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Customer relationship management (CRM) initiatives can run aground for a host of reasons, from inadequate needs assessment to poor project oversight. But by far the most common reason that organizations don’t get the results they expect from their CRM investments is that they aren’t as thoughtful about their post-implementation strategy as they are about their system design and installation.

CRM: Finite Project or Fluid Environment?

Installing a customer relationship management system is a project—a big project. Getting the system up and running requires dedicated resources, working within a concentrated time period. The problem often is that after the implementation, organizations discover that they’re no longer managing a finite project. Instead, they face a fluid CRM environment for which they’re unprepared.

They know, for example, how to ensure rapid and smooth data synchronization, but they have only cumbersome ways to help the remote user marooned in a hotel room with a corrupted hard drive, an unprintable presentation, or a baffling new functionality. They know how to get everyone trained upon system installation, but they haven’t quite figured out how to train on upgrades, bring new hires up to speed quickly, or accommodate wide variations in users’ learning curves.

As a result, disillusioned users learn and use only the technology capabilities they absolutely have to, managers coach and make decisions without benefit of key data, and productivity gains fall short of expectations.

Do some organizations avoid these post-implementation perils? Indeed they do—by providing a comprehensive support environment that facilitates early and ongoing success, coupled with a distance-learning training plan that ensures long-term results.

A Support Environment to Meet Users’ Unique Needs

Help desk capabilities are a “given” with today’s CRM implementations. What’s not so universally understood is the benefit of designing not just a help desk, but a comprehensive support solution for CRM’s highest-value user, the field salesperson.

CRM systems are designed to automate tasks that would otherwise eat into a sales force’s valuable time with customers. More important, today’s CRM technology brings valuable intelligence and compelling product information to the point of sale. Mastering key functions of complex CRM systems does help salespeople spend more effective time with customers—but mastery only comes from practice, and the majority of a salesperson’s computer time is wedged between sales calls and at the fringes of long days on the road.

A comprehensive support solution addresses the unique time needs of today’s sales force not just by helping salespeople and their managers to use a computer, but also by helping them to be more productive at critical points in their selling day. We’re not talking semantics here. The difference can be seen in the way the support solution addresses users’ need to both accomplish critical tasks and minimize technology-related downtime, whether it’s attributable to a skill deficit, malfunctioning equipment, or just too few hours in the day.

Unlike a traditional corporate help desk, which is typically more suited to logging problems than resolving them instantly, a comprehensive solution will provide the following support capabilities:

· 24-hour-a-day, 7-day-a-week coverage giving users immediate access to dedicated technicians who are their single point of contact for all technology problems

· Technicians who are familiar with the organization’s sales culture and trained and certified in all of its applications

· Problem resolution standards that focus first on ensuring users accomplish mission-critical tasks, then on resolving their technology problems

· 24-hour hot-spare replacement for malfunctioning or missing hardware

· Ongoing project communication and direct-access reporting offering comprehensive call statistics and root-cause problem analysis

· Closed-loop processes ensuring that training and system management improve based on objective usage data

A single point of contact—one number for salespeople to call, no matter what the problem—is especially important. The technician who takes the call owns the problem, even if that technician needs to work with others to solve it. That way, the salesperson knows the problem is off his or her plate, and the help desk can capture a complete record of what the problem—and its resolution—involved.

Support That Does More Than Put an End to Nightmares

Comprehensive support like this avoids having one salesperson call another for help. In this all-too-common, work-around nightmare, two expensive resources are diverted from selling to trying to solve a technology problem. Even if they resolve the problem, it takes far too much of their time to do so. From a resource perspective, a single incident like this costs a company hundreds of dollars. But it’s likely that if one salesperson is having the problem, others are having it, too—and so the cost multiplies, unbeknownst to management.

Comprehensive support puts an end to these nightmares. The help-desk technician solves the problem quickly, immediately restoring the salesperson to productivity. The technician logs the issue, so that if it recurs, training or system changes can be targeted at the root cause. In fact, comprehensive support not only provides a steady stream of data needed to make informed decisions about training and system enhancements, but it also is a form of just-in-time training and a guarantor of high user satisfaction and ongoing success with CRM.

For example, the frustrated salesperson who calls the help desk instead of a colleague will not only get the problem solved, but quite possibly receive a brief tutorial that closes the skill gap that got him or her into trouble in the first place. And his or her sales manager will find that the salesperson’s early successes with the new technology are translating into improved productivity, job satisfaction, and performance in front of customers. And the director who reviews the root cause analyses provided by the help desk manager will know exactly where to channel dollars for technology upgrades or process improvement.

Finally, and equally important, a comprehensive support solution provides critical, timely information about training needs. Traditional feedback mechanisms—quarterly user surveys, user competency assessments, input from field sales trainers and sales managers—are all vital sources of information, but nothing defines technology issues more clearly than the cumulative data and anecdotal evidence that come from the help desk. For this reason, comprehensive support is integral to the distance-learning training plan, the other key component of the CRM post-implementation strategy.

Learning on the Road

Today’s most successful CRM implementations feature training plans that fully address the ongoing training needs of users, especially the mobile users in the sales force. Building from the rollout training, these training plans increasingly rely on distance learning methods, which enable users to enhance their skills with minimal disruptions to their selling time.

The centerpiece of the distance learning curriculum is web-based training (WBT), in which web technology enables instructors to conduct focused, interactive sessions with groups of far-flung users. Classroom, video, and print-based interventions are obviously still appropriate, too. However, WBT is revolutionizing the way organizations train their people because it:

· Enables users with like training needs to be scheduled for sessions as their time allows

· Addresses the all-important visual and hands-on aspects of learning by enabling users to simultaneously, simply, and inexpensively interact with software demonstrations

· More effectively and consistently engages users than self-paced computer-based training (CBT)

· Keeps the sales force in the field, thus eliminating travel and opportunity costs associated with classroom training

In a WBT session, people in different geographical locations log onto the worldwide web using software that connects them to a host computer. All participants can run and share an application with the session leader and with other applicants. Users interact with each other and with the instructor verbally via their computers over a single telephone line. At the same time, they can view the instructor’s presentations and skill demonstrations, which are downloaded in real time. Users can also provide feedback to the instructor and conduct side conversations with other participants using unobtrusive text-writing functions, as well as access their own applications and complete exercises or answer survey or quiz questions.

Getting Results with WBT

Although the delivery method is different, WBT is no more difficult to design and implement than its more traditional counterparts. Success depends on familiar training fundamentals:

· A comprehensive needs assessment that identifies not only the business processes underlying the technology but also users’ real-world challenges

· Instructionally sound learning methodologies (e.g., exercises, demonstrations, and pre- and post-training work) that achieve incremental skill improvements within a two-hour session (the practical limit of a distance learning event)

· Complete instructors’ materials, including a focused, efficient lesson plan and script

· Comprehensive logistics and delivery planning, including scheduling, conference calling capabilities, web access, and broken communication procedures

· Post-training evaluation to explore lessons learned and identify reinforcement requirements

When WBT is done well, it is a win-win project. CRM project managers like it because of its relative low cost and their ability to conserve valuable face-to-face training time. Training departments like it because it is effective and can be applied any time a fitting training requirement arises. Most important, salespeople and managers embrace WBT because they are not pulled out of the field and away from valuable selling time.

WBT does have its unique requirements and practical limitations. Good phone trainers must possess the additional skills required to listen and convey information in that medium, as well as to stay on the lesson plan. Course designers and writers need additional web programming skills. And WBT is still not a “silver bullet.” It should not be used when long or highly complex training is needed.

Imagine Your Post-Implementation Success

Imagine, for a moment, what it would be like for your organization to experience the ideal post-implementation CRM environment.

A salesperson’s late-night struggles with an unwieldy sales forecast end the moment she picks up the phone to call your help desk. Your eastern region sales director’s laptop did not survive its flight from the roof of a taxi? No problem. With one call, another laptop, fully loaded with key applications, is on its way. You need to upgrade your CRM system and deliver critical new functionality to the field. You do it—and your entire sales force is fully trained and confident using the new technology, without ever leaving the field.

To top it all off, at the national sales meeting, your CRM team members are recognized as heroes—and you know why. It’s because you put in place a support environment and training plan that enables your CRM team to anticipate the needs of customers, continuously and proactively improve technology and processes, and drive internal customer satisfaction to unprecedented levels.

Dave Hanaman is Executive Vice President and co-founder of C3i, Inc., a firm specializing in post-implementation services for customer relationship management. If you have questions or would like copies of C3i’s user effectiveness white papers, contact Dave Hanaman at 212-324-0549 (tel.) or marketing@c3icare.com (e-mail).
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