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Simply Better! - An Initiative for Continuous Improvement is a technical-assistance initiative
designed to help local employment and training program practitioners incorporate the lessons and prin-
ciples of the quality revolution into their daily operations.  Organizations currently affiliated with
Simply Better! include private industry councils, employment and training service providers, state and
local governments and the U.S. Department of Labor.  Simply Better!  helps employment and training
professionals and organizations that are committed to improving their services and outcomes.

While serious discussions are now taking place about the future of job-training programs 
nationwide, the foundation for developing America’s workforce is at the local level, regardless of 
the funding sources.

Multiple factors affect almost every aspect of employment and training program operations.  
Among the most significant are:

• the need to demonstrate to the Congress and the public that our programs work and
will continue to improve; 

• the National Performance Review and the Government Performance and Results Act
of 1993, which are taking the Federal Government on new paths to find better ways to
measure the value of government programs; 

• major emphasis by the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) on using cus-
tomer satisfaction measures to determine program success; and 

• the ETA’s determination to strengthen the capacity of the employment and training sys-
tem to provide high-quality, high-value services.

A.  About Simply Better!

In a nutshell, this book explains:

1.  How to identify your customers.
2.  How to recognize the factors of your operation that 

influence your customers’ satisfaction.
3.  How to improve those factors.

INTRODUCTION
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B.  Using This Guide

This guidebook is about the customers of employment and training programs and their level of satisfac-
tion with the services they receive from those programs.  Modern management theory holds that all
organizations—public or private, profit or non-profit—exist solely to satisfy their customers.  Therefore,
any program of organizational reform or quality improvement must be based on a thorough understand-
ing of both the expectations of customers and the degree to which the organization is currently meeting
them.

Learning what our customers really think often appears to be a formidable task, especially for those not
expert in the technology of surveying or the techniques of statistical analysis.  This guide is designed to
provide step-by-step assistance and advice.  It consists of four sections.

Section I - Defining Your Customers tackles the most basic questions first.  Who are the “customers”
of employment and training programs; what makes customers satisfied; and why are satisfied customers
important to your agency?

Section II - Hearing the Voice of Your Customers suggests ways to reach your customers and gather
their opinions.  It discusses various ways to conduct customer research including focus groups, surveys
and other less formal techniques.  

Section III - Interpreting the Voice of Your Customers discusses data analysis for non-statisticians.
It describes how to translate raw survey data into meaningful suggestions for program improvement.

Section IV - Using the Voice of the Customer to Improve Your Organization has two parts.  The
first shows how to apply the lessons of the first three sections in a practical way and includes a case
study about a local agency which used customer research to help design a new training program.  The
second part shows how customer research fits into Simply Better!’s seven-step continuous improve-
ment process, Service by Design.  

The Appendices list sources of more information about customer research, focus groups, surveying and
data analysis.  Included are samples of focus group protocols and customer surveys used by the employ-
ment and training community.  

The Voice of the Customer Workbook is a companion piece to this guide.  The Workbook contains blank
forms, work sheets, charts and graphs, and detailed step-by-step instructions for carrying out a customer
research project.  

The Voice of the Customer Training Workshop is conducted periodically by ETA Regional Offices.
Please contact your Regional Simply Better! representative for more information.  Their names are 
listed on the back cover. 
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The term customer means different things to different people.  In the business world, a
customer usually is someone who buys a service or product from another person or group
of people.  An organization can have both internal customers (other units of the same
organization for which the department provides products or services) and external cus-
tomers (ultimate end-users of the company’s product).

• With government services, however, users often do not pay directly: taxpayers pay.
The continued existence of government agencies and services depends not on the
willingness of direct users to pay, but on the political support of those who 
appropriate the funds.

Who, then, are the customers of the local public employment and training system:
clients, employers, the mayor, the Department of Labor, Governors, the Congress, the
community, the taxpayers, or all the above?

It makes sense for employment and training programs to define or identify their cus-
tomers more precisely than they have done in the past.  Why?

• It is easier to serve and satisfy people you can identify than people you cannot.
Customer satisfaction is the relationship between what the customer expects and
what s/he perceives s/he receives.  The range of expectations and perceptions is more
manageable if customer groups are narrowly defined.

• If everyone is your customer, you have to satisfy everyone.  That’s a tough job!

A.  Customers

DEFINING THE VOICE OF YOUR CUSTOMERS

Customers of employment and training programs are the direct
beneficiaries of the services: the jobseekers and the employers who
hire them.  Satisfying these two groups should be your most 
important goal.  You should direct your quality management
efforts primarily toward satisfying these customers.
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What is customer satisfaction?  It is the degree to which your agency meets or exceeds
the expectations of the individual jobseekers and employers with whom you interact.
Such expectations might include:

• Availability of service: the degree to which your customers can readily and 
easily contact you.

• Responsiveness of service: reacting promptly to the customer.

• Timeliness of service: providing services within the customer’s stated and/or 
negotiated time frame.

• Comprehensiveness of service: the degree to which the service is complete.

• Pleasantness of service: the degree to which you use suitable professional 
behavior and manners while working with customers.

• Reliability of service: whether your organization does what it promises 
customers it will do.

• Overall satisfaction with service: the degree to which the customers are 
satisfied with what they received.

B.  Customer Satisfaction

It is important to note that customer satisfaction is not the same as 
customer service in its traditional sense, or even the same as quality operations:

• Customer service is measured by standards set by you, your board or 
your experts.

• Customer satisfaction is measured by your customers’ standards, whether or
not these standards make sense to you.  Your customers may be dissatisfied
even though, by objective standards, your agency is doing a great job, or at
least the best under the circumstances.  Your customers may be satisfied only
by details you think are naive, expensive or trivial.  It is important to find out
what your customers think.
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An improved sensitivity to customer satisfaction can benefit your agency in many ways:

• Program Planning.

Input about services that customers want helps you set short- and long-range program
goals, which can help you in:

• Identifying appropriate target groups.

• Choosing appropriate services for those groups.

• Determining optimal program outcomes and results.

• Program Operations Capacity Development.

Customer input about how your services are delivered and how customers are treated can
help you develop your service-delivery capacity by:

• Developing the capacity to provide high-quality services.

• Improving the skills and abilities of staff members who deal with customers.

• Choosing high-quality service providers.

• Improving staff morale.

• Developing effective linkages between programs and agencies.

• Oversight and Evaluation.

Customer input about satisfaction with current services and/or outcomes can help you
monitor your program’s effectiveness by:

• Determining whether your program meets its stated goals.

• Deciding whether your program meets its customers’ expectations.

• Identifying problems before they develop into serious crises.

• Identifying needed improvements and developing action plans.

• Marketing and Public Relations.

Satisfied customers praise your program; you can’t find better advertising.

• Satisfied first-time customers return for repeat business.

• Satisfied employers with a choice favor your agency.

• Satisfied trainees are better motivated, more likely to complete their training 
and better prepared jobseekers.

• As satisfied customers spread the word, taxpayers develop positive views about the 
need for and value of workforce development services in general and your agency 
in particular.
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• Preparation for Change.

Public programs that can demonstrate that they serve the needs and desires of their cus-
tomers have an advantage for future funding.

• Implementing Quality Management Techniques.

The drive for continuous improvement in the business community rests on a solid foun-
dation of information about customers:  who they are, what they want, how they want to
be treated and whether the organization is meeting their expectations.  Public agencies
that wish to develop their own quality management procedures will also be able to con-
sistently answer these questions in meaningful ways.

However, customer satisfaction, though important, is certainly not the only measurement
you should make to judge your organization’s success.  You have to balance it against
other concerns, such as cost, desire for specific outcomes, budgetary or legal constraints
and other external procedural requirements and regulations.  These other concerns often
outweigh the satisfaction of customers in the decisions of local employment and training
program operators.  Simply Better! believes that customer satisfaction should come
before all other considerations.

You can influence customer satisfaction at four points:

1.  Influence customers’ expectations.  Promise only services that you can deliver.
Make sure that your advertising, promotions and orientations are realistic, factual
and understandable to their intended audience.  Make your potential customers opti-
mistic enough to use your services without creating expectations you cannot meet. 

2.  Influence the perceptions of your services.  Make sure customers know every-
thing you’re doing to assist them.  Do customers know how well your services com-
pare with other typical services?

3.  Influence what customers actually receive.

4.  Concentrate efforts on improving those things that customers really care about.
Making sure your financial reports are prepared perfectly and submitted on time
does not necessarily improve customer satisfaction.

C.  Influencing Customer Satisfaction
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Customers’ Expectations and Improvement

The hospitality industry has long been a leader in measuring customer satisfaction, partly
because travel books and magazines often rate hotels based on the opinions of both 
incognito inspectors and ordinary guests.  Employment and training agencies can learn two
lessons from the experiences of hotels.

Lesson One: Perception matters.  Many hotels smother their guests with services
beyond clean sheets and shower curtains that close.  Consider airport transportation, fax
connections and bathrobes — at premium prices, of course.  Hotel operators believe
these extras increase their customers’ satisfaction.  But do they?  If guests lose sleep
because the mattress sags and can’t read because the light bulbs are dim, how signifi-
cant are the shampoo and chocolate on the pillow?

What really determines satisfaction is the customers’ perceived value of the services 
rendered.  If the room is drafty, perception may not be enhanced by five-star ratings.  And
no-frills hotels are flourishing.  Customer satisfaction, therefore, is intimately tied to what a
customer perceives as valuable.

Lesson Two: Expectations expand to meet the service.  It’s possible to view 
customer service as consisting of various ascending levels.  At the bottom is the organi-
zation’s most basic product.  In a hotel, it’s the room.  The next level may consist of
such support services as convenient check-in, baggage handling, etc.  Another higher
level may include the five-star amenities.  Over time, customers come to expect higher
level, enhanced services as part of their usual experience — and for a modest price.  

As satisfaction with unchanged basic services declines, management must think of new and
exciting ways to attract guests in order to survive the competition.  Thus, attention to 
customer satisfaction forms the basis of, and creates the necessity for, continuous 
improvement strategies.
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Research Rule Number One:
Any structured research is better than guessing what your customers think, but no
single research method gives the absolute, unassailable truth.  Even highly sophisti-
cated, statistically valid polls and surveys  sometimes produce false results.
(Remember the headline Dewey Defeats Truman! on the morning after Truman’s
presidential election.  This was caused by faulty over-sampling of Dewey voters.)  If
you use surveys, you should test the results against data and impressions gained
through other, less formal means.

Research Rule Number Two:
The more complicated your information-gathering process, the greater the 
chance of error.  Surveys, which are very complicated, should be planned and
designed carefully.

Research Rule Number Three:
Choose an information-gathering technique that best fits the problem you are 
trying to solve.

The two principal ways to gather information from customers are qualitative
research and quantitative research.  Each serves a specific purpose; sometimes the
two methods are used together.

1.  Qualitative research
Qualitative research, also known as exploratory research, is a semi-structured 
information-gathering method whose purpose is to address and forward hypotheses
to help explain the “why’s” of marketing problems.  Internally you may brainstorm
among yourselves to speculate on customers’ attitudes or behaviors, but only 
customers ultimately hold the information you need to formulate meaningful
hypotheses.

A.  General Considerations about Customer Research

B.  Qualitative vs. Quantitative Research

HEARING THE VOICE OF YOUR CUSTOMERS
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The need for a clear and precise statement of the recognized problem and/or an
understanding of the issue is the main goal of qualitative research.  It is important to
have a clear objective before you spend the time and effort conducting a research
project to measure your customers’ opinions.  Ask: What will we do with the
research results when we get them?  Will the data be useful in improving our opera-
tions, or just a collection of interesting information?  Too many research reports sit
on shelves unread because they didn’t address relevant issues or answer the right
questions.

Once you decide what you need to know about your program, you can begin asking
some questions regarding your customers:  What do you already know about them?
What additional information would help you do a better job?  And finally,  what are
the best ways to gather these additional data?

Qualitative research produces information that is not generalizable to your cus-
tomers as a whole, but that gives you insights into the views of the particular 
customers you examine and thereby suggests hypotheses about your customers 
in general.  Focus groups, advisory boards, seminar evaluation forms, informal 
conversations with staff and management-by-walking-around are examples of such
informational sources.  They are useful for gathering a wide variety of ideas and
impressions about your operations, but are not rigorously mathematical.  They 
don’t prove anything, but they are valuable nonetheless, if only to tell you where to
look further.

2.  Quantitative research
Quantitative research is so called because it attempts to quantify attitudes and
behavior from the population of interest.   Telephone surveys, mail surveys and per-
sonal interviews are examples of quantitative research that attempt to quantify the
issues, using a structured list of questions to ensure consistency across respondents.

When you fully understand the issues and are satisfied that your definitions of the
service problems and research objectives are clear, use quantitative research to quan-
tify the “facts” with what, where, and when rather than why.

Quantitative research methods usually draw upon a sample of the larger population
of interest to adequately represent the population as a whole.  Often hundreds or
thousands of customers are interviewed.
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There are a number of informal ways to obtain information about your customers’
satisfaction with your programs:

• Use administrative information that’s on file.  Before hiring a survey firm,
look through your own data.  Can you tell, for instance, why participants drop
out?  Do dropouts occur often among certain groups, or from certain services?
Do employers give you repeat business?  Do employers prefer to hire students
from certain services and subcontractors but not others?  What are the character-
istics of clients who choose certain services or training courses?

• Listen to complaints, compliments and suggestions from participants.
Establish easy channels for customers to express opinions to the appropriate
person in non-embarrassing ways.  Record complaints and analyze patterns over
time.  Have a mechanism to investigate and resolve complaints quickly and in a
manner visible to customers.  Implement a system to do this routinely.

• Walk around your facility and engage your customers in informal intercept
interviews. Encourage appropriate staff members to do the same  to observe
their own operations.  Talk to customers who are waiting for service.  Chat with
individuals or small groups before and after classes.  Approach customers when
they appear particularly happy or sad or pensive.

• Analyze retention rates.  Which graduates from which programs have
longevity with which employers?  Is there a pattern over time?

• Analyze repeat business from employers.  Have job developers query firms
about hiring standards and skill requirements during their regular contacts.  Ask
a few questions about whether your referrals meet their needs.

• Research industry hiring patterns to identify employers’ needs without sur-
veying each firm.  Ask chambers of commerce or industry associations for help.

• Use mystery shoppers.  Have a friend or board member make an appointment
for service, come in and make a report on her/his experience.

C.  Informal Research Techniques
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Focus groups are one of the most effective and widely used sources of gathering
qualitative data about customer satisfaction.

A focus group brings together a small number of individuals, typically 8 to 12, with
a moderator or interviewer who leads them through a loosely structured, free-flow-
ing dialogue regarding an existing or proposed service.  Focus group operators
recruit participants, perhaps with monetary incentives, to meet at a designated time
and place.  They screen potential participants to meet the desired criteria of the 
target customers.

The focus group activity is not a rigidly constructed question-and-answer session,
but a flexible discussion focusing on predetermined issues.  Sometimes, individuals
from the organization sponsoring the research are able to directly observe the groups
from an adjacent second room with a one-way mirror, even sending and receiving
notes from the moderator to probe specific issues while the group is ongoing.  You
can also videotape the group for later viewing.

The moderator, a trained interviewer skilled in leading the discussion of these
groups, often is hired from outside of the organization sponsoring the research in
order to maximize objectivity.

D.  Focus Groups
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Pros and Cons of Focus Groups

The Pros
• Provide fast turnaround time

• Are relatively inexpensive, requiring only
a small sample of the customer population

• Do not assume the problem to be 
discussed is precisely known;  are 
conducive to blue-sky brainstorming, which
may lead to bold and creative 
solutions

• Can generate a tremendous amount of
information

• Can reveal unsuspected problems,
generate new ideas, and use the customer’s
language

• Can generate explanations or solutions
even when you yourself are not sure of the
real problem

• Explore customer choice and priorities

• Show the way your product/service fits in
the customers’ environment and lifestyle

The Cons
• Do not produce numerical values to
describe the customers’ attitudes and 
behavior

• Have difficulty examining more than one
major topic at a time

• Are limited by geography, since partici-
pants come together in one room at the
same time

• Can not predict ultimate success or
demand for a program, concept, service or
product

• Do not examine variations in opinion
among different segments of customers
unless you hold a separate focus group for
each customer segment

• May yield biased results if they are not
executed and interpreted with care
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Surveys are a quantitative information-gathering technique that gives numerical
expression to attitudes and behaviors.  To ensure consistency in surveys, identical
questions are asked of all respondents.  A properly done survey can be generaliz-
able; that is, it can produce results that provide reliable information not only about
the particular customers surveyed, but about all of your customers in general.

Quantitative research methods usually draw upon a sample of a larger population to
adequately represent this population.  Often dozens or hundreds of customers are
interviewed and their responses projected to a total population of thousands or 
millions.  With adequate sample sizes, subgroups of the population can be analyzed
separately and compared to other subgroups of interest.

1.  When Customer Surveys Are Appropriate

You can use surveys to measure:
• Customers’ satisfaction with your program or agencies.

• Satisfaction with specific services.  By asking, How helpful was your 
counselor?  How useful was your GED workshop? you can compare satisfaction
among services, staff members, programs and vendors.  If your customers’
opinions about a particular service correlate strongly with their opinions of your
entire program, you might infer that improving satisfaction with this particular
service will increase satisfaction with your program as a whole.  This 
information is valuable to use in the developing correction action plans.

E.  Formal Surveys

Caution: Poor definition of the problem being investigated is a common failing
in conducting quantitative research. You can’t find out what you don’t ask.  Since
the survey or interview is highly structured, there can be no deviation from the ques-
tions, however mistaken they might be.  This may invalidate the research, resulting
in wasted money, or worse, in recommendations that are off the mark.  Accuracy of
the chosen sample, both in size and “representativeness,” is also a major concern in
this type of research.
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• Satisfaction with your service delivery.  By asking, How were you treated?
Was the receptionist polite? you learn why customers are satisfied or dissatis-
fied.  You can correlate these responses to satisfaction with your entire program
and point you toward areas where small changes may bring large improvements
in satisfaction.

• The importance that customers ascribe to specific services.

2.  What to Ask
Ask about the customers’ views, not facts you already know.  Since surveys can 
provide erroneous information (people forget, make mistakes, fabricate answers),
you should use them only to get information you cannot get in any other way.  
For example:  If you want to know how long people wait in line, the best way is to
use a stopwatch.  But if you want to know how they feel about standing in line, 
use a survey.

3.  When to Deliver Surveys
Deliver the right survey at the right time.  Ask about customers’ expectations before
they begin program services.  Ask about satisfaction with specific services 
immediately after customers experience them.  Ask about overall satisfaction after
customers have had time to form a considered opinion, possibly 3 months later.

4.  Whom to Survey
Obviously, not all your customers are the same.  If you survey them as though they
were, you will get misleading results.  Prior to designing your survey, consider how
you want to segment your customers.

Segmentation is a technique that separates survey respondents into groups that inter-
est you.  An analysis of the overall satisfaction of, say, welfare mothers, Latinos or
older workers may be more meaningful to you than looking only at the satisfaction
level of all your respondents.  It is important for long-term program improvement
strategies to be able to uncover situations in which the dissatisfaction of some seg-
ments is hidden by the high satisfaction of others in an overall satisfaction score.
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For example, suppose you survey all terminated Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA) participants and ask about their satisfaction with your services, as follows:

Overall, how satisfied were you with this program?
[]  4 Very Satisfied
[]  3 Somewhat Satisfied
[]  2 Somewhat Dissatisfied
[]  1 Very Dissatisfied

Assume that on a four-point scale, ranging from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 4 (very
satisfied), the respondents’ average score is 3.6.  You might be pleased with this
result — unless you learn that the average score of welfare mothers is only 1.3,
or that the average response of Latinos is 1.8.

If you want to know about subgroups within your customer population, you must
plan your survey to obtain this information.  One way is to include questions that ask
the respondent directly what subgroup s/he is in, such as What is your sex? or Which
of the following racial/ethnic groups do you consider yourself a member of?

If your survey is anonymous, you must use this approach because the anonymity
prevents you from linking the survey to other information you may have about the
individual respondents.  However, if respondents are willing to give their names, you
can use information you have on file.  The U.S. Department of Labor requires that
many employment and training programs collect data on the sex, race, age, educa-
tion level and other classifications of participants.  If you know who each survey
respondent is, then you can make use of these data to segment the respondents.

You might first examine the population segments used in computing the JTPA per-
formance standards, since these data have been researched extensively for their
effect on program outcomes.

If you segment your population into too many subgroups, though, you may have 
difficulty in getting a sample of each group that is large enough to be representative,
and the data you collect might not be meaningful.

Another kind of subgroup in your customer population is the group of customers
who have used different services, such as auto-repair training or word-processing
training.  The considerations discussed above for subgroups of customers based on
demographic characteristics also apply to subgroups of customers based on the 
services they used.

Customer input generated by program area will provide the data needed to analyze
the relative strengths and weaknesses of your program areas.  This analysis will help
managers prioritize areas needing attention and focus resources on those areas 
indicated by your customers.
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5.  How to Study Both Satisfaction and Importance
When you segment your service components in order to ask customers their satisfac-
tion with each one, you should realize that your customers probably don’t consider
all of your services equally important.  Try to obtain their feelings of satisfaction as
well as the importance they attach to each service area that they rate.  This way you
have a means to distinguish serious problems from more trivial concerns.

In order to learn about importance, you need to question your customers twice:
once to ask which features or attributes of your services they consider most 
important, and again to ask whether they are satisfied with your performance on
those features or attributes.

It is a good idea to let time pass between these questions, lest one response unduly
influence the other.  Survey experts have legitimate differences of opinion in this
area.  Some believe it to be acceptable to include importance and satisfaction ques-
tions in the same survey if the questions are separated as much as possible in the sur-
vey.  The following example uses time separation, but it could be shown as one sur-
vey with two sets of questions.

Assume you want to find out your customers’ opinions of the ABC Classroom
Training Course.  During the intake and assessment process, as clients are consider-
ing whether to enroll in the ABC course, you might have them fill out the following
form:

Please tell us which of these features of the ABC training course are important to you:

A.   Job placement 1 2 3 4

B.   Convenient location 1 2 3 4

C.   Accelerated training 1 2 3 4

D. Modern facilities 1 2 3 4

E.   Tutoring available 1 2 3 4

F. On-site day care 1 2 3 4

G.   Instructor’s teaching skills 1 2 3 4

Very           Somewhat         Somewhat               Very
Unimportant   Unimportant        Important            ImportantCircle your answer



Once clients complete the ABC course, you might ask about their level of satisfaction
with these same features.

After you gather this data from many customers, you can see how your customers think your
agency is performing in the areas that matter most to them.

Averaging the ratings of many respondents gives you two numbers for each attribute: one 
number represents the average importance, and the other represents the average satisfaction.
Your analysis might look like this:

The Voice of the Customer
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When you were attending the ABC course, how satisfied were you with each of the 
following features:

A.   Job placement 1 2 3 4

B.   Convenient location 1 2 3 4

C.   Accelerated training 1 2 3 4 

D. Modern facilities 1 2 3 4

E.   Tutoring available 1 2 3 4

F. On-site day care 1 2 3 4

G.   Instructor’s teaching skills 1 2 3 4

Very           Somewhat         Somewhat               Very
Dissatisfied    Dissatisfied          Satisfied              Satisfied

Attribute Importance Satisfaction

A.   Job placement 3.8 3.2

B.   Convenient location 2.9 3.1

C.   Accelerated training 1.6 3.0

D.   Modern facilities 2.0 1.8

E.   Tutoring available 1.5 1.2

F.    On-site day care 2.8 1.2

G.  Instructor’s teaching skills 3.4 1.5

Grand Average 2.57 2.14

Circle your answer
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You can then plot each attribute on a two-axis grid, with the vertical axis represent-
ing importance and the horizontal axis representing satisfaction.  An example of
such a grid, often called the Customer Windowsm, is shown below.

Attributes and features clustered in the upper-right quadrant of the grid are impor-
tant to your customers and about which they are satisfied. These are the things you
are doing well. (BRAVO)

Attributes and features clustered in the upper-left quadrant are considered important
to your customers, but they are dissatisfied with your performance.  These may be
serious problems and should be priorities for corrective action. (ATTENTION)

Attributes and features in the lower half of the grid are considered less important by
your customers, who may not care whether you have satisfied them.  You might 
consider shifting resources away from those areas.  (If customers think ABC’s 
tutoring (E) is less important, perhaps its budget and staffing could be cut back.)  If a
feature thought to be less important is in fact truly essential, you may need to edu-
cate your customers about its value or necessity. (CUT OR COMMUNICATE)

The results of this survey were plotted on the following grid, measuring both 
customer satisfaction and perceived importance.

Customer Windowsm – School Example
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The picture that emerges helps you understand your participants’ view of your services in
a way that helps you translate these attitudes into a potential action plan.  An analysis of 
this grid might result in the following observations:

Upper-right quadrant. ABC enrollees think the school’s “job placement” (A) and 
“convenient location” (B) are important, and they are satisfied that ABC accommodates
them.

Upper-left quadrant. But they are less satisfied with two relatively important items (G
& F).  Therefore, improving the “instructor’s teaching skills” (G) and the “on-site day-
care” (F) will probably raise overall satisfaction.

Lower half.  The data show that “tutoring available” (E) is relatively less important, and 
satisfaction is lower, so it can possibly be discontinued or cut back.

6.  Survey Methods

Interviews in person, which use a live interviewer to ask questions and record the
answers, help encourage the respondent to answer all the questions.  People generally are
reluctant to refuse to answer a polite question directly from another person.  To avoid
bias, the interviewer should not be someone from whom the respondent has received ser-
vices or someone whose performance respondents are being asked to rate.

Respondents often ask the interviewer to help them interpret the questions, a situation
that interviewers must be trained to handle.  Usually the best course is for the interviewer
to politely refuse to provide any interpretation, in order to avoid influencing any 
responses.  A skilled interviewer can ask open-ended questions and probe for more 
informative responses.

In live interviews, the interviewer can ask different follow-up questions based on a
respondent’s answers to previous questions.  For example, if a respondent answers that
s/he is not employed, an interviewer can skip questions related to current job status.
Written questionnaires can also instruct respondents to skip certain questions, but these
instructions can be confusing and are not as flexible as a live interviewer.
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Interviews in person can be cheaper and can produce a higher response rate than 
telephone interviews if the respondents are already at your location for another reason.
You can call participants out of training or other services to be interviewed.  Customer 
satisfaction questions can be added to an interview you already conduct, such as an
intake interview.  In-person interviews also allow you to show respondents information
that is hard to describe over the telephone; for example, Do you remember filling out 
this form?

Interviews by telephone present a challenge: reaching the respondents.  Not all people
have telephones, and you need to know the correct numbers for those who do.  Many
people are not reachable by phone during business hours, so you must be willing to call
evenings and on weekends.  To obtain interviews, you must be prepared to leave 
messages on answering machines, talk to family members, leave a number where the
respondent can reach you and call repeatedly.

Written questionnaires generally are more convenient to administer than live inter-
views.  Respondents may be more honest (especially about embarrassing questions)
responding to written questionnaires, especially anonymous ones.  Written questionnaires
are better if respondents need to refer to records or ask other people before answering
some questions.  For example, when asking firms about their satisfaction with people
they hired in various departments or locations, written questionnaires make more sense.

The major challenge with written questionnaires is getting respondents to complete them.
Respondents must be literate.  Questions should be few and clear.  Instructions should be
short and clear.

On-site questionnaires, such as course-evaluation forms, are commonly distributed at
the end of training sessions.  Response rates are often low, and the data are relatively use-
less.  You can take steps to remedy this response by explaining the importance of the sur-
vey when it is distributed.  Make it clear where the respondent is to return the completed
form and make it easy to do so.  Provide pencils and a place to write.  Distribute the sur-
veys at a time when the respondents are not running to leave.

Questionnaires in the mail are useful when the survey is long or when large numbers of
people are to be contacted. (But beware: the longer the survey, the less likely it will be
returned.)  They are usually better suited to personal questions, since they are the least
intrusive type of interview.

Make it easy to get the responses back to you.  Enclosing a stamped, self-addressed
return envelope makes it clear that you think this survey is important. Write a personally
addressed cover letter signed by the agency director and send it with first class postage.  

If survey responses are not confidential, you can do telephone follow-up.
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7.  Designing Survey Instruments

The most important work of surveying is done up front.  Good survey design, where
good clear questions produce good data, is far more important than sophisticated analysis
at the end.  If you have to choose, put your resources into design, not analysis.

Before you design a survey, determine how you will use the information.  Don’t collect
information just to have it.  For each question, try to guess what the answers  might look
like, what you will do with the answers and, most important, what you will do about the
answers.  If you can’t answer these pre-questions rationally and concretely, don’t ask the
survey question in that way (or at all).

Imagine what the answers to each question might be and try to link the responses to pro-
gram improvements.  Do not ask the question if the link cannot be made.

Avoid biasing the responses by the way you phrase the questions or deliver the survey.
You can get more reliable data from anonymous responses, but then you may have to
ask respondents for demographic data that may be already on file.  Third-party 
interviewers are useful when objectivity is critical.  

Word questions in a neutral way to avoid discomforting respondents who don’t want to
be thought of as negative for complaining.  Avoid loaded words and phrases that 
customers might misconstrue.  While you might use the term caseworker, most people
don’t like to think of themselves as cases.

Adjust the strength of the questions to spread the responses across the whole response
scale.  If you word questions so that everybody agrees enthusiastically, you learn noth-
ing.  You want a range of opinions.  Devising a response scale with more choices allows
for finer analysis; but it is harder to fill out, implies an impractical level of precision and
is harder to quickly rate the responses.  We recommend a 5-point scale, but you can use a
10-point scale to obtain finer gradations. Open-ended questions are time-consuming to
read and evaluate but are flexible and can uncover things that you didn’t think to ask
about in the formal survey.

Pretest the questionnaire with potential respondents to ensure that the instructions and
questions are understood as intended.
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Tips for Designing A Questionnaire

• Make the questionnaire look attractive.

• Include brief, clear instructions printed in bold type.

• Organize and design the questionnaire so it is easy to complete.

• Make the questions clear.  Do not assume respondents know your jargon.  Use 
simple sentences without qualifiers that hedge the meaning.  When you can choose
complex or simple wording, select simplicity.

• Use as few kinds of questions and instructions as possible.  If you use a point-scale
to measure feelings, draft the scale from best to worst.  Word agree/disagree ques-
tions so that agree is always the positive choice.  Avoid mixing positive and nega-
tive statements.

• Avoid ambiguity.  Word questions so that, if only one answer is assumed, cate-
gories of answers are mutually exclusive.

• Avoid “double-barreled” questions.  Ask questions that address a single issue.  For
example, the following question asks about two separate issues (“instructor,”
“course work”), the answers for which might be different.  Would you rate the
instructor and the course work as excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?

• Avoid leading questions that steer respondents to a particular answer.  Avoid, for
example, a question like,  Do you think that, with the high cost of training, you
should be doing more to help employees?

• Open the questionnaire with a few interesting and non-threatening items.

• Do not put important items at the end of a long questionnaire.

• Use examples with any questions that might be confusing or difficult to understand.

• When moving to a new topic, use transitional sentences.

• Keep the questionnaire as short as possible.

• Avoid biasing the responses by the way you phrase the questions.  Word 
questions in a neutral way.  Avoid loaded words and phrases that customers might
misconstrue.

• Do not use more than a five-point scale.  Larger scales force respondents to make
unrealistically fine judgments and unnecessarily complicate data collection and
analysis.

• Include the name and telephone number of a person to contact with questions.
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8.  Sampling and Responsiveness

For small groups (fewer than 150 people), survey everyone.

For larger groups, surveying a sample of your entire population is more cost-effec-
tive.  If the population is very large (all eligible participants, for example) sampling
may be the only practical way to do a survey. Take care that the sample is 
representative of your entire population.  An invalid sample will prevent you from
making correct inferences about your entire population.  The critical concerns for
choosing a sample that is representative are (1) randomness and (2) size. If you 
survey a large group, you need to choose a sample that is random and that is large
enough for you to make correct inferences about the entire population.

Randomness means that each person in the population you want to sample has an
equal chance of being chosen; it should involve program dropouts, people who have
moved away and other hard-to-contact folks.

Selecting a survey sample is ticklish.  Suppose you choose every third (fourth, fifth,
etc.) name on the list of your group, or population.  Is this a random list?  Only if
your original list is random.  If your list is organized by date of enrollment or termi-
nation, it may exclude people with earlier or later dates.  If your list is alphabetical,
it may be biased because some ethnic groups have names that cluster in certain parts
of the list.  

Figuratively drawing names out of a hat is the best solution.  Use a table of random
numbers, contained in most statistics books and many computer programs.  Assign
each name a number and choose numbers from your table of random numbers.  
(See box on page II-20.)

The second key issue in choosing a representative sample is size.  The larger the size
of the sample, the better it approximates the entire population.  Experts call this the
“level of confidence” that the survey responses can be used to predict the opinions
of the entire population.  Typically you choose the desired level of confidence 
(90 percent, 95 percent or 99 percent) that your sample describes the population
from which it is drawn, then use a statistics book to determine the size of the sample
you need.  If you are unable to survey the recommended number of respondents, 
you may have to accept a lower level of confidence.
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As a general rule, sample sizes of less than 30 are not considered reliable for infer-
ences about a larger population.  This means that you need at least 30 responses
(filled-out surveys) to correctly estimate one characteristic of one group.  Example:
If you’re sorting by white/non-white and male/female, you need responses from at
least 30 non-white males, 30 non-white females, 30 white males, and 30 white
females to provide separate estimates for each subgroup.

Thirty responses are a bare minimum for any population that is much bigger than 30.
The reliability of your estimates improves if you can obtain more completed
responses.  Thirty responses may give a reliability rate of only plus or minus 18 
percent.  One hundred and twenty responses gives a better reliability of plus or
minus 9 percent, and 240 responses gives a reliability of plus or minus 6 percent.

Response rate is an important factor in surveys.  If you get less than a 50 percent
response-rate from your surveys, you should hesitate to generalize from the data.
Surveying is based on the presumption that the respondents are typical of a larger
group.  If the response-rate is low, then the typical group member may not have
responded.

Increasing the rate of response to mailed questionnaires is the most important thing
that you can do to improve the usefulness of the results.  To increase responses, you
might try these:

Basic response boosters

• Provide return postage.

• Verify the correct names and addresses.

• Prepare your target customers with advance notice about the survey.

• Actively encourage customers to respond.
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Advanced response boosters

(each of which may increase the response rate by as much as 15 percent)

• A week after the initial mailing, send a postcard as a reminder to everyone who
received the questionnaire.  On the postcard, which need not be personalized, write that
this person’s input is very important and that you hope they will respond.

• Resend the survey to non-respondents.  This technique requires tracking responses
carefully so as not to bother those who have already responded.

• Place a phone number on the original survey and on the reminder postcard, suggesting
that respondents call if they need help or another copy of the survey.

• Keep the survey brief and easy to complete.  There is a correlation between response
rates and the length and complexity of the questionnaire.

• Enclose an incentive, such as a crisp dollar bill or a pack of gum, as a gesture of appre-
ciation.  More effective is adding each respondent’s name to a drawing for a prize such
as a TV.  You can maintain anonymity by enclosing a separate postcard for the drawing.
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Creating A Sample

• Create a list of individuals who make up the entire population to be studied, 
if possible.

• Assign a random number to each individual using a random-numbers table 
or computer algorithm.

• Select the individuals with the lowest values of the random numbers, 
up to the sample size you want.

Example:  To choose 300 out of 900 participants, select all individuals whose
random number is 300 or below.  Here you see that all individuals assigned a 
random number of 300 or below were selected.

Assigned                      Select those
Individual Random Number numbered below 300

A 024 Selected
B 119 Selected
C 482
D 272 Selected
E 325
F 667
G 112 Selected
H 625
I 178 Selected
J 627
And so on. 
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9. Advantages and Disadvantages of Research Methods

ADVANTAGES       DISADVANTAGES

ADVANTAGES       DISADVANTAGES

A D M I N I S T R A T I V E  I N F O R M A T I O N

F O C U S  G R O U P S

Can provide segmentation data such as
where people live, previous education, last
type of job, and career goals.

Requires no additional information from
your customers.  Cheaper than collecting
new data.

Exposes data that you wish you had 
collected but didn’t foresee the need 
to collect.

Administrative data from employers can
tell which employers give you the best jobs
and the most jobs.

Provides a holistic view of the area being
studied: A combination of the respondents’
thoughts and their visceral reactions.

Allows flexibility at exploratory stages and
can branch into additional areas of interest
based on respondents’ comments.

Explores customers’ choice of processes
and priorities. 

Reveals insights and nuances that other
research methods, such as surveys, usually
cannot obtain.

Identifies areas for further quantitative
research.

No direct customer input.

Errors in the database can lead to false
conclusions.

The data in a database may be difficult to
organize in useful ways.

Presents a logistical challenge in 
coordinating participants’ schedules and
selecting a site that is both accessible and
conducive to open discussion. 

Can not delve into too many issues at one
time.  You have less control over data 
collection because participants shape the
discussion.

Requires a skilled moderator able to
encourage expression of views while 
keeping the discussion on track.

Examines only a small number of people.
Is not statistically generalizable to the
overall customer base.  Is a qualitative, not
a quantitative, approach.  Results cannot
be presented in numerical ways.

Typically does not examine variations in
opinion among different segments of 
customers.  Can yield biased results if not
executed and interpreted with great care.
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ADVANTAGES       DISADVANTAGES

ADVANTAGES       DISADVANTAGES

ADVANTAGES       DISADVANTAGES

I N F O R M A L  I N T E R V I E W S

T E L E P H O N E  I N T E R V I E W S

M A I L  S U R V E Y S

Requires minimal resources and can be
done by the smallest organization.

High completion rates are likely and pro-
vide timely feedback.

Yields in-depth responses.  Interviewer can
probe further based upon responses given
to a particular question.

Interviewer can observe respondents and
record observations as data.  Begins to
track patterns, thereby identifying areas for
further research.

Can be completed quickly.

Interviewer’s bias is less likely than with
personal interviews, since the interviewer
is not face-to-face with the respondent.

Relatively inexpensive method.  If done
well and not too long, produces a good
response-rate.

Respondents can work at their own speed.

Interviewer bias is eliminated.

By providing adequate instruction, solid
data can be gathered.

Can be tabulated by computer.

Can easily be mass-produced.

Presence of interviewer may cause
respondents to answer questions the way
they think the interviewer wants. 

Data can be biased if interviewer asks
leading questions.

Can not generalize information to the
whole customer base.  Respondents may or
may not be representative of many others.

Sharing data while maintaining 
confidentiality may be difficult.

Can reach only customers with telephones.

Respondents may feel less committed to
take the time to think about responses or
complete the interview.

Interviewer can influence responses based
on intonation and types of follow-up 
questions.

A greater number of partially completed
surveys occurs without an interviewer.

Respondent does not have a person to
interpret instructions or clarify questions.
(Possible confusion and/or frustration.)

Typically have a low response rate.

Response rates tend to drop as surveys get
longer.

Usefulness depends on how well the
survey is prepared.
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This section explains the rationale and methods used to analyze data collected 
from mail, phone or personal interviews.  It also discusses how to use those data 
to plan and implement corrective actions that will improve the satisfaction of 
your customers.

The information gained from surveys is only as good as the forethought put into 
the design of the study and data collection.  Data for data’s sake are not useful.
Collected data must be organized and analyzed with the goal of providing 
information to answer the research objectives.

1. Editing Survey Questionnaires 

Once questionnaires are returned, you must review and edit them to be sure that all
relevant questions have been answered and/or recorded.  This not only provides a
quality check for the data received but, like any other production-line process, it 
prepares the data for data-entry.  In some cases you can re-contact the respondents
concerning missing or unclear answers.

2.  Coding Data

Before you can analyze the data you collect, you must code it.  Simply put, coding
means assigning a number to categorize or classify the answers.

Of course, some items are self-explanatory (e.g., number of people in the household,
frequency of specific behavior, etc.).  Except for the handling of missing informa-
tion, this information is already coded.

However, there are many answers for which numbers are not relevant until the data
are analyzed (i.e., yes/no, rating scales, demographic classifications, verbatim
responses, etc.).  These answers need to be categorized, and it is usually a good 
idea to build in precodes to questionnaires before they are administered. This is
extremely helpful when the coded data are entered in a database.

To precode responses, write numbers next to the answer categories on the 
questionnaire.  Whenever possible, use a numbering system that lends itself to more
meaningful data analysis.  For example, rating scales are usually set up so that the 

A.  Analyzing Data

INTERPRETING THE VOICE OF YOUR CUSTOMERS
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lowest rating gets the lowest number (usually a 1) and each higher level answer 
has a higher number, so that a scale from 1 to 5 means that a 1 is lowest and a 5 is 
highest.  This is especially helpful when you want a meaningful average rating
across respondents.

In addition to the collected information, the questionnaires in a survey are often
coded to identify specific questionnaires should the need arise.  For example, incom-
plete and completed surveys might be coded to enable a comparative analysis. 

An important issue in coding responses is to distinguish between answers and
blanks. For example, an answer of zero, none, or no opinion is a valid answer.  All
of these are different from a blank, mis-coded or unreadable non-answer.  You will
need to know the difference when it is time to analyze the data.

When it is either too late or inappropriate to re-contact respondents to fill in the
missing information, you still must code the missing information.  As a rule, 
when coding missing information, use a value, such as 99 or 00, that is outside 
the range of anticipated answers, and try to use a standard set of codes for all 
missing information.

3.  Data Entry

Unless you plan on hand-tallying questionnaires, data entry follows the editing and
coding of collected survey questionnaires.  In this step, the coded data are entered
into a computer file that comprises the database for subsequent data analysis.  In
general, data are entered in a fixed-format procedure, aligning the questionnaire
answers (also referred to as data fields) in a standard format for each respondent.  
A familiar, commonly used  fixed-format database can be found in standard
spreadsheets, where the data for each subject are set up in rows, and each 
column represents a specific answer.

Following data entry, which is sometimes repeated to check for accuracy, the data
are cleaned.  This step ensures that the entered data are within acceptable, estab-
lished values, and allows for consistency checks to be sure that data fields that
should have been skipped or answered have in fact been skipped or answered 
(based on earlier questions).  If any discrepancies have occurred, the problem 
questionnaires can be identified for cross-checking against the database, and any
corrections can be made at this time.
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4.  Tabulating and Summarizing Data

Survey data need to be summarized in a way that can be easily interpreted but is still
relevant to the research objectives of the study.  There are several basic techniques to
analyze data.

A tally, also called an addition, or simple frequency, is the most basic technique for
looking at data across respondents.  A tally counts answers, and most people have
little or no difficulty understanding frequencies.  However, unless you are dealing
with a sample size of 100 or more, tallies can be misleading. 

For example, suppose two groups of respondents are being compared.  Group A has
100 respondents, and Group B has 75 respondents.  Suppose that 50 respondents in
each group report participating in training programs in the past month.  If we say
that an equal number (50) of each group had participated, could you conclude that
Groups A and B had equal participation levels?  You could not.  Group B had a
higher participation level, based on having a higher percentage of participants in
training.  (50/75 = 67 percent for Group B.  50/100 = 50 percent for Group A.)  By
themselves, tallies have only a narrow, limited use, and it is difficult to interpret
them across groups of respondents with varying sample sizes.  In the end, you will
need more sophisticated statistics to compare across different groups.

Percentages allow more meaningful comparisons across groups of respondents,
regardless of their respective sample sizes, as the previous example shows.
Percentages are especially useful when the results desired can be summed up in
terms of acceptance/rejection or yes/no type answers.  

How would you rate your instructor?

35 percent Excellent

25 percent Very Good 

20 percent Good 

15 percent Fair

5 percent Poor  

Do you like your teacher?

75 percent Yes

25 percent No.

In the first example, you might decide that a rating of Excellent or Very Good is
acceptable; and that 35 percent + 25 percent= 60 percent is an acceptable outcome.

} 35%
+25%   

60% Two Top Boxes
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Averages, or Measures of central tendency (mean, median, and mode): Another
basic tool is the average, of which there are three types—the mean, the median and
the mode.

The mean, usually referred to as the average, is a useful statistic to summarize data
when the numbers used to represent the data have fixed intervals between them,
such as counts of things.  For example, the mean is often used to summarize demo-
graphic data such as the number of people in a household; behavior, such as the
number of times clients visit a particular training center; or allocation type questions,
such as How often does this bus arrive on schedule?

The median, although not used as often as the mean, is also a useful, and sometimes
more accurate measure of central tendency for certain data.  The median is the mid-
point of the data.  Half of the collected data falls below the median, and half above.
Medians are especially useful for summarizing data when the range of values is
large or heavily skewed by a few extremely low or high values that pull the mean
(average) away from the center.

For example, if nine families have annual incomes of $20,000 and one family has an
income of $100,000, the mean (arithmetic average) would suggest that the average
family income is about $28,000, while the median — $20,000 — is more representa-
tive of the entire sample.

The mean and median have their place in data analysis.  However, they both depend
on data for which the numbers are themselves meaningful.  Neither the median nor
the mean is very useful for data gathered from yes/no type questions, nor for mea-
suring classifications.  (How many of the sample are white females?)

The third measure of central tendency, the mode, is probably more related to fre-
quencies and percentages than either the mean or median.  The mode represents the
value or values which occur with the greatest frequency in the data.  Unlike the
mean or median, the mode can be used for both real numbers, such as actual age,
height, sex as well as with numbers that only serve as codes to classify answers such
as race, occupation, or preferences.  In the example above, the mode is the same as
the median, i.e., $20,000.  

5.  Measures of Variation

If all people gave the same uniform answers to questions all of the time, we would
not need to consider variations in the data.  Of course, this rarely happens.
Variance, much as central tendencies, is an attempt to summarize data.  However, it
measures variances in the data instead of averages.  How spread out is the data?
How loose or tight is the range of answers?  Its most familiar use is to test the statis-
tically significant differences between groups.  



The Voice of the Customer

SIMPLY BETTER! Continuous Improvement Page III-6

6.  Statistical Reliability

Unless you collect data for the entire population of interest, the respondents in your
survey are only a sample of that population.  Whether for issues such as cost, time
constraints, logistical impossibilities, or sensitivities, most surveys rely on samples
to make inferences about the population as a whole.  Therefore, the results must rely
on the use of statistical significance techniques to ensure that differences between
groups studied are not simply due to random sampling error.

For example, the true mean for annual income within a studied group might be
$29,000, but our survey sample has given us a mean of $25,000.  How do we know
how close the sample’s mean is to the entire population’s mean?  The answer
depends on a few fundamental questions:

• How large was the sample?

• What was the variance in the data?

• What is the mean (median, percent) of the data?

In general, the precision with which the sample mean approaches the true popu-
lation mean increases as the sample size increases, and the variation in the data
declines.  Unless you have data from all of the population, you can never be totally
sure that the sample mean equals the population mean.  Some level of compromise is
inevitable.  Statisticians speak of a level of confidence that the sample mean is
within a range that also includes the true mean for the entire population. 

As sample size, therefore, is a very important factor to consider in data analysis.
The larger the sample, the better it is as an estimator of the entire population.
As previously noted, samples of less than 30 individuals are not considered reliable
for generalizing survey results to a larger population.  In fact, samples of less than
30 are not usually analyzed using statistics, unless they constitute the entire popula-
tion being studied.  Reliability increases as sample sizes increase and sample sizes
above 120 are considered generally reliable for many analyses.  

A final consideration is the degree to which the sample is representative of the
entire population.  Take care with this!  Samples which are not based on random
sampling techniques are not dependable for inferences to the general population and
can easily be heavily biased.  The goal here is a valid methodology to select a
miniature replica of the entire population being sampled.  
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After you gather and analyze data about your customers’ satisfaction with your 
programs, you may want to use this information to remedy those aspects of your
operations which are viewed as deficient.  Before developing elaborate “corrective
action” plans, however, you should take two steps to increase your confidence that
the data from your customer surveys does, in fact, accurately point out a real prob-
lem.

First, corroborate your survey results with data from multiple sources.  Suppose
that a routine survey of local employers hints that they are unhappy with the 
graduates of your Auto Repair Training Program.  Does this mean the program
should be revamped?  Test this conclusion with data from other sources.  Do surveys
of the program participants reveal that they also are dissatisfied with the training
they are getting?  Is the drop-out rate high?  Are job placements and retentions of 
program graduates significantly below expectations?  If all sources of information
agree, you can be fairly confident that the Auto Repair Program needs some sort of
corrective action.

Second, find out if your survey results are consistent over time.  All systems –
including employment and training programs – normally vary within limits.  Small
increases or decreases in monthly placement rates or in customer satisfaction levels
are to be expected and are not cause to become overly concerned.  But a sudden
large decrease in performance or satisfaction, or the discovery of a program that 
consistently performs at half the level of all your other activities – these are worth a
second look.

How does the performance of the Auto Repair Program compare to other programs
of similar length and difficulty?  How does this year’s placement rate compare to
last year and the year before that?  Are the variations large or small?  If you 
regularly conduct customer surveys at fixed intervals throughout the year, you will
get a much better picture of your programs’ real performance levels, unaffected by
“statistical noise.”

The following pages illustrate these points.

B.  Corroborate Results with Data from Other Sources
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How satisfied were you with the training you received?
Program A:  Secretarial Training Top Two Boxes
Very Satisfied 8 20%

Satisfied 22 54% 74%
Somewhat Satisfied 8 20%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 3 7%

Very Dissatisfied 0 0%

Total Numer of Respondents 41 100%

Program B:  Nursing Training
Very Satisfied 3 12%

Satisfied 14 56% 68%
Somewhat Satisfied 6 24%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 2 8%

Very Dissatisfied 0 0%

Total Number of Respondents 25 100%

Program C:  Truck Driver Training
Very Satisfied 6 22%

Satisfied 13 48% 70%
Somewhat Satisfied 5 19%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 2 7%

Very Dissatisfied 1 4%

Total Number of Respondents 27 100%

Program D:  Cooking Training
Very Satisfied 10 29%

Satisfied 16 47% 76%
Somewhat Satisfied 6 18%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 2 6%

Very Dissatisfied 0 0%

Total Number of Respondents 34 100%

Program E: Auto Repair Training
Very Satisfied 0 0%

Satisfied 13 37% 37%
Somewhat Satisfied 12 34%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 6 17%

Very Dissatisfied 4 11%

Total Number of Respondents 35 100%

Program F:  Construction Training
Very Satisfied 11 29%

Satisfied 16 42% 71%
Somewhat Satisfied 8 21%

Somewhat Dissatisfied 3 8%

Very Dissatisfied 0 0%

Total Number of Respondents 38 100%

Participant Satisfaction Scores on Six Programs
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Participant Satisfaction.  The table on Page III-8 displays the results of a survey of participants
in your agency’s various training programs.  Note that in the Secretarial Program, 8 clients 
(20 percent) were “very satisfied” and 22 clients (54 percent) were “satisfied” with their 
training.  One way to compare this to the performance of other programs is to add the “top two
boxes” together; that is, to identify how many clients were either satisfied or very satisfied.
Many researchers believe that using the top box scores is easier and more sensitive than using
average or “mean” scores.

The top box scores for all the programs are graphed below.  Note that satisfaction levels vary
among the various programs but that most are around 70 percent.  The Auto Repair program,
with a satisfaction level of only 37 percent, clearly stands out.

Participant Satisfaction

0 20 40 60 80 

Employer Satisfaction

0 20 40 60 80                   100

Employer Satisfaction. Assume that your agency conducts a customer satisfaction survey
twice a year among employers who have hired your training program graduates.  The
results of the most recent of these surveys are graphed below.  Employer satisfaction is
generally high, except for the auto repair program.

PROGRAMS

Construction

Auto Repair

Cooking

Truck Driving

Nursing

Secretarial

PROGRAMS

Construction

Auto Repair

Cooking

Truck Driving

Nursing

Secretarial

Percent Satisfied or Very Satisfied

Percent Satisfied or Very Satisfied
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It should be clear by now that the Auto Repair program is deficient.  It ranks poorly on
three separate indicators of performance and satisfaction.  And its performance is far
outside the normal range of variation for the other programs administered by the agency.

Corrective action seems called for.  This might take the form of on-site visits to the pro-
gram, in-depth interviews of clients and staff, examination of costs and management
practices, upgrading of course curricula, teaching methods and graduation standards,
changing student entrance or exit criteria, or advertising for an entirely new training 
vendor.  But whatever is done, the need for corrective action has been clearly 
documented and justified. 

Retention data.  If we look at placement and retention data, we find the same pattern.
Retention rates vary, but most are above 80 percent.  The Auto Repair program’s rate,
on the other hand, is barely over 50 percent.

Retention Data

0 20 40 60 80                   100

PROGRAMS

Construction

Auto Repair

Cooking

Truck Driving

Nursing

Secretarial

Percent Employed after 90 Days
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The process of researching and analyzing your customers’ needs and wants does not usually stand alone.
Private firms and non-profit agencies do not go to all the trouble to find out what their customers are think-
ing about just for the fun of it.  They want to use that information to improve their programs or to produce
better and more useful products or services, more efficiently and at lower cost.  In the most sophisticated
organizations, customer feedback is constantly being used to upgrade processes and products in a never-
ending cycle of “continuous improvement.”  These organizations think that the philosophy “if it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it” is the first step on the road to ruin.  All systems can be improved, and can produce
increased value for customers.  Always.  If you’re not doing this, your competitors surely are.

This section tells how to implement the Simply Better! Voice of the Customer techniques discussed
above in the real world of employment and training program administration.  The VOC process has
three steps.  Included with each step are examples from a case study about a local agency which wants
to set up a new program to train cooks.

Step 1.0  Defining Your Customers.  Document what you already know:  who does this program serve;
why are you conducting this customer research;  what customer information do you need.

Step 2.0  Hearing the Voice of Your Customers.  Gather qualitative (verbal) data on customer needs
and wants through interviews and focus groups.  Use this information to design specific survey ques-
tions to uncover how important your customers consider each service and how well they think your
agency is delivering it.

Step 3.0  Interpreting the Voice of Your Customers.  Create a Customer Window diagram which
compares importance and satisfaction:  What the customers really “want” versus what they really “get.”
This process allows you to separate serious problems from trivial concerns and to prioritize your 
corrective action strategies.

These steps are described in more detail in the Voice of the Customer Workbook, which also includes
worksheets, forms and instructions to make it simpler for you to implement these techniques in your
own agency.  Copies of the Workbook are available from your Simply Better! Representatives 
(see back cover).

USING VOC TO IMPROVE YOUR ORGANIZATION

A.  Implementing the VOC Process:  Step by Step
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The Voice of the Customer

Step 1.0 identifies and clarifies “why” we are studying our customers.  
It focuses our study on key customer segments, helps document existing 
knowledge and helps us think through our research questions.

1.1 Write Purpose Statement
Purpose Statement Worksheet:   Completing this
worksheet identifies our various customers, their
problems and opportunities.  This focuses our atten-
tion on those areas that need improvement.  

It is a good idea to post the purpose statement
where it can be seen.  The team can refer to it as
they progress in the study.  The statement can be
revised as details are added.

1.2 Segment Customers
Segmentation Pie Chart:  Arranging customers
into related groups that are further subdivided
reduces large groups of customers to manageable
targeted segments.

Segmentation Profile Matrix: After identifying
targeted segments, we further clarify the segments
by recording what we know and do not know about
our customers.

1.3 Develop Research Questions
Step 1.0 ends with a set of theories about our cus-
tomers’ needs and how we are serving them.  This 
forms the Research Questions for our next phase.

Page IV-3

Step 1.0  Defining Your Customers

1.0
Defining Your 
Customers

1.1
Write Purpose
Statement 

1.2
Segment 
Customers

1.3
Develop
Research
Questions

Benefits of Completing Step 1 — Defining the Customer
•  Defines the purpose and direction of our project.

•  Clarifies what we do and for whom we do it.

•  Groups customers into meaningful segments according to their needs.

•  Organizes what we know and what we do not know about our customers.

•  Helps us think through the research questions we seek to answer.
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1.1  Purpose Statement

The Purpose Statement sum-
marizes the team’s intuitive
knowledge of their customers
and provides direction for the
study.  The team in this case
study identified the needs and
wants of the hotel industry.

1.2  Segment Customers 

First segmentation is by
“front” and “back” of the
house (hotel).  The “back”
can be sub-segmented by 
administration, housekeeping,
maintenance and kitchen jobs.
The kitchen jobs can be sub-
segmented as shown until we
get to a level of detail that is
useful for our purpose.

The Voice of the Customer

Page IV-4

Purpose Statement:  Why study our customers?
We will do a customer study to determine how we can be of value 
to the hotel industry.

Whom do 
we serve?

¥ Economically 
disadvantaged

¥ Dislocated workers

¥ Hotels

¥ SDAs

¥ We provided workers to hotels 
for many years

¥ Hotel industry is growing

¥ We provided classroom training
and OJT training with an 88% 
placement rate

¥ But nationally, OJT funding was cut, 
because of negative article in Reader’s
Digest, so we have to switch from OJT 
to classroom training.

¥ What other types of training
are needed? 

¥ Without OJT how can we 
still add value to the hotel 
industry?

What customer
information do we
need?

What opportunities
and problems do we
face?

Front of

the house

Back of

the house
Food & 

Bev. Mgmt.

Servers Cooks

Dish-
washers

Line Cook

Specialty
Cook

Administration

Housekeeping

Kitchen

Maintenance
Prep Cook

PURPOSE STATEMENT WORKSHEET

SEGMENTATION PIE CHART

This case study further illustrates how to apply the three-step Voice of the Customer
Process.  A local Workforce Development Agency, faced with funding cuts, formed a
Simply Better! Quality Improvement Team.  The team used customer research to analyze
the needs of employers and to design a new classroom training program for cooks.

Segmentation analysis of jobs in a hotel

Case Study – Step 1.0  Defining Your Customers



1.2 Segment Customers 

Next, existing knowledge is
documented, and what we
don’t know becomes our
research questions.  In this
case, we knew what hotels
“wanted” and “got”, but we
didn’t know “how many
cooks were needed.”

1.3  Write Research 
Questions

In this step, we examine our
purpose, our segments, any
knowledge gaps and our 
theories.  In this case, we
believed that hotels needed
cooks, but did restaurants,
hospitals and schools also
need cooks?  We also 
wanted to know what 
potential employers wanted 
in the curriculum.

The Voice of the Customer
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Name

How many
needed?

Percent of total

Demographics

What they want

What they get

Hotel Cooks

Research will 
determine if a 
classroom should 
be funded

10%

M & F

Qualified cooks
with good work
habits, low
turnover

Cooks with 
various skill
levels, poor 
work habits, 
high turnover

Case study (continued)

Segment
Description

Segment #1     Segment #2      Segment #3

Purpose Statement:
(Why Survey our Customers?)

How can we be of value to the hotel industry?

Customer
Segment:
Cooks 

Knowledge Gaps & Theories

Hotels need kitchen staff,
especially cooks

Research Questions
Do others also need cooks?
What should be included in a
cooking curriculum?

SEGMENTATION PROFILE MATRIX

RESEARCH QUESTIONS WORKSHEET
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Step 2.0 is an action step to gather data.  This is our opportunity to talk with the
customers and to gather a picture of our customers’ needs and their perceptions
of our performance.

2.1 Collect Qualitative Data (word data)

Qualitative data is linguistic data that explores
customer wants and needs.  It is obtained through
interviews and focus groups.  We will interview
customers and use an Interview Guide and
Interview Schedule.  A good interview results in
good notes.  We will use the interview guide for
note taking and then transfer the notes to Voice of
the Customer (VOC) Cards.

2.2 Collect Quantitative Data (numeric data)

Quantitative data includes numeric data that can be
plotted on a graph showing what customers “want”
and what they “get.” This particular type of analysis
is called the Customer Windowsm.  It is obtained
through a paper and pencil questionnaire that can be
administered in person, over the phone or by mail.
Other types of analysis are also available.

Step 2.0  Hearing the Voice of Your Customers

2.1
Hearing the voice 
of the customers

2.1
Collect
qualitative data
(focus groups,
interviews)

2.2
Collect
quantitative
data (surveys)

Benefits of Completing Step 2 — Hearing the Voice of Your Customers

Qualitative Data Collected by Interviewing
• The customers’ needs are defined by the 

customers in their words.
• The interviewer can explore issues, trends or 

new ideas.
• Unclear responses can be probed and clarified.
• Relationships will be improved and trust 

established.

Quantitative Data Collected by Surveying
• Helps us to clarify or expand on information 

collected in the Customer Interviews.
• Identifies the product and service features 
most important to our customers.

• Identifies any new or changing customer 
needs for products or services.

• Determines how satisfied our customers are 
with our products or services.
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2.1  Collect Qualitative Data

Step 1 of this case study led us to interview hotels and other organizations such as hospitals,
schools, and restaurants that employed cooks.  We needed to find out if they were successful in
filling cooks’ positions and, if
not, what the difficulties were.
We also wanted to identify the
key components in a cooks’ 
training curriculum.

Interview Guide
The interviews began with an “open-
ended” question.  If no cooks were
needed, the interviewer decided
whether to close the interview or to
continue asking about other needs.
If cooks were mentioned, the inter-
viewer proceeded with the more 
specific questions.  The sensitive
question requesting a letter of 
support was kept to the end. Hand-
written interview notes were kept
during interviews.

VOC Cards
Immediately after each interview,
team members wrote verbal com-
ments on 3x5 index cards.  The
source of the comment and key
words in the comment were also
written. When all the interviews were
completed, the team sorted the VOC
cards into natural groupings.  Each
grouping was given a title or header
card identifying the content of the
group.  This is also called an 
Affinity Diagram.

Opening - Hello, my name is ________. I’m from the ABC Training 
Center.  I would like to ask you a few questions about employment and
training issues for your business.

1. General
What jobs, if any, are you having trouble filling? (If cooks are not 
mentioned, you can end interview.)

2. Like Question
What do you want in a cook?

3. Dislike Question
What do you not want in a cook?

4. Specific Questions
What topics should be included in a training program for cooks?

5. Sensitive
If we set up a government-funded training program with the topics 
you mentioned, how many new cooks will you hire in the next 12 
months from this program?  Will you give us a letter of support?

6. Anything else
Is there anything else we can help you with?

Closing - We appreciate your help.  When we complete our 
research, we would like to send you a course outline.

Case Study - Step 2  Hearing the Voice of the Customers

They must be able to deal with the pub-
lic. YouÕd be surprised how many of our
customers want to meet the chef, espe-
cially for weddings and corporate parties.

Key Words: Good skills
Source: TLC Caterers

We need cooks that know the basics of
cooking, all the names of the seasonings,
pots and pans, procedures.  The actual
recipes I provide. IÕve got my own special
menu that I have built over the years. 

Key Words: Cooking basics
Source: TLC Caterers

TheyÕve got to pass the test on 
sanitation. That is critical.  Without 
knowing sanitation, forget it. That includes
the rules on temperature, surface washing,
etc. If I ever had a case of salmonella I
would be out of business.

Key Words: Sanitation
Source: TLC Caterers

VOC Cards

Interview Guide

VOC Cards are prepared from Interview Notes
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Tree Diagram 
Using the VOC Cards, our team
built a Tree Diagram.  We used
the question to form the first
level and the header cards the
second level of the branches.
We continued to fill in the
branches with the key VOC
cards from each group.

2.2 Collect Quantitative
Data - The Customer
Windowsm Questionnaire

The questionnaire was created
from the data gathered in the
interviews.  We had identified
the key attributes/quality charac-
teristics for hiring a cook using
the branches of the tree diagram.

These attributes were listed on
the questionnaire to be rated as
to how important was each
attribute and how satisfied were
the organizations with their abili-
ty to hire employees with these
attributes.  The team decided to
use a 5-point rating scale.

Tools
• Interview Guide

• Introduction
• Open-ended questions
• Closed-ended questions

• Interview Notes
• VOC Cards
• Affinity Diagram
• Tree Diagram
• Attributes
• Questionnaire

• Importance
• Satisfaction

What should be 
included in a 
training program 
for cooks?

A.  Can read cook books
B.  Comes to work on time
C.  Follows directions
D.  Dresses appropriately 
E.  Maintains eye contact
F.  Has sanitation certificate
G. Knows how to cook specific dishes

Cooking skills

Tree Diagram

Attributes

Communication skills

Teamwork skills

How IMPORTANT are the following skills and qualities in your hiring
of cooks?                                                        LOW                          HIGH

}
}

}

A.  Can read cook books o o o o o
B.  Comes to work on time o o o o o
C.  Follows directions o o o o o
D.  Dresses appropriately o o o o o
E.  Maintains eye contact o o o o o
F.  Has sanitation certificate o o o o o
G.  Knows how to cook specific dishes o o o o o

How SATISFIED are you with your ability to hire cooks who:    
LOW                         HIGH

A.  Can read cook books o o o o o
B.  Comes to work on time o o o o o
C.  Follows directions o o o o o
D.  Dresses appropriately o o o o o
E.  Maintains eye contact o o o o o
F.  Has sanitation certificate o o o o o
G.  Knows how to cook specific dishes o o o o o

Customer Windowsm Questionnaire
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Step 3.0 is the analysis step where we evaluate and summarize the data from
interviews, surveys and other sources.

3.1 Chart Customer Data (Quantitative)

As the questionnaires are returned, they need to be
checked for readability.  Review the data and enter
it on the Importance Spreadsheet and the
Satisfaction Spreadsheet for calculation.

The averages of each attribute are plotted on the
Customer Windowsm .  The Customer Windowsm  is
easy to interpret. Each need/attribute/quality charac-
teristic is plotted on the chart.  The chart has four
quadrants, each indicating an action to take.  The
grand average can be used to set new XY cross hairs
establishing the relative Importance and
Satisfaction.  In analyzing our Customer Windowsm

we apply these rules:

Quadrant A = Attention needs to be paid
Quadrant B = Bravo, keep up the good work
Quadrant C = Cut or communicate
Quadrant D = Don’t worry

3.2 Compile Voice of the Customer Table

Completing the Voice of the Customer Table pulls all the data together.

Column #1 - What did the customer say? - Include comments from interviews, plotted 
points from our Customer Windowsm, and data from other sources.

Column #2 - What did the customer mean? - Our translation of what the customer has 
said in our organization’s language.

Column #3 - Discussion - Note priorities, barriers, and opportunities connected to the 
customer’s wants and needs.

Column #4 - Action - Directs the opportunities for improvement.

With the quantitative data and our prior knowledge gained from the qualitative data interviews,
we end with having identified the key areas for action.

Step 3.0  Interpreting the Voice of Your Customers

3.0
Interpreting the 
voice of your
customers

3.1
Chart
customer
data

3.2
Compile Voice
of the Customer
Table
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3.1  Chart  Customer Data – Customer Windowsm

In this case study, after reviewing the questionnaires, we entered the data on a spreadsheet.  We
listed each quality attribute on the left column, using both a letter and key word to identify the
attribute.  We filled in the response for each questionnaire, being careful not to put a zero in for a
non-response.  We 
calculated the average for
each attribute. Also, we
calculated the “grand
average” for importance
and satisfaction to deter-
mine where to place the
cross hairs of the
Customer Windowsm.

Plotting the data, we
began to analyze the
attributes that employers
were looking for and not
getting in new hires.
They wanted and were
getting new hires who
followed directions (C)
and were on time (B).
They wanted and were
not getting new hires who dressed properly (D), read cookbooks (A) and had a sanitation 
certificate (F).  Making eye contact (E) was something they didn’t really care about, but got 
anyway.  They were not getting and didn’t particularly want cooks who cooked specific dishes (G).
This made sense, as they wanted to teach the cooking of specific dishes themselves.

Case Study - Step 3.0 Interpreting the Voice of the Customers

IMPORTANCE RESPONDENT CONTROL NUMBER

ATTRIBUTE             1    2    3    4     5    6    7   8   9    10   11   12   13   14   15   TOT  AVG.

A  reads cook books       4   3     3     4     5     6     3     5      3      5      3      4       4      3     3      57      3.3 

B on time                          4     5     4     3     4     4     4     5      4      4      4      4       4      4     5      62      4.1 

SATISFACTION RESPONDENT CONTROL NUMBER

ATTRIBUTE              1    2     3    4    5    6    7  8     9    10   11   12   13 14  15    TOT  AVG.

A  reads cook books       2     3     3     2     2     1     3     1      3      1      3      2       2      2     2      32      2.1 

B on time                          4   5     4     3     4     4     4     5      4      4      4      4       4      4     5      62      4.1 

C follows directions        5     4     4     4     5     4     4     4      4      4      4      5       4      4     4      63      4.2 

D correct dress                2     3     3     3     2     3     3     3      4      2      3      2       3      2     3      41      2.7

E eye contact                   4     5     4     3     4     4     4     4      3      4      4      4       3      4     5      59      3.8 

F sanitation certificate    2     2     3     1     2     1     2     1      2      1      2      1       1      1     1      23      1.5

G specific dishes             2 3     3     2     2     2     3     2      3      2      3      2       3      2     3      37      2.5

GRAND AVERAGE 3.0

Quadrant A = Attention needs to be paid

Quadrant B = Bravo, keep up the good work

Quadrant C = Cut or communicate

Quadrant D = Don’t worry

A 
Pay Attention WANT

WANT
LESS

DON’T 
GET GET

B
Bravo

C 
Cut or Communicate

D
Don’t Worry

sanitation certificate
F

C

A
D

B

G
E

follows directions

on timereads cookbooks

correct dress

eye contact
specific
dishes
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3.2 Voice of the Customer Table 
In reviewing the data collected, the team completed the Voice of the Customer Table with 
the following observations.

Column #1 - What did the customer say? - Summarized the commitment to hire 
from the organizations interviewed.

Column #2 - What did the customer mean? -  Noted the importance of a sanitation 
certificate.

Column #3 - Discussion - Noted the priority of a sanitation certificate in a 
training curriculum.

Column #4 - Action - Described the process to design a cooking curriculum that 
included a sanitation certificate.

1
Customers say

2
Customers mean

3
Discussion

4
Deployment

¥ Hotels, hospitals, 
restaurants want 
cooks with sanitation 
certificates.

¥ 18 of 23 restaurants     
will hire.

¥ 15 gave letters of
commitment.

Cooks with a 
sanitation certificate 
are needed in the 
labor market.

¥ Our training should 
teach what is needed 
for a sanitation 
certificate.

¥ We should take 
students to State 
Health Department 
examination center.

¥ Obtain $50 per person 
exam fee from funding 
source.

¥ Charter a team to 
design cooking 
course, including a
sanitation 
certificate.

¥ Use the Simply 
Better! Service by 
Design process.

Voice of the Customer Table
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Simply Better! has developed materials, tools and training workshops for agencies who wish to imple-
ment a “continuous improvement” process.  Together these are called Service by Design and are avail-
able through Simply Better! regional representatives.  Service by Design is a practical seven-step
process for improving a workforce development agency’s every-day operations.  Service by Design is
designed for front-line staff to use; it is not overly theoretical, complex or academic.  

Service by Design—like all continuous improvement techniques—is built around a few basic concepts.

•  Customers are the ultimate end users of employment and training services. Services can
be defined as “work done for others,” and customers as “the people, organizations or groups that
receive the services provided.”  Simply Better! believes that employers and jobseekers are the
primary customers of employment and training agencies.

•  Services are delivered at the front line. Workforce development programs are housed 
in many different types of organizations—large and small, public and private, profit and non-
profit, State, local and community based.  Amid all this variety, one thing remains the same:  
the customers meet the service at the front line and judge the organization on the basis of that 
interaction.  Therefore, it is at the front line that any meaningful organizational or program 
improvement must take place.

•  Service quality is what the customers say it is. In the past, quality has been defined by
adherence to rules and regulations and by meeting Federal standards.  Today that is not enough.
To achieve quality, employment and training agencies must uncover, understand and fulfill the
needs of their customers.

•  Quality improvement takes time and continuous improvement never ends. Quality
improvement often comes in small increments, seldom in significant breakthroughs.  Small
changes may seem inconsequential but over time their impact mounts up, and the investment of
time and resources is amply repaid by improved results, delighted customers and more fulfilled
staff.

•  Teams make quality improvements happen. Processes, procedures and systems should only
be developed or changed with the full participation of the people who use them.  Teams of peo-
ple with diverse skills and viewpoints have proven to be an effective way to organize quality
improvement efforts.  The most effective teams are empowered to solve problems and imple-
ment solutions on their own.  

B. VOC as Part of a Continuous Improvement Process
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Service by Design examines the points and places where your customers come in contact with
your services.  These meetings can be called “transactions.”  Transactions are the building
blocks of your services.  A full program or “cycle” of service may consist of dozens of transac-
tions between your agency and its customers.  Simply Better! teams can improve the overall
quality of programs and services only by examining each separate transaction.  

Step One.  The Opportunity:  Select a customer transaction or service cycle for
improvement. Identify your most problematic services.  Choose targets for improve-
ment efforts.  Come to a consensus on the exact nature of the problem you want to fix.

Step Two.  Thought To Be:  Describe the key features of the service or transaction
as you perceive them. How is this service delivered?  How frequently?  How smoothly?
How responsively?  Is it easy to access, timely, reliable?  Draw a “map” of all the differ-
ent transactions which make up the service.  Ask these questions about each one.

Step Three.  Ought To Be:  How do your customers perceive this same service or
transaction? How well do your present procedures meet their needs, expectations and
wants?  Use the Voice of the Customer tools and techniques to get at this information.  

Step Four.  Reality: Identify and understand the gaps which may exist between
what you are doing and what your customers really want. Examine which transac-
tions in a service cycle really add value for customers and which are simply a bureau-
cratic convenience for your agency, or perhaps have no value whatsoever.  

Step Five.  Generate:  Identify possible and probably causes of the gaps between
customer expectation and reality. Try to uncover “root causes” of the defects.
Brainstorm possible solutions to these root causes.  Select the best solution.  

Step Six.  Evaluate:  Test the most promising improvements, measure the results
and fine tune the process. Develop an evaluation plan and timetable.  Test solutions for
practicality and for unintended consequences before permanent implementation.  Revise
based on test results.

Page IV-13

The Service by Design Seven-Step Process
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Step Seven.  Activate:  Implement the proposed changes and improvements. Create
a final implementation plan and timetable for making changes, modifying paperwork,
policies, procedures and systems and training staff.  Expedite and monitor the implemen-
tation over time.  Use Voice of the Customer tools once again to measure if your changes
have increased customer satisfaction.  

Repeat this process with another program, service cycle or set of customer transactions.
Continuous improvement never ends.  Nor does the need to understand your customers.  
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Appendix A:  Samples of Materials for Focus Groups

1A:  General Outline for Focus Group Moderators.  (Page A-3).

2A:  Materials from a focus group for Welfare recipients conducted by the 
Snohomish County, Washington, Private Industry Council. (Page A-5).

For additional information on focus groups, please refer to
Simply Better! Customers in Focus.
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I. Introduction (5 min)
A. Thank participants for coming.
B.  Introduce yourself.
C.  Describe and discuss focus groups.
D. Define qualitative versus quantitative research.
E. Set the ground rules for discussion such as,

When you speak, you represent many others.
F. Record the session and/or take verbatim notes.
G. Plan warm-up exercises.  Each participant gives his/her name and

perhaps a brief demographic profile (home town, occupation) —
but nothing too personal, so respondents feel comfortable speaking 
in front of others.

II. Introduce the topic being discussed (20 min)
A. Ascertain that everyone understands the topic.
B. Ask whether participants have shared the topic with anyone else.
C. Solicit general comments about the topic.
D. Start with broad issues, leading to more specific areas.

III. Gauge reaction to topic (60 min)
A. For each subtopic, ask these questions

1. What are your feelings about this?
2. Was/Is it relevant to you?
3. Was anything confusing?
4. Do you have any suggestions for improvement?
5. Does anything need more emphasis?

B. Repeat 1 through 5 above for each subtopic.  Use such techniques as word
association, sentence completion and visual props to uncover feelings that 
otherwise might be withheld.

IV. Thank you (5 min)

V.   Give a small gift or stipend to the participants.

*Note: Customers in Focus, a complete guide to focus group design and moderation, is 
a companion document to Voice of the Customer.  If you have not received this 
document, please contact your Simply Better! Regional Representative.

Appendix 1A:  Focus Group Moderator’s Outline
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A skilled moderator is the key to productive focus groups.  To be a good moderator:

• Know the goals of the focus group and the discussion outline very well;
think on your feet.

• Relax everyone.  Start with an icebreaker or relaxing talk.  Introduce everyone, 
using first names.  Provide name cards.

• Be unbiased.  Don’t put ideas into people’s heads or words into their mouths.

• Ask one question at a time.

• Probe with follow-up questions.  Don’t accept superficial answers.

• Call on all participants.  Prevent the vocal minority from dominating the 
discussion.

• Keep control of the group.  Don’t allow participants to chat;  don’t allow 
everyone to talk at once.  Discourage side conversations.

• Keep the discussion on track.  Watch the time carefully.

• Encourage minority opinions.  Challenge inconsistencies and illogical thinking.

• Play dumb when necessary.  A good way to get information is to put 
participants in the roles of teachers and yourself in the role of a naive inquirer 
who has never had exposure to the subject.

• Listen.  Demonstrate a sincere interest in what participants have to say and 
allow them to express their opinions.
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Appendix 2A:  Focus Groups for Clients and Staff

Focus Group Questions for Welfare Recipients in Non-JPTA Training

Membership
Ten to 12 welfare recipients who can speak about their personal experiences with 
regard to getting training, starting work or starting their own businesses while on 
public assistance during the past 2 years or less.

Purpose
To obtain perceptions, thoughts and information from current JOBS participants about
whether the current rules, regulations and requirements for receiving public assistance
have stymied or created problems for them in their efforts to become employed or self-
employed.

Questions
1.  Please briefly describe the experience you have had in the past 2 years to get 
training, to become employed or to start your own business.

2. In your efforts to get training, to become employed or to start your own business have
there been things you have wanted to do or try that you could not do because the current
rules for public assistance prevented you?

3. You will be read a short list of types of help that recipients generally need in order to
participate in training, to become employed or self-employed.  In your opinion and from
your own experience, are there changes in the rules or procedures that could be made so
that this help would work better for you?

• Rules for Income and Financial Resources
• Childcare
• Medical/Healthcare
• Transportation Assistance
• Food and Clothing
• Household Membership
• Career Counseling and Assessment
• Assistance in Applying for Programs
• Allowable Training Plans and Programs
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up During Training
• Assistance in Applying for and Starting Work
• Allowable Work Hours
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up after Starting Work
• Assistance for Someone Trying to Start a Business
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up in Running a Business
• Other Types of Assistance Not Listed (Explain)
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4. Thank you very much.  What do you think is the most important issue we have 
identified today that is a barrier or roadblock in the rules for public assistance themselves
and may work to keep recipients from becoming employed or self-employed?  How
would you change the rule so there would be no barrier?

5. Finally, is there anything you would like to add to what we have talked about today
that will help us to understand how the current rules and regulations might limit or
reduce a recipient’s opportunities and chances to become employed or self-employed?
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Focus Group Questions for DSHS and ES Line Staff

Membership
Ten to 12 line staff for the Departments of Social and Health Services (JOBS 
and AFDC), and Employment Security who have responsibilities as caseworkers 
and job specialists.

Purpose
To obtain perceptions, thoughts and information from current professional staff who
work directly with public assistance recipients about the obstacles and barriers created by
the rules, regulations and everyday operating procedures that then stymie their clients’
efforts to become employed or self-employed.

Questions
1. Please describe the role you personally play in assisting clients to access training and
employment services.

2. In your role, what specifically do you see as the most frustrating reason for clients not
succeeding in becoming employed or self-employed and not leaving public assistance?
3. In your work with clients, are there specific obstacles or barriers in the rules for public
assistance that you find limit or reduce opportunities your clients could have to prepare
themselves to become employed or self-employed?

4. In your contacts and work with other agencies or programs in behalf of your clients,
are there rules or issues that arise in these programs that hinder or block your efforts to
develop and follow through on plans and strategies for your clients (consider JTPA,
Employment Security, DSHS, community colleges, etc.)?

5. You will be read a short list of types of assistance that clients generally need in order
to participate in training and to go on to employment or self-employment.  In your opin-
ion and from your everyday experiences, are there changes in the rules of procedures that
could be made so that this assistance would work better for your clients to become
employed or self-employed?

• Rules for Income and Financial Resources
• Childcare
• Medical/Healthcare
• Transportation Assistance
• Food and Clothing
• Household Membership
• Career Counseling and Assessment
• Assistance in Applying for Programs
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• Allowable Training Plans and Programs
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up During Training
• Assistance in Applying for and Starting Work
• Allowable Work Hours
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up after Starting Work
• Assistance for Someone Trying to Start a Business
• Assistance for Problems that Come Up in Running a Business
• Other Types of Assistance Not Listed (Explain)

6. Thank you very much.  At this time, do you have anything you would like to add that
would increase our understanding of the roadblocks and obstacles created in the rules
and regulations for public assistance that work against helping a recipient become
employed or self-employed?
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Simply Better! is an initiative of employment and training professionals and agencies
committed to continuously improving the quality of their services and their perfor-
mance by uncovering and acting on what satisfies their primary customers – jobseek-
ers and employers. Organizations currently affiliated with Simply Better! include
Private Industry Councils, employment and training service providers, State and local
governments, and the U.S. Department of Labor.

In addition to The Voice of the Customer, the Simply Better! project has produced and
is producing the following publications:

• A Self-Assessment System for employment and training program operators.
This package of materials incorporates principles from the Malcolm Baldrige
Quality Award and other such programs tailored to the needs of the employ-
ment and training system. The materials lead the user through a self-examina-
tion of seven key areas of organizational management including leadership,
strategic planning, human resource development, operational analysis and cus-
tomer satisfaction, and provides agencies with a well-defined picture of their
strengths and needs for improvement.

•Service by Design   This guide to improving service delivery takes quality
improvement processes that have proven effective in the private sector and
translates them into an employment and training context. By following a
seven-step process for analyzing program operations, users will be able to
improve the quality of front-line transactions – the points of contact between
agency staff and the customer.

• Customers in Focus This companion to The Voice of the Customer examines
focus groups in much greater detail. The entire focus group process is covered,
including preparing a discussion guide, selecting participants, assessing 
moderator skills, and analyzing data for quality improvements.
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• Case Studies in Quality   This ongoing series will explore real-life examples of
providers that have improved the quality of their services by adopting princi-
ples of continuous improvement and putting the customer first.

• Measures of Success   Reliable data is critical for continuous improvement.
This guide will help organizations decide which tools and measurements will
best meet their management and information needs.  It will explore outcome
measures such as customer satisfaction, return on investment, and labor market
outcomes, as well as internal process measures such as cycle time.

To learn more about Simply Better! products, services and affiliates, call your
Regional Simply Better! representative whose number is on the back cover.
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