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Based on the theoretical conceptional discussions in the first part of this article, we now describe
how the approach was specifically used in a large workshop series at Mercedes-Benz Vans. The
workshops were held with the management team and were conceptionally closely related to the
previously described approach. This approach was tested in a pilot phase and the final workshop
concept was derived based on the collected insights. The workshops were in the pursuit of two
goals. On one hand, to familiarize employees that were far removed from the customer towards
the topic customer satisfaction and on the other hand, to develop precise process oriented measure
to increase the customer satisfaction. This leads directly to the answer of the following question:

Is customer satisfaction a pure sales task?

Within the scope of the performed pilot phase, it
was noted that a cross-functional participation in the
workshops ensures the quality and breadth of the
discussions. The ideas and measures that are devel-
oped together displayed the different perspectives
and viewpoints of the participants. Thus, the sug-
gestions were holistic in a manner that would not
have been possible to achieve with a solely function-
al view. We can already conclude that the necessary
holistic handling of the topic is not a pure sales task.
The sales department is at this point in charge of
the workshop design and executions. Therefore, the
department can be considered as a type of mission-
ary for the topic. To realize this role, a team that
reported directly to the sales director was formed
at Mercedes-Benz Vans. The content discussion still
had to be cross-functional and participative.

An additional important insight from the pilot phase
consists of the fact that it was sufficient for the
workshops to hold the discussions along the high
aggregated level of the process model as discussed
in the first part of the article. A more detailed level
leads to discussions that often end in a functional

oriented expert exchange that does not only exclude
parts of the participants, but also does not conform
with the goals.

To further visualize the discussions, several case stud-
ies were developed ahead of the workshops that de-
tailed specific customer situations of the company.
The cases were from the customer viewpoint and
in this respect made up. The addressed challenges
of the company all had a true setting and addressed
different topics. This approach ensures a factual
discussion of process weaknesses without trying to
find scapegoats.

Searching for root cause of problems

Based on the insights from the pilot phase, the fol-
lowing approach for the workshop series was de-
signed.

The introductory discussion always started with a
common review of the case study that was selected
for the day. The selection was not haphazard, but
was related to the content of the day and participant
structure and therefore appropriate for all repre-
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sented functions. In a first simple step, the problem
was introduced. The case study served to discuss at
which points of the process the customer began to
be upset. The result of the discussion was noted on
the plot to be used in future discussions.

Based on the common understanding of the symp-
toms, the evaluation of the company processes
could start and thus also the search for the impor-
tant causes of problems. The entry into the root
cause analysis is provided by the question, “At which
point of the process model does the dissatisfaction
of the customer become obvious?” Generally the
problems can be found when the services are per-
formed which is either during the order acquisition,
the operative production, or after-sales service. The
reason is that the conventional interaction between
customer and company traditionally lies on the level
of service performance. Based on these points in
the process model, we asked several times for the
“Why?”. The goal of the discussion was to deter-
mine the exact cause-effect relationship, visualize it
in the process model, and to identify possible pro-
blem causes not only causal but symptomatically.

With the described approach it was possible to devel-
op a common understanding across functions about
why the customer became displeased and what the
relation to the process was. Most of the time this
deals with complex forces of partial self-reinforcing
processes and activities that initially cannot be fully
understood or comprehended. The common under-
standing builds the basis for the next steps of the
workshop.

The holistic development of improvement
measures

Following this analysis phase, the workshop partic-
ipants were asked to decide the main cause of the
problems and to plan measures accordingly. Only the
true causes of problems are the right starting point
to improve the situation sustainably and not just in
the short-term. Consequently, ideas and measures
should start on the cause level.
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The discussions about the causes were not a large
challenge anymore because of the analysis that was
performed together and the basis was determined
and discussed. This looked quite differently as far as
the precise development of measures was concern-
ed, because creative “out-of-the-box™ thinking was
required. However, the previous discussions about
the case study and the cross-functional participation
assisted in this patt.

The main levers to improve the customer satisfac-
tion that were identified as part of the workshop and
were later on defined as part of the process strate-
gies lie in the following areas:

* Improvement of (multi) project management

= Process optimization, especially concerning
cross-functional processes

= Clarification of important interfaces

It should be emphasized that it is possible to identify
some of the areas without an elaborate work shop.
The employees hold the knowledge. However, the
process that leads to the identification of the prob-
lem areas is at least as important. In this case the
topics are the result of a cross-functional discussion
between the whole leadership team of the compa-
ny and the common understanding about where the
largest opportunities are and which measures should
be taken. They are suggestions by the employees
who will later on be affected by these measures. This
leads to a high identification with the ideas and the
ability to implement them is increased.

Conclusion

The presented approach pursues two goals. First,
to keep the customer in the mind of the employ-
ees and to thereby increase the customer orienta-
tion of the company as a whole. Secondly, to de-
velop structured and systematic improvements
measures that help to reach the goal of consistent



improvement of customer satisfaction. This is not
only achieved through well meant messages, but
with precise and concrete connections between
the drivers of satisfaction and the company pro-
cesses as well as the roles and tasks of employees.
In front of this background, the participative dis-
cussion is already a good step into the right direc-
tion. Through the presented approach, it is possi-
ble to make the connection between the employees
activities and processes and their effect onto the
customer satisfaction. The responsibility of each
and every employee for the topic customer satis-
faction become transparent in this process. Another
important aspect of the approach is the consistent
process orientation that enables a goal-oriented
cross-functional discourse and assists the under-
standing about cooperation in the company. The
awareness is created that it is not enough to look at
each single aspect of the company individually and
then optimize, but that only when the overall sys-
tem with its complex cause and effect relationships
is considered improvements can be achieved.

Addressing our initial question again; is customer
orientation a pure sales task? The article has shown
that a participative discussion that addresses the in-
teractions between the company and the customer
stand in causal relation to each other. These interre-
lations do not necessarily have to be obvious and can
often only be determined through intensive analysis
and when looking at it with several different perspec-
tives. Measures that appear to be logical in the first
place often only address the symptoms and not the
true causes. Therefore, they do not go far enough
and are not sustainable. The task to navigate through
the complexity of the often intricate correlations
cannot be the sole job of the sales department. The
seemingly very sales-driven topic of customer sat-
isfaction reaches far beyond the sales organization
and can only be minimally influenced by the sales
department alone. The sales department should play
the role of a missionary for the topic, yet it should
not be solely held accountable for it. In the case of
Mercedes-Benz Vans, this means that more than 500
managers from all functions and departments par-

ticipated in the workshop series. Cross-functional
teams discussed intensively and developed process
solutions together. The sales team was responsible
for the workshop series, the documentation and the
follow-up process. The actual change with regard to
customer satisfaction can only be achieved if all de-
partments work together.

“The realization of the workshop series enabled
all managers at Mercedes-Benz Vans to become
more aware of the topic of customer satisfaction.
We connected seemingly far removed functions
with the customer. The intensive and intentionally
cross-functional discussions in the workshops led
to numerous improvements. These are now being
implemented by the newly created “customer
satisfaction management” team. Schuh & Com-
pany effectively supported us in the conceptional
phase as well as with the implementation of the
team and the first workshop.”

(Jennifer Stach, Mercedes-Benz Transporter)
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