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How to Teach an Elephant to Dance

Quality of service is now a top-management issue.
—Karl Albrecht/Ron Zemke

To recap what we have concluded so far: we live in a service
economy and an increasingly service-conscious society. Service
accounts for 60 percent of the gross national product and 70
percent of the jobs in the United States. Other developed coun-
tries are experiencing the same trends and patterns. Many more
organizations are getting serious about the quality of the custom-
er’s experience, and more and more are finding ways to improve
it.

Further, we have concluded that a high-quality service orienta-
tion is such a powerful competitive weapon that it will soon come
to be regarded as an essential part of business strategy, not a
frill or a “nice-to-have” feature. Organizations that cannot demon-
strate a significant commitment to the needs of their customers
will be left further and further behind. Quality of service is now
a top-management issue.

And finally, the evidence from a number of successful organi-
zations points to the concept of managing the moments of truth as
the primary driving philosophy of service management. Service
management is a far cry from the old “complaint department”
approach. It is much more than “putting somebody in charge
of service.”

Service management is a top-down, whole-organization ap-
proach that starts with the nature of the customer’s experience
and creates strategies and tactics that maximize the quality of
that experience. Service management means turning the whole
organization into a customer-driven business entity, which is usu-
ally a very tall order.

Organizations that have achieved excellence in service are easy
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to spot, and their internal characteristics are fairly easy to identify.
Our experience—as we have suggested throughout—shows that
highly successful service organizations share at least the following
characteristics:

1. They have a strong vision—a strategy for service that is
clearly developed and clearly communicated.

They practice visible management.

They “talk” service routinely.

They have customer-friendly service systems.

They balance high-tech with high-touch, that is, they tem-
per their systems and methods with the personal factor.
They recruit, hire, train, and promote for service.

They market service to their customers.

They market service internally, that is, to their employees.
They measure service and make the results available to
the service people.
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HOW TO TEACH AN ELEPHANT TO DANCE

The process of reorienting a large organization toward its market
is analogous to trying to teach an elephant to dance. Many of
the same challenges are involved. At least two things have to
happen in order for an elephant to dance or for a large organiza-
tion to change its ways. First, somebody has to show that it’s
possible to do so. Second, there must be a motivating factor suffi-
ciently powerful to enlist commitment.

Service management offers a way to create and communicate
a vision of service, and to make that vision a reality in the day-
to-day business. In the sense of making an organization a cus-
tomer-driven business entity, service management can be the
means of teaching the elephant to dance.

THE FIVE STEPS TO A CUSTOMER-DRIVEN ORGANIZATION

When we look at the wide range of case examples of outstanding
service organizations, we can discern a common thread that makes
them more alike than different. There are certain distinctive com-
mon elements of service orientation, and there are some reliable
guideposts that can help us along the road. As we have said previ-
ously, an organization is service-driven when it has a clear service
strategy, customer-oriented frontline people, and customer-
friendly systems for delivering its service.
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Creating a new service orientation in an old-style organization
usually involves some form of the following five stages:

1. Evaluating the present level of service quality.

2. Clarifying the service strategy.

3. Educating the organization.

4. Implementing new tactics at the front line.

5. Reinforcing the new orientation and making it permanent.

We shall explore each of these phases in greater depth.

STEP 1: THE SERVICE AUDIT—DISCOVERING
THE REPORT CARD

The very first thing we have to do is to find out what’s going
on in the mind of the customer. This calls for a service audit, which
is a thorough assessment of the interaction between the organiza-
tion and the customer at all known points of contact. We want
to discover what report card the customer presently has in mind,
and what marks we have earned so far.

The particulars of a comprehensive service audit are too nu-
merous to describe in detail here, so we will content ourselves
with sketching the broad outlines of the process. In order to per-
form a valid service audit, we must start with a valid set of criteria
for service quality. If we don’t have valid criteria, we have no
hope of making any kind of objective assessment. Our first order
of business in such a case is to define or discover the necessary
quality criteria.

To develop valid criteria for service quality, we need an inti-
mate understanding of what our customers want and need from
us. If we have been doing good market research on a regular
basis, we will have all the information we need to help us under-
stand the customer’s expectations and motivations. If our market
research is weak or nonexistent, however, then we must include
at least a minimal study of customer demographics and psycho-
graphics as the first step in our service audit.

If the organization is in a fairly stable situation, with a relatively
low rate of change in customer buying patterns and we have a
fairly clear picture of customer expectations, then we can make
the service audit a highly systematic process. However, if there
is a great deal of upheaval or confusion in the market place, with
rapidly changing customer satisfaction criteria, then the service
audit may turn out to be a highly creative process.

Assuming a fairly well-defined service package, i.e., the combi-
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nation of primary and secondary benefits we are offering the cus-
tomer, it makes good sense to start the audit by studying the
cycle—or cycles—of service our customers experience. We can
diagram the various cycles of service that go on all over the organi-
zation. Having diagrammed all the cycles, we can then proceed
to identify the moments of truth involved in each of them. Once
we have this systematic framework for evaluating the situation,
we can proceed to gather data in a fairly conventional way.

In a hospital, for example, we might want to subdivide the
service package into a number of component packages we can
evaluate separately. We might choose to distinguish between in-
patient and out-patient services, for example. In each of these
areas we could identify types of experiences our customer-patients
might have, and the cycles of service that go along with each ot
them.

One cycle of service on the out-patient side might involve
routine physical exams. We can trace the process from the time
the customer makes contact with the scheduling office until he
or she receives the final report of the exam. At each point there
are moments of truth which we must evaluate.

The second step in the service audit is to decide what means
to use in gathering the assessment data we need. Here we can
choose among techniques, such as customer surveys, personal
interviews or telephone interviews, and “focus group” interviews
that include groups of customers who volunteer for feedback.
We can also use the same data-gathering methods in asking ques-
tions of frontline service people in the organization. They can
often provide facts and perspectives we might not know about.

Once we have sketched out the various cycles of service, identi-
fied the many moments of truth associated with them, and gath-
ered measurement data on them, we are ready to compile the
data and organize them in a form suitable for management discus-
sion. We can spot the prominent gaps in our knowledge of cus-
tomer expectations, identify the areas where we fall dangerously
low in quality, and identify the areas where we shine. With this
kind of profile of service quality, we are ready to attack the ques-
tion: “What should our service strategy be?”

STEP 2: STRATEGY DEVELOPMENT—FIGURING OUT HOW
TO GET HIGH MARKS

One of our favorite questions to ask executives is, “If you could
get all the people in your organization to keep their minds on
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one single thing, what would it be?” Some executives can answer
the question immediately, while others are stumped The one
who has an immediate and meaningful answer is usually one who
has spent a great deal of time thinking about the process of com-
municating the strategy.

If the executive has no particular “message” to give to people
at all levels of the organization, then they will probably keep their
minds on a wide variety of things. The people may do the best
jobs they can, but if they are left to their own best efforts, there
will probably be relatively little synergy in their combined activi-
ties. By way of contrast, an effective service strategy provides the
common focus that managers and workers need to help them
maximize the quality of the customer’s experience. It also provides
the basis for a marketing campaign that can present a believable
message to the customer.

How can we actually come up with an effective strategy? What
do we do? One of the most effective methods for thinking through
the strategy is the executive retreat. This is usually a special gathering
of top managers for the sole purpose of analyzing the market
research information and defining the organization’s approach
to customer service.

A typical executive retreat takes place at a meeting site remote
from the day-to-day business. This may be a hotel conference
room, a resort lodge that caters to business meetings, or a special
conference facility. Usually the facility is comfortable, the dress
is casual, and the atmosphere is one of informal but intensive
work. Such a meeting might last for two or three days, with evening
sessions if necessary. Meals are usually brief and informal, and
there may be occasional breaks to relax and restore energy.

Many executives prefer to bring in a consultant or other highly
skilled support person who is trained in group problem-solving
techniques to facilitate the process of developing the strategy.
They believe that the consultant’s objective point of view and
lack of any particular role bias enables that person to challenge
their thinking and help them discover alternatives that may not
have been obvious. In addition, some consultants are highly skilled
in the use of creative thinking techniques that are not always
familiar to the executives.

An effective retreat has several prerequisites. The first require-
ment is an atmosphere of open discussion and candid problem
solving. The executives need to approach the process with the
willingness to surface and deal with important issues. They must
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be willing to level with one another and to express their views
freely.

Another requirement for success is an attitude of open-mind-
edness on the part of the individual executives. They must be
willing to defer judgement on the various issues that arise, to
listen for facts and points of view, and to look at various aspects
of an issue before taking positions on it. It is important that a
creative strategy retreat serve as a contest of ideas rather than a
contest of personalities.

A third requirement for an effective retreat is a problem-solv-
ing process, or model, that all the participants can understand
and apply. This requires careful thought and preparation. People
who are unfamiliar with group dynamics, group problem solving,
and the creative thinking process tend to approach a meeting
that deals with complex issues with an attitude of “Let’s get things
settled.” They may feel uncomfortable with a free-wheeling, diver-
gent thinking process and insist on taking sides prematurely on
key issues. Too often, such a meeting becomes a matter of battling
with opinions. The person with the strongest voice, the biggest
pile of computer printouts, or the highest rank may “win” the
meeting, but that may not lead to long-term support and commit-
ment.

With the right people present, the right atmosphere, and the
right process, the group can proceed to examine the organization’s
current situation and prospects in light of the market research.
This process should be a thorough, unhurried, in-depth analysis
of the key facts, trends, questions, and issues. The executives
need to review the current market environment, customer demo-
graphics and psychographics, competition, present image, past
successes and failures, and possible avenues for positioning the
organization competitively.

As the process unfolds, all participants must be willing to
ask and answer some fundamental questions about the enterprise.
What is our business? What really counts with the customer today?
What will count tomorrow? What do the market research data
tell us about the customer’s real needs, motivational structure,
and buying tendencies? Where is our real opportunity in the mar-
ket? What can we do with our service that the customer will really
notice and pay for?

Here are some other key questions: How does the customer
see us at present? What are we best known for? In what ways
do we excel? What image and role in the market would be plausible
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to our customers? How can we broaden our image in the custom-
er’s mind? How can we expand our range of action?

The aim of this highly creative process is to invent, discover,
or evolve a service strategy that can unify the people of the organi-
zation. An effective service strategy is a statement of intent that
meets at least the following conditions:

1. It is nontrivial; it has weight. It must be more than simply
a “‘motherhood” statement or slogan. It must be reasonably
concrete and action-oriented.

2. It must convey a concept or a mission which people in
the organization can understand, relate to, and somehow
put into action.

3. It must offer or relate to a critical benefit premise that is
important to the customer. It must focus on something
the customer is willing to pay for.

4. It must differentiate the organization in some meaningful
way from its competitors in the eyes of the customer.

5. If at all possible, it should be simple, unitary, easy to put
into words, and easy to explain to the customer.

Coming up with an effective service strategy is usually much
more challenging and difficult than it first appears. Often the
discussion of strategy may degenerate into platitudes about the
goodness of the organization and pleas to the frontline people
to work harder, smile harder, and be more thoughtful. This kind
of diffused message generally leads to the “brass bands and arm-
bands” approach we described previously. We can put buttons
on the lapels of all employees, but if the buttons don’t really
say anything, not much will happen.

There are some notable examples of very concrete, specific
service strategies which help frontline people keep their minds
on the quality of the customer’s experience. In the case of Deluxe
Check Printers, Inc., the strategy is fairly simple: a fast turnaround
on check-printing orders. Deluxe’s management determined many
years ago that a reliable, speedy response was all-important to
banks who want to maintain a good service image with their new
customers. If the checks come along weeks after the customer
opens the account, the customer assumes the bank is slow and
inefficient. So the gospel that Deluxe’s executives preach and teach
is the quick turnaround.

McDonald’s Corporation, the hugely successful hamburger
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chain, has a simple and easily taught service strategy: fast food,
well prepared, and a consistent standard of quality.

Sears, Roebuck & Co. has for many years followed a money-
back guarantee policy at their retail stores. This service strategy
is so deeply ingrained in Sears’s customers as well as the sales
people that it has become virtually an article of faith. “If you’re
not satisfied with it, take it back and get a refund.” Sears may
have other problems with its image, but trust and reliability are
not among them.

The Sharper Image, an up-scale mail-order firm located in
San Francisco, has built a profitable business with a simple and
consistent service strategy: high-quality products aimed at young,
professional males who have money to spend and want to indulge
themselves. Part of the strategy is a no-questions-asked money-
back guarantee, which provides the element of trust that is abso-
lutely critical in the direct-mail business.

A new service strategy usually calls for some degree of redirec-
tion of the organization. In some cases the strategy might be to
hold course and speed, and continue to do what we do best.
This calls for finding ways to do it better, and finding ways to
communicate the priorities more strongly to the people of the
organization.

On the other hand, a new strategy might call for reorienting
the organization to its market and its customers. The executives
may decide to change the mixture of services offered, to emphasize
some services and deemphasize others, or to change the way in
which the frontline people provide the services.

In an extreme situation, the executives may decide to make
aradical change in the entire business position of the organization.
A number of service organizations, such as churches, the Boy
Scouts and Girl Scouts, and colleges, have found themselves dan-
gerously out of touch with their “customers,” perhaps because
they never perceived them as customers. Most hospitals probably
fall into this category—at least to some extent—and many of them
are going through very troubled times trying to completely repo-
sition themselves.

Under the service management concept, the outcome of the
strategy formulation process is a declaration of competitive direc-
tion which becomes the organization’s service gospel. It becomes
the job of managers at all levels to preach and teach this gospel,
and to help the people of the organization put it into practice.



176 / CHAPTER 11

STEP 3: EDUCATION—PREACHING AND TEACHING
THE GOSPEL OF SERVICE

So far, we have spoken somewhat disparagingly of the inappropri-
ate use of training as a means of improving the organization’s
service orientation. We have contended that a great deal of train-
ing in service industries really amounts to “smile training,” i.e.,
trying to teach intelligent adults “how to be nice.” Nevertheless,
we have concluded from our experiences with large organizations
as well as from the substantial evidence of successes in Europe,
that well-designed, large-scale training programs can play a strong
role in making an organization customer-driven.

Scandinavian Airlines trained more than 20,000 employees
in an effort to revitalize the organization. British Airways trained
over 37,000 people with the same objective. In both cases the
program consisted of two full days of personal development train-
ing. The theory behind this large investment in human resources
development was that helping people improve their personal life
skills would make them more effective and productive in their
jobs. Jan Carlzon of SAS and Colin Marshall of British Airways
firmly believed in offering something of personal value to the
employees instead of just putting them through a training program
in “customer service.”

“Mass training” of employees on the scale of SAS or British
Airways is not a typical practice in American business, particularly
in service industries. Many service employees receive little or no
formal training, and have to pick up their skills as best they can
through on-the-job experience. Rather than use mass training
methods, the customary American approach to getting better
frontline performance ‘is usually to train the middle managers
and perhaps the first-line supervisors in the basics of motivation
and supervision.

The hope in such situations is that the concepts of good service
will somehow trickle down through all the layers of the organiza-
tion until they reach the performance-level people. Most execu-
tives realize, however, that complex concepts seldom trickle down
very far. More typically, they fade out after passing through two
or three levels.

Another part of the distinctly American approach of top-down
implementation is to use formal job standards in an attempt to
define specific behaviors on the part of frontline people that add
up to “friendliness.” This is especially appealing in industries
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that have highly programmed, repetitive job functions such as
food service, retail sales, and hospitality. Yet there is good cause
to question the effectiveness of purely top-down methods.

Imposing job standards from the top often leads to highly
bureaucratic forms of management that fail to earn the commit-
ment and enthusiasm of service people. They often feel insulted
and pushed around when the supervisors start talking about mea-
suring their performance and evaluating them on the basis of
service behaviors. The implication seems to be that such employ-
ees have to be prodded into giving good service.

On the other hand, some observers of the Scandinavian scene
have contended that simple mass training programs of the type
used there merely serve to “hype” the organization, without creat-
ing a basis for lasting change. Although it seems that the top-
down “legislative” approach has its drawbacks, mass training
alone may not be the whole solution either.

A thoughtful combination of American approaches and those
used in Scandinavia and other parts of Europe seems to hold
promise for a new philosophy of service in the United States.
We see this amalgam of methods as a combination of mass train-
ing, which is European in style, with planned evolution of the
organization’s culture, which is an approach more extensively de-
veloped by American companies than by European enterprises.
Many U.S. companies, like Federal Express and Marriott Hotels,
have a long tradition of effective service training. Others are catch-
ing on. Clearly, it is not enough just to train people. There has
to be a follow-through process. The culture of the organization
must reward and reinforce commitment, creative effort, and en-
thusiasm. The implementation of service management has to be
a process of developing the whole organization. If we can do
this, then training plays its natural role, management makes more
sense, and the norms of the organization shift in the direction
of customer consciousness.

STEP 4: IMPLEMENTATION—RELEASING CREATIVITY
AT THE GRASS ROOTS

How do we get effective follow-through with a service manage-
ment program or process? How can we implement the follow-
through so it can survive, thrive, and grow? How can we gain
the involvement and commitment of the majority of the people
in the organization? These are the crucial questions facing us
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in the implementation stage. We need to find ways to help service
people apply their energy and skills for the benefit of the customer
and consequently for the benefit of the organization.

The most promising way to gain commitment is to put the
problem of service quality squarely in the hands of the people
who are performing the service. Instead of telling them in micro-
scopic detail what service quality is and how to behave to produce
it, we should ask them to define it for themselves. We should
invite and challenge them to find ways of their own to maximize
the quality of the customer’s experience. Not only should we edu-
cate them in the ways of thinking about service, but we should
also give them the freedom to develop effective service tactics
by themselves. This relieves managers of the task of trying to
specify behavior, and it releases a tremendous amount of creativity
at the grass roots.

The quality circle is one mechanism for improving grass-roots
effectiveness by enabling people to find better ways to do their
jobs. In a service organization, the quality circle can become a
service circle. It can provide a basis for investigation, problem
solving, and innovation, and for developing new methods of meet-
ing customer needs.

Briefly defined, a quality circle is a group of working-level
people who meet on a regular basis to find better ways to do
their work. A typical quality circle is an intact work group—al-
though there can be exceptions to this general rule. The group
supervisor usually serves as the leader of the circle. In some orga-
nizations quality circles work with trained facilitators who show
the workers problem-solving methods and help them apply the
methods to improve the products or services they provide.

British Airways has used service circles as a fundamental part
of its implementation strategy, both in Britain and abroad. Follow-
ing through on chief executive Colin Marshall’s gospel of “putting
the customer first,” the company has created over 70 service cir-
cles at home and over 40 in other countries. These circles have
produced thousands of recommendations and ideas for improve-
ment; hundreds of these ideas have been implemented and have
resulted in noticeable improvements in either the quality of service
or in cost savings.

The service circle method may prove especially beneficial in
the United States because so many companies have had experience
with quality circles. Not all of them have made effective use of
the circles, and not all have been completely satisfied, but the
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quality circle concept offers much promise. When quality circles
go off the track, it is frequently because they lack a focus of atten-
tion. Groups may spend too much time on side issues like the
food in the company cafeteria, and managers may find the results
underwhelming.

Giving quality circles a service mission can put them back
on a more rewarding track. Looking for new and better ways to
score high marks on the customer’s report card can give the group
a sense of importance and a feeling that it is making a worthwhile
contribution to the organization’s success. In turn, this can foster
a sense of excitement, commitment, and renewed enthusiasm that
can carry the service management program through.

STEP 5: MAINTENANCE—MAKING SERVICE COMMITMENT A
WAY OF LIFE

Once the service management program is well under way in our
organization, and assuming it is beginning to ‘“‘take” with the
people, the next step is to start building organizational structures
that will help it become permanent. This can often be the sticking
point of the whole process because sacred cows usually die hard.
It is quite common to find organizational customs, traditions, poli-
cies, systems, procedures, and work rules that stand in the way
of new and creative service methods. Enthusiastic employees who
have good ideas can quickly become discouraged by the layers
of bureaucracy, red tape, and “can’ts” that seem to assail them
at every turn.

Few managers will admit to being bureaucratic in their meth-
ods, and almost all of them will agree with the need for creative
new approaches. But when the time comes to change their own
ways of doing things, the difference between “theory” and “prac-
tice” emerges. People in organizations can become amazingly atta-
ched to their current habits and procedures. This is a stage at
which top management’s attention and influence can play an im-
portant role. If the executives remind managers at all levels of
the importance of the service strategy, and kindly but firmly en-
courage them to support it in practice, it is possible to break
through the fossilized structures of habit. New and more effective
ways can replace the old ways.

Implementing a service management program in a large orga-
nization calls for a strong education process, as previously dis-
cussed, and it also calls for continuing management support. Man-
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agers need to be visible and consistent in their support for the
service concept. They need to embrace their roles in preaching
and teaching the gospel of service, and they should pay special
attention to reinforcing the service orientation on the part of
performance-level people.

And finally, as the service management process matures, it
becomes appropriate to make sure that support systems in the
organization are aligned to the service concept. For example, does
the recruiting and hiring process attract people who can fulfll
service roles effectively? Does the orientation program for new
employees instill the service strategy in their minds right from
the start? Does the company newsletter preach the same gospel
that the chief executive preaches? Do the training programs ad-
vance the cause of effective service? Does the performance plan-
ning system actualize the goals of the service management pro-
gram? Does the appraisal system provide feedback to employees
about the effectiveness of their efforts?

At some indistinguishable point, the service management pro-
gram ceases to be a program and becomes the basic orientation
of the organization. Getting to that point may involve a large
investment of time, energy, money, and creative thinking. The
organizations that make that investment most effectively will be
the ones that thrive and grow.

AVOID THESE MISTAKES

Implementing the service management concept in a large organi-
zation seems straightforward in concept. In fact, it is so simple
in concept that many managers are tempted to underestimate
the magnitude of the task. Changing the culture of a group of
people is anything but easy. It is seldom simple, and it is almost
never quick. Unfortunately, managers who are enthusiastic and
action-oriented often try to advance by the most direct route,
often with disappointing results.

It is a capital mistake, for example, to underestimate the crucial
effect employee attitudes can have on the success of any such
program. A group of people who are burned out, turned off,
cynical, demoralized, or who suffer from any combination of these
problems can simply fail to buy in to the spirit of the campaign.
For this reason it i1s usually a good idea to assess the climate of
the organization at the outset. By conducting employee surveys,
interviews, and focus groups, we can determine the levels of mo-
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rale, optimism, and energy we will encounter during the imple-
mentation period.

Not only must we have the support, or at least the readiness
of the people in the organization, we must also have a program
that makes sense. It must appeal to people on a number of levels,
from head to heart. As a final observation about implementing
service management, we offer from our experience a short list
of ways to do it wrong. Here are some of the most common
mistakes, or traps, that we have seen managers fall into in trying
to carry out large campaigns to reorient their organizations. May
you never be guilty of any of them.

Short attention span. Top management gets all fired up,
but by the time the posters come back from the print shop, they
are distracted by other ““more pressing” problems and forget what
they had set out to do. This is the “theme-of-the-month” style
that creates cynicism among the working people of the organiza-
tion and destroys whatever credibility the executives may have
enjoyed in their eyes. It is important to get into the game for
the long run, and to make up the collective management mind
to stay the course.

Empty slogans. Lacking a real strategy for service, and not
knowing how to arrive at one, some management groups resort
to advertising slogans to try to hoodwink the customer into believ-
ing that something has changed. An empty slogan is harmless
at best, and sometimes it simply wastes some money. But it can
often backfire, especially if the actual level of service quality is
far less than the commercial implies. The slogans should come
only after we truly have something to brag about that will make
a difference to the customer.

Brass bands and armbands. The brass band approach is
the internal version of the advertising slogan approach. It is an
attempt to hype the service employees without having a strategy
to preach or teach. Lapel buttons, posters, and motivational films
do little for service quality unless your employees know what the
customer appeal needs to be, and know how to deliver it. Let’s
make the message a meaningful one. Let’s develop a competitive
service strategy and take that message, not hype, to the people.

Smile tfraining. By all means let’s use training. Dollar for
dollar, it can be an excellent payoff. Who knows but one critical
moment of truth, handled skillfully by someone in whose develop-
ment we have invested our money, might have an enormous im-
pact on the customer’s evaluation of our organization? But let’s



182 / CHAPTER 11

not insult our employees with smile training or “‘be nice” training.
Let’s treat them like adults and give them the tools and the infor-
mation that will help them figure out how to handle their moments
of truth effectively.

Rigor mortis. Administratively-minded managers sometimes
find it tempting to overorganize the service management process.
By creating paper systems, forms, reports, procedures, review
committees, and all the other trappings of overcontrol, they can
strangle the process before it ever gets healthy. Let’s use an orga-
nized campaign-type approach, but let’s keep the focus on individ-
ual contributions and service quality.



