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Seven Stra tegies 
to Ens 're

Quality Control
by Kenneth D. Makovsky

No quest has overtaken American institu­
tions more ferociously than the search for "qual­
ity" The company, hospital, university, or 
not-for-profit which hasn't embraced quality as a 
guiding principle doesn't exist.

But after all the hype and hoopla — and fla- 
vor-of-the-month consultants getting rich on 
TQM — few can even define what they mean by 
"quality," much less implement it.

Ken Makovsky, on the other hand, knows 
exactly whathe means by quality and quality 
control. His explanation of whatitis, howit 
works, and how you measure it is must reading 
for any manager who wishes once and for all to 
corral this enigmatic but necessary componentof 
organizational success.

Q
iality control in public relations is ant 

!ver-ending search for anything thatd 
completely sa tisfy the client. This may be conv 

tional wisdom, but it's also a passion for me...c 
share with Robert Townsend, the former presidi 
Avis, who said: "If you don't do it excellently,d( 

itat all. Because if it's not excellent, it won'tbep 
itable or fun; and ifyou're notin business for fim 
profit, what the hell are you doing there?"

Truer words were never spoken. I'm luckv. 1 
whatJdo. Our agency has been profitable and fu 
largely because we have institutionalized a comn 
ment to excellence. As we understand it, quatitvi 
only what we putinto ourproducts and sendees, 
more importantly, it's what our clients get outof[

Ultimately, the press releases, annual report, 
keting bro^ ores or CEO speeches are merelyarm 
to an end /ay to furtb r clients' businessgoal'
Clients ma nt to sell Productorservice,ivinfa
or retool tlu inage, moi ate their employeesor 
enhance tlv market valu: ''their companies. Asp 
lie relations piactitioners erefore, we area litlleL 
the tool manufacturer wl old out his inventonv 
million quarter-inch drill s. "No one wanted qv- 
ter-inch drill bits," he coni led. "We'rejust reallv
lucky that so many people xi'anted quarter-inch
holes."

Lucky just isn't enougli, however. In ourbu5r= 
it takes forethought, a restless spirit, and a lotofhi-

18
THE PUBLIC RELATIONS STRATEGIST



Customer Satisfaction Cycle

Satisfied Mutes 
30%

erasers 
:5%

ClurHS by DIXON

Dissatisfied Mutes 
30%

Disappointed 
15%

^^^►Complainers

work to keep pace with the needs of our clients, 
which evolve as frequently and rapidly as the envi­
ronments in which they operate. Likewise, customer 
satisfaction levels change over time. In fact, if not 
actively and directly addressed on an ongoing basis, 
customer satisfaction will, inevitably, decline.

According to data released at a recent Inc. maga­
zine conference, the majority of clients of professional 
services firms — about 60 percent — can be catego­
rized as Mute. Unless asked, they will volunteer no 
information about the relative degree of their happi­
ness —Satisfied Mute —or unhappiness — 
Di^sdisfied Mute — with your services.

Fifteen percent of clients can be categorized as 
Purchasers, individuals who are satisfied and keep 
con।ing back for mo' . An equal number are Disap­
pointed, clients wl* actively unhappy and are
unlikely to renew v contract or recommend your
services in the fu tie

Endorsers repi •''s. a small group (about five 

percent) of clients who are completely satisfied and 
will actively champion your services at every oppor­
tunity. They represent an extremely powerful locus 
of referral activity. On the other end of the spectrum, 
five percent of the client base — the Complainers — 
are completely dissatisfied with your services and 
will actively share that information with others.

Customer Migration
Over time, clients tend to migrate from category 

to category. In fact, they tend to migrate down the 
satisfaction continuum, until they become someone 
else's client unless there is a program in place to stop 
the downward spiral. The obvious goal for public 
relations professionals — and any other service 
provider —is to increase the number of Endorsers, 
Purchasers and Satisfied Mutes and reduce the num­
ber of individuals who fall into the Dissatisfied Mute, 
Disappointed and Complainer categories.

In order to ensure upward migration of customer 
satisfaction levels, it's critical to understand client 
expectations. Understanding client expectations and 
failing to fulfill them is a common problem. More 
common still, in my experience: delivering services 
that the client doesn't want or need ... and discover­
ing the problem too late to fix it.

Client Expectation Map
A client will be satisfied when the following con­

ditions are met: 1) there are clearly defined goals; 
2) those goals are correct; 3) they are attainable, and 
4) the public relations service provider has met or 
exceeded them.

We have found the following seven laws of cus­
tomer satisfaction critical in helping keep our agency 
consistently ahead of the curve of diminishing cus­
tomer satisfaction levels.

1. Let Service Drive Sales.
Treat all your clients as if they were new business 

prospects. They are.
• In our experience, on average, 30 to 40 percent 

of annual revenue increases are derived from the 
expansion of existing client relationships.

• Current client satisfaction is less costly than

19
THE PUBLIC RELATIONS STRATEGIST



1

new business development. For example, an 
increase of five percent in total client retention rates 
can yield a return as liigh as 20 percentas a result of a 
reduction in new business expenses, more profitable 
use ofstaff time, and enlianced efficiency overall. 
•Unlike other kinds of products, our customers can't 
"test drive" the public relations consulting relation­
ship until after they've actually bouglitit. They are, 
therefore, more likely to base the decision to purchase 
on tlie agency's general reputation and tlie testimoni­
als (both positive and negatii'e) of its currentand for­
mer clients.

you're in ,osition to sense those subtle shifts.
Atei. :ogy client of Makovsky's, for instar:

1liad imd rea succession of reorganizationsin 
! attempt'rer define its role in an extraordinari! 
।volatiler ~t. The result: unfocused marketing 
'direction pursue our original mandate would

have eml^di.assed the client and diminished the 
organization's credibility. So we took the initiative! 
suggest to our client that we establish a newsetoff 

| ! orities — including crisis management. As a result, 
we enlianced an already solid relationship.

3. Hire the Best.

Falls Short Client Needs Exceeds Expectations

•' Meets Expectations

Agency 
Doesn't •- 
Provide

_____ 0 Agency
°Provide

Client 
Expectation 
Map

Wasted EffortsClient Doesn't Need

A company is known by the 
people it keeps. We take our 
recruitment efforts very seri­
ously indeed. We look forind 
viduals who are "above the 
pack" in terms of intelligence, 
integrity, leadership, and tear, 
orientation. In order to work at 
Makovsky, you must be the 
kind of person our clients will 
enjoy spending time with. Ais? 
important: that the candidate 
be serious, good at business, 
and exhibit current or potential 
strengtl ias a strategist. Finalli, 
they should have strong skills 
in their respective specialties 
and be "QC-minded." That's 
the client advantage.

4. Expect the Best...

Don't Shut the Client Out.

Far too many public relations practitioners have 
;trictive notion of the client's role. Tlie client is 
nerely the source of approvals and funding. Tlie 
t is an integral member of the team ... a partner, 
ms of both strategy and creative. So, indeed, is 
-one in the client organization with an interest in 
lals that underlie the public relations plan, 
le client's business goals will shift subtly over 
nd unless a course correction is made early on, 
isequences can be disastrous. If you're not in 
ith the organization and its representatives.

।Jnf';;ri ty, insight, energy, 
enthusiasm,? Ia strong W! ethic are a "must" in 
ourprofessi< nitworkalif m is not. Quite 
frankly, I'm ? >iterested ij->w many hours our
staff work; 1<: • about whaf^y accomplish.

The outstjding employ of the quarter, for
example, is acknowledged w our "Hot Award."
The "Mak Awards" go to the :a ff with the best client 
programs of tlie year. It is not ;ile astuteness of their 

।programming alone that sets t, e winners apart.
Makovsky professionals are judged and rewarded 
for their accomplishments, wJiich relate directly to 
customer satisfaction, as determined by direct client
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feedback. It's a matter';rgoing tliat extra mile, not 
just meeting, but actua ' exceeding client expecta­
tions.

We a Iso ensure tVie uremployees have the tools 
to excel by offering tin \ opportunities for profes­
sional development th ’igh an aggressive training 
and skills enliancemei' program.

5. ...But Prepare for th, e Worst.
A retailer known for its superior customer ser­

vice, Nordstrom respects its employees. And that 
attitude is reflected in the company's corporate pol­
icy manual whicli reads — in its entirety — "Use your 
own bestjudgment at all times."

Difficulties in relationships are inevitable. It is 
the way they are handled that sets one professional or 
agency apart from the others. To keep trifling matters 
from becoming big problems, we have established 
the following standards for customer service: 
• Agree upon all deliverables in advance.
• Document your counsel.
• Underpromise and over- 

deliver.
• Recognize that we need the 

client more than the client 
needs us.

• IJsten! Listen! Listen!
If you keep your eyes and ears 

open, you can always find new 
ways to enhance your customer 
service. For example, a large finan­
cial services client that had consis­
tently given Makovsky high marks 
in terms of our marketing and cor­
porate support, quietly expressed 
acute and unexpected dissatisfac­
tion with a mid-level agency con­
tact. We reassigned team members 
quickly, before the dissatisfaction 
became chronic.

6. Solicit Complain
We don'tjust resp. 

incoming complaints 
solicit them.

On a regular basis, 
senior management, a.

lI to
A 'actively

r firm's 
group.

reviews every client relationship and the work of 
each account team. Simultaneously, we ask the 
clients for their formal written review of the firm's 
performance. (We have found that comments written 
on an evaluation form tend to be more direct than 
those given in person, perhaps because it is easier to 
relate a negative — or pass along praise — in writing 
than face-to-face.)

The questions are a no-holds-barred attempt to 
get to the heart of the matter. Are we achieving 
agreed-upon objectives? How does the client rate our 
work? Is the client getting value for the money? Is 
there anything we should be doing that we're not? 
Would the client give us a positive reference?

A Client Review Committee meets monthly to 
assess our client relationships, identify new client ser­
vice opportunities and find ways to prevent budding 
client dissatisfactions from becoming full-blown 
problems.

In effect, our companywide QC program repre­
sents a more formal enactment of the model of client-

Client-Agency Interaction

Develop Strategy

Perform Gap Analysis

Identify Opportunity

Evaluate 
Results

/ Create Action Plan \re

21
THE PUBLIC RELATIONS STRATEGIST



agenc)' interaction that we try to make an integral 
part of the daily work habits of all of our professional 
staff.

E\'er)'client interaction is seen as an opportunity' 
to perform a gap analysis —to identify new opportu­
nities to give satisfaction to the client. Once we and 
tlie client ha\'e agreed upon the need, we collaborate 
to dei'elop a strateg}'and a plan of action. Every 
action is subject to analysis against previously estab­
lished criteria for success. And the endless loop con­
tinues witli the identification of new opportunities to 
create lvalue for the client.

7. Break It Up and Shake It Up.
According to Abbie Hoffman, "Sacred cows 

make tlie best hamburger." Just as paralysis isn't 
order, routine is not tlie same thing as organization, l 
don't ever want to hear the words, "The client won't 
buy that," or "Well, they've never done anything like 
that before."

In order to avoid becoming a victim of your own 
success, you need to continuously test your own 
assumptions ... even your best ongoing programs. 
And you need to challenge your clients, as well. After 
all, they pay you for the value of your independent 
thinking as well as your executional abilities and sen­
sitivity to their corporate culture. In those instances 
in which you disagree with a client's planned course 
of action, you have an obligation to communicate 
whatyou believe will work in the best interest of the 
organization.

Our organization was built on the concept of 
"deep specialization." In other words, we don't pre­
tend to be all things to all people. Because we believe 
thatsound strategic thinking and skillful execution 
depend upon a sophisticated understanding of our 
clients' industries and marketplaces, we have distinct 
practice areas: technology, financial, professional ser­
vices, healtli sciences, investor relations, industrial 
and economic development. Nevertheless, we regu­
larly "break it up and shake it up." We make a con­
certed effort to foster cross-pollination of ideas 
among divisions at full-staff creative meetings, for 
example. Our orientation is always "our clients," not 
"my clients."

Do these seven QC strategies work?
Unresen'edly, yes! As a direct result of initiatives

| like these, client retention at our agency has contin-
1 ued to increase ; ear after year.
IThe orgaiJ Hon that succeeds as a result of its
!commitmentr C will inevitably face another chai
Ilenge: the co;i. 'ences of growth. To paraphrase
i Peter Drucke . ;wth that adds volume without 

improving qi^^• is fat. Growth that diminishes 
quality is canc- dy constantly refreshing and re-

। articulating on: -'Ammitment to customer satisfaction 
through quality service, we remind ourselves that 
this endless race is not only profitable, but a lieckofa 
lot of fun.

Rih D. Makovsky,r 
lot.? Jer of Makovsky & 
lie and investor relation 
500 companies and son., 
ciations in the country.n 
Relations Society of Arne 
and the Gold Quill from tl 
Association of Business G

: is president and 
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ngrams for both Fortune 
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