trusting 
that another facility will 
actually pick and ship the 
right parts to “my cus-

tomer;” segregating Order 
Entry from Order Fulfill-
ment taking advantage of 
multiple facilities behaving 
as one.  The list goes on.   

 

If you are considering new 
systems, follow these four 
steps to success:  

1. Look how your work-
flow needs to change 
to better serve cus-
tomers;   

2. Consider how employ-
ees will be affected and 
their jobs changed;  

3. Build a qualified team 
and acquire an experi-
enced project manager 
who understands how 
the business needs to 
change, not just the 
computer system;  

4. Be willing to reject “old 
thinking” and “old 
ways.” 

 

It’s not easy.  The time to 
change is when business is 
tough.  Everyone won’t do 
it.  Those that do will have 
stronger companies and 
yield better returns. 
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Explore how your Company may be 
alienating customers, suppliers and 
employees.  Websites, Phones, Order 
Processing Systems and how you operate 
make a long lasting impression.  Avoid the 
pitfalls of using technology inappropriately.  
Get more value from your investment in 
customer-facing systems. 

“If it doesn’t improve share-
holder or stakeholder value,  if it 
doesn’t improve customer 
(constituent) relationships or 
value, then why do it?” 

“Buying a new com-
puter system won’t do 
much to improve re-
turn on investment 
unless the business 
changes the way it op-
erates.” 


