
Quality and Service 
for Internal Customers 

How to shape up your service to internal customers 
before they look to outside sources. 

Aline superv i so r recent ly 
complained to one of his 
managers: 

"Did you see the personnel depart-
ment's new training catalog? I can't 
believe the number of programs of-
fered. You'd never know we're sup-
posed to be cutting budgets!" 

"Yeah," said the manager. "Not only 
are there a lot of programs, but I'd like 
to know what Advanced Oral Presen-
tations and Managing Your Boss have 
to do with getting the job done. They 
never asked me what skills my people 
really need. It makes me wonder if we 
could get better services from people 
outside the organization. And who 
knows, it might cost less!" 

Can you imagine any of the people 
to whom you're supposed to be pro-
viding services talking about you and 
your department that way? If not, 
think again. 

As Peter Drucker said in a Wall 
Street Journal column last year, inter-
nal staff departments' costs have in-
creased, but the services provided 
have not added proportionate value to 
their companies' bottom lines. He 
went so far as to suggest that com-
panies think about "selling the mail-
room" and other in-house support 
departments such as training and 
information systems as a viable way to 
improve the quality, service, and pro-
ductivity of these functions. 
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Although your department may not 
be threatened yet by outside sources, 
there is growing recognition that serv-
ice and quality must be built from 
within the organization. The premise 
is that employees who make the com-
pany's products or deliver the com-
pany's services to external customers 
can't do so with the highest quality 
and service standards if they don't 
receive good service f rom their 
companies. 

Strategic importance of 
internal service 

American business is finally getting 
the message that quality and service 
are critical ingredients for customer 
satisfaction. 

Consumers are becoming much less 
tolerant of poor quality and service. 
They are likely to ignore brand or 
company loyalty and switch their pur-
chasing power to companies and 
products that provide hassle-free, 
above-average value and service. In a 
marketplace in which it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to differentiate 
and compete based on the products a 
company offers, providing value is 
becoming the primary goal. 

Compan ies are imp lemen t ing 
Customer Service and Total Quality 
training programs in order to provide 
employees with the knowledge and 
skills to achieve customer satisfaction 
and loyalty. But despite the attention 
and lip service, customer service is still 
get t ing worse , acco rd ing to the 
pollsters. 

One reason for the customer serv-
ice crisis is that customer satisfaction 
still is not a strategic priority. It is often 

delegated just to customer service 
departments or front-line employees 
and not explicitly defined as a perfor-
mance expectation for which every 
employee in the organization is held 
accountable. 

Consequently, internal staff func-
tions, including HRD, until recently 
have been left out of the customer 
satisfaction loop. Unlike their counter-
parts, internal staff managers have not 
been encouraged or held accountable 
for innovation, productivity improve-
ment, or service. They have operated 
as de-facto monopolies with no com-
petition. Their customers usually can-
not go elsewhere, regardless of the 
quality or cost of internal service. 

The growing assumption is that 
quality and service performance can 
be improved if organizations can 
create an entrepreneurial culture that 
fosters individual and team accounta-
bility for achieving the highest levels 
of internal and external customer 
satisfaction, 

Most employees know about exter-
nal customers, but few think of other 
employees as internal customers. But 
every employee is a user and provider 
of services; every employee par-
ticipates in a p roducer /cus tomer 
relationship. 

If all employees viewed themselves 
as entrepreneurs who must provide 
quality and service to attract and retain 
customers, they would 
n know their customers and their 
needs (in other words, their market) 
H meet or exceed their customers' 
needs and expectations 
• provide added value with cost-
effective, strategically based services 
and solutions. 

This internal customer service cul-
ture may be difficult to create in large, 
bureaucratic organizations, where 
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there tend to be few mechanisms for 
receiving feedback about services. 
Large organizations also tend to ab-
sorb or hide inefficiencies and poor 
working relationships. 

By focusing on internal customer 
service, providing value, and strate-
gically marketing its services, an inter-
nal department can increase its value 
to the organization and, in fact, reduce 
the likelihood that it will become a 
candidate for outsourcing. 

Programs focusing on internal cus-
tomer service can build accounta-
bility, improve all employees' under-
standing of how to meet customer ex-
pectations, and create an internal 
service culture that serves as a founda-
tion for Total Quality and Service. 

customer delight and an increase in 
loyalty to or use of your department's 
services. 

The employees in your department 
come away from each encounter with 
an internal customer in much the 
same way, having completed their 
own satisfaction test on how well they 
met the internal customer's expecta-
tions. The employees determine the 
probable outcome of the interaction 
for the internal customer and react to 
that outcome. 
• Failed expectations. The em-
ployee acknowledges that customer 
expectations were not met. The em-
ployee becomes frustrated and un-
motivated because he or she feels 
unable to meet the expectations. 

More and more companies are 
forming subsidiaries of their 

training departments and 
forcing them to compete with 

other suppliers 

Internal customer 
satisfaction model 

One of the first steps to improving 
internal customer service and satisfac-
tion is to understand how customer 
satisfaction is developed. 

Every time one of your internal cus-
tomers comes in contact with your 
department, a "satisfaction test" takes 
place. Both your employee and the 
customer bring sets of expectations 
with them. Once the interaction is 
complete, both sides evaluate how 
well their expectations have been met. 
The possible outcomes for the cus-
tomer are as follows: 
• Failed expectations. The cus-
tomer decides that the service did not 
meet his or her expectations. The cus-
tomer becomes disappointed, angry, 
and likely to find some way to get 
along wi thout your depar tment ' s 
services. 
• Met expectations. The interac-
tion met the internal customer's ex-
pectations. Such encounters confirm 
and reinforce customer expectations. 
• Exceeded expectations. The in-
teraction exceeded what the internal 
customer expected. This results in 

• Met expectations. The employee 
meets the expectations of the cus-
tomer. These situations tend to rein-
force current thinking about the job 
and the customer approach used. 
• Exceeded expectations. The em-
ployee exceeds the internal customer's 
expectations and is reinforced by the 
performance. Loyalty and job motiva-
tion increases with continued high 
performance. 

Your internal customers, whether 
they have worked with you in the past 
or not, develop their expectations 
from various sources. 

Demands of external customers. 
External customers constantly place 
demands and pressures on internal 
customers to increase service, reduce 
turnaround time, and reduce costs. 
These are passed on in the form of in-
creased expectations for services that 
enable them to better meet the exter-
nal customers' needs. 

An example of indirect pressure that 
external customers can have on the ex-
pectations of internal customers took 
place recently at a large air freight 
company. 

The training department was mak-
ing a p roposa l to the market ing 
department about developing a cus-
tomer service training program fo -

first-line employees. But a marketing 
executive, who had recently attended 
a trade conference, reported that one 
of the company's major competitors 
was using a comprehensive approach 
to customer service that involved all 
levels of management. As a result, the 
marketing management team (the in-
ternal customer) dramatically in-
creased its expectations of what the 
t ra ining d e p a r t m e n t n e e d e d to 
provide. 

Demands external customers place 
on internal customers are not always 
obvious, but they are very real. By 
understanding the nature of such ex-
pectations and focusing on what you 
can do to help your internal customers 
better meet them, you will improve 
your function's standing within the 
company. 

Performance of outside suppliers. 
Companies often seek services from 
outside suppliers that traditionally 
have been per formed by internal 
departments. That gives internal cus-
tomers more opportunities to con -
pare their departments to outside sei -
vice suppliers. They often find that the 
external competitors are efficient, cre -
ative, and eager to bui ld their 
businesses. 

More and more companies are set-
ting up entire functional units as sub-
sidiaries and forcing them to compete 
on an "even up" basis with other sup-
pliers. As companies look at ways to 
streamline their organization, more in-
ternal support departments will face 
similar fates. The best way to minimiz; 
this possibility is to provide value to 
your customers that exceeds whst 
they can get from outside suppliers. 

Communications from senior 
management. In any company, a 1 
types of communications from senic r 
management directly and indirectly 
affect the expectations of internal 
customers. 

First, unde r s t and the direct 
demands of management on yoi r 
customers. Where possible, look at 
the internal customers' goals and ob-
jectives. Then, creatively design yot r 
services to help achieve them. 

Second, senior management deter-
mines the culture of your organizu-
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tion. The culture indirectly affects 
both the type and intensity of internal 
customers' expectations. A company 
that places a high value on account-
ability and teamwork will encourage 
you to work in partnership with in-
ternal customers; a more controlling 
culture may put a higher percentage of 
the burden on your department. 

The key is to identify the impacts 
the organization's culture will have on 
your efforts, and design a plan that 
will use these to a strategic advantage. 

Previous performance and experi-
ence. All customers, whether internal 
or external, expect you to perform in 
roughly the same manner each time 
you serve them. 

This principle is extremely impor-
tant to remember as you implement 
improvements. As soon as customers 
see changes, they escalate their expec-
tations, assuming the new level of per-
formance as a baseline for what you 
deliver in the future. 

In other words, if you make short-
term improvements in customer serv-
ice and then revert back to where you 
were before, your customers will be 
less happy than if the improvements 
had never been made. Once they have 
seen what is possible, they will not set-
tle for what they had before. 

What do they want? 
The box, "What Internal Customers 

Want" provides a list of internal cus-
tomer expectations, along with defini-
tions. The key is to define what each 
of these requires in terms of specific 
behaviors and skills that must be put 
into practice. 

Value is the most fundamental ex-
pectation of all customers. If your in-
ternal customers ' expectations of 
value are not met, then it is likely that 
they will be dissatisfied, no matter 
how well you deliver your services. 
I Value is the ratio of total benefits to 
total costs. When an internal customer 
sees that the total benefits derived 
from working with you exceed the 
costs paid for your services, he or she 
will know that you have provided a 
valued service. 

Remember that internal customers 
evaluate both the direct and indirect 
costs of working with your depart-
ment. The direct costs are the actual 
dollars charged to their budgets. In-
direct costs include staff and "hassle 
time" they must pay for working with 

you. Understanding the interactions 
between you and the customer can 
streamline the delivery of service, 
decreasing the indirect costs internal 
customers must pay. 

Internal customers have a variety of 
expectations that generally relate to 
the quality of service they receive. 
This includes such basic issues as the 
following: 
• having adequate resources available 
to meet commitments 
• responding quickly to requests for 
information 
• having few errors in written reports 
• providing adequately prepared staff 
members to meet their needs 
• having a willingness to fix prob-
lems when they occur by doing 
everything that is necessary in order 

• Comparative value. Internal 
customers expect the amount 
they are charged for services to be 
less than the amount of increased 
productivity they receive as a 
result. Value also is defined in 
terms of what similar services 
from outside suppliers cost. 
• Adequate resources. Adequate 
resources are those necessary to 
meet commitments plus any ex-
traordinary and unforeseen needs 
that arise. Like other expectations, 
adequate resources are defined by 
the customer and may or may not 
be reasonable. 
• Responsiveness. Responsive-
ness has both a long- and a short-
term component. Customers ex-
pect you to be responsive to their 
long-term needs and to have serv-
ices available that will allow them 
to meet their objectives. In the 
short term, they expect you to re-
spond quickly and effectively to 
unforeseen needs. 
• Reliability. Customers expect to 
receive whatever services are pro-
vided to them in the same manner 
every time. 
• Flexibility. Customers expect 
you to be open to comments and 
recommendations when creating 
policies and procedures that af-
fect their operations. They also 
expect you to be flexible when 
particular circumstances may re-
quire deviations from policy in 

to make things right. 
The best way to find out your inter-

nal customers' specific expectations is 
to ask them directly what they think 
abou t your services . Discussion 
groups can provide the information if 
your base of customers is small. If you 
serve a lot of internal customers, you 
may want to try an internal customer 
satisfaction survey. 

Best practices 
If you have measured the current 

percept ions of your internal cus-
tomers, then the actions required for 
improving the level of satisfaction 
with your p e r f o r m a n c e may be 
obvious. 

Listed below are some of the "best 
practices" that are used by some 

order to meet their needs. 
• Recovery from problems. In-
ternal customers expect you to 
come up with solutions to any 
problems that occur and to do 
whatever is necessary to correct 
problems. 
• Clear and adequate com-
munication. The most frequent 
source of problems between in-
ternal supp l ie r and internal 
customer is poor communica-
tion. Internal customers expect to 
be kept informed on the progress 
of all work. In particular, they ex-
pect no surprises regarding delays 
and other problems. 
• Accountability. The internal 
supplier must accept responsibil-
ity for all commitments made to 
internal customers. And depart-
mental managers should hold in-
dividuals accountable for their 
actions. 
• Empathy and understanding. 
All customers expect their sup-
pliers to be understanding. Inter-
nal suppliers should understand 
the particulars of the expectations 
and pressures the customer faces. 
• Interpersonal skills. Customers 
expect service to be delivered in 
a highly professional manner. 
High-quality interact ions can 
smooth over expectations that are 
not met and further the goal of 
providing outstanding internal 
customer service. 

What Internal Customers Want 
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depar tments to improve their perfor-
mance and their relationships with in-
ternal customers. 
• Develop an internal customer serv-
ice vision and strategy to set priorities 
for providing internal customer serv-
ice and to define the ideal internal 
customer service culture. 
• Develop an internal marketing plan 
to identify the internal customers ' 
business needs and develop products 
and services to support them. De-
velop strategies for promoting your 
services throughout the organization. 
• Provide relationship management 
skills and internal consulting training 
to help employees with their internal 
customer relations. 
• Redesign current tracking systems 
to improve responsiveness, increase 
accountability, and gather customer 
service information. 
• Develop performance standards for 
the level of service to be provided to 
internal customers to satisfy their 
expectations. 
• Educate internal stiff about external 
c u s t o m e r s ' d e m a n d s o n in te rna l 
customers. 

Principles of Internal 
Service Change 
Management 
• Establish a vision of internal 
customer service. 
• Set s t anda rds for in ternal 
customer service practices. 
• Meet with internal customers 
for joint planning sessions. 
• Formally and regularly mea-
sure how internal customers eval-
uate your services. 
• Build internal customer service 
into performance appraisals. 

• Review or redesign policies and 
procedures to ensure that they are for 
the benefit of the customer rather 
than the service provider. 
• Hold periodic brainstorming ses-
sions with your internal customers to 
identify opportunit ies for improving 
services to external customers. 
• Allow selected employees to swap 
jobs, providing direct experience on 

the other side of the internal customer 
interface. 
• Adapt front-line external customer 
service training programs for use by 
internal service personnel. 
• Empower your employees to meet 
expectations by providing them with 
the tools and resources they need. 

Maintain the gain 
The box, "Principles of Internal 

Service Change Management," lists 
the change management principles 
that should be initiated and monitored 
by the champions of internal cus-
tomer service. Ideally, those cham-
pions are people at the top of the 
department or organization who see 
the value on the bottom line. 

Internal customer service must be-
come part of the organization's cul-
ture. It must be viewed as a process, 
not a program. It must have no begin-
ning or end. It should be part of day-
to-day organizational practices. 

As with any change effort, you musi 
give continual attention to how it 
becomes woven into the fiber of the 
organization. H 

Butterflies in the Stomach? 
Not with Basic Training for Trainers! 
No matter what your experience level, some training projects can 
still cause that uneasy feeling. That's when you need Basic Train-
ing for Trainers, a three-volume collection of ASTD's monthly 
how-to publication, INFO-LINE. Every INFO-LINE issue features 

\ step-by-step guidelines; checklists, diagrams, and illustrations; 
copyright-free job aids; and a bibliography for further research. 

•r.f.tcK 

1̂ 1 g ^ ^ Volume 3 completes the collection with INFO-LINEs on. 

i • simulation & role play 
» audio, film, & video 
• training for quality 
• job aids 

> lesson design & development 
»testing for learning outcomes 
• designing training rooms 
• task analysis 

creating videos 
job analysis 
course design & 
development 
icebreakers 

, V O L U M E 1 covers training basics, including 
needs analysis, surveys, ISD, training and learning 
styles, make or buy decisions, marketing training, 
and writing behavioral objectives and training 
materials; accommodating disabled trainers; and 

writing skills. 

Prices 

Complete 3-volume set 
Two-volume set (any 2 volumes) 
Any single volume 

Add $1.75 
Add $3.00 

V O L U M E 2 includes alternatives to lecture, such 
as games, case methodology, films and videos, and 
visual aids; presentation and listening skills; 
vrorkshops; team training; evaluation; and learning 

environments and facilities. 

ASTD Natl. 
Member Nonmember 

I K AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR 
U S TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT 

$175 $225 
$125 $165 
$ 75 $100 

per book or set for shipping and handling, 
per book or set for international handling. 

To Order, Call 703/683-8129 Today! 
Circle No. 226 on Reader Service Card 
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