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Internal Customers
Internal Customers - Tools for Securing Input
It is important to understand the requirements of internal customers the way you understand the requirements of
external customers. There are four potential ways to secure input from internal customers: surveys, interviews, project
teams, and informal visits. Who are your internal customers? It may be helpful to refer to the list of concerns and
opportunities you identified earlier. Internal customers are those individuals who are affected by your concerns; they
receive your outputs.
Survey
A survey is a way to gather information from internal customers. Surveys vary from informal, open-ended, inquiry
style questions to formalized instruments designed to document customer responses to a set series of questions.
Tips for Using Surveys:
1. Wording of the questions in a survey is a critical issue. Conclusions drawn from a survey may be distorted if
questions are worded in such a way that one answer is more socially acceptable than another.
2. If you are seeking to learn what you do not know, then open-ended, essay-type questions will provide more
information than questions that only offer a choice.
3. If repeatability and comparability are desirable, then use multiple-choice questions or questions with yes-no
answers.
Interviews
Interviewing internal customers is often the best way to collect non-quantitative data. Face-to-face communication can
help create an atmosphere of trust, openness, and inquiry, which can help you better understand your internal
customers point of view and collect information that might not typically be shared. Interviewing does require more
time on the part of the respondent and the person collecting data, but it often provides a much deeper insight into the
point of view of the internal customer than other methods of data collection.
Project Teams
A project team is a coalition of experts from any segment of the organization. Usually, team membership is limited to
eight or nine people. The project team is chartered by a natural management team to improve a specific process. The
principle behind a project team is that team synergy will provide better change than individual efforts. Including
internal customers on a project team can prove very beneficial. They can provide valuable information about the
current performance of the process and help design outputs. Often, their perspective, requirements, and priorities are
very different from what is assumed.
Informal Visits
What is the next process that receives your work or outputs? Who are the people affected? Visit them to help develop
trust, openness, involvement and build the relationship between customer and supplier. Informal visits also provide
continuity and allow problems to be resolved as they arise, rather than allowing them to escalate.
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External Customers
• External Customers - Tools for Securing Input
• External customers are customers outside the organization who receive your organization's products and/or services.
• The essential purpose of any process really is to satisfy the external customer. Consider the following issues that may
• be important to keeping your external customers satisfied: on-time delivery schedule, competitive pricing, quality
• requirements, performance requirements, response expectations, billing accuracy, shipment accuracy, professionalism,
• use of technology.

• Interviews
• If the number of customers for your product/service is small, then an in-depth, personal interview is likely to be the
• most effective means of obtaining reliable information about how and why customers rank products/services against
• competitive offerings.
• Typically, the basic questions of an interview are asked by phone. Try to setup a convenient time with the customer.
• A friendly, open discussion about their interests allows the interviewee to get comfortable. Thank the customer for
• his/her time!
• Using open-ended questions is the best approach to solicit opinions. For example: "Do you feel we meet your
• schedules without problems?" This question is open enough to uncover any specifics. Close by asking if there might
• be anything else problematic. Stress the fact that you value their input and their business.

• Site Visits
• When visiting an external customer, use the same basic questions as a phone interview. On site, the customer is in
• command of the environment. Recommend a comfortable location which is private from eavesdropping and promotes
• a one-on-one format. The benefit of being on-site versus communicating by phone is you can build relationships and
• develop communication links. Also, you can see a cross section of personnel, viewpoints, and levels to validate
• inputs.
• Using open-ended questions is the best approach to solicit opinions. Your presence helps to develop your
• commitment of time, effort and resources to obtain honest feedback. This builds your credibility.
• Visits can be done by special assignment or through normal routine interfaces. Use caution, however, because regular
• visitations may lead to biased data.
• Warranty Evaluations
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Surveys
Note: Every business has a unique lag factor between product/service default, cause origin, and end-customer use that
results in evidence of that default. For service organizations, the lag time is usually short between request and delivery
times. For product organizations, the lag cycle is usually longer. For example, a defect in a PC hard drive involves
the hard disk drive component supplier inventory of defective components, the production cycle of a hard drive,
shipping time to the PC manufacturer, inventory cycle, production cycle, shipping time, distribution and handling,
shipping to retailer time, reseller inventory cycle, and customer use before failure. Lag factors must be considered
when analyzing results.
Warranty evaluations require some common baseline to compensate for high or low delivery periods. For example, a
bank may need to look for the cause of 3 errors from 9:00a.m. to noon and 3 errors from noon to 4:00p.m. However,
the number of customers 9:00a.m. to noon was only 10 and the number of customers from noon to 4:00p.m. was 700
customers.

Formal Surveys
Customize the following questions to meet your unique organizational 

needs:
Meeting delivery schedules on time? Is pricing competitive? Does the 

quality of product/service meet/exceed requirements? Does the 
product/service meet/exceed performance expectations? Does 
the response time meet/exceed expectations? Is shipment, billing
accurate? Are personal contacts professional?

When surveying, make it easy, short, and is specific enough to cause 
change actions. Remember, if the survey is conducted by mail, then 
the return is usually less than 25% of the mailed requests.
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Customer research
• Focus Groups
• A focus group is a cross section of actual customers of your 

product or service. These customers have been personally
• requested to convene and suggest enhancements based on 

real-world application. The issues faced are "What works?"
• and "What does not work?" The intent is to obtain face-to-

face opinions about what you offer your customers. Focus
• groups are valuable because they help to clarify the issues 

and get validation on any change requests.
• This approach to obtaining customer feedback has pros and 

cons. The biggest benefit of focus groups is the
• face-to-face discussions that help to build stronger 

relationships. The biggest drawback to focus groups is the 
lack of

• openness that usually exists in a group setting. If a focus 
group is used as your means for customer research, then it

• should be led by an experienced consultant.
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Customer research
• Quality Function Deployment
• Quality Function Deployment (QFD) provides a conceptual map for cross-

functional planning and communications.
• QFD translates customer requirements into appropriate technical 

specifications, technical specifications into part requirements, part 
requirements into process requirements, and process requirements into 
product specifications. 

• QFD is a means of ensuring that information needed at one step is 
gathered before the next step, and that product development costs go only 
into features the customer wants.

• Steps to Create the Quality Function Deployment:
• 1. Obtain customer list of desired product characteristics.
• 2. List product design characteristics needed to meet customer 

requirements.
• 3. Place the list customer requirements and design characteristics in a 

matrix. Using a scale, rank the relative
• contribution of each design feature to customer satisfaction.
• 4. Determine the optimum target value for each design characteristic.
• 5. Design characteristics can be correlated in the roof of the house.
• 6. Repeat the process, listing parts that must be designed and produced.
• 7. Add more rooms to present product performance or customer 

satisfaction data.
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Customer research
Competition Purchases

Your customers often have a variety of choices as to whom they purchase from and why. 
Usually, decisions are based on quality, price, delivery, and service. However, the final 
decision to purchase an alternative product or service is based on the perceived 
difference in value-added provided by the competition. Businesses must actively 
assess the competition, what they are offering, at what price, and how they are 
delivering. The important question to answer is, "What is the supplier-customer 
relationship?" Here are four suggestions to assess your competitor's offerings:

1. Give the customer the opportunity to share and evaluate. With an excellent business 
relationship, your customer will feel at ease to mention competing products or 
services. Evaluate areas such as: concepts/vision, education/training, service, 
systems/structure, procedures/policies, price/delivery, performance, environment, 
response, strategies, technology, literature, packaging/handling/storage.

2. Purchase your compeition's product or service in order to determine the differences. 
Your ability to compete is dependent upon how swiftly you can react to the 
differences and promote your offerings where you exceed expectations.

3. Ask your customer why they purchased the competition's product or service. Using the 
same criteria of planned evaluations, determine the causes of the decision.

4. Periodically, pretend to be a new customer and contact the competitor.
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Customer research
5.Voice of the Customer Analysis Voice of the Customer 

analysis is a method of analyzing what the customer says 
and the way that the customer uses the product to identify 
new alternative uses for the product, or additional features 
that could be added to add value for the customer.

• For example, if a customer complains about a product:
• Is the complaint based on a defect (a quality related complaint); or a 

product characteristic, "the product is too heavy,
• the handle is too small, etc." (a design related complaint): or using a 

product in a way it was not intended to be used (a
• product performance related complaint which might provide insight into 

product enhancements or a new product): or
• a failure during use (a reliability related complaint); or appearance, "the 

color is ugly" (a cosmetic design related
• complaint).
• Example of use-related voice of the customer analysis:
• Who is using the product? Who else might use the product?
• How is the product being used? How else might the product be used?
• Where is the product being used? Where else might the product be used?
• When is the product being used? When else might the product be used?
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Brainstorming Steps
Brainstorming is a tool for generating ideas and tapping into a team's 

creativity. Consider how you can merge customer input with concerns and 
opportunities.

1. Clearly state the objective - to clarify issues. Make sure that everyone 
involved understands the objective in the same way.

2. Individuals write ideas. Allow a few minutes for team members to think 
quietly and make notes. Agree ahead of time how long this will take, and ask 
a timekeeper to give appropriate notice.

3. Collect ideas on a flip chart. Record the ideas using each person's original 
words. Use anonymous sticky notes to enhance objective inputs.

4. Do not discuss or evaluate yet! Any idea is welcome. "Piggyback" on ideas, 
give wild and crazy suggestions, have fun! The goal is quantity. Don't worry 
about duplicate ideas.

5. Exhaust all ideas. Don't quit too soon - sometimes the last ideas are best. 
Consider the implications of the idea.

6. Clarify all ideas. Review the list and ask if anyone needs an idea explained by 
the contributor. Go for understanding, not agreement. Ask questions to 
clarify your thinking. For example: "What do you mean by...;" or "What 
exactly is..."

7. Group like ideas into categories.
8. Discuss and determine the action(s) to be taken, by whom, and when.
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