Far too often, we don’t know
what we mean when we speak
— and that costs us customers,
sales and credibility.

sing Words

The Same Way

by JOHN R. GRAHAM

he meaning of words
is a significant problem
in business — particu-
larly when it comes to
employee and customer commu-
nication, marketing and sales.

Is making a “thing” out of
words really worth it? Absolutely.
If employees don’t use words the
same way, they can’t go in the
same direction.

If words confuse customers,
they react negatively.

CEOs often talk about “en-
hancing shareholder value.”
What do those words mean? In
many instances, they’re used to
announce layoffs.

Or, take “competitively priced.”
Does this term send a specific, un-
derstandable message or is it just
used because someone feels it’s nec-
essary to make a price statement?

Including “your satisfaction
guaranteed” may make manage-
ment nervous. What do the words
mean? Are there as many defini-
tions as there are customers? Will
they open a virtual Pandora’s Box
of costly complaints?

Then, of course, there’s the
most frequently-used term of all
— “full-service.” Although it ap-
pears everywhere in ads, flyers
and brochures, does it really carry
a message! It’s one of those
“catch-all” terms that’s bereft of
meaning.

If a company’s employees don’t
have an accurate understanding
of “full-service,” how can they
deliver on the promise?

If a company’s employees lack
a common understanding of the
meaning of “quality,” how can
they deliver on a common expec-
tation of quality?

Far too often, we don’t know
what we mean when we speak —
and that costs us customers, sales
and credibility. Five simple exer-
cise questions will help you find
out if the road map (the words we
use) matches the actual territory
(how we want our company pet-
ceived.)

Measuring the
Mission Statement

Exercise #1: Ask employees,
customers, management and di-
rectors to write three or four
paragraphs on how they under-
stand the company’s mission
statement or mission.

It seems as if CEOs are enam-
ored with mission statements.
Never leave the office without it.
There’s a flurry of activity and
countless meetings until the
wording (which is often plagia-
rized from other mission state-
ments) is finalized and quickly
printed on everything from walls
to the backs of business cards. But
what impact do these words have
on employee behavior? How do
they translate into better service
and increased sales? Make sure
everyone is on the same page
when it comes to your mission
statement.

Understanding the
Corporate Culture

Exercise #2: Ask employees,
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customers, management and di-
rectors to describe their under-
standing of the corporate
culture.

In some companies, the cul-
ture is quickly apparent, while in
others it may be less well-defined.

When acquisitions occut, how-
ever, the differences in culture
can surface almost instantly. One
firm that made four acquisitions
in a matter of two years assigned
a seasoned executive to work on
developing a common language to
facilitate a common culture.

Recognizing a Company’s
Core Values

Exercise #3: Ask employees,
customers, management and di-
rectors to share their perception
of the company’s three most
important values and what each
one means.

While a discussion of mission
statements and corporate culture
seems more obvious, “core values”
deserve even more attention.
They often lurk, unarticulated,
below the surface of business ac-
tivity, holding sway over the way
every aspect of a business oper-
ates. For example, while a com-
pany may say publicly that it’s
“customer-focused,” everyone
knows that doing whatever it
takes to make a sale is the real
core value.

Answering the
Customers’ Question

Exercise #4: Ask employees,
customers, management and
directors to answer the ques-
tion: “Why do customers buy
from us?”

We may think we understand
what’s going on in our customers’
heads, but our perception may be
more distorted than we would like
to think. Asking this one question
can help expand our understand-
ing of what customers are think-
ing and how that compares to our
views.

The Heart of the Company

Exercise #5: What is the one
quality that everyone in our
company — employees, man-
agement, customers and direc-
tors — all agree on, and why?

[s there a common thread that
binds everyone together, including
employees, customers, manage-
ment and directors? Is it an idea,
a way of doing business, a feeling,
or is it something else? Is it posi-
tive or even possibly negative?

While we all approach jobs,
ideas, opportunities, problems and
the future from an individual per-

We may think we understand
what’s going on in our customers’
heads, but our perception may
be more distorted than we
would like to think.

spective, a shared understanding gives a business
an accurate picture of itself and where it’s going.

Can these five exercises in understanding help a
company improve its customer relations and better
focus its marketing and sales?

Absolutely. Consider all the letters and e-mail
messages that go out every day. Do they send a com-
mon message! One division of a company sent out
a fax blast with a message that portrayed the com-
pany in a way that undermined the message it was
attempting to develop with customers and prospects.
If it had not been caught by a consultant (someone
from the outside), the message would have hit thou-
sands of customers.

Here’s another example. It’s not surprising that
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the most common question asked
by Disney World visitors is
“Where’s the restroom?” But the
number two question might cause
us to scratch our heads: “What
time does the two o’clock parade
start?” Even though the answer
may seem obvious, the Disney
people take the question seriously.
Those asking it may mean, “What
time does the two o’clock parade
pass here?” Or, just as likely,
“When can we expect to see
Mickey?”

We talk about making sure ev-
eryone is “on the same page.”
That’s an important issue of
course, but to get there, everyone
must use the same “dictionary.”

What does this have to do with
a business? A business administra-
tor asked an advertising agency to
meet with him regarding an up-
coming project. When he was told

...a shared understanding gives a business an
accurate picture of itself and where it’s going.

that the only available date was
almost two months out, he de-
cided not to get together with the
firm. The words told him every-
thing he needed to know.

The medical profession seems
to recognize that the right words
can reduce patient complaints.
For example, both physicians and
nurses are taking time to explain
procedures slowly and clearly, in-
dicating what to expect. The
words are great medicine when it
comes to reducing stress and the
number of telephone calls, while
increasing patient satisfaction.

What's the next step? Take

words seriously by having every-
one in the company participate in
these five exercise questions. Then,
have a representative group of
five to 10 people review and ana-
lyze the responses. Once that’s ac-
complished, ask them to prepare
a brief report on their findings that
also includes a plan for involving
the entire company community in
a discussion of the issues.

If everyone in a company uses
the same words the same way,
chances are that everyone will be
going in the same direction with
a sense of what everyone wants
— a mission. [J
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