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I dedicate this book to innovators everywhere.
Innovation – the successful exploitation of new ideas – is at the
heart of every great enterprise. May this story give you
the courage to back your own ideas and inspire you
to new heights of creativity and success.
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I QUEUE THEREFORE I AM

“So, what do you do for a living?”

Here I am standing, glass of wine in hand, at yet another social occasion, when someone I’ve just met asks the inevitable question. Deep breath, and away we go. “Picture yourself standing in line at the post office.” Pause. “Waiting to be served.” Pause again. “When the clerk is ready to see you, he presses a button, and a voice sounds out, ‘Cashier Number Three Please.’ – Well, that’s me. That’s my voice.”

“No!” Hushed tones. “I always thought that was Roger Moore! That’s amazing. Go on – say it again!”

“Cashier Number Nineteeeen, please! – Yes, I do all of the other numbers as well, but only in the male voice you understand.”

“It really is you, isn’t it?”

IT’S BEEN 20 YEARS since that phrase was first heard and according to those who are in the know I now have the fourth most recognised voice in the UK with around 30 million listeners every month. When I appeared on the game show “Odd One In” in 2011, the entire audience to a man recognised me as soon as I spoke!

Everyone I meet seems to have a queueing story. Supermarkets, hospitals, airports, government offices, even favourite coffee shops – all contribute to our rich experience of badly managed queues. I tuck the most outrageous anecdotes away for my “virtual scrapbook”. Here’s one...

“I always take the children to see Santa in the run up to Christmas – they love it and so do I – it gets us in the Christmas mood. So there we were last December waiting patiently in the long queue at that big toy store in town. It took over an hour to get near the front, but my two were so excited that they didn’t mind. Just as we were about to get inside the grotto, this posh-looking man arrived trailing a five-year-old. He took one look at the line, stuck his nose firmly in the air, and pushed in ahead of us. Feelings ran high. The lady just in front of us went mad. She started attacking him with her umbrella, calling him all the names under the sun. Two elves came over to calm things down. A tussle broke out and one of them grabbed the man’s arm, he fell backwards, scattering presents as he went and pulling the elf on top of him. It was pandemonium. I hadn’t laughed so much in ages!”

When I started in this business, queue management was rarely mentioned by the people that serve us. Today that’s changed dramatically with many organisations in the UK and the USA employing senior executives solely to manage customer experience.

The company that I helped to found, Qm, is now part of a global enterprise, Qmatic, which has around 55,000 systems in 120 countries across the world. Roughly, a quarter of the world’s population benefit from fairer, faster service every year as a result. No other organisation has worked harder to improve the customer experience.

In the following pages you will find the story of how we started and built our business in the UK, armed with nothing more than a great idea, the courage of our convictions and to begin with, very little funding! I have tried to take you with me on the journey as we faced each challenge in bringing our idea to market and creating a successful multi-million pound business.

You will also find lots of practical ideas as to how banks, retailers and others that serve us can do a better job, something they must be encouraged in, it makes them better, more responsive suppliers delivering superior experiences to us, their customers.

I hope that you enjoy reading my words as much as I loved writing them.

Come and see me at www.terry-green.co.uk.

Terry Green

January 2012
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12 SEPTEMBER 2006. 9.50 A.M.

I took a deep breath. As I rode the elevator skywards, I tried to marshall my thoughts. Twelve floors of shiny stainless steel and glass passed me by. It had taken six months of emails, phone calls, and patient, polite follow-ups to get this meeting. There was too much at stake to fail now. The lady I was about to meet, a senior executive of a major bank, had a reputation for taking no prisoners. I had heard that her meetings rarely lasted longer than 20 minutes before terrified salesmen were sent scurrying back to the lift. I would have to work fast if I wanted a fair hearing today. I had to grab them in the critical first 90 seconds of the meeting – or all would be lost. I was ready.

Inside the office, pleasantries over, I took another deep breath. “It’s about valuing time,” I began. “It’s about matching your customer’s need for service with the best available staff in the most efficient way. In the last fifteen years I have worked with three of the UK’s leading banks and 15 of the top 25 retailers, and we have produced some astounding results. Lower operating costs, richer customer experiences, greater customer loyalty and ultimately, increased sales. We can help you.”

Silence. As all good salesmen will tell you, at this point it was vital to remain quiet and let my customer speak. Their next words tell you whether you are heading towards an order – or the door. The seconds ticked by.

“So who else have you done this for?” she asked. “Give me an example.”

We were off. In a few sentences I told her how I had worked with Argos, a major UK retailer, and how the system we implemented not only boosted customer satisfaction but also maximised valuable store space and staff hours. She was listening. In the next 45 minutes we talked about the nature of queueing, and why you can’t just wish it away, the impact on waiting customers’ psyches and propensity to buy, and the real financial benefits of doing it right. She was hooked. I didn’t use a single Powerpoint slide – just pen and paper.


IT’S ABOUT VALUING TIME. It’s about matching your customer’s need for service with the best available staff in the most efficient way.



As we walked back to the lift after the meeting, she turned to me. “It’s a great pleasure to meet someone who is so passionate about what they do,” she said. “I look forward to working with you.”

I’M IN THE QUEUEING BUSINESS and, as you know by now, I am the voice of “Cashier Number Three Please” in around 8,500 locations across the UK – in retailers, banks, railway stations, all manner of places – helping the public get served faster. But that’s only part of the story.

In 2004 our company, Qm Group was sold to our management team, who were backed by venture capitalists, Advantage Capital, and I stayed on to help out. In 2007 we sold again, and this time to Swedish venture capitalists, Altor Equity Partners, who also bought Qmatic, a Swedish rival of ours. I now sit on the board of the combined Qmatic Group as a non-executive director.

I don’t claim to have invented our systems – other, much more talented colleagues devised the technical solutions. I sell ideas. That’s my thing. My role has been to convince client organisations of the importance of queueing within their business model, and then to work with them to optimise the benefits.

Unplanned and unmanaged queues are waste. They waste customers’ time, they waste staff hours, and they waste sales floor space. Yes, everyone expects to queue, but that doesn’t stop them resenting an exploitation of their valuable time. Yet retailers are reluctant to plan for queues; it feels like failure to even admit the possibility.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Every retailer or bank I have worked with has been able to define a course of action which improved things and saved money. Not everyone has taken my advice, but that’s their choice. The ones who did have not regretted it.

I’ve come to be, over the last 15 years, something of a Queue Guru. I have sat in countless boardrooms, worked alongside warehouse staff, posed as a mystery shopper; I have walked shopping malls, interviewing consumers about their favourite stores; I have presented to halls full of bankers at conferences; I have manned exhibition stands preaching to retailers the good words, “queue” and “management.”

My opinions are based not only on my years of experience as a supplier but also as an inveterate shopper. I like to shop. (Ask anyone who knows me about my shirt collection.) Shopping of any kind – even supermarket shopping – can be a rich experience. Smells, textures, colours and sound influence the way we feel about the trip that we make, and help to transform a potentially boring necessity into an adventure.

To get our attention, retailers compete to give us the latest products, at the best prices, in the smartest stores. Yet all too often they leave to chance the one thing that makes an immeasurable difference: Service. All stores have staff available to assist shoppers; but it is the way they organise the provision of service that makes a difference. This is the difference between increased sales and lost customers. Attempting to reduce the cost of each transaction might produce savings in the short term but runs the risk of driving customers away if service levels are eroded. Conversely, an initiative to serve customers faster can drive up staff cost and drive down service levels.


I LIKE TO SHOP. Ask anyone who knows me about my shirt collection.



In the world of queue management, things are not always what they seem.
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ARE WE BEING SERVED?

In 2003 I carried out a speculative project for a UK-based electricals retail chain who were curious about how we could help them improve the customer experience in their stores. So I spent a day in one of their edge-of-town outlets in Oxford – a busy Saturday – to watch how it worked.

The store was around 50,000 square feet, with departments for all of the major electrical items – flat-screen TVs, home cinema, white goods, personal computers, digital cameras. The store had an FTE of eight, which means a “full-time equivalent” staffing level of just eight people for such a huge space.

I watched customers arrive at the store. Typically they first looked around and then moved into the area that interested them. There they would start to examine the individual items, flitting from one product to the next. The fun began when they settled, like tired butterflies, onto a particular product of interest. They would read the label several times over, looking for the hidden meaning behind the few short lines of small, cryptic text. They would stand back and look at neighbouring products, playing “spot the difference”: Which TV would look better in the sitting room? How come this one costs so much more than that one? Sooner or later the customers who had a serious interest would decide that they needed help from a sales person. And here came the challenge: How do you get a salesman to understand that you want their help without attracting attention to yourself?

Shoppers are self-conscious beings, wary in the retailer’s territory. Apart from the few who are endowed with high levels of confidence, most just want to get through the whole experience without causing a ripple. (The British, in particular, are a race apart when it comes to trying to send out a covert signal which they hope will be invisible to all except the nearest sales person.)

I noted several techniques in play. Stand on the spot, head thrust up, shoulders back, and look from side to side. Walk around the product of interest in an agitated manner, covering the same piece of floor time and again like a tiger prowling around his cage. Stand motionless looking into space, preferably with a hand placed possessively on the item of desire. Sometimes when a free salesman was spotted on the far side of the store, a hot pursuit began, the shopper making a mad dash for the salesman before anyone else could get hold of him. Those who shopped in pairs had an advantage – one member could wait by the product and do the territorial dance, while another charged around the showroom floor tackling anyone who looked like a salesman.

I looked around the store. All of the key departments were arranged around its edge, while the space in the centre was filled with rows of kettles, irons, phones and other relatively low-value items. As I watched I realised that all of the unoccupied staff were prowling around the edges. Were they frightened of open spaces? Agoraphobia seemed like a weird trait to look for in your sales team. I asked the manager.


HOW DO YOU GET a salesman to understand that you want their help, without attracting attention to yourself?



“Ah,” he said, ”the sales people are discouraged from helping customers in that area.”

Interesting, I thought. “Why?”

“All the items there are low-priced. We don’t make enough money on them to justify a sales person helping.”

I was intrigued. “But surely if you give great service to a customer for a kettle today, he will be more likely to buy his next TV from you?”

“It’s head office policy, I’m afraid.”

We were standing amongst the kettles. A thought struck me.

“Why do some of the products in this area have a Best Buy sticker on them? Does that mean they are great value or have the best features? And who decides they are a Best Buy?”

“Oh, that’s just a code for the sales guys,” said the manager. “The ones with the stickers are where we make the best margin, and so if a salesman is dragged into this area he will always recommend a Best Buy.”

This was getting interesting. I could understand why it was important to control staff costs – after all, it’s the one big variable cost in running the store – but I couldn’t understand how they had arrived at eight staff as the right answer. It seemed to me that they had tried to guess a number by which most of the staff would be occupied most of the time, and hence fewer staff hours wasted. But this must mean that at least some of the time there would be too many customers for all to be comfortably served, leading to stress as well as lost sales.

So this policy would actually limit sales volumes when the store was busy, and hand dissatisfied customers to the competition – not something that was desirable when trying to run a successful business.

What was needed was data not guesses.

Thinking it through, if we could put a system in place that allowed customers to say when they wanted to help, and what level of help they needed, and we could match those requests up with available staff in store, then not only could we manage customer requests better, we would also be able to collect data for fine-tuning future staffing levels to control costs while maximising sales.

This would change the fundamental dynamic of the store – the way customers accessed help and advice. Instead of sales people passively waiting for customers to find them, we could select the sales person who had the best product knowledge to match up with “hot sales requests” collected by the queue management system. Suddenly sales people would have an incentive to improve their knowledge and improve service across the store.


IT’S HEAD OFFICE policy, I’m afraid...



As it was, though, without this incentive, the sales people became passive. The store’s strategy was effectively eroding the reasons for shopping there.

The meeting I subsequently had with the director of operations summarised the management’s attitude to shoppers very well. She made herself difficult to pin down for a meeting, and the date we finally agreed on was the morning of Christmas Eve. In a spirit of goodwill I took festive mince pies to the meeting. Walking into the Dickensian, decoration-free office was like having an appointment with Scrooge. I expected someone to shout “Humbug!” at any moment. These people clearly took themselves very seriously. I sat in her office a full ten minutes before she showed up.

“As its Christmas Eve I brought you some mince pies,” I said, “Merry Christmas!”

No reaction. My festive offering was placed in a desk drawer. It was never mentioned again. No coffee or other refreshment was offered.

I presented my findings from the store visit, and proposed a radical rethink of how to organise staff and allocate service on the shop floor.

My advice fell on deaf ears. They weren’t interested. The concepts that I presented were just too alien to the organisation’s philosophy.

Well, you can’t win them all. The solution that we arrived at for this problem went on to be highly successful elsewhere and is today catching on like wildfire in the retail banking sector – but more of this later.

All retailers are of course subject to the laws of economics. They would quickly go out of business if they had too many staff, hired just in case we decide we need help while shopping. But it’s a question of balance and of context.

WHAT MAKES PEOPLE SHOP?

Most consumers now regularly use the internet to access information about products, check prices and, increasingly, make purchases. In this age of 24/7 online shopping, why do shoppers still shop?

1. We want to see and feel an item before we buy it

The store allows us to “test drive” potential purchases before we commit. Items like clothing fall into this category (although as customers get used to the returns services offered by online vendors this becomes less compelling). In my case I love to browse bookstores, to pick a book up and read the first few pages before I decide if it’s for me. For others it might be choosing a PC or a pair of shoes.

2. We want face-to-face contact

We crave the reassurance of talking to someone face to face before we commit – especially when it is a purchase we’ll have to live with for a long time, a purchase with big implications for our future wealth, or a purchase where the ongoing service aspect represents a major part of the proposition. The banks see this a lot. Over 70% of all major financial products sold by banks are signed up for face-to-face.

3. Shopping is a leisure experience

We enjoy the thrill of the chase going from store to store, window shopping, flirting with the idea of buying something; while we may not necessarily set out to make a purchase today, with the right cues and persuasion, we might just be seduced.

4. Shopping is a social activity

Friends or family meet up and shop together. It’s fun, and it’s also a way for the group to explore their collective values, to bond with one another, and to come closer together. This process not only results in spontaneous purchases but also in the setting of “rules” around what an individual will purchase in future.

5. We want instant gratification

If we go online, we can have a product shipped, but at the store we can get it right now.

For all of these reasons, the shopper chooses the store over the online portal. Retailers must recognise that this is the role that their stores now play.

How the store then attends to shoppers therefore becomes crucial. Sales staff must be visible, accessible, and knowledgeable; the checkout process must be smooth and painless. Otherwise, the whole enterprise is undermined. The shopper who has come to the store to see, to feel, to talk, to socialise, walks right back out.

Timely service delivery thus clearly plays a key role in the shopping experience. Confident, articulate sales people who know their products can sell a customer up the range by matching his needs to the available stock more closely. This leads to more satisfied customers and more revenue for the store. Conversely, a badly managed checkout process can leave a bad taste in the shopper’s mouth, and ruin all the good work that’s gone into the rest of the journey. But perhaps the most crucial part of this process is the waiting.

THE WAITING GAME

Waiting comes between the wanting and the getting. Whenever there is something that you want that can’t be had straight away there is a wait and therefore a waiting experience. And if there are more than two people waiting for service there is a queue.

Children don’t like waiting for anything, but as we become adults we are socialised into the belief that waiting is a necessary part of life’s experience. Not all waiting is unpleasant. Knowing that you have a holiday booked in a few weeks’ time – when you will be able to lie on the beach, explore the beautiful coastline, partake of lavish seafood – can bring an anticipatory thrill to the dullest work day. Equally, a well-managed wait in store can give you time to explore the idea of your purchase and assimilate new information which might enhance the pleasure in your purchase.

Some waiting is a necessary part of life – waiting for my laptop to boot up, the traffic lights to change – a host of situations in our everyday lives hold us back from instant gratification of our desires.

Shopping is no exception. In fact, any environment where we need face-to-face service will have situations in which consumers have to wait their turn. The way the waiting is managed has a huge impact on customer experience, sales and cost.

There’s a lesson to be learnt here from theme parks. Theme parks are about fun. People go there to experience the thrill of the attractions. And yet how much of the day is spent on the actual rides? Probably no more than 30%. The rest of the time is spent moving between rides, taking refreshment breaks, and queueing for the next ride.

Theme parks have thus become the stars of the waiting game – and Disney indisputably the masters. Their work on managing the perception of waiting customers has been an integral part of the success of their parks. Lines for rides are managed so that they move continuously and smoothly. Signs announcing expected waiting times are displayed prominently. Staff in costume entertain the waiting crowds and make the queue feel like its part of the adventure.

On top of that, Disney realised that visitors who are waiting in line are missing out on other attractions and not spending money. The Fast-Pass™ scheme was thus introduced, to give visitors the choice between standing in line for a particular ride or pre-booking a future slot. Future slots are valid for a one hour window giving visitors some flexibility for the exact time that they return. Being able to wait “virtually” means that visitors now participate in more revenue-generating activities within the park, and can take more rides instead of being held up in a queue. This has led to a significant increase in customer satisfaction.1


THEME PARKS are about fun. But how much of the day is spent on the actual rides?



When our waiting time is managed well, it ceases to be an issue to us. It becomes just another part of the day’s experience and not one on which we consumers dwell.

Theme parks know this. But do other businesses? Their responses vary from complete indifference to genuine efforts to improve things. This spectrum of attitudes is reflected in the quality and timeliness of the service that we as consumers receive – not just in retail stores but in all situations – between the wanting and the getting.

In the last 20 years many organisations have made major strides to improve the quality of service that they deliver in their stores. For me, working in the UK, it all started with the Post Office, the place where my voice first became famous.
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EARLY DAYS

In the early 1990s, the Post Office decided to tackle the long-standing issue of perceived waiting time within their branches. In the old set-up a line would form at each open window. Arriving customers would determine which queue to join by trying to guess which one would move fastest. Simple right? Just join the line with the fewest people in it. Wrong.

Once we understood the range of activities that customers might undertake when they got to the counter – buying some stamps might take two minutes, whereas getting a passport checked might take 20 – we realised just how wrong an assumption this was. As a customer joining a line, your waiting time would be the sum of the service times of the people in front of you. Without knowing their planned tasks, it was impossible to predict your waiting time reliably.

Imagine the frustration when on joining the shortest line, the long line next to you moves much faster and you realize that you joined the wrong queue? Should you switch lines – and if you do, will that line suddenly slow down and the one that you left suddenly move forward? Invariably!

There is nothing quite as frustrating as being a time-pressed shopper standing in a line and watching the lines on either side of you get served faster. It raises your stress level and makes you more conscious of the passing seconds. Anything which in normal circumstances might have been a minor irritation becomes a major issue.

Multiple lines might be mathematically the most efficient way of getting customers served but they expose the customer to huge and unpredictable variations in waiting time, making the shopper feel like a helpless victim of the system. Mathematical efficiency isn’t the only criteria to use when determining how best to manage people’s wait.

It’s surprising then, that a whole category of retail stores still believes that this is the way to get things done. I am talking about supermarkets. And the weekly misery they subject their shoppers to as the massed ranks of shopping carts descend on the checkouts. They might have coping strategies that try to match the number of staff to demand at peak times, but fundamentally the way that they organise payment is wrong.

MOVING TO LINEAR QUEUES

Meanwhile back at the Post Office, a new queueing concept was becoming a reality: Linear queues. In the first instance the Post Office bought portable posts with retractable webbing belts; these were used to define a line where the queue would form. Now everyone who wanted service was held in the same line in the order of their arrival. As the person at the head of the queue was called forward for service, the line would move up. Not only was this process seen by customers to be fair and orderly, it also removed the dramatic variation in waiting times.

The difference now was that while I had all of the customers who wanted service in front of me, I also had all of the available serving staff serving us. The effect of this was to average the waiting time. Everyone would wait about the same length of time – typically less than twice the average transaction time – and no one customer would be subjected to a lengthy wait. (Supermarkets – are you following this?)
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Traditional multiple queue

[image: image]

Single linear queue

The customer reaction was overwhelmingly positive. This was much better. I spent time in stores watching how the process worked and talked to staff and customers. One word was used more than any other to describe how customers felt about the situation: Fair. Customers don’t mind waiting if the process of allocating service to them is seen to be fair.

We did the biggest branches first; as we rolled into smaller locations further issues became apparent. It was easy to buy a few barriers and put them in the middle of a huge space to create a line for people to stand in, but as soon as you started to work in smaller branches where space was at a premium, it became more difficult. In the old multiple-line situation it didn’t matter – customers just stood where they could – space was the least of their worries when they were spending their time monitoring how much more quickly everyone else was getting served compared to them. But now suddenly it was important.


CUSTOMERS DON’T MIND WAITING if the process of allocating service to them is seen to be fair.



I quickly became an expert with a tape measure. The size of the queue system was a function of the number of people who would be waiting to be served, and how close together they would stand. I did some research around the UK and the results were surprising. Typically people waiting in a line in a post office would stand about 60 cm (around two feet) away from one another. But there was also some variation between cultures and different parts of the country – in southwest Scotland, for example, people stood nearly three feet or a metre apart.

The lines of barriers also needed to be a certain width apart, to allow pushchairs and wheelchairs unimpeded access. Using these broad calculations we could start to get some science into the number of barriers each branch needed and how best to lay them out. (We found that signs on the posts at the start and end of the queue helped customers understand what to do at the various points – all of which contributed to removing stress from the situation and getting people into the right mood to be served.)

This experience was useful for me later when purchasing departments of all flavours would ring me, “What’s your best price on 500 barriers?” My response was invariably, “How do you know you need 500? Why not 600 or 200? If I can achieve what you need with only 300 I will save you 40% of your budget – shall we start there?”

THE DAWNING OF A DISCIPLINE?

The roots of a science were starting to emerge – not just an understanding of how to improve the lot of waiting customers, but an understanding of how much space was required and how to marshal available resources to get the best result. We had made it feel fairer and nicer; what else could we do?

Defining a difficulty

One problem emerged around the use of the linear queue in Post Office branches – one small dark cloud in an otherwise sunny skyline.

At that time all post offices used “fortress counters,” where each cashier sat behind a service window. The glass made it difficult for waiting customers to hear or see when a cashier summoned them.

This led to occasional moments of comedy. Imagine. Customer stands at the head of the line, complacently staring into space. At the far end of the counter, the cashier is trying to attract his attention. But no matter how much the cashier yells or waves his arms about, the impenetrable glass transforms his best efforts into a silent ballet – the customer remains oblivious. This situation was normally relieved by another member of the queue noticing and tapping the daydreaming customer on the shoulder and pointing out the free counter.

Not only was this embarrassing for the customer and inhibiting for the staff, it slowed down the action. All the time that this was going on the line was not moving forward. Precious staff hours were being lost in idle time when they could have been used for serving.

How could we change this?

Solving the problem

In the early 90s digital technology created the promise of making and playing back high-quality sound recordings in a way which had not previously been possible. This novel technology converged with my work with the Post Office and an idea was born.

A display could be installed at the head of the queue with a voice that would prompt customers when a cashier was ready. It seemed to us that this would make the queue flow more smoothly and improve the experience for both staff and customers.

The Post Office had tried other ways to do this before, and there were also a number of display solutions on the market at the time – but none of them quite did the job.

An earlier system relied on sensors to call waiting customers to the counters: A sensor at each serving position monitored whether it was occupied or vacant, while a sensor at the head of the queue monitored if there were any customers waiting. When the system detected someone waiting, a display at the head of the queue would flash an instruction to move to one of the vacant serving positions. There were several problems with this, however. On a cold day, people coming into the post office wearing dark clothes (which seemed to retain the cold longest) would not be picked up by the sensors monitoring the queue, and would therefore be “invisible” to the system; they could find themselves waiting at head of queue and, although positions were available, not be called forward because the sensor could not detect them. The sensors at the serving positions also had trouble detecting customers standing there. Because people rarely stand perfectly still, the sensors would erroneously detect a vacant position and the system would call another customer forward when one was still being served. To make matters worse, as the system was driven “automatically,” it had no knowledge of impending staff breaks or end of shift, and so would relentlessly call customers forward. This was not a success.


BECAUSE PEOPLE rarely stand perfectly still, the sensors would erroneously detect a vacant position.



Another system had the display at the head of the queue showing all of the positions that were currently free. Confronted with a choice, what does a customer do? He hesitates – again slowing the system down.

What was obvious from this analysis was that just because you put some electronics together in a box and called it a system it didn’t necessarily make things better. It was important to understand the essence of what was failing before attempting to create a solution. Any other approach would lead to a flop. This needed to be based on first hand observation and not third-hand opinion. Facts not supposition. In our case it was essential to carry out detailed and rigorous observation at each stage, looking at branches of different types and size, looking at existing “solutions” in the market place, and then defining the rules for the approach that we would take. This is how we created our customer-centric solution.


CONFRONTED WITH A CHOICE, what does a customer do? He hesitates – again slowing the system down.



CASHIER NUMBER THREE PLEASE!

It was clear to us that linear queues needed a better system of summoning the next customer. The system should give one instruction at a time, and as far as possible should sound like the person who was about to serve you – hence the high-quality voice recordings and playback, and the use of male and female voices. (Usually men choose the male voice and women the female; however there was at least one office I visited where they liked to mix it up.) The system should make customers go “Wow,” and make life easier for the hard-pressed staff in the branch.

Hence the idea for the Call Forward System – “Cashier Number Three Please!” – was born.

“Don’t know why someone didn’t come up with it before,” people would say. Which I took to be a vast compliment. It meant that the system didn’t feel alien, and it slotted right into our perceived gap where a solution needed to be.

We had captured people’s hearts and minds with our idea but it still took two, very patient, years for our small team to move from observation to installing our first prototype system in a Post Office branch. And that nearly didn’t happen.

GOING TO TRIAL

It was a spring morning in Central London. My walk from the train station to the Post Office headquarters was refreshing, and allowed me to focus on the objectives for the important meeting that lay ahead. Today was critical because it was decision time: Would the Post Office sign up to put our prototype into a branch?

We had reached a crucial moment in piloting our project from concept to reality. From early observation, we had analysed the current situation in the branch, and drafted a specification for our solution. This had been successfully debated with a series of groups of Post Office management and staff. It was important to us to have all of our stakeholders on board both at an executive and operational level so that this project could progress smoothly. As this process went on in the “front of house,” in the back room our rocket scientists were designing circuitry and solving the myriad of puzzles required to turn the idea into a real system.


The system should make the customers go “WOW!”



Around the highly polished boardroom table sat fifteen people. My colleagues were on hand to demonstrate our technology to the gathering of senior management from the Post Office – among whom was the manager of a major city-centre branch. He had come to the meeting with the impression that his opinion was wanted about the solution; but as the meeting progressed it became apparent to him that something more would be expected of him. He was not happy.

After a series of presentations which brought everyone up to date with the project, and then a demonstration of the system – which was greeted with much enthusiasm – we reached the critical stage of the meeting. Our manager was put on the spot. He was asked to trial the system in his branch.

All eyes were on him. As the meeting had progressed our man had become more and more withdrawn. Now his legs were crossed and his arms folded. The question hung in the air.

With trembling lips he finally spoke. “My team work really hard to deliver great service and our customers are very happy with us. I don’t believe that any system can improve upon that. I don’t want it. It will never work.”

There was a general sharp intake of breath followed by an expectant and embarrassed silence.

Was that it? After two years of hard work, was it all to end here in this meeting? There must be something I could say which would turn the thing around? What was it? My mind raced to develop the persuasive arguments that would convince our doubting manager to work with us.

Before I could speak, however, our Post Office project manager, who had been with us from the start of the project, piped up. Quietly and eloquently he explained that the whole point of the trial was to establish within a well-run office whether the new system could indeed improve customer service, and that we needed a manager who would be constructively critical of the system and not just accept it as the new status quo. The day was saved.


WAS THAT IT? After two years of hard work, was it all to end here in this meeting?



NEVER BELIEVE AN “AHH-BUTTER”

Attitude is a funny thing. A psychologist once introduced me to the “Ahh-Butter” concept. No, not the stuff you spread on your toast, but someone who, when confronted with a new idea says “Ah – But…” – and usually followed by something along the lines of “we tried that five years ago and it didn’t work then.”

A single “Ahh-Butter” within a group of six is enough to stop any progress happening for years.

The psychologist explained to me that people, particularly people we call managers, are often frightened of change. Their whole career has brought them to a point where they feel that they have some control over their destiny, and this is based on their confidence in their own ability to supervise and manage the efforts of their team and the results that they produce. Change, however, is an external factor. If they don’t introduce it, they don’t control it. That’s why it’s scary, and people’s reaction is to neutralise it.

But if managers can be made to feel that they are in control of that change, able to influence its direction or stop it completely, they will not fear that change. And once they get their confidence back, things can move on apace. By tackling people’s fear of change you enable them to play an active role in its management.

That’s what happened to our branch manager. He was persuaded by the reassurance of his authority within the process, by being listened to rather than talked at and ultimately by the evidence of his own eyes and ears as his customers and staff gave him feedback about the new system. He owned the solution and was proud of it.

THE VERY FIRST INSTALLATION

Our team worked the whole weekend to install that first prototype system in the manager’s branch. Much later, when the system moved into production, installation of the systems would take less than six hours, but for this very first system – which was pretty much a proof of concept – serious engineering effort and not a little blood, sweat and tears were required to ensure that everything was working to perfection by the time the Post Office team arrived for work on Monday morning.

We were there at 7.30 a.m. to demonstrate the system to the staff and show them how to operate it. They took to it with ease and with delight. We waited in the branch office for the doors to open. It was one of those moments of truth that you face in your life. Everything was in place and there was nothing else that I could do to influence the outcome. I felt like the novice comedian wondering how the audience would react to his first gag. How would customers who had never seen this system react? Would they love it? Or would they hate it?

At 8.30 a.m., the manager opened the heavy oak doors. Customers streamed in. I stood in a corner with the project manager. We watched as my voice sounded from the display for the very first time anywhere. It was position number three that was called first, hence “Cashier Number Three Please” stuck as the name for the new system. All was sweetness and light. The staff took to the new system like it had always been there. Customers went through the queue impassively, waiting their turn and then moving promptly to each position as they were called. The whole thing worked like clockwork.


IT WAS POSITION THREE that was called first, and “Cashier Number Three Please” stuck as the name for the new system.



I was desperate to get a waiting customer’s opinion; what did they really think of it? As if on cue an elderly lady who had been through the line, been served and was now leaving the office approached the part of the office where I and my colleague from Post Office were standing. He was wearing a prominent badge on his lapel and so she came and stood directly in front of him.

“Young man! Do you work for the Post Office? This new system that you have installed? Best thing you have ever done. Well done!”

And off she strode into the sunset. Our heroine.

Within days the branch manager was receiving praise from staff and customers for the new system; a significant number of customers actually wrote to him thanking him for installing the system. He was converted. He became the best “sales persuader” we ever had. Whenever we talked to a new prospect we would send them to review the installation in that office and to meet “our” branch manager.

EXPLOITING AN IDEA SUCCESSFULLY

We had a success on our hands. Through our rigorous approach we had developed an idea which stood the test of use in the branch. Everyone was delighted. Over the years I have reflected many times not only on what we achieved but also how we achieved it. It seems to me that there were a number of necessary conditions that had to be met in order for this approach to be successful:

1. Understand the opportunity

The first stage was to define the problem by gaining a thorough understanding of what really happened in the branches through first-hand observation and interviews. Each facet of the argument needed to be supported by hard evidence – what made us so sure that we understood the situation and that we had an idea that would be successful?

2. Define the scope

We estimated from this process that we could not only improve the waiting customers’ perception of their experience, but also make the queue move faster by reducing the idle moments when the cashiers were forced to wait for the next customer to arrive in front of them from the head of queue. We also assessed that the problem was universal, applying to many linear queue situations, ensuring a sizable market opportunity for our solution.

3. Define your investment and payback

You need to be able to estimate the cost of the resources required to fully develop your idea and take it to market as well as the unit cost and likely revenue potential. Revenue can generally be estimated by considering the cost of the problem that is being solved and creating a “return on investment” model for purchase. Be careful, it’s easy to underestimate the cost of getting an idea to market. Generally it takes about seven times the cost of the original idea to put the first real one in the hands of a customer.

4. Sell the idea

Next it was necessary to convince our target client, Post Office, not only of the validity of the argument but also to trust us to work with them to create the solution. Commercially we did this by bearing the financial cost of developing the solution ourselves, limiting Post Office’s cost to management time and intellectual effort. The in-branch trial was a vital milestone in this process and needed to be proactively managed to ensure a successful outcome.

5. Get a partner

When the Post Office decided they wanted to roll out such a system, they quite rightly ran a commercial tender process, inviting a range of organisations to submit their ideas and prices for a solution to the identified need. As part of our submission we offered to pay a commission to Post Office for every system we sold to another bank or retailer for the first five years, to recognise their “investment” of time, thought and reputation. In the process we recruited a sales ally – an organisation who would willingly endorse our offer to third parties and pass enquiries to us.

6. Cultivate your stakeholders

For this process to work there has to be a champion inside the customer’s organisation who has the vision to perceive the future benefits of the proposal and who is prepared to sell it to his board and his colleagues. There has to be a clear understanding of who all of the stakeholders in the project are and what a win looks like for them individually, what’s everyone’s motivation for involving themselves (“What’s in it for me?”). Each stakeholder needs to have a sense of ownership of the project which comes from involvement and the feeling that they have real influence over its direction. Regular communication is key to maintaining everyone’s motivation as well as making real progress across the team. Agreed actions should always be minuted so that the whole group are clear about who is making what contribution and whether they are on schedule. The good opinion of the group becomes the reason why people make progress when they could claim that they are busy on other things. Provided everyone remains positive and highly enthusiastic, no one will want to be seen to be holding things up. Communication, enthusiasm, attention to detail and follow up are watchwords of progress.


YOUR CUSTOMER WINS by getting a free “new ideas” department at almost no cost.



7. Challenge the value you are creating

For the supplier, this process helps you to clearly identify your customers’ perceived need but also to challenge it with common sense. Is it a real need or just someone’s hobbyhorse? You need to keep asking the same question. How will this benefit the business (the staff, the customers etc.)? Maintain the team’s focus on the benefits of the solution and not on the features. It doesn’t matter how clever the technology, unless it leads through to a tangible benefit it will remain unsaleable. Keeping communication global, across all stakeholders in the customers’ organisation will ensure that the project is not hijacked by one stakeholder whose views would misrepresent the customers’ true needs.

If you follow this process as partners, both organisations derive tangible benefits.

Your customer wins by getting a free “new ideas” department at almost no cost – and with strictly limited risk. It amazes me how few organisations take this opportunity up.

As a supplier you will have a clearly differentiated solution to offer to your customer and a partner who sees you as a vital part of their team.

For us, Qm and the Post Office, the quality that underpinned this process most was mutual trust. Both organisations found a way to work together for their mutual benefit, creating a solution that had never existed before and overcoming all obstacles along the way.

I owe my business success to the Post Office. Without their backing for “Cashier Number Three Please,” Qm would never have existed; we wouldn’t have created 75 jobs in the UK; and I would not have gone on to be a board member of a global company, Qmatic Group.

The Post Office may not be foremost in the general public’s mind when the discussion turns to innovation but my experience of the organisation as a customer and business partner has shown that there are few brands in the UK who can match them for their willingness to listen to new ideas and their application in applying them.

Innovation, by which I mean the successful exploitation of ideas, involves change and risk. Managers are needed to manage risk down to acceptable levels. I call the process we followed Task-centric Innovation: focussing a tightly managed group of stakeholders, each with relevant knowledge and experience, onto a precisely defined problem or opportunity. Once you have managed the risk down as far as you can, what’s left is blind faith, the power to persuade yourself, your team and your customer to back your judgement.

This was the first time we did it but by no means the last.




End of sample
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