Total Customer Satisfaction links Quality and Operational Excellence

-by Jay Watson

About a decade ago, several senior executives of General Electric, a company recognized for its focus on the Customer, discussed their thoughts on Customer satisfaction. Those thoughts are just as valid today as they were then. What follows is a compilation of those ideas as it relates to satisfying Customers and achieving profitability.

There is no doubt that TCS (Total Customer Satisfaction) will be the discriminator for success in the 2000’s. Those who deliver it will win; those who don’t will fail. Improved Customer satisfaction will also have a differential impact on our profitability, because it’s Customer retention that drives higher levels of margin, and follow-on sales and service. All this without the added cost associated with the acquisition of new customers. Even the newly revised ISO 9001 standards have placed the emphasis on enhancing Customer Satisfaction and continually improving all Business practices and processes.

Because of the follow-on potential associated with long-term Customer relationships, even small changes in Customer retention rates drive large changes in profit. Loyal Customers do have a quantifiable value! If you don’t believe this concept, we might as well stop here, because we will never deliver the results and profitability numbers our business demands. Improving Customer satisfaction will result in better financial returns!

Where does quality fit into this picture? Quality drives excellence through a company-wide commitment to higher levels of performance. Sharing best practices and efficient and effective processes -not only in the Manufacturing arenas – but also in all aspects of the Business, is key.  Engineering and new product development, administrative services and transactional processes, Accounting, HR, IT, Finance, Sales and Marketing – no function is exempt from improvement! 

With the speed of change in today’s market, we can’t be satisfied with isolated islands of excellence here and there.  There must be a company-wide commitment from the top down and from the bottom up to quality. The ‘inspiration to improve’ is accomplished through people at all levels of the business – ultimately from supplier to customer – whether they be internal to the organization or the external Customer – whom ultimately pays the bill.  What’s most important to the Customer? On-time delivery, product performance, and post sales service and responsiveness. There can be no question that quality has a role in each of these areas…but at what cost? Can we drive quality without reducing near-term profitability? The answer is YES! - Because when quality drives Customer Satisfaction and productivity at the same time, profitability will not only be sustained, but also greatly enhanced. 

Here’s how GE summarized it, “Total quality, through improvements in consistency, not only drive improvements directly into the product, delivery and service, but is also the critical linkage through productivity to margin improvement. Productivity is no more, no less, than real margin improvements year on year; as you achieve it you can either fund increased product development for improved performance of your products or offer lower prices to increase customer value and satisfaction.”

How does a world-class organization do it? Tightly controlled inputs and (ever improving) processes will result in a quality product, a quality product will result in a satisfied Customer, and a satisfied Customer will result in profit and market share.

 Two examples: 

· A controlled and standardized process throughout the entire value stream from receipt of order to customer delivery will result in cycle time reduction, improved yield, reduced field installation problems; reduced Warranty costs…a satisfied Customer, and more profit. 

· Inculcate the philosophy known as NOAC (Next Operation As Customer).  If each person in a manufacturing cell assumes a customer/supplier relationship with every other person in the cell, and they each demand quality from one another…the results will be shorten cycle times, less rework, a satisfied Customer, and more profit. 

Therefore, whatever part of the business process you are involved in; at a particular time in that process you are either a customer or a supplier of a product or a service. The strength of that process chain is as strong as its weakest “supplier” link.

How do we get there? 

· Change the culture; accept nothing but perfection, strive for excellence!

· Business-wide commitment to quality from the top down and the bottom up

· Make it safer, better and faster (Safety, Quality, Speed)

· Take ownership of the process; you are both a supplier and a customer

· Open communication channels and patterns; encourage listening to the facts and ‘over communicate’ the vision, goals, and objectives of Operational Excellence

· Set high expectations – raise the bar - and rise to the challenge of surpassing the goal

· Instill a sense of urgency; the competition is out there

· Develop at the organizational level an understanding of process capability and why it’s important to measure, visibly monitor, and continually improve

· Use the most demanding customer to set the standard

· Rise above the competition through continually sharing best practices that a ‘Lean’ enterprise and ‘six-sigma’ culture can truly achieve

· Finally, this takes people, passion, process, and leadership working together!

Epiphany !  - live in the Customer’s world.  Tie Customer Satisfaction to profitability. 

Lastly, leverage your cultural strengths, your results orientation, and spirited competitiveness in making your organization known worldwide as the company that lives with its Customer.  An organization set apart from the competition through Total Customer Satisfaction.  Truly an industry leader!
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