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SUBJECT: CUSTOMER SATISFACTION SURVEY -- WHAT NOW?

1. Implementing continuous improvement in service

delivery and measuring our standards of performance are

goals we must all work towards.  The annual ICASS

Customer Satisfaction Survey is our OMB-approved vehicle

to measure our performance globally.  I would like to

take this opportunity to thank all of you at post who

took the Survey earlier this year.  Respondents were

asked to rate their satisfaction with ICASS services on

a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest.

Congratulations to all of you ICASS service providers

for again achieving a world-wide average score of 4.

Over 25 thousand customers took the survey this year,

resulting in an overall response rate of 40.5 percent.

Special congratulations to posts scoring high on the

survey.  Kolonia, Beirut, and Munich repeated in the top

ten.  Joining them in the top ten were Bonn, Yokohama,

Yekaterinburg, Dhaka, Banjul, Seoul, and Leipzig. Post-

specific survey results were distributed to all posts in

mid-April.  In this cable, we suggest a number of ways

that posts can leverage their survey results and prepare

for the 2007 survey next January.

2. There are two general points that everyone should

remember.  First, the individual survey comments are

important.  The numerical results for the survey allow

the post to assess its own overall outcomes, its

performance relative to other posts and, starting this

year, its progress since the first global survey last

year.  The comments provide context and indications

about why customers with strong feelings responded

positively or negatively.  Consider them advice from

consultants at no cost.  Second, customer satisfaction,

while important, is only one measure of effective

delivery of administrative support services.  Cost

containment and operational efficiency are others.

Because cost containment strategies and efforts to

achieve complete customer satisfaction may lead one in

different directions, it is important to discuss any

action plans to improve customer satisfaction with the

Council.  An explicit acknowledgement of the trade-offs

faced by management may be a very good starting point

for a discussion about how to respond to survey results.

The following paragraphs include some suggestions for

analyzing your results and acting on them.

3.  Look at Both Extremes:  One of the first steps in

evaluating survey results is to focus on the extremes,

good and bad, in the 2006 survey.  Where did post excel

and why?  Where does it have areas for improvement and

why?  Knowing one's strengths can often point to

experience one can leverage in improving customer

satisfaction.

4. Celebrate Success:  Recognize and reward service

providers who succeed at satisfying customers.

Challenge weaker providers with goals, and celebrate

their progress toward improvement.

5.  Look Behind the Numbers: What do the comments

suggest about post performance in individual areas?

There is often a temptation to dismiss complainers as

squeaky wheels.  Even the squeaky wheels, however, may

point to an area for improvement.  In reading the

comments after multiple post surveys, we are struck by

the number of comments about communication, both strong

and lacking.  Improving communication is often a very

effective way to improve satisfaction at a modest

expense.  Look for ways for service providers to collect

and use feedback throughout the year.

6.  Look for Trends: If one can see trends, for example,

customer desires for more feedback or, as one customer

put it, service providers needing to have a "better

bedside manner," these can often suggest candidates for

a post action plan, especially if they showed up in both

years.

7.  Talk to Your Customers: Small focus groups of

customers with a strong facilitator are an excellent

source of information about why customers responded in a

particular fashion.  One might have an individual with

experience and skills in facilitation within the post

community.  Alternatively, there could be one in the

host country community or at the International school

who might be willing to assist post.

8.  Talk to Service Provider Employees: The people on

the front lines, especially the LES, have valuable ideas

about how to fix problems and improve customer service.

Getting them to talk about problems and possible

solutions in a positive and solution-oriented

environment can be an excellent source of cost-effective

suggestions for improvement.

9.  Develop an Action Plan: Identify a small number of

priorities that the Front Office, the post ICASS Council

and the service provider can all buy into.  It is better

to concentrate on a small number of priorities where

post can make progress and can afford to implement its

action plan.

10.  Leverage the Experience of Others: Adopt before re-

inventing the wheel.  Look at the customer satisfaction

scores for posts of a similar size that appear to excel

in an area where your post wants or needs to improve.

They may have tips, tools or techniques that can help

your post get better.  FSI offers, via FASTRAC, a long

list of excellent distance learning courses different

areas.  The host country community may also offer

coaching or training resources.  If the warehouse, for

example, is an area post wants to improve, a major

shipper might offer some advice or an example of best

practices.  The regional bureau, ICASS Service Center or

the A Bureau's Office of Global Support Services and

Innovation (A/GSSI) are additional sources of help.

11.  Market the Action Plan: Let people at post and in

your regional bureau know what post is targeting to

improve.  Make the priorities public.  Consider posting

them around the embassy, adding them to the masthead of

newsletters, or some other way to get them in front of

people publicly and often.  It helps recruit customers

as allies in the effort to improve customer service,

reminds everyone what is important and helps prevent the

natural backsliding we all experience when "crises" or

other events arise to distract us.

12. Develop Measures to Assess Progress: Part of the

action plan has to be a means for assessing progress.

Look for something simple, clear and relatively easy to

measure.  Avoid the temptation to develop a long list of

complicated measures that few people will collect or

calculate after the first week.  A clear but less than

perfect measure that people track regularly and that can

show progress is far better than a long list of

"perfect" measures that no one uses.

13. Communicate with Customers: Educate customers and

manage expectations by publicizing post's service menus

and performance standards in accessible places: e.g., in

the service provider's workplace, on the Intranet, or on

work request forms.  Communicate regular feedback to the

post community. Let customers, service provider

employees, the post ICASS council, post management and

the regional bureau all know how post is doing.  Doing

so publicly and regularly helps recruit allies and

communicates that post cares.  A post that cares and

communicates will often achieve higher customer

satisfaction than another post with the same budget and

technical resources.  People respond positively to those

who care and communicate.  When customers observe survey

results leading to action, they will participate

positively in future surveys.

14.  Develop a Participation Campaign for 2006/2007:

There is one clear way to combat the "squeaky wheel"

syndrome in a survey like this.  Don't let the squeaky

wheels dominate the conversation, as some posts feel

happened this year.  Make sure that the silent and

satisfied majority responds.  Getting that silent and

satisfied majority engaged in the conversation will take

a consistent, strong effort involving the Front Office,

the post ICASS council and management section.  Look for

groups that weren't well represented in this year's

survey.  Identify ways to communicate with that

audience.  Plan for an early start.  Take advantage of

other gatherings like a town meeting or orientation to

market the 2007 survey.  Frequent sound bites are more

likely to reach a broad group than a long, high-quality

pitch that only the most interested will invest the time

to read.  The result is likely to be a higher

participation, more accurate scores and better

information to plan post priorities in the year ahead.

15.  Your comments and ideas on the survey and items

discussed in this cable are welcome.  Please use the

ICASS Service Center's Sam Longstreet

(longstreetsp@state.gov) or icassservicecenter@state.gov

as primary points of contact.

16.  Minimize considered.

RICE 
