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ABOUT 15 years ago, I interviewed for a position
as a systems support consultant for a large

clothing supplier on the West Coast. This company produced
mostly casual dress items, such as jeans and sweaters. The
interviewer asked me to describe what my job would be, to
which I replied, “To help sell jeans.”
Perhaps he was prodding for that
answer because he just sat back,
smiled, and asked when I could start.
The interviewer then disclosed that he
was completely exhausted by the
other candidates who described in
prolonged detail how they would per-
form network health checks, be
proactive about heading off network
problems, perform backup checks,
etc. — all tasks that were advertised
in the job description. To be honest,
from previous interviews I had antici-
pated that question and had the response
worked out ahead of time.

It’s easy to become absorbed by
departmental culture and immersed in
new technology, but IT professionals should remind them-
selves who their customers are — now more than ever —
because your customer base may be changing as you read
this. Further, how will you know if you are keeping your cus-
tomers happy? Busting your hump week after week is
admirable, but are you applying your time and resources on
issues that are most important to your customers?

This article examines the shift from the traditional IT
customer model to the new models being created by self-service,
business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-customer (B2C)
trends, and explores customer satisfaction metrics for both
internal and external customers.

I use a simple fictitious corporate model to illustrate the
customer relationships and corporate structure. The afore-
mentioned company, Jeans-R-Us, is in the middle of
restructuring its IT department to accommodate the needs
of its changing customer base while also addressing a long

history of IT service level improvement
opportunities. Please note that this
model was created for purposes of dis-
cussion and in no way suggests specific
structures for a known organization.

Jeans-R-Us has two new IT initia-
tives this year:

● allow consumers to order jeans
online via the new Jeans-R-Us
web site

● establish B2B financial
transactions with vendors and
materials suppliers

Let’s examine how Jeans-R-Us is
organized, what the current prob-

lems are with respect to IT customer support, and how this
company might address the challenges surrounding its
new initiatives.

THE TRADITIONAL CUSTOMER MODEL

The Jeans-R-Us IT department considers the internal depart-
ments, Sales, Marketing, and Finance, as their customers. The
IT department’s mission statement reads “Committed to
99.9% Uptime.” The IT manager and corporation executives
have traditionally measured the department’s success based
on the following factors:

Who Are Your IT
Customers Anyway?

I t’s easy to become absorbed by departmental culture and immersed in new technology, but IT
professionals should remind themselves who their customers are — now more than ever — because

your customer base may be changing as you read this.
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Non-IT departments really

don’t care if IT personnel

have to stand on their

heads and jump through

flaming hoops, or if it

takes two or 20 people to

get the job done.
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● return on investment from deployed technology
● efficiency of handling service calls (measured as a ratio of

full-time employees [FTEs] to the user base)
● speed of resolving service calls

Figure 1 depicts a department’s customers. The IT department’s
customers are Sales, Marketing and Finance. Notice how the Sales
department considers its customers to be the retail outlets, and
Marketing considers its primary customer to be the Sales department
because its job is to create sales tools.

Note that the Finance department has to work with both internal
and external customers, given that they manage budgets and control
spending for all internal departments (including IT, hence
the double arrow between IT and Finance), while
managing external vendor and retail outlet
accounts. Also note that the shaded area for the
IT/MIS department depicts the personnel
and services boundary in a conceptual
manner. That is, the IT department is
structured and operates as an entity within
itself, and the vast majority of the tech-
nology decisions and project planning
take place entirely within this department.

The IT department takes great pride in
realizing its mission statement, and for the
most part, the other departments would agree
that based on the performance criteria listed previ-
ously, the IT department is doing a satisfactory job.
However, there are two common complaints coming from
each department that can be attributed to the current structure:

● Because the IT department does not deal directly with our
department’s customers, they don’t fully understand our cus-
tomer needs, and are therefore not meeting the department’s
business needs.

● Although our department played a major role in defining the
functionality of the IT systems we use to do business, we were
not given the opportunity to contribute to the evaluation and
selection of the solution. Therefore, when the system malfunc-
tions, our immediate response is, “Of course it doesn’t work
right — we weren’t consulted.”

The truth is, at Jeans-R-US, the IT department doesn’t concern
itself with the perceptions from the other department’s customers —
mainly because they don’t deal with them. It is the Sales department’s
job to take care of its customers and IT’s job to take care of Sales.

Likewise, the non-IT departments really don’t care about the effi-
ciency of the IT support solutions; they just want the systems to
work. Specifically, the non-IT departments were asked to list their
top IT support priorities:

● support response time
● systems functionality
● systems performance

Non-IT departments really don’t care if IT personnel have to
stand on their heads and jump through flaming hoops, or if it takes
two or 20 people to get the job done.

That’s the current picture at Jean-R-Us. The company’s present
circumstance may not be entirely unfamiliar. The traditional model
is becoming less effective over time, and executive management
knows this. They also know that changes must be made to support
the new initiatives.

NEW CUSTOMER MODEL

The department heads and executive management held a meeting.
A diagram similar to Figure 1 was presented by the executive
committee and departments were asked to work together to come
up with a solution to address the aforementioned concerns while

also positioning Jean-R-Us to support the new initiatives.
Knowing the agenda, the IT department worked
independently ahead of time and presented

management with Figure 2. The IT manager
stood up and displayed the model. He

explained that the lighter dashed lines
depict the current customer relationships
that would need to stay in place, while
the dark lines show what new relationships
need to be made. He defended the model
by stating that supporting the proposed

B2B transaction systems and web-based
sales would require direct involvement of

IT personnel with vendors, retail outlets, and
end consumers. This approach would also

heighten the awareness of user frustrations and
allow the IT department to better prioritize support

resources. He added that Sales, Marketing and Finance will
also need to make changes to deal directly with end consumers in
order for the web-based sales system to be a success, and the IT
department will need to increase its budget and FTEs by 15 percent
to accomplish this.

The management team acknowledged the positive aspects of the
proposed model but had concerns about previous problems that this
model would not address. Specifically, the proposal still depicts IT
as a self-contained entity, and does not address the lack of involvement
during the evaluation and product selection phase. Furthermore, the
CEO chided the IT manager by asking what his staff knew about
Sales, Marketing or Finance that would support the department’s
direct involvement with external customers without help from the
other departments.

Point taken, the IT manager took a seat and allowed the others to
work on the model. After a few modifications, they produced the
model shown in Figure 3.

The director of Finance presented the new ideas. She stated that
a more streamlined relationship structure could be accomplished by
creating an IT Liaison (ITL) team within each department. This
breaks the confined borders of the IT department per se and would
keep the other departments involved throughout the development
and implementation phases of the systems. ITL teams could even
provide ongoing support for common day-to-day care of front-end
components and informational content. ITL teams would be
dynamic, and would be comprised of as many technically savvy
departmental Sales, Marketing or Finance personnel as required for
the project at hand. The IT department would serve as a core con-
sulting, design and architectural resource as well as be responsible

The need to measure
customer satisfaction
and prioritize support

efforts occurs in
parallel, and each is
equally important.
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for supporting the systems infrastructure and backend components.
Depending on the project scope and duration, the departments may
not need to hire additional people but rather just shift existing
responsibilities. If they did have to hire new people due to work
load or lack of technical expertise, then each department estimated
that just one person would be needed to work with the IT department,
which would cost far less than the estimated 15 percent increase in
IT staff. In addition, having a person knowledgeable about depart-
mental business involved in the IT development decisions for that
department’s systems will increase the overall customer satisfaction
for both internal and external customers.

The management team thought the revised model was a good
approach, however, the IT manager did not miss his chance to question
the other departments as to what made them think they were qualified
to make IT decisions. He also expressed a concern about how
increasing the variety of platforms beyond the current array could
make the IT job impossible. All members agreed that the intent of
the model was to include the departments in all stages of systems
development and deployment but not to override IT judgments
about infrastructure components.

The management team also agreed that the new model would
require a method of measuring customer satisfaction in order to
be effective.

MEASURING CUSTOMER SATISFACTION

Having a dynamic support structure that can adapt and respond
to the needs and concerns of internal and external customers is
important, however, how will Jeans-R-Us know if their customers are
satisfied with the services they are getting from the IT organization?
Further, the company may put every effort into addressing all of its
concerns, but is that an effective or efficient approach given budgetary

and resource constraints? The need to measure customer satisfac-
tion and prioritize support efforts occurs in parallel, and each is
equally important.

According to the Gartner Group1, 75 percent of IT service
organizations will have established a survey mechanism for
collecting feedback from their internal customers this year.
Collecting feedback from external customers is a much longer-lived
practice, given they are the bread and butter of any organization. In
addition, it is much easier to quantify whether external customer
expectations are being met by examining the bottom line — profits.
Knowing if internal customer expectations are being met is less
tangible given that there will always be “squeaky wheels” no matter
how well the IT department performs, and that most feedback
received will be complaint-oriented.

Consequently, the idea of collecting individual internal customer
feedback may seem cumbersome and not worth the effort; however,
regularly compiling collective feedback in such a way that it can be
analyzed in a relational manner is a very powerful tool for any IT
service organization because it can provide the following benefits:

● establishes an initial baseline for internal customer satisfaction
in all departments; subsequent responses can be used to quantify
support quality improvement

● a cost-effective and consistent mechanism for identifying specific
tasks required to improve internal customer satisfaction

● response data analysis can result in better allocation o
support resources

● response data analysis can result in more efficient
resource planning

The actual method used to collect the data can vary. Surveys or
questionnaires are the most common. Web-based survey forms are
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FIGURE 1: TRADITIONAL CORPORATE CUSTOMER MODEL FIGURE 2: NEW CORPORATE CUSTOMER MODEL - OPTION 1

1. Gartner article found at http://gartner5.gartnerweb.com/public/static/home/ourservices/scopes/itcs.html.
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extremely easy to implement and can be tied into a variety of
database systems for analysis. Paper-based forms are more common
only because they have been around longer and don’t require
equipment other than a pencil, but are obviously much more
labor-intensive to process. Of course, asking the right questions is
important. It does little good to process information about an issue
that is of little importance to the customer. Templates are available.
For example, the ITCS (Information Technology Customer
Satisfaction) questionnaire from the Gartner Group is designed to
capture only relevant information.

Recording real-time feedback is also gaining popularity.
Everyone knows what a joy it is to sit down and complete a written
survey when you have other things to do. However, collecting
passing comments during a support call or meeting can be effective
because we also know that customers will speak their mind given
an opportunity. Appropriately, many help desk systems are building
feedback reporting into the product so the customer service repre-
sentative taking the call can enter and categorize the problem, the
level of importance, specific requests, and level of satisfaction
while helping the customer. Such systems provide a timely turnaround
that help support dynamic models, like the example shown in
Figure 3. A couple of products that offer this capability are
Remedy’s suite of Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
solutions (www.remedy.com) and Network Associates’ Magic Total
Service Desk (www.magichelpdesk.com).

Keep in mind that all surveys, either web- or paper-based, are
reactive. That is, they collect feedback after a service has been
delivered. So if poor service was delivered to a high importance
issue (a top priority item in the table shown in Figure 4), then the
mistake has already been made and the ideal recourse is to fix it as
soon as possible and not let it happen again. Although some products
claim to have “proactive” features, most are based on triggered
event criteria (so the event has already happened), so by definition
the product is not proactive, but rather reactive in a very timely
manner. Although not as tangible, proactive customer service can
be achieved by having the customer involved in all stages of
systems development as indicated in the model in Figure 3. That is,
customer involvement can help avoid potential support issues that
would have been otherwise experienced if developed under the
model in Figure 1.

Simple tools can help IT service organizations prioritize their
resource allocation. The table in Figure 4 shows a quadrant
approach to categorizing support issues. The upper left quadrant
should list issues that are of high importance to the customer, but
have not been satisfactorily resolved. These issues are naturally
going to be the highest priority. The issues in the lower left
quadrant do need to be addressed, but at a lower priority given the
lesser importance to the user.

The upper right quadrant categorizes issues that have been
resolved in a satisfactory manner and were also of high importance
to the user. The actions surrounding these issues should be recorded
and duplicated whenever possible.

The lower right quadrant categorizes support issues that are of
low importance to the user, yet received a high level of satisfaction.
The amount of resources allocated to these issues should be
reviewed to determine if resources were over-allocated, and if in the
future these resources can be better utilized on higher priority
issues. Identifying “driving in a tack with a sledgehammer” issues

is important. These issues suggest a misallocation of resources and
impact the efficiency and consequently the cost of ownership of any
system. This applies to the upper right quadrant issues and its
resolutions as well. It is also important to recognize whether the
systems being supported in this quadrant are really serving a
pertinent business need. Perhaps if the system is of low enough
priority to the customer, it may not be used enough to warrant the
resources required to support it. Service shedding can become a
method of offloading support of antiquated and dying systems to
the customers — another support candidate for the ITL teams
illustrated in Figure 3.

SUMMARY

Despite the rise and fall of many online businesses, e-commerce
and “extremely low” or no inventory business models will increase
in number and will promote fierce competition.
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FIGURE 3: NEW CORPORATE CUSTOMER MODEL - OPTION 2

FIGURE 4: PRIORITIZING RESOURCE ALLOCATION 
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Both niche market products and products
that really haven’t changed much over the
years (such as jeans) will be sold and dis-
tributed using radically different methods
than used in the past. Therefore, customer
expectations will change along with the
sales and distribution models. The success
of any organization will depend on how
readily able and willing they are to adapt to

the ever-changing needs of customers —
internal or external.

The issues presented here will be common
for organizations that shift from traditional
to newer, more dynamic business models.
The key is to recognize the need for the
change and plan for it before your customers
are forced to move to a more competitive
provider.
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