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The Ultimate IT Goal:  Problem Fixed, Customer Happy

Houston, Texas, October 29, 2008. We IT people often get a bad rap. We are known for great technical knowledge but poor people skills. But we could be the best in-house consulting service in any organization because all vital information flows through our technology. We just have to accept the fact that we have two jobs:  fix the technical problem and make the customer happy.  

This is not an unreachable goal. Responding to customer needs is very similar to debugging programs. One needs a clear understanding of the problem and enough knowledge to fix it.  It’s just that a program being debugged doesn’t care if we think it’s stupid. Customers do. They can get upset when they don’t feel understood, even when we understand!

Sometimes IT people are too smart for our own good. We can grasp dizzyingly technical information and troubleshoot complex technologies. Compared to this, communicating with people should be a piece of cake. What we need is an understanding of the basic people-side of the problem and a technical procedure to follow.

- MORE -

Here is a simple solution: Don’t just fix the customer’s problem; make sure the customer feels served while their problem is being fixed. This does not mean we have to be “touchy-feely” and emotional. It means we must be clear about the technical data, but also clear about the user’s view of the problem.  It is not enough for us to understand. The customer needs to confirm that our understanding of their concern is accurate and complete.

Use the following five-step process to interview customers to gain essential data the customer knows, but often leaves in between the lines.  Get confirmation on each point before talking solutions.  More time up front, means less time in the long run and a happier customer.

1. Gather Facts: Ask questions like, “What happens? What do you see/hear? What’s next? Walk me through step by step.”

2. Examine Opinions: When you ask for facts they are likely to respond with opinions. Their opinions about the situation will tell you a lot about the problem from the user’s viewpoint, even if the opinions are irrelevant technically. Ask, “What happens that causes you to think “X?” or, “When X happens, what do you think about that?”

3. Acknowledge Emotions: You will often hear emotion in their tone of voice. Use this to “prime the pump” for more facts, priorities, or to clarify expectations. For example, say, “I can tell this is important.” then ask “When you get frustrated, what do you expect should happen?” 

4. Clarify Priorities: Ask questions like, “Tell me more about why this is important? What are your highest priorities here?”
5. Confirm Expectations & Follow-up Actions: Don’t assume. Confirm,  “What do you need to come out of this?” State when you will get back with progress reports or how they can check online.

- MORE -

Take notes as the customer talks. Throughout the interview you will probably cycle repeatedly through all five levels. Check to confirm your understanding by saying, “Let me see if I’m clear, did you say …?” Keeping doing this until the customer comes back with a resounding, “Yes, that’s it!” Not only does this let you know you’re on the right track, it lets the client know that you understood so they can let go of the problem into your capable and understanding hands. “Finally, someone understands my problem and can fix it!” And that’s your ultimate goal, to solve the problem and make the customer happy!

Worksheets on these Five Levels are available for download at:

http://www.resource-i.com/communications.html
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