Are You Listening to the Voice of Your
Customer?
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Laura Dallas Burford is the founder of LAD Enterprizes, a management
consulting firm that partners with consultants as well as internal and external
consulting organizations to successfully build the operational and delivery
aspects of their practices. Laura appreciates feedback on her articles and can be
reached at laura@ladenterprizes.com. She is the author of Project Management
for Flat Organizations.
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The project manager was distraught. The team had spent
months developing the new application. The project had been completed on time, on budget, and
met the scope statement’s agreed-upon outcome and metrics. The stakeholders were pleased
with the results—that is, all but one. The key stakeholder, the sponsor, felt the application didn’t
meet his quality standards—and he minced no words expressing disappointment.
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The project, as with all projects, had its ups and downs. But the team delivered and met the
quality standards that were agreed upon during scope creation. What the team had not done was
met the sponsor’s personal quality expectations. The sponsor, although he never expressed it,
expected the project team to exceed the minimum quality standards.
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The result was a disappointed sponsor. The problem was no one on the team understood his
desire because no one had specifically asked the sponsor—and no one had built a meaningful
relationship with him. Building a meaningful relationship enhances your ability to not only provide
the “right” quality product or service, but exceed expectations. Part of building a meaningful
relationship means providing value, but how do you determine what is valuable to the
stakeholder/sponsor?
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An easy way to do this is to implement a business concept known as the voice of the customer
(VoC), or if you slightly modified the term, the voice of the stakeholder (VoS). VoC requires you
to ask and listen closely. It is a forward-thinking approach because you are asking for feedback
and continually working to expand and improve what you are doing. This feedback is in addition
to normal project updates and checkpoints. It is an extra, and it necessitates understanding your
stakeholder at a deeper, more complete level than that captured in any written document.
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The best part of this concept is, as a project manager, you already have the knowledge and skills
(such as how to ask questions and interview, analyze data and problem solve) necessary to
implement a VoC approach. The negative is that a VoC approach requires time and patience.
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Here are four easy to implement ideas to help you determine and then provide value so that you
can exceed expectations and soar as a project manager:
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1. Determining why you. Find out why you were assigned or hired to manage a specific
project, build a PMO or execute another task. What do you have that someone else
does not bring to the table? Every person has strengths and weaknesses. Leverage
your strengths and become known for the value you provide. Not sure of your
strengths? Ask other people for their opinions. If a key stakeholder continually asks
for you to manage his or her project and you don’t know why, ask why they have
repeatedly requested you. Listen to the VoC as to what they perceive is important to
them. Analyze what you heard, uncover your strengths and then leverage those
strengths for the good of the project. Help your key stakeholder be successful and
move to the next level.
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Discovering your stakeholder’s personal pain point. It is possible the key
stakeholder’s pain point is personal and not one of the metrics noted in the scope
statement. However, addressing that pain is necessary for the perceived overall
success of the project. To determine the pain point, ask the stakeholder. Listen
closely but go a step further and observe the world around your stakeholder. See the
world through their eyes. Walk around, look for patterns and analyze what you see.
Then, confirm the project is addressing the need and the pain point. If not, determine
what is necessary to address the need so that when the project is completed, you and
your team have exceeded expectations.
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Engaging and expanding on your stakeholder’s expectations. Go the extra mile
to determine what additional assistance you might provide to the stakeholder. One
way to go the extra mile is to learn their “business” by following a technique called
immersion reporting. This technique expands on walking around and observing by
employing a journalistic approach. You immerse yourself into the stakeholder’'s
environment, build trust and obtain a better understanding of their operation. As you
learn more about the business, you might be surprised with what you uncover. Don’t
hesitate to discuss your observations with your stakeholder, highlighting your
business value and strengthening your relationship. (For more on this technique,
check out my article Immersion Reporting: The Requirements Alternative.)
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4. Establishing a continuous insight attitude. It is easy to forget that relationships
require people to get to know one another beyond the project—and the relationship
needs to be maintained after the project is over. Most stakeholders are open to talking
about the work environment, and there are others that expand their openness by
talking about their personal life. Build relationships beyond the project. See an article
that might be thought provoking for them? Send it to them with a personal note. Have
an idea that you think they might find interesting? Ask to meet to discuss it. Spot
warning signs that might lead to a future problem? Don’t ignore the signs; let the
stakeholder know. Build the relationship by becoming their trusted advisor. Help your
stakeholder succeed.
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Conclusion

o

Although the voice of the customer (VoC) concept was not designed for project managers, the
concept is a very powerful approach that works well for any project manager. It is an approach
that enables the project manager to provide value beyond the written scope statement. It helps a
project team exceed a stakeholder’s expectations, as well as helps elevate a project manager to
a different level: a "go-to” project manager, industry leader, trusted advisor, etc.
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VoC is a forward-thinking concept that requires asking for feedback, listening closely, analyzing
what you heard and then implementing some sort of improvement that is of value to the
“customer,” the stakeholder. Although a VoC approach requires analysis of data and information,
much of the success of a VoC approach is tied to a project manager’s softer skills—and their
patience and ability to connect on an emotional level with a stakeholder.
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Building meaningful relationships takes time and relationship building continues after a project
ends, but the relationships are well worth the time.
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