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Do This Month'’s
Numbers Trump
Everything Else?

BY JAY RAO

The six bullding blocks of culture

How Customer Focused
Is Your Dealership Culture?

any companies describe
themselves in these
ways in annual reports,
speeches and advertis
Ing. Being customer-
focused is vitally important for any business
that relies on repeat customers, a positive
public reputation, and referrals. Southwest
Airlines is one of those businesses, and its
rise from obscurity to industry dominance
was largely fueled by its obsessive customer
focus. Auto dealerships can do the same, and
recent research indicates that they have plen
ty of room for Improvement on that score.'
Every dealership likes to say it has a cus
tomer-focused culture. For many, that's more
of an aspiration than a reality. Their challenge
and thread-

worn slogans — to 3 point where everyone

1s to get beyond that aspiration

from the corner office to the showroom to
the service department Is guided by an Inter-

nal compass of customer-centricity
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The six building
blocks of culture
What Is this thing we call “cam-
pany culture?” Social scientists
and management professors like
me use the term all the time,
But for most people, enterprise
culture is a slippery term that
is hard to get a firm grip on
Nevertheless, culture s real
and it has a profound effect
of the way a business oper-
ates and connects (or fails to
connect) with its customers.
The best way to under-
stand organizational culture
Is to understand its essentlal
building blocks — there are six
- Values, Behaviors, Climate,
Resources, Processes and
Metrics. All of these are

closely interconnected. You
can read more about the ori-
gins of this model in a previ-
ously published article ’

The six building
blocks defined
Values are reflected in how a compa
ny sets Its priorities and spends its money
Vaiues have less to do with what compa-
nies say and more with what they actually
do. What are our beliefs? What is our mind-
set and how we view the world around us?
Behaviors describe how people act.
Values are exemplified in our behaviors, It
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“Customers

is most pronounced in the way the
leaders and owners aof dealerships
spend their time. Do our mangers and
leaders engage and enable our people
to do their best? Do we spend more
time with aur customers er with our
finance department?

Climate describes the quality of
workplace life, Are our pecple caming
to wiork energized every day? Is the
place collaborative ar combative? ks the
workplace caring our cut-throat? Is the
dealership empathetic aor aggressie?

Resources refer to the human
capital as well as the physical assets.
Aamong dealership, physical assets
rarely give them a great competitive
advantage, Do we have the right peo-
ple? Do they have the right skills? Are
they constantly learning new skills?

Processes are the ways we work,
How do we hire? How do we leam?
How do we build deep capabilities
aver time?

Buccess deseribes how peaple
are rewarded, how achicvement is
measured, and what earns praise
from management, customers and
competitors. Do we only keep score
of our 4ales and profitability or da
we try to please the customers?

Do our custamers kove us? Do they
keep coming back? What is our Het
Promoter Seore?

A business's values are reflected in
Its priofities and how It spends its time
and money. In effect, values deter
mine "what matters around here?”
Southwest Airline’s nation af what
matters can be described as “service
and fun.” These can be traced back
to the airline’s founder and longtime
leader Herb Kelleher {now retired).
Kelleher nurtured a corporate-wide

are at the center of everything we do.”

passion for service and fun for both
employess and customers. In daing
30, he created America’s most popular
and profitable airine out of a small
regional carrier with three planes.
Think abkout the values that dom|-
nate your business — the things you
and your managers and employees
absess about. Do people abiess aver
customer service and satisfaction
or do this month's numbers trurmp
everything else? Where is your deal
ership's focus?

Behoviors describe how people act in
the service of their values. In the best
arganizations, key values are widely
shared. People take those values seri-
ausly and aligh their work behaviars
with them. In the worse cases, values
are the drivel served up in weekly and
manthly reports and leaders” speeches
that are generally ignored by employees
and managers alike.

There is little doubt that the lead-
er's values and behaviors have the
greatest influence over the climate
hefshe wishes to create in the work-
place. Also, through their power to
make decisions, allecate resources,
and reward behavior (how fuccess is
defined), leaders have more contral
than anyone elie aver which values
dominate and shape the climate.
Using their wisibility and ability to
persuade and influence, leaders send
clear signals about “what matters
arcund here.” Their formal power to
reward some behaviors and punish
athers gives them a tool for aligning
peoples” warkplace behaviors, which
in turn determines the processes that
ane set up within the firm, How do
we do the hinng? How do we interact

with our customers? How do we solve

problems collectively?

Employess are always noticing what
their boss is doing. If the boss's behaw
lar is not aligned with official values
— that is, if he or she does not “walk
the talk™ — the result is an everyone-
far-onesell culture in which employess
are disengaged and have to be “bribed”
ta de the right things; group cohesian
around key gaals never gels.

How one company did it

As an example of the culture-
shaping power of leadership, consider
the case of Wernon Hill and his great
suctess in building a customer focused
banking business. "Banking?” you ask.
YBut we're in the automaobile busi-
ness” No matter, Some of the most
powerful Insights about management
are gained when we look outside our
industry and its circle of competitors.,

Under the direction of founder/
CED, Vernon Hill, Commerce Bancorp
expanded from a single loeation
in Cherry Hill, New lersey to 470
branches. Depasits during Hill's tenure
grew at a compound annual rate of 30
percent, six times the industry aver-
age, and sharcholders’ returns grew at
the same 30 percent pace. Commerce
wits sold ta Toronto-Dominian Bank in
2008 for $&.5 billion.

Howe did Hill profitably grow
this bank so quickly? Coming from
the retall industry, Hill did what
he'd seen the best retailers do: He
infected his business and its employ-
eeq with an obsession for customer
service. At a time when competing
retail banks were limiting houwrs,
reducing services, and charging
fees for things that had onece been
free, Commerce did the oppasite.

“Ours is a culture of customer service.”

Lervice hours were extended to evenings
and weekends — even Sundays, Instead of
pushing customers toward the Internet, as
other banks were doing, Commerce wel-
comed them —and their dogs — to its brick
and rmortar Ystores.”

s Hill saw it, the main ingredient of retall
success was an army of engaged, customer-
oriented employess. At Cormmerce, most
people were hired on the basis of attitude.
s he and Southwest Alrlines discovered,
skills can be taught — values and behaviors
cannot. Both adopted the practice of hir-
ing people with customer-friend|y attitudes
and training them, as neaded, in specific job
skills. And 1o drive home the message that
custamer service was the value that matter
mast, Commerce held a “Wow! Awards™
night every year at New York City"s Radio
Clty Musie Hall, where the top prize was a
new Porsche

The Commerce story illustrates how each
al aur building blocks ereating a re-enfareing
culture. Hill infused Commerce with values
b had developed sarlier in his caresr: cus-
tomer convenience and unstinting service,
Through employee selection and training,
rewards, encouragement of innovative
ideas, and other mechanisms, his bank sup-
ported the behaviars an which his strategy
depended for success.

Sa, if you are the swner of general man-
ager of a dealership, think about the six
Building blocks that form its culture. And ask
wourself these questions:

= What motters around here ? What do
you and aother employees focus on? If
“making the numbers” is absession No.
1, get beyond that. The numbers are
truly important in any business. But the
numbers are the “result™ of something
maore fundamental: How customers feel
they are treated, their willingness to refer

their friends and to return for service and
their next auto purchase, Dhisss on these
points and the numbers will follow.

How ore we training owr peeple? If
custamer focus Is the goal, train people

in needs recoghition, listening skills, and
effective interpersonal communication.
Create opportunities for non-sales
personnel to meet and interact with
customers they serve indirectly every day.

How do we learn what our customers think
of us? Many dealers follow up sales and
service with customer gquestionnaires. The
fuestion is, what are you doing with the
data? Are guestionnaire results genuine,
ar are sales peaple telling customers ta
"please give me a 10 on everything,”

Whot valves om I modeling for employees
with my awn behowvior? As the leader, yau
set the cultural tone of the dealership. So
demanstrate your interest in customers,
Spend part of every day meeting and
talking with customers — in the showroom,
on the lat, and in the custamer service
lounge. Employees will natice, Don’t be
the person in the back-room that the
sales person has to run to for every litth
negotiation.

Many faetors that eontribute to the sue-
cess of an auto dealership are out of the
management's control. The economy.
Interest rates, The portfolio, quality and
appeal of the manufacturer's vehicles. The
culture of the business, however, is under
vour contral, 5o build one that puts custom-
#rs at the center of everything it does, [
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