Bob Stott 

New England Region President 

Associated Industries of Massachusetts (AIM) 

"Management 2003: Best Practices in a Competitive Economy" 

Marlboro, MA

June 4, 2003

Let’s start off on a musical note, shall we?  Are there any Springsteen fans in the audience? And if there are, do you know how many years Bruce Springsteen’s album: “Born in the USA” has been out? Anybody?  Am I taking you down memory lane?  
Well here’s a bit of trivia – whether you’re a fan of “the Boss” or not…19 years ago today, June 4, 1984, Springsteen released “Born in the USA” which has since met with incredible success. I’m sure his record label can share a thing or two about best practices in a competitive economy.  
Well, I’ve been in the telecommunications industry for 18 years, longer than the album has been out, and in my time I’ve run across a number of practices, both good and bad. I’ve made my share of mistakes and had a good portion of successes too.  
I’m honored to be before you today and I hope I’m able to convey my enthusiasm for the work I do and the importance of adopting best practices for success.  To me, it simply makes sense that adopting best practices leads to the best companies.  
While preparing for this presentation I wondered where best practices come from?  Who develops them?  How are they implemented?  And what would happen if individuals or organizations didn’t adopt best practices?
A quick review of our history will exemplify how striving to make things more functional, useful and beneficial each day served our forefathers (and mothers) well. Take any product and peel back the layers and you will quickly see how best practices came into play. Consider the old horse-drawn wagons and the wheels on which they were built.  While wooden wagons with wooden wheels served an immediate purpose and were functional, their evolution to include covers for protection from rain, wind, snow and sun, and wooden wheels surrounded by a plank of metal, further enhanced the usability of the product. In essence, best practices can be defined as simply looking at a system of doing things and finding a way to make it even better for tomorrow.  In addition, sharing is at the heart of most best practices.  When someone comes up with an idea, they can certainly try it on their own to test the results.  But to really gauge the impact, they need to share their idea with others.  A sharing environment quickly becomes contagious.  
For example, a customer service representative might find that by entering customer information into the company’s billing system in a certain way allows for a quicker transaction and more accurate information on the customer’s bill.  When this representative shares those findings with a supervisor, the new procedure can be spread quickly to the rest of the customer service department.  
At a department head staff meeting the customer service director informs the other department heads about this new procedure.  Soon the practice is being shared at the company’s retail stores and sales departments.  
So you can see from this very simple example, sharing leads to the implementation of best practices that, in this case, reduces transaction time and costs while at the same time increasing billing accuracy, and most importantly, customer satisfaction.
Best practices can be achieved by focusing on the fundamentals.  I am a firm believer that you must continually focus on the fundamentals in order to be successful.  This is a practice I learned early on in my career and I tell my teams that we must focus, focus, focus on the fundamentals until it gets boring and when it gets boring, you know what I tell them?  I say go back and keep focusing on the fundamentals because that is how you find best practices …through trial and error.  As soon as you stop focusing on the fundamentals you start to slip.  It’s like having an open house and inviting your competitors to come in and take your customers. 
There are some great companies out there that focus on the fundamentals and have developed world-class practices.
Take fast food chains for example. I regularly visit one in particular quite regularly.  And in all seriousness, I don’t go there for the fries. If I buy anything, it’s a fajita and a diet Coke.  
The reason I began to visit these outlets was to study their traffic flow so that I could compare it to issues I felt we faced in our own stores at the time.  What I learned was that fast food chains are masters at moving foot traffic through their registers.  It is fast food because they complete the transaction quickly. They had a process for moving people through. Somewhere along the way, they changed their processes and now they are looking for a way to re-strengthen a recently weakened link. 
How about Dunkin Donuts?  If I’m on the road during their peak morning hours and see a Dunkin Donuts with a drive thru I’ll occasionally get in line. Even though I don’t drink coffee, I will stop to get a Diet Coke – which by now you know is my vice.  I stop in simply to study their process.  Like more mainstream fast food chains, Dunkin Donuts represent a company that has focused on the fundamentals.  They’ve developed a best practice for getting customers through the drive thru and on their way – with coffee…or diet coke…in hand – in record time.
I want to stress that you don’t have to wait for a forum like this to share best practices.  If you’re constantly seeking them – they’ll come to you—which in basic terms means, always be on the lookout!
You have to be attuned to receiving information no matter where it comes from.  And these sources will vary greatly – your co-workers, your spouse, your children, your friends, even complete strangers.
But in most cases your most important sources will be your customers.  Take the time to listen to your customers!  Listening to your customers – I mean really listening to your customers – will allow you to try new ways of doing business and through these efforts to satisfy your customers you will develop best practices.
You hear companies talk about “being close to the customer” but you have to do more than talk about it… you have to do it.  You have to keep your ear to the ground and be in situations where your customers are – whether that’s visiting a retail location, listening to calls coming into a call center, or making occasional outbound calls to a customer.  It’s this direct feedback that will help you to implement best practices.
Another thought I want to share with you is that developing best practices is an on-going process.  Just because something works today doesn’t necessarily mean it is going to work next year, next month, or even next week.  Make sure you remain open to change and continue to strive to make your best practices even better.
You’ll be gaining insight from many people in a variety of industries throughout the day.  When I looked through today’s program, I saw presentations entitled, “Capitalizing on Change: The emerging workforce,” “Doing Well By Doing Good: Corporate Social Responsibility,” and “Cutting Edge Employment Law: Learning from the Mistakes of Others.”  
These are all excellent topics and I’m sure that you will learn a great deal from each speaker.  But what you need to remember is that an idea is only an idea until you execute on it.  It is only by executing on an idea that you can determine if it’s a good one and can be spread throughout your organization as a best practice for everyone to follow.  
I have a saying that I tell my senior team all the time and it is “Execute…Execute…Execute…or be Executed.”  Now, I don’t mean I’ll be the executor; my point is we are not going to move the business forward without executing on our plans.  If we don’t execute our plans, the competition will execute us.
Now I’ll try to lead by example.  After 37 years in telecommunications, I feel the thing I know best is the telecom industry. From the moment I walk in the door at 6am till I leave at 6pm – wireless is what I’m all about.
So what have we done at Verizon Wireless that might be of use to you?
To start, we’ve made competition and mergers work for us! In the early 90’s, when the FCC auctioned additional licenses to compete with the existing wireless players in each market, we knew we were starting a whole new ballgame.  As an industry leader we knew that in order to keep our #1 position we had to merge.  So Bell Atlantic Mobile, which had already merged with NYNEX Mobile, merged again with GTE & Vodaphone to create Verizon Wireless.  This allowed us to offer the first nationwide wireless footprint.  
We also determined that consolidating many of our operations created economies of scale.  Through this period of merging and consolidation we adopted the best practices of each member company and developed new ones to maintain and widen our lead in the wireless industry.  Remember, this is all about serving your customers and increasing momentum to widen the gap between you and your competitors.  
For example, when we merged we had 26 billing systems across the country.  Imagine the difficulty of trying to serve customers with the same level of high quality and consistency when you are working with so many different systems.  We quickly cut down to 7.  We’re now down to two.  If we had to do it over again, however, I think we would move more quickly to just one billing system.  
The issue here again is execution.  As a promoter of best practices it is important to take away the barriers that prevent implementation.
Another example of instituting best practices came from our Human Resources team.  They found employees frustrated with the process of applying for internal positions – filling out paperwork – getting their supervisor to sign it – getting it to the hiring manager – scheduling an interview – and so on.  
With this feedback our HR team developed a new resource to support employees with their professional growth.  The tool is a web-based application that offers a variety of information and tools to help our employees manage their Verizon Wireless career.  
One of the applications is called VZWise – the Verizon Wireless Interviewing and Selection Education.  It’s a behavior-based interviewing system that we’ve implemented primarily in customer-facing functions like Customer Service, Retail Sales, and Business Sales.  We’ll expand it soon to support other functions. 
To help employees prepare for internal job interviews, the “Interviewing at Verizon Wireless” page offers a wealth of information about VZWise and behavior-based interviewing. And to enhance the learning experience, there is a Virtual Interview Exercise. It’s an interactive simulation of a job interview in which the employee has the opportunity to practice answering sample interview questions. 
Our HR team developed another best practice to handle paychecks.  We have always strongly encouraged our employees to have their pay directly deposited into their bank accounts.  However, even though the check was being deposited directly into an employee’s bank account, we still sent them a printed check stub.  
As HR looked for alternatives they developed a web site that allows employees to view their paychecks on-line anytime.  Those who want to can print their paycheck information or make changes in real time to their personal accounts.  If they change banks they can enter the new routing information online.  If they want to change the percentage of pay they contribute to their 401K, it’s as simple as a couple mouse clicks.  This has reduced printing and mailing expenses while increasing employee satisfaction. 
My final example of best practices used in our Human Resources department is one we recently adopted in the New England region geared specifically for the direct sales teams.  Through meetings with our sales representatives the issue that kept coming up over and over was the fact that they had to come back to the office to enter orders.  That took a considerable amount of time, delayed the activation of the customer’s service, and kept them from moving on to their next prospect or appointment in a timely fashion.  
Now folks, we’re a wireless company.  This should have been a no-brainer…but this example simply illustrates that your next best practice may be right under your nose – just waiting to be discovered.  
The same sales reps that were giving us this feedback are out promoting the benefits of wireless every day.  Don’t you think it would have been a good idea if we were practicing what we preached?  
We’ll I’m happy to say that now we are. After running a trial with two of our sales teams, we found that by outfitting them with laptops and data cards to access Express Network, our wireless data service, we had two very happy sales teams.  They were able to place orders at customer locations with no paperwork and no driving back and forth to the office.  
It didn’t take long for us to equip every one of our outside sales representatives with a laptop, making their days more productive. Clearly, an increase in productivity far outweighs the costs of the laptops and service.  You may want to look at the benefits of wireless and see how it can become a best practice in your business.
As I mentioned earlier, in my role of leading the New England region of Verizon Wireless, I really believe that the best way to do anything well is to focus. This is the single most important thing I will share with you…and this is also borne out in a recently released book – Good to Great by Jim Collins: you have to focus! 
Consider this example from the book on a company finding and following focused goals: Wells Fargo’s leaders initially had tried to make it a global bank: It operated like a mini-Citicorp – and a mediocre one at that.  Then the Wells Fargo team asked itself, “What can we potentially do better than any other company?” The brutal fact was that Wells Fargo would never be the best global bank in the world - and so the leadership team pulled the plug on the vast majority of the bank’s international operations.  
When the team asked a question about the bank’s economic engine, Wells Fargo’s leaders confronted a second brutal fact: In a deregulated world, commercial banking would be a commodity.  The essential economic driver would no longer be profit per LOAN, but profit per EMPLOYEE.  The bank switched its operations to become a pioneering leader in electronic banking and to open utilitarian branches run by small crews of superb people.  Profit per employee skyrocketed.  
The Wells Fargo team all agreed and crystallized their focus around three concepts: “run a bank like a business” and “run it like you own it” became mantras; simplicity and focus made all the difference.  With fanatical adherence to that simple idea, Wells Fargo made the leap from good results to superior results.
As a company, Verizon Wireless focuses on 3 areas that I believe are critical to success: Network Superiority, Customer Service and Distribution.  
1.  We are obsessed with making the best network even better every day.  We do this by continually testing our service and our competitor’s service.  I’m sure you’ve seen and heard the “Can you hear me now?” guy?  We call him “Test Man” and he represents the real life test men and women who put thousands of miles on test vehicles throughout the nation every month to make sure the Verizon Wireless network is the best.
We have invested $8 Billion dollars – that’s Billion – with a “B” over the last two years because we can’t say we are relentlessly pursuing network perfection without spending the money necessary to have the best network.  This might mean that we may never be the low cost provider in any market – but we’ll offer the best value.
2.  As for customer service, I whole-heartedly believe that everyone in our company is in customer service. Our daily employee newsletter almost always cites examples of people around the country who are living, breathing examples of outstanding customer service.
We are dedicated to first call resolution.  That means when one of our customers calls with an issue it becomes our issue and we aim to satisfy the customer in that same call.  
We work to create a culture that values the sharing of best practices within our organization.  Goals are only achieved when you commit the resources and cultivate a culture that values idea sharing and innovative business-enhancing ideas.
3.  The third area of focus is distribution.  In order to attract and retain customers you need to be easily accessible to consumers.  In New England we have 51 company-owned stores, 189 authorized agents that sell Verizon Wireless service exclusively and a strong presence in275 authorized national retailers.  When you look at the company nationwide you’ll find over 1,200 company-owned stores, andthousands of authorized agents and national retailers.
In order to be a player, you need to be where people play.  It must be convenient for both prospective and existing customers to find you.  With strategically placed retail locations, we make it easy for people to do business with us.  
Combine our retail locations with our Tele-Sales Team, Business to Business sales team and the Internet and if you have trouble finding a Verizon Wireless outlet that can help you, it may be time to make that appointment for an eye exam.  
Mobility – providing anytime, anywhere communications - is the essential value WE offer.  What is your essential value?…let that become your focus. 
Now, from a different perspective, you’ll note on the agenda, the session entitled “Security in the workplace: The high costs of losing to violence.” As a company our community relations platform is domestic violence awareness and prevention.  
We chose to streamline our philanthropic efforts so we could really make an impact in one area instead of doing a little bit in many places.  We asked ourselves who needed access to instant, anytime, anywhere communications the most. 
Our answer came fast – victims of domestic violence.  From there we developed the HopeLine program in which we collect no longer used phones in our stores for recycling phones then we donate digital wireless phones and service, as well as voice mailboxes to organizations working with domestic violence victims.  
In New England we’ve expanded the program to include Invest In Yourself seminars in which Verizon Wireless employees volunteer their time to provide guidance in the life rebuilding process that have proved very beneficial to women trying to restart their lives.  
We also have our annual Kids In Need Holiday Drive to collect toys, games, and books during the holidays for children living in domestic violence shelters.  It is great to know – especially during the holidays -  we might be putting a smile on a child’s face during the holiday season – an innocent child who probably hasn’t had much to smile about.   
I mention our HopeLine program because it’s important to note that your best practices don’t necessarily have to benefit only your business.  Part of being a successful business is giving back.  Our HopeLine program not only gives back, it has become a lifeline, a lifesaver.
To wrap up, there are not many “lightning-bolt-from–the-sky” ideas that will propel you to the top in a competitive economy. But what will get you to the top is the tortoise-like steady pace of continuous improvement. I’ve read that on average it takes about four years for companies to crystallize their focus. 
It is an inherently cyclical process which we, as a company are even now very engaged in, consisting of piercing questions, vigorous debate, resolute action and autopsies without blame – a cycle repeated over and over by the right people, infused with the brutal facts and guided by three questions: 
1.What are we the best in the world at? 
Our answer was: building a wireless network people can depend on. 
2.What is the economic denominator that best drives our economic engine? 
Ours in New England is churn – the percentage of customers that are deactivating service. 
3. What are our core people deeply passionate about? 
The answer: Providing the best in customer service.  
Again, focusing on the fundamentals, developing best practices that support your goals and working to improve them everyday will lead to success.  
I’ll leave you with what I shared with my sales team at our annual sales kickoff meeting in January. It is a quote from a book entitled, Built to Last by Collins & Porras that reads:
“Success and beating the competitors comes not so much as the end goal, but as a residual result of relentlessly asking the question “How can we improve ourselves to do better tomorrow than we did today?” And they have asked this question day in and day out as a disciplined way of life – in some cases for over 150 years. No matter how much they achieve – no matter how far in front of their competitors they pull – they never think they’ve done “good enough.”
I’ll end here with my very best wishes to you as you seek to find best practices today and in the future. Thank you for your time and attention.
