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Customer Support

Part |: Eight Key Indicators That Your
Organization Requires Reengineering
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provement, staffing models, and change man-
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Editor’s Note: Say tuned this year for
Dave's insight on the topic of
“ Reengineering Customer Support”
via a new column series. Dave's ex-
pertise in customer support is un-
matched, so if you're in the industry,
you' [l want to turn to his pages.

eengineering is not a
simple, easy process that
every company should per-
form. Itisanintense, com-
plex, and often painful journey. How-
ever, the result can be aquantum-leap
improvement in servicelevels, service
quality, and acoinciding improvement
in efficiency that reduces operating ex-
penses. Thistypeof dramaticimprove-
ment only can come from equally dra-
matic change. However, changecan be
very difficult, and not every organiza-
tion is capable of surviving the stress
of reengineering—nor does every or-
ganization need the compl ete makeover
that isreengineering. Therefore, each
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company should consider their situa-
tion carefully and weigh the potential
benefitsvs. the effort and cost before
embarking on reengineering.

What Is Reengineering, and
Why Do Companies Do It?
Firdt, let’ sbe clear on what reengineer-
ing is...and what it isn't. Reengi-
neering means completely rethinking
the work processes. It means starting
with ablank date and designing new
processesthat will achievethe desired
goa inthe most efficient manner pos-
sible. Reengineering is a term that
emerged in the late 19805/early 1990s,
when many companies on the brink of
failure used reengineering to reinvent
themselves—in order to survive. It be-
came so popular that many companies
embarked upon poorly planned and
poorly managed reengineering efforts,
seeking those quantum-leap improve-
ments. The result was a high rate of
failure, and reengineering got a bad
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reputation asaresult.

But reengineering has been mak-
ing acomeback, and it isno longer just
asurvival tool for companiesthat are
in trouble. In fact, companies that
reengineer whilein a positive growth
mode may experience severa benefits.
By becoming more efficient, they can
dow the hiring frenzy and reduce costs.
Customerstypically receive better ser-
vice and are more satisfied. And em-
ployees often find that reengineered
work ismore satisfying and less stress-
ful, which improves productivity and
reduces turnover. Reengineering is
good business.

Reengineering iswhat many sup-
port organizations require to achieve
their goals. For the purpose of thisdis-
cussion, it doesn’t matter whether you
have agenera goal, such asto become
world-class, or well-defined objectives,
such asto deliver specific, high levels
of serviceto your customers at area
sonable (and aso well-defined) ex-
pense to the company. The issue for
many isthat they never will be success-
ful until they stop patching the old pro-
cess and design aclean, new process.
While many companies try to make
improvementsthrough incremental ad-
justments, the processes often are so
broken or require such radical changes
that incremental adjustments do not
deliver satisfactory improvement. In
fact, when acompany’ s process model
is S0 broken asto require reengineering,
it is common to see them continually
pouring money into improvement ef-
fortsthat deliver minimal results.

Isthe need to reengineer asign that
acompany has done something wrong
or made a mistake? Not necessarily.
Most companiesrequire reengineering
after they have experienced aperiod of
substantial growth and the processes
and tools did not keep pace with that
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growth. This could be long, slow
growth or overnight success. It doesn’t
matter. They’ ve simply outgrown pro-
cessesthat onceworkedfine.

When the evolution of a support
organization does not keep pace with
therest of the company, it doesn’t take
long before support istoo far behind
to catch up through normal, incremen-
tal improvement efforts. When a
company’ smarket expansion, saleslev-
els, new product introductions, and
other key business functions have
grown at a rate substantially greater
than the evol ution of the support orga-
nization, you have asituation that likely
can benefit from reengineering.

Please note that | said the evolu-
tion of the support organization, not
the gronth. There' s an important dis-
tinction, because an organization that
grows without evolving probably is
becoming less and less efficient. That
problem typically manifestsitself asa
support organization growing at arate
faster than the rest of the company,
while servicelevelsor customer satis-
faction levelsdecline.

As companies grow, their support
operations become more complex. New
products, new modules, and multiple
revisionsin use by the customer base
are just afew of the factors that add
complexity to thejob of providing cus-
tomer support. The processes that
worked fine when the company was
smaller typically are not adequate as
the company grows. A support opera-
tion must adapt constantly, or it even-
tually will become obsolete.

Many companies observe the
symptoms of a support organizationin
trouble and then attempt to repair it
through a series of fixes, e.g., reorga-
ni zations, restructurings, outsourcing,
new call-tracking tools, knowledge
management tools, charge-for-support

programs, and other effortsto“ stop the
bleeding.” However, treating symp-
toms doesn’t cure the ailment. Patch-
ing doesn’t solvethefundamental prob-
lem. Y ou must identify and repair the
root cause.

Eight Key Indicators

It generally doesn’t require an in-depth
analysisto determine that an organiza-
tion is broken enough to requireama-
jor overhaul. The in-depth analysisis
actualy Step 2 and will confirm the
initid prognosis. (Note: That' sthe next
column in this series)) The key indica-
tors, or symptoms, usually are easy to
identify. The following are questions
to consider when determining whether
your organization requires and can ben-
efit from reengineering.

1. Arecustomers*goingaround”

the process? Arethey cdlinginonthe
direct dia number of support engineers
or asking for specific people? Arethey
using e-mail to contact a support engi-
neer directly rather than calling in and
following the standard process? Are
they trying to bypass or circumvent the
processin some other way? If so, these
are clear signsthat the existing process
does not meet the customers' expecta-
tions. If aprocessworks (i.e., provides
alevel of servicethat meets customer
needs), then customers generally will
be satisfied and adhere to the process.
But when the process isn’t working,
you'll hear complaints and/or you'll
notice many instancesin which custom-
ersare going around the processto get
what they want.

2. Arecustomersseriously dissat-
isfied with the speed and/or quality
of service? Y ou don’t need to neces-
sarily perform aformal customer sat-
isfaction survey in order to determine
if aproblemexists. If customersareun-
happy, they usualy will let you know.



Do the CEO and other senior manag-
ers get frequent complaints? Do com-
plaints outhnumber compliments? Does
line management spend a significant
portion of their time dealing with “ hot
sites,” irate callers, or other forms of
customer dissatisfaction? Have you
developed a specia process for han-
dling complaints or employed a person
specifically for following up on com-
plaints? If the answer to any of these
guestionsisyes, you haveamajor is-
sue that likely is impacting customer
loyaty, whichin turnimpacts company
revenue and profitability.

3. Areyour employeessatisfied? If
the processisn’t smooth, it creates a
situation whereit’ sdifficult for people
to be successful. Most people want to
do their jobswell, and a poor process
will frustrate them. People don't like
working in frustrating, unrewarding, or
stressful situations. A poor process
thereforeresultsin low moral and high
turnover. Also, it’ sdifficult for people
who feel this way about their jobs to
provide good levels of customer ser-
vice. While good people will try hard,
their frustration and inability to get the
job done efficiently eventualy will fil-
ter through to customers. If you want
to know what your customer satisfac-
tion level will be six monthsfrom now,
measure your employee satisfaction
today.

4. Arethere observable flaws in
the current process? Does each step
of the process add value? Organiza-
tions often include steps in their pro-
cessesthat really don't add value. One
of the most common is a dispatch or
other front-end group that takesacall,
collects some information, logs the
case, and then routesthe call. What is
their purpose? What value do they add
from the customer’ s perspective? Usu-
aly, they serve only asabuffer for the

support engineers (who don’'t want
to take calls live) or as a mechanism
to avoid having customers on hold
waiting for an available engineer. If
these people aren’t part of the prob-
lem resolution process; that is, if they
don’t have somelikelihood of resolv-
ing the issue, then they probably are
an unnecessary step.

Another common flaw is sorting
calsinto many small groups. Thein-
tent isto get the call to the expert and
improve the resolve rate. However, this
can result in overstaffing and/or poor
response times (long hold times) due
to the inherent inefficiency of this
model. Reengineering can correct these
process flaws by delivering better ser-
vice at areduced cost.

5. Doyouhavea“onesizefitsall”

support model? Most companies have
avariety of customer typeswith avari-

ety of needs. If al customers are re-

quired to be serviced in the sameway,

many will be dissatisfied. Some cus-
tomersdemand higher level sof service
and arewilling to pay for it. Other cus-
tomersare more salf-sufficient and sm-
ply want toolsor accesstoinformation.
If you have only one service program,
you probably are missing revenue op-
portunities with some customers and
irritating others.

6. Hastheorganization been try-
ing to usetechnology toimprove ser-

vicelevels? Technology isagreat en-
abler, and many processimprovements
require new technology. However, tech-
nology on top of existing processes
generally provides only incremental
improvement (if any). When | see an
organization spending large sums of
money to add lots of automation, | usu-
ally find that they really need to look at
the core process model. When you au-
tomate a poor process model, you may
achieve some improvement. Unfortu-

nately, you miss the bigger improve-
ment opportunity that comes from
reengineering the process and using
technol ogy to enable that new process.
7. Doestheheadcount match the
workload (and performance)?
There are a number of methods for
estimating the required headcount for
a given amount of work, including
workforce management software
products. If you drop an organi-
zation's workload into one of these
tools, and it determines that the re-
quired staffing is substantialy less
than is currently being applied, there
is an opportunity. Or if the current
staffing should be capable of deliver-
ing great service, but it isn't, then
there is an opportunity.

8. Do the operational metrics
stack up against industry bench-
mar ks? Arethey within the*“normal”
range? If any key metric seems inap-
propriate, a problem likely exists.
When two or more metrics are out of
range, it meansyou need to drill down
and identify the problem. It's very
important to understand that opera-
tional metrics, like most of what I’ ve
described in the previous paragraphs,
are symptoms and are not the real
problems. Y ou don't fix poor perfor-
mance metrics; you must fix the un-
derlying cause.

When you know what to look for,
the signs are observed easily. When
you notice symptoms, you must sus-
pect problems. A single problem can
manifest itself as multiple symptoms.
Keep in mind, however, that a single
symptom can mean several different
things...so don’t make assumptions!
You must identify the root cause.

Conclusion

If al of thetelltale signs are apparent,
even if there appears to be a mgjor
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opportunity for the company to ben-
efit from reengineering, another step
isrequired. Before launching areengi-
neering project, a company aways
should perform a thorough opera-
tional assessment. The operational as-
sessment validates (or nullifies) the
initial hypothesis. It determines the
root causes of theidentified problems,
estimates the level of effort required
to correct those problems, and then
predicts the benefits and ROI. No
company should embark on areengi-
neering effort if they haven't done
this preliminary cost/benefit analysis.
Please look for the next installment
on this series, which will discuss how
to perform athorough operationa as-
sessment. ¥
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