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Seven Habits of Highly Effective Process Managers 

Habit 1: Know Your Customers and Their Voice  

By Uwe H Kaufmann 

 

‘Ting’ is a sophisticated traditional Chinese 
character that exemplifies the most im-
portant activity related to customer service 
in an impressive way: Listening. The old 
Chinese already knew that when listening 
with your ears you better treat the speaker 
as a king, focus wholeheartedly with 100% 
attention.  

Only by doing so you learn about your cus-
tomers’ requirements, the mentioned ones 
and – often more important – the unsaid. 

It was early evening when I received one of these customer survey calls everyone experi-

ences once in a while. The timing was not perfect however I decided to help this poor chap 
on the phone who was just trying to do his job for his bank. Patiently did I listen to his ques-
tions trying to give him my honest rating on a scale from 1 to 10. Before we started, I had 
already decided that my average rating would be around 7. This does not make someone 
loosing face and still shows some room for improvement. Since the questions did not really 
touch anything that had to do with my banking experience but did rather circle around the 
brand value of his bank, I lost some interest. Nevertheless I installed some variation by going 
down to 5 and up to even 9 for some questions.  

Only when he finally touched an area that had to do with my recent banking experience, I 
woke up, gave him a rather low rating and wanted to explain why. His answer was: ‘Sorry, I 
am not really from this bank. I am calling from a call centre and I am not able and needed to 
gather your verbatim feedback.’ 

Customer surveys are means of listening to the customer. Unfortunately, when you survey a 
customer he is often not in the mood to give his feedback because he is disturbed in the 
middle of something more important – which is nearly everything. When you then engage a 
call agent – who gets paid by number of calls completed in a certain timeframe – you have 
two people who are not interested in talking to each other completing a call that would be 
used to derive strategy, improvement actions or OD interventions. What do you think is the 
result of this? 

Another time, I had a rather unpleasant experience with one of our banks and their incorrect 
statements. I sat down, took time to write a pretty detailed explanation of what happened. 
The bank contacted me and promised to look into the matter. Some days later they apolo-
gised and said that this was an IT issue that would be fixed with the next release. Good.  

Customer complaints related to real events are much better in quality and usually indeed 
useful for both, fixing the problem and improving the system. Research in the German finan-
cial sector has shown that these complaints commonly reveal only the tip of the iceberg. Be-
hind each complaint you should expect 25 similar unpleasant events with customers who do 
not complain. They may just walk. 

And, think about how much you pay for the surveys. Complaints come for free! 

 
Figure 1: Traditional Chinese Character Ting. English: Listen 
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Best Practices 

When I joined GE Capital many years ago, one message got hard-wired in my genes from 
the beginning: the customer comes first. Before Jack Welch started his famous Six Sigma 
initiative, GE installed a thorough system for collecting and analysing the voice of the cus-
tomer that was usually scattered all over the place. Every Six Sigma project presentation we 
did not start with the voice of the customer was prompted by our SVP with the question: 
‘And, how does this relate to our customers?’ Another best-selling question by our SVP was 
‘Do you THINK this is what the customers want or did you actually ASK them?’ Both ques-
tions needed to be answered with specifics, with facts. Commonplaces would not be accept-
ed. Never before or after have I seen this kind of rigour in another company.  

David, the MD of a medium-sized supplier company for the petrochemical industry in Jakarta, 
meets his direct reports every morning at 0800 for a very short update. He used to ask ques-
tions like ‘Everything ok? Anything new?’ until he found that something is missing in his com-
pany: the focus on the customer. Therefore, he decided to change this daily routine. He now 
starts the day with one question: ‘How is the voice of the customer?’ His team needs to men-
tion not only issues raised by clients or observed by his staff. They also need to come with 
short-term and long-term solution ideas. Every day! Since they started this habit, they 
learned a lot more about their clients. In this company, the meaning of voice of the customer 
is in the bloodstream. They listen with 100% attention – and act.  

In the Singapore blood bank, nursing staff together with Red Cross continuously work on 
improving the level of customer service. They know that every donor who does not return 
means a lost blood bag that could be vital for a patient in one of the hospitals. Therefore, 
nurses and their colleagues do not rely on written customer surveys. They contact their do-
nors in order to listen wholeheartedly to donors’ needs, to understand their concerns and to 
be able to serve them better. Although being a government agency, they display an excep-
tional level of dedication and customer focus that would do good to any private organisation. 

Conclusion 

Talking about the importance of the customer once in a while and running some surveys 
from time to time is not good enough to really serve them better. In order to achieve this you 
need to change the behaviour of your team members. It is necessary to install some habits. 

Make it a habit, like David, to ask in your meetings with your team members ‘What is our cus-
tomers’ voice? What have you done to serve our customers better?’ And, make it a habit to 
start the talk with your own story to highlight how you have improved the level of customer 
service.  

If you cannot answer these questions positively every week, check whether you have spent 
your time wisely. 
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