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Customer Service: Back to Basics Is Better
by Doug Clark

"Not customer service again! We tried training, but it didn't work. Besides, we don't have the money for customer
service programs in these tough times!"

Sound familiar?

Attention to customer service seems to ebb and flow with the economic cycle. We seem to pay attention to the issue
when budgets are flush, but when financial times are tough, customer service initiatives are often among the first to
go.

Working on customer service is actually more important in tough times than when revenues are flowing. These are the
times when employees may be handling more than their usual workload, salaries and benefits are stagnant, and
morale is difficult to maintain. This can translate into customer service problems and employee attitudes that are
damaging to the organization's reputation.

How can you work on customer service during difficult economic times?

Although this author has worked with many organizations to set up customer service initiatives, you can do this
without consulting services! (Did I really say that?) In the long run, the most successful programs are run by the
organization without an overreliance on consultants. The "How to Start" section of this article will give you some
suggestions on beginning and maintaining an in-house customer service initiative.

The message here is not new: Customer service is an impressive tool and model for cultural change in organizations
seeking continuous quality improvement. Whatever tool you use for building a culture that values quality, however,
you have to preach it, walk it, talk it, and stick with it. As managers, I think we have become too fickle in this regard.
When the next management guru releases a book, we flock to that approach and leave behind some of the basics.
The customer service initiative offered in this article is the result of years of work with public sector organizations.
Through study, research, implementation, mistakes, and trial and error as a department head, city manager, and
consultant to local governments, this author has found some basic concepts that actually work.

Programs based just on teaching employees to smile and be pleasant almost always end in failure. These skills are short-lived, if good
employees are working in flawed systems.

NOT JUST TRAINING, AND NOT A FAD
Most organizations approach customer service as purely a training issue. Although there are aspects of a customer
service initiative that relate to specific skills, the issue is a much broader one than that. Customer service is a way of life
and a part of the culture of successful organizations. Programs based just on teaching employees to smile and be
pleasant almost always end in failure. These skills are short-lived, if good employees are working in flawed systems.
Employees have learned that managers often skip from one new idea to the next, latching onto the latest flavor of the
month. "Management by fad" has become a major problem. Staff members learn to outwait their managers, playing
along with the new ideas knowing the bosses will move on to something new in a while. If they just wait long enough,
they can go back to business as usual.

We need to break this cycle. But because we have done so well in training employees to wait for a fad to pass, a
customer service initiative process can take time to mature and take root. Before the culture will really change, all
employees have to understand and truly accept that:

The customer service initiative is not a fad.

--->
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Managers and supervisors are serious about the issue and have developed a constancy of purpose regarding customer
service.
Top managers of the organization talk about customer service, talk again about customer service, and talk even more
about customer service.
There will be accountability for meeting customer service standards.
Promotions will be based on technical skills as well as on a commitment to customers. Just having survived long
enough is not a sufficient reason for an employee to get moved into the next level or position.
Continued employment will be tied directly to positive customer service attitudes.
The local government is serious about addressing roadblocks that get in the way of employees' providing good
customer service.
Managers understand that rewards, recognition, and celebrating success are integral parts of excellent employee
relations, which lead to excellent internal and external customer service.

Many organizations and managers are looking for easy instructions and how-to manuals for improving customer service. Unfortunately, there
is no "Customer Service in 10 Easy Lessons" cookie-cutter formula. Improving customer service is not a linear process with easy-to-follow
instructions.

The most successful private sector organizations have established that employees cannot and will not give good
external customer service unless they are receiving excellent internal customer service. If external expectations are
raised without fixing internal systems, the effort will probably fail, the public will be disappointed, and the situation may
get worse than when the organization started the Initiative. As a result, the approach described here advocates a
process that starts with internal service and with listening closely to employee issues and concerns.

SUSTAINING THE INITIATIVE
No customer service trainer can wave a wand and ensure sustainable customer service improvement, no matter what
claims are made. These changes have to be sustained from within the organization. For customer service to become a
part of the organizational structure, several things have to take place in addition to acceptance of the principles listed
previously.

The approach this author supports is broader than providing training in customer service or than presenting specific
skill training. The objective is to develop a core of employees trained in the basics, so that the message will continue
after the training is finished.

Most important, this approach establishes systems to reinforce and guide the customer service initiative and the
philosophy of continuous quality improvement. Organizational committees, as well as internal department teams, are
important in sustaining customer service improvement. They need to recognize the fundamental keys to sustainability.

Committees and internal teams should communicate expectations for supervisors and mid-managers, who are critical
to improvements in customer service efforts. If front-line employees are to be empowered to make more decisions for
the customer at the lowest level in the local government, then supervisors must support and provide help for them.

Consider reversing the organizational pyramid. Customer service initiatives can and probably should turn the pyramid
upside down. Supervisors should be trained to focus on assisting their employees to do their jobs better, rather than
on controlling subordinates and second-guessing their decisions.

Tolerance for mistakes and risk taking should rise. This does not suggest that front-line employees break laws or
violate policies. In any organization, there are multiple ways of accomplishing customer needs. Employees need to be
encouraged and empowered to find solutions. If an employee makes a decision that is not exactly what the supervisor
would have chosen, this discrepancy needs to be addressed as a learning experience, not as an opportunity to impose
a sentence. Developing a culture where employees feel comfortable in questioning rules, regulations, and procedures
is a step forward. Laws and policies are not perfect. They do not fit every situation. Even when something does not
make sense, employees cannot break local laws. Organizations can strive to develop a culture, however, where
employees feel comfortable in bringing these anomalies to the attention of the appropriate people and in becoming
customer advocates for common sense.

Some employees may hide behind rulebooks. They may use this approach for a variety of reasons. They might have
experienced pain in the past for making "mistakes"; they may be looking for the easy way out, or they may just like
being authoritarian. Anyone can learn a rulebook and quote from the commandments. But both management and
front-line employees are paid to think, use common sense, and make reasonable judgments.

Recognizing the importance of front-line employees, who answer phones and greet the public at the counters, is
crucial. These employees set the tone for all future contacts with a local government. If the public has a good
experience with these employees, half the battle is won. These employees must be supported, trained, and valued.
Unfortunately, these positions are often the lowest-paid, least desirable, and least esteemed positions in the
organization.

The newest employee often ends up at the front counter and, after becoming proficient, cannot wait to move on to a
higher-paying, better job. Providing an ongoing support or focus group for these employees is critical to keep in
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touch with the issues they are facing and to demonstrate a willingness to respond quickly with solutions to their
problems. Some localities are recognizing the importance of these front-line employees and are enhancing their
prestige and pay in order to attract and retain the best people for these critical "first impression" jobs.

Exceptional customer service does not just happen. All organizations, whether public or private, have to work on customer service all the time.
It is not something that you fix and then ignore.

Top management, including the elected body, would do well to support these concepts. Even if supervisors and mid-
managers adopt the concepts outlined, the project will not be sustainable unless employees see top managers and/or
elected officials embrace these principles. Employees often mirror the behavior they see from top officials.

Employees will try to implement their newfound skills in making customer-friendly decisions because the vast majority
of them want to help the public. This approach will quickly falter, however, if these keys to sustainability are not
championed. Employees will quickly revert to safe behaviors like hiding behind rulebooks if they find themselves
"beaten up" over attempts to make decisions that aid the customer.

If customer service is seen as hollow platitudes from managers and supervisors, the project will not be ongoing. If
training is not provided to front-line employees, and if their roadblocks are not addressed, the chances of success are
questionable.

HOW TO START?
Local governments and managers are often looking for easy instructions and how-to manuals for improving customer
service. Unfortunately, there is no "Customer Service in 10 Easy Lessons" cookie-cutter formula. Improving customer
service is not a linear process with easy-to-follow instructions. There are, however, basic concepts outlined in a plan
that can be used as a reliable guide.

Each organization, department, or division may find that one of these concepts is the best starting point for the
transformation process. One department, for example, may find that establishing a mission, values, and vision
statement is a critical first step. Another entity may decide that its hiring practices need to be the first change. One of
the first steps is to evaluate a work unit according to nine basic elements outlined later in this article.

WHAT MUST THE COORDINATING COMMITTEE DO?
Furthermore, successful organizations have found that an ongoing customer service initiative requires a coordinating
committee. Employees who are appointed to this committee must be the stars of the organization. This is not a
committee for employees who need remedial training on customer service. Appointees must be recognized in their
work units as the most skilled in providing exemplary customer service.

The committee must also represent all levels of the organization. If the committee is just composed of top managers,
credibility with front-line employees will be reduced.

Assignment to the committee should be for approximately two years, with half the committee rotating off every year.
Longer appointments can be considered if warranted. The reasons for the rotation are to collect new ideas from new
participants and to give employees a rest from this specific responsibility. The committee becomes the central point for
customer service in the division, department, or organization. It should be emphasized that committee members do
not undertake all of the work. An individual member may take responsibility for a particular work effort, but the
expectation is that ad hoc groups will be formed to work with the committee member.

If a work unit decides that hiring practices need to be reviewed, for example, a committee member might take on this
project. An ad hoc committee might be formed with a representative from the human resources department, several
supervisors in the work unit, a front-line employee, and/or others interested in the subject. And this group might work
on solutions that the committee member could take back to the full committee for discussion and action.

THE BASIC ELEMENTS OF CUSTOMER SERVICE

If  customer service is seen as hollow platitudes from managers and supervisors, the project will not be sustainable. If training is not provided to
front-line employees, and if their roadblocks are not addressed, the chances of success are questionable.

From my experience, these are the nine fundamentals of customer service:

Mission and value statements. Have these been developed? If so, who participated? How are they being used and
communicated? Is customer service an integral part of the mission?
Assimilation. Has the customer service culture been spread to every nook and cranny of the local government? How
can it be integrated into other systems? Are forms, procedures, laws, and policies tested on customers and users first?
Is the customer thought about when new ideas are being generated? Have the mission and value statements been
assimilated into the culture?
Hiring practices. Are the right people being hired in the first place? Does the system provide for ways for applicants to
opt out of the system if they do not fit the customer service ethic desired by the local government? Are job flyers
oriented to the pay and benefits or to the qualitative requirements of the job and the locality? Are interviews structured
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with "real" customer service questions, scenarios, role-plays, and the like? Are mission and value statements being
considered in developing job specifications, job announcements, and similar tools?
Feedback. How do you know if your customer service is good, bad, or indifferent? How do your employees know if
their performance meets your expectations on customer service? Have you developed multiple mechanisms by which
employees, customers, and citizens can give feedback? Is feedback seen as a search for the guilty or as a way of
reinforcing positives and correcting glitches in systems? Are suggestions viewed as opportunities, or are they received
defensively?
Standards. If employees are to be held accountable for customer service performance, have they been told what the
standards are? Have standards been established that are specific enough to be measured? Have employees had a
chance to provide input on these standards?
Training. Are employees given regular opportunities to be trained on subjects that will enhance their customer service
skills? Is there a training standard and program requiring a minimum number of hours for employees?
Winning attitudes. Are problems viewed as opportunities to gain more loyal clients/citizens through remarkable service
and responsiveness or as just another burden? Is "playing" and humor allowed in the workplace? Are employees "there"
with customers, minute by minute, or are they distracted, bothered, and annoyed? Are customers an interruption or an
opportunity?
Support. Does the culture support risk taking, encourage decisions that are customer-friendly, and accept questioning
of the impacts of laws, procedures, and rules? Are employees equipped with the best technology? Can an employee
make a mistake without triggering the Inquisition? Are there family-friendly benefits and an acknowledgment that
employees have lives away from the workplace? Do supervisors support front-line employees' being sent to training, or
are they always seen as too busy to be let off for classes?
Celebration and recognition. When there is success, is it celebrated? Are employees recognized for their efforts? Are
simple "atta-boys" and "atta-girls" part of the culture? Are there both monetary and nonmonetary reward systems?

MAINTAINING THE EFFORT
Providing service to customers is the basic reason for the existence of public entities. So, why is it necessary to work
on the issue at all? Of course, public employees are supposed to provide good service. That's what they are paid to
do.

It is not that simple, however. Exceptional customer service does not just happen. All organizations, whether public or
private, have to work on customer service all the time. It is not something that you fix and then ignore. Establishing a
culture of customer service in your organization does not end with this initiative. It is an ongoing effort and a
fundamental part of a continuous quality process. I would be interested to know if you do try out the basics described
here and find them useful. PM

Doug Clark is president of DKC Associates, Escondido, California (dkclark@dkclark.com), and is a former
city manager of Escondido.

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.
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Ethics
DAUNTING PROFESSIONAL CHALLENGES
Scenario: After four months on the job, the city manager was overwhelmed. While he knew about the federal lawsuit
against the city, and the fact that most department directors had been hired in the past year, he underestimated how
stressful it would be to deal with everything associated with the manager's position. The city's personnel regulations
are poorly written and out of date. Several employees have filed personnel grievances, and the staff turnover is
constant. The city manager, a seasoned professional, is not sure he will be able to deal with the stress. Upon reflection,
he recognizes that he made an error in judgment in accepting such a difficult job. He was out of work when the offer
came, and he thought he could handle it. What are his ethical obligations to this community, given the circumstances?

Response: Tenet 4 of the ICMA Code of Ethics, which contains a guideline called "length of service," emphasizes the
importance of a two-year commitment to a job so that a manager can render a professional service to the local
government. As difficult as this new job is, the city manager accepted it, knowing the circumstances. Given all of its
challenges, the community is in especially desperate need of an experienced city manager. By serving two years, this
manager can make a significant contribution and may help stabilize the organization.

THE STEPPING-STONE JOB
Scenario: After more than 10 years of experience, some of it in a town manager job, the manager decided it was
time to go back to his home state. He took a job as assistant city manager, even though he felt he was overqualified
for it. A better-paying job in county government has just been advertised that is a much better match for his skills and
experience.

He feels that this newer opening would be the ideal career move. At the same time, if he applied for this job and it
was offered to him, he would fall a few months short of meeting the two-year commitment to his assistant city
manager position. Although he knows the ICMA Code of Ethics obligates him to serve two years, he wonders if the
circumstances could justify a shorter tenure. He also wants to discuss the potential impact on his career.

Response: The profession has given careful thought to the importance of making a minimum two-year commitment
to a job. Communities invest a great deal of time and money in recruiting and training a new employee and expect a
reasonable commitment in return. Leaving a job prematurely may hurt an individual's reputation and can also damage
the image of the profession. Prospective employers are particularly leery of hiring individuals who have a pattern of
short tenures. When these employers do reference checks, they will want to know whether or not a previous employer
would rehire the individual. By leaving a job on the best possible terms, a manager leaves most communities and
employers feeling that they have been well served and more likely to welcome another professional manager in the
future. The ICMA Code of Ethics guideline on length of service reads:

A minimum of two years generally is considered necessary in order to render a professional service to the local
government. A short tenure should be the exception rather than a recurring experience. However, under special
circumstances, it may be in the best interests of the local government and the member to separate in a shorter time.
Examples of such circumstances would include refusal of the appointing authority to honor commitments concerning
conditions of employment, a vote of no confidence in the member, or severe personal problems. It is the responsibility
of an applicant for a position to ascertain conditions of employment. Inadequately determining terms of employment
prior to arrival does not justify premature termination.

Ethics advice is a popular service provided to ICMA members. The inquiries and advice are reviewed by the
Committee on Professional Conduct, the ethics committee of the ICMA Executive Board. Some of the inquiries are
revised and published as a regular feature in PM, to give guidance to members in the big and little ethical
decisions they make daily. If you have a question about your obligations under the ICMA Code of Ethics, call
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Elizabeth Kellar at 202/962-3611, e-mail, ekellar@icma.org or Martha Perego at 202/962-3668, e-mail,
mperego@icma.org.

Learn about the benefits of joining ICMA and receiving PM magazine as part of your benefits package. To subscribe to PM, call 202/289-ICMA
(202/289-4262) or e-mail bookstoremanager@icma.org.
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Where Has the Time Gone?
The year 2004 has marked ICMA's 90th anniversary. An ICMA timeline that chronicled the Association's history was last
published in the June 1994 issue of Public Management magazine. Here's a look at just some of the events that have
taken place during the past 10 years.

2004
ICMA-Mexico office launched initiative to become a self-sustaining operation providing direct services to Mexican
cities and promoting professionalism and transparency in local government. Task Force on Financing ICMA
recommended a long-term revenue policy for the Association, and ICMA reorganized internally to feature a team-
oriented approach. Nine staff, six of who are ICMA members, worked in Iraq as part of ICMA's international efforts.
ICMA has nearly 8,000 members. Of these, almost 850 are ICMA Credentialed Managers and Candidates. ICMA's
Range Rider Program celebrated its 30th anniversary.

2003
In September, the ICMA Hispanic Network formalized its incorporation as an independent, nonprofit organization with
the new name International Hispanic Network (IHN). ICMA signed a three-year affiliation agreement with IHN at
ICMA's annual conference in Charlotte/Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. CityLinks program began with funding
from the U.S. Agency for International Development. PM magazine went online with the January/February issue. ICMA
launched a Next Generation initiative focused on attracting people to the management profession and on mentoring
interns and mid-career professionals.

2002
In January, ICMA kicked off its Public Awareness Campaign on the benefits of professional local government
management. In May, ICMA's online JobCenter went into operation, and the first International Best Practices
Symposium was held in Sydney, Australia.

2001
After 19 years as ICMA's fourth executive director, Bill Hansell announced his retirement. Robert J. O'Neill, Jr., was
appointed his successor. In July, ICMA launched the Voluntary Credentialing Program. Members gathered for ICMA's
conference in Salt Lake City, Utah, September 23-26, despite the terrorist attacks that took place on September 11.
The Membership Connection Task Force examined the quality and types of member connections with the Association.

2000
The second ICMA Strategic Plan was adopted after an extensive two-year dialogue. ICMA signed an agreement with
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to assist in the design and implementation of the
Community Development for Hurricane Reconstruction project in Honduras.

1999
In June, ICMA signed an agreement with the National Association of County Administrators (NACA) to strengthen the
relationship between the two organizations and to provide administrative, financial, and membership support.

1998
The Local Government Environmental Assistance Network (LGEAN) was founded to serve as a free environmental
clearinghouse for local government professionals.

1997
ICMA's Resource Cities Program was established to authorize partnerships between U.S. and international local
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governments. The first ICMA Best Practices Symposium was held in Phoenix, Arizona. The Center for Performance
Measurement was formed to continue the work of the Comparative Performance Measurement Consortium.

1996
ICMA and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency cosponsored their first annual brownfields conference, one that
continues to prosper in 2004. A delegation of ICMA members traveled to South Africa to meet with that country's
leaders. In the fall, ICMA's Web site at www.icma.org went online.

1995
ICMA enters the information superhighway with its collaborative online forum Access Local Government.

1994
The Comparative Performance Measurement Consortium was formed. The Gallop Organization conducted a survey to
help ICMA determine ways to improve its services.
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Andrew Fulghum is county administrator of Jasper County, South Carolina.
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New Jasper Administrator on the Job
Jasper County, South Carolina's new administrator,
Andrew Fulghum, started work on Monday [June 7,
2004] and by Tuesday had already taken a tour of the
new county detention center, attended a county council
meeting, met with department heads, and held an
informal news conference with reporters.

He's also sent a "letter of introduction" to all county
employees. Fulghum said that two new meetings that he
is adding to the administrator's schedule will be a weekly
staff meeting and a weekly get-together with local
reporters.

He told reporters he is a "professional manager" and promises to follow the International City/County Management
Association's Code of Ethics, including effective and democratic local government, excellence in government services,
honor and integrity in public and personal relationships, and making sure that the chief function of government is to
serve the best interests of all people. "I am sort of a Boy Scout in my following the ICMA's Code of Ethics," Fulghum
said.

When asked about the county's adherence to state open meetings and public information laws, Fulghum said that he
will make this a priority. He said that, if there is a problem with the county's following state laws, it is probably a matter
of misunderstanding and perception.

"But if we have the perception that meetings are not being conducted correctly or that citizens are not being made a
part of the process, then we have a problem that can be solved," he said. Fulghum, who is 38 and most recently was
city administrator for Frostburg, Maryland, said he has studied, written, and spoken about public records and open-
meetings laws for many years.

For years, the Jasper County Council and other local public governing bodies and staffs have had difficulty with South
Carolina's Freedom of Information Act, which restricts elected bodies' ability to meet in secret and mandates rules and
regulations for the release of public records.

Fulghum said he will pursue a conference for county councilmembers with representatives of the South Carolina Press
Association, which supports issues dealing with freedom of information, public records, and open-meetings laws.

Asked about a perception in Jasper County that there is an adversarial relationship between county employees and
citizens, Fulghum referred to both his letter of introduction to employees and a memo to department heads.

"I believe in structure, teamwork, and loyalty," the letter of introduction reads. "With these three principles, all things
are possible. Our job is to bring to life the visions of our elected officials. To do so, we will work full workdays, maintain
constant and open communication, and exercise professionalism at all times. These principles will not be
compromised."

"I expect (a high) level of dedication from each of you," the department-heads memo states, "regarding your own
professional development. I see no reason why we cannot become leaders and examples throughout the state."

Also, in his letter of introduction, Fulghum wrote to employees, "Many of you may be struggling with the
pronunciation of my last name. Fulghum is pronounced 'full-jum.' You may call me Andy. My wife's name is Laura."

—Mark Kreuzwieser, Staff Writer, Carolina Morning News, Ridgeland, South Carolina

Reprinted with permission from the June 9, 2004, Web-posted edition of Carolina Morning News, found at
www.lowcountrynow.com.
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