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The Seven Symptoms - why we don’t do the right things

No business process is 100% effective. To be so it would need to deliver exactly what its customers want , all the time, every time. The measure of process effectiveness is customer satisfaction - the customer decides what the “right things” are, and evaluates their experience against this yardstick. 

Often, customers are unaware of their own “rules” for making these judgements until they experience something which disappoints or upsets them. To make things even more complicated, different customers want different things and they want to be treated in different ways.

A sophisticated system of obtaining and analysing customer feedback can provide a basis for managing process effectiveness systematically - but what if you don’t have one? “The 7 Symptoms” can give process teams a practical framework to identify and prioritise the main effectiveness issues which they face.

The 7 symptoms are:

· Complaints

· Reminders

· Queries

· Inconsistent Output

· Staff Dissatisfaction

· Poor Supplier Relationships

· Passive Measurement

Let’s look at them in a bit more detail:

Complaints

Not many dissatisfied customers actually complain. Mostly they just grumble to themselves, or each other and remember the bad experience you gave them for next time.

Actual complaints (which should be defined as “any expression of dissatisfaction, written or verbal, by any customer with any aspect of product or service”) are rare. As such, we should welcome and value them - they provide the clearest opportunities for understanding and improving a process effectiveness issue that we’re ever likely to get. 

The worst thing we can do is to deal with complaints on an individual basis and then try and forget that they happened. 

Reminders

No customer ever had a requirement to send, or phone, a reminder. Reminders are saying “I was expecting something by now which hasn’t happened” or “I don’t trust you to remember this on your own”.
Either way, reminders are a symptom that there is room to improve the value provided to customers (physical or psychological) whilst reducing the effort which they have to put into the process.

Queries
A query means that the customer does not understand something which they think they should understand. If this understanding had been conveyed as part of the process, the query would have been unnecessary. 

It is important to distinguish between “conveying understanding” and “making information available”. Just because we send a message does not mean it will be received and understood. In some cases, misunderstanding is because we provide too much information. 

As with complaints, the trick is to learn and improve by analysing the pattern of queries and adjusting the style, method and volume of communication accordingly.

Inconsistent Output

Does the same job sometimes take 4 days and sometimes 3 weeks?. Are 90% of your customers delighted, while the other 10% are boiling mad? Does the answer people get from your business area depend on who they speak to? If so, your customers are “buying a ticket for a lottery” when they deal with you. You have an opportunity to improve your process effectiveness.

Staff Dissatisfaction

There is a lot of evidence suggesting a very strong correlation between customer satisfaction and staff satisfaction. It is very difficult for staff who don’t like their work to deliver the sort of service that will delight their customers. If there are some tasks or processes in your business area that people hate to be involved in, this could be a symptom of process ineffectiveness. No-one likes to be a part of something that is not delivering value.

Poor Supplier Relationships

The business processes for which we are responsible usually require input or participation from other business areas to deliver their intended output. How well do we get on with these partners?

If there is misunderstanding, mistrust, blame and a lack of communication across the interfaces with our suppliers, it is more than likely that the end customer is suffering the consequences. To be effective, a process must bring all its resources to bear on delivering the intended value to the customer. 

“Passive” Measurement

Measurement that is not used to improve anything is not only inefficient, it’s probably a symptom of ineffectiveness as well. Often we don’t actually know what is important to the customers of a process, so we don’t measure it. Instead, we measure what’s easiest to measure, or what we’ve always measured in the past. 

Because our measures aren’t really relevant, we don’t use them to make things better.

Summary

Our processes should reflect and deliver against the needs and aspirations of our customers. However, customers’ needs are diverse and changing - it is much more comfortable to define for ourselves what is “right”. The 7 Symptoms give us a checklist to ensure that our processes are in tune with those for whom they exist - the customers. Once we’re aware of the symptoms, we can start to treat the disease.
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