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Focus on the Soft Skills to Get
the Hard Stuff Done

By Dr. Nara Venditti

W orld-class customer service underpins a
company’s long-term survival, especially
in today’s service-oriented economy. Not
surprisingly, a study by The Forum Cor-

poration showed that 65 percent of customers move to an-
other provider because of poor customer service. A com-
pany may have excellent products and a well-trained tech-
nical staff, but if it fails to provide more than adequate cus-
tomer service, it may not be able to sustain its business. Each
phone call, e-mail, or face-to-face interaction that front-line
employees have with customers presents a valuable oppor-
tunity to reinforce a positive company image. However, the
basic interpersonal skills that one must possess in order to
achieve this typically are not taught in schools, and academic
life generally offers little opportunity for learning the art of
dealing with people.

During my many years of working in the customer ser-
vice field, I have found that teaching a CLEAR approach—
communicate, listen, empathize, ask, and relationship build-
ing—helps to im-
prove soft skills. (See
Figure 1.)
• Communicate.
Words are powerful
tools that affect and
determine the out-
come of the business

C = Communicate
L = Listen
E = Empathize
A = Ask
R = Relationship Building

Figure 1
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dialogue. They can trigger positive or
negative feelings. In business, the
words we speak (verbal communica-
tion) are one component of communi-
cation. Separate from technical sub-
stance, courtesy and understanding are
crucial to good customer service. The
service professional who can use words
appropriately will have a clear advan-
tage in the service interaction. The
simple statement, “Is there anything
else that I can help you with?” will be
music to the customer’s ears when
asked at the right moment during the
service transaction.

Nonverbal cues expressed in face-
to-face situations are another compo-
nent of communication that can be
more revealing than what is said. Body
language often can convey confidence
and sentiments more so than spoken
words. Some of the more obvious cues
in nonverbal communication are
smiles, eye contact, handshaking, per-
sonal distance, and physical contact.

For instance, in the U.S., an ac-
ceptable distance between conversing
individuals is between one and a half
to two feet. Less space can trigger dis-
comfort and anxiety and distracts from
the subject. Except for the British, Eu-
ropeans tend to stand closer while en-
gaged in conversation. A good, accept-
able distance in Japan is approximately
four feet. The essence of nonverbals
will vary across cultures, and your ser-
vices professionals need to be aware
of them. Learning to recognize, inter-
pret, and react to body language and
other nonverbal communication can be
a powerful advantage.
• Listen. Customers expect service
representatives to possess and demon-
strate the ability to listen, understand,
and take action on their specific needs.
Active listening such as nodding when
you are interacting face-to-face or an

occasional “I see” over the phone re-
assures the customer that the service
rep understands the problem and will
recommend the best action.
• Empathize. Acknowledging an-
other person’s emotional state by say-
ing, “I understand why you feel this
way,” demonstrates sensitivity to a
customer’s needs. Empathy can help to
relieve the customer’s anxiety and turn
a defensive attitude into one of coop-
eration. To quote Jack Canfield, “They
don’t care what you know, until they
know that you care.”
• Ask. To be certain of a customer’s
intentions, one needs to master the art
and science of asking questions.
Among the many types of questions
that a service rep should be familiar
with are open-ended and closed ques-
tions, preview and probing questions,
and confirmation questions, to name a
few. Each category can include appro-
priate questions to ask as well as ques-
tions to avoid (depending on the situa-
tion).

An example of a good close-ended
question is, “Do you prefer to be con-
tacted by phone or e-mail?” If an ap-
propriate question is asked at the ap-
propriate time, the customer will rec-
ognize and appreciate the concern, de-
velop trust, and connect with the cus-
tomer service professional.
• Relationship building. All of the
above points add up to good relation-
ships. Those who communicate well,
listen hard, and empathize sincerely
will build strong relationships. Creat-
ing a positive experience will leave the
customer with a positive impression of
both the company and its products and
services. A satisfied customer often
will lead to repeat business and favor-
able publicity. A good relationship is
good for business.

Training your services profession-

als to use soft skills effectively, domes-
tically, and across the globe will help
enable you to satisfy your customers’
needs, exceed their expectations, sell
more through good services, and make
a significant, positive contribution to
your bottom line. ▼

Dr. Nara Venditti is president of Succeed In
America!, a Danbury, Connecticut-based com-
pany specializing in business communication,
customer service, employability, workplace-
based English language skills, and cultural un-
derstanding. She may be reached at 203-791-
1107 or nara@SucceedinAmerica.com, or
visit www.SucceedinAmerica.com for more in-
formation.

Healthcare
Technology Support
2006: An Updated View
from the Market

By William J. Beaumont

I n late 2005, ISS Solutions com-
missioned research to obtain a
qualitative assessment of what
was on the minds of service de-

livery executives supporting IT and
clinical engineering (CE) technologies.
The research was focused on large hos-
pitals or systems representing 500 or
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more beds.
The core research was performed

by D.F. Blumberg Associates and in-
volved discussions with a broad range
of hospital senior executives, depart-
ment managers, and representatives of
group purchasing organizations
(GPOs). It was supplemented with con-
versations with senior officers of in-
dependent services organizations
(ISOs) that provide technology support
for hospitals. In total, participants rep-
resented over 150 hospitals.

The below findings provide insight
into the attitudes, challenges, and is-
sues faced by healthcare service deliv-
ery executives. Not all findings are uni-
versal, varying by organization. How-
ever, in aggregate, the findings do pro-
vide insight into the general thinking
across the industry.

ISS Solutions is making this infor-
mation available to the industry based
on the belief that through an exchange
of ideas and viewpoints, the industry’s
participants can become more efficient
and effective in improving the quality
of healthcare in the U.S.

Findings
1. Cost and productivity is a chal-
lenge. The healthcare industry has a
poor reputation related to controlling
costs. Payers and the public are ques-
tioning increasing costs. In addition, a
large portion of the population cannot
afford healthcare, creating a political
problem. We found that industry execu-
tives universally feel this cost control
pressure. This has found its way into
services and support organizations.
2. Costs are not always known.
Despite cost pressures, not all organi-
zations know their costs and conse-
quently cannot control them. Separate
cost centers, reporting relationships,
and procurement processes restrict vis-

ibility into the total cost
of ownership (TCO) of
technology. In addition,
we did not find many or-
ganizations setting cost
and productivity targets
based on “best in class” suppliers. We
found that, in some cases, annual cost
increases are planned based on antici-
pated higher patient volumes, new
technology deployments, and required
new skill sets.
3. Support requirements are
changing. Our interviews pointed out
that the need for quality support is in-
creasing. 24x7 support is becoming a
standard as technology becomes the
underpinning of communications,
medical records, diagnostic capabili-
ties, and healthcare delivery. “Real
time” is now a prerequisite of both rev-
enue generation and patient treatment.
4. OEM support still is perceived
to be costly. OEMs and software pub-
lishers generally offer services with
their products at least through the war-
ranty period. However, it is the indus-
try perspective that OEM support can
be expensive. In addition, healthcare
organizations appear to find it difficult
to obtain required documentation,
training, and cooperation when a third-
party provider is used. It was pointed
out that arrangements with OEMs need
to be negotiated when equipment is
purchased in order to maximize cost
economies. Many organizations have
limited experience in this area due to
the infrequency of purchase. Consult-
ants, ISOs, and GPOs can and, in some
cases, do add value to this process.
5. A single provider approach is no
longer viable (if it ever was). Total
IT and CE support programs are com-
plex. We heard that no one party could
provide a complete solution. An effec-
tive service strategy usually includes

internal staff, OEM support, and ISOs.
Some in the market are referring to this
as open sourcing.
6. Healthcare organizations face
an outsourcing paradox. Many orga-
nizations outsource low-value-creating
work while concentrating on core busi-
ness processes. However, we found that
in the healthcare service area, there is
a tendency to handle “commodity tech-
nologies” internally. This includes PCs,
notebooks, hospital beds, pumps, and
so forth. The key question for manage-
ment is whether these technologies are
really mission-critical. On one hand,
it can be argued that anything involv-
ing patient care is mission-critical. On
the other hand, third parties can handle
commodity technologies adequately.
7. Imperfect market knowledge
limits choices. Our research found that
internal services organizations can be
skeptical about the capabilities of third-
party maintainers. They generally rate
the performance of ISOs as adequate,
at best. However, few knew the major
market players or their programs when
questioned. This suggests that effective
alternatives may be available that are
not known.
8. ISOs are skeptical regarding the
effectiveness of internal support pro-
grams. Based on their experience with
multiple clients, third parties question
in-house staff’s effectiveness in opti-
mizing services program costs and
quality. They point out that many in-
ternal organizations do not know their
costs and are not skilled in best prac-
tices. However, when questioned, few
ISOs reported having developed capa-

24x7 support is becoming a standard as
technology becomes the underpinning of
communications, medical records, diagnostic
capabilities, and healthcare delivery. “Real
time” is now a prerequisite of both revenue
generation and patient treatment.
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Services Marketing:
Deal or No Deal?

By Joe Siderowicz

M ost executives running
companies that manu-
facture and distribute
technology-based prod-

ucts will answer in the affirmative
when asked if they have a services mar-
keting function. Historically speaking,
this has not always been the case. Early
on, software companies identified the
need to implement professional ser-
vices initiatives, while many long-
standing product manufacturers were
latecomers in recognizing that services
held more than a break/fix opportunity.
What remains constant is the wide-
ranging role that services marketing
plays. High-impact services marketing
functions are not uncommon. Unfor-
tunately, many services marketing ef-
forts are little more than services sup-
port functions.

Many companies have grown their
services revenues aggressively by
implementing well-thought-out and ex-
ecuted plans. Still common are those
focused primarily on supporting prod-
uct marketing. Others masquerade as
services marketers, using cloaking
strategies reliant on tactical pricing and
repackaging variations on the same
theme. More uncommon are compa-
nies that value services marketing simi-

bilities to help a client benchmark and
evaluate the cost-effectiveness of their
programs.
9. Service is local. Healthcare orga-
nizations indicated that service expe-
rience is closely related to the service
delivery professional. The services
business is a people business. We found
that the attitudes and skills of the local
technicians and managers can influ-
ence the overall perception of a
company’s services greatly.
10. The procurement process is a
challenge. Our discussions indicated
that in a healthcare organization, mul-
tiple parties are involved in the pro-
curement process. This can involve
physicians, administrators, services
professionals, finance professionals,
technology staff, advisors, legal staff,
and of course, suppliers. This environ-
ment creates a time-consuming pro-
curement process and can result in a
less than optimal decision. Effective-
ness in this environment requires a high
level of trust between the parties, open
communication, and a shared vision of
the organization’s objectives. This is a
challenge for some organizations, es-
pecially where turnover is evident.
11. Convergence has occurred. Par-
ticipants have looked for the consoli-
dation of IT and CE departments as a
sign that convergence has occurred in
the IT and biomedical areas. This has
not happened. However, we found that
IT certainly has permeated biomedical
devices. Moreover, network and IT
capacity is being deployed actively to
support clinical applications. Organi-
zational structures have not kept pace
with technology changes.
12. Management of complexity re-
quired. Interviewees felt that manag-
ing technology within a healthcare fa-
cility can be more complex than in
other industries. In addition to the criti-

cal nature that technology can play in
delivering patient care, many modali-
ties contain proprietary technology that
creates interoperability issues and
separate service arrangements. In ad-
dition, many clinicians have strong
hardware and support bias that must be
accommodated in the construction of
a service plan.
13. Wisdom from “the field.” When
asked how to handle the challenges of
managing technology support in the
healthcare industry, parallels with other
environments were suggested. These
included:
• Understanding the service level re-
quirements and their related costs.
• Designing an optimal support pro-
gram using the best resources, both
internal and external.
• Choosing knowledgeable partners
locally, with the right attitude and
skills.
• Implementing a continuous im-
provement program.
• Actively communicating the re-
sults of the progress as well as creat-
ing a common understanding of the
program and its progress.
• Acquiring an external view of the
world that includes routinely inter-
viewing OEMs, services vendors, con-
sultants, and GPO executives in order
to learn best practices and anticipate
change. ▼

Bill Beaumont is vice president of corporate
development for ISS Solutions. ISS Solutions is
a subsidiary of the Geisinger Health System, a
$1.4-billion healthcare system located in
Danville, Pennsylvania. ISS Solutions provides
technology support to healthcare organizations
including hospitals, pharmaceutical companies,
medical OEMs, doctors, and healthcare indus-
tr y supplier s . Bi l l  may be reached at
WJBeaumont@ISSsolutions.com or 215-752-
2221, ext. 118.
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larly to product marketing.
There are many reasons why com-

panies may continue to ignore the huge
amounts of potential revenue and profit
available through marketing services
aggressively. Unfortunately, many
companies believe that they are ser-
vices-marketing-enabled. These com-
panies have recognized the opportu-
nity, but are not fully engaged. Most
are missing their window of opportu-
nity and the desired revenue stream.

The following list outlines key
components of an aggressive, growth-
orientated services marketing program.
How does your company measure up?
(See Figure 1.)
• Service is a business. Marketing
current services capabilities to support
product sales does not constitute a ser-
vices marketing program. In this en-
vironment, service is relegated to the
position of a product feature. With
rare exception, if service is a support
function and not a business unit, an
effective services marketing effort is
not present. It’s difficult to motivate
management to invest in a business if
there are not quantifiable returns. Al-
though models can be developed that
demonstrate significant positive im-
plications for customer satisfaction,
contract renewals, or additional prod-
uct sales, nothing is more effective
than a P&L statement in measuring
business success.
• Equal voice. There exists an in-
herent conflict in the fragile balance
between product support needs and
service delivery capabilities. In reality,
there should be a degree of stress be-
tween the groups. From my experience,
if a state of harmony exists between
sales and services, unnecessary re-
sources likely are being expended
somewhere. What is required and of-
ten difficult to achieve is a balanced

view by executive management. Typi-
cally, management communicates their
vision of services and sales as equal
partners in moving a company forward.
Often lacking is the special vigilance
required, when sales are soft, to ensure
that the partnership remains intact.
• Strategic plan. Companies ex-
pend large amounts of time and re-
sources developing intricate plans for
product businesses. Once these plans
are drafted, they usually are forwarded
to service as a guideline for service
planning. Typically, service strategic
plans include the tactics and resources
required to synch the plans. Unfortu-
nately, most service strategic plans
come up short in identifying new ser-
vices business development opportu-
nities. A service strategic plan should
include a services marketing plan that
outlines growth goals independent of
product support needs.
• Market research. Most services
organizations have some vehicle for
gathering customer feedback. Cus-
tomer satisfaction surveys, voice-of-
the-customer surveys, and feedback
from product marketing research are
most common. In many cases, specific
service market research that examines
new or adjacent markets is lacking. All
too often, services marketing strategies
are based on hunches or on what is
considered to be a safe, incremental

step from current practices. Progres-
sive services marketing organizations
recognize the need to measure the per-
formance of their services organiza-
tion, their competitors’ services op-
erations, and other potential market
segments.
• Brand management. Successful
companies have well-defined brands
that support their business goals. Mar-
keting communications plans are
crafted in order to ensure that the in-
tended messaging and positioning is
communicated to the marketplace.
Most companies spend considerably
less time (if any) developing their ser-
vice branding. Brand identity for ser-
vices often is defined by product mar-
keting. This situation can create a ma-
jor barrier to services growth. Brand
extension strategies are critical to ac-
celerating the growth of a services busi-
ness. Developing a services branding
plan that supports existing business and
opens the door for services business de-
velopment is crucial.
• Available resources. Services
marketing initiatives commonly suffer
from underfunding. The manpower,
training, tools, and marketing expenses
required in order to launch a new ini-
tiative can be considerable. Assigned
budgets may be short on time and long
on expected returns. This problem is
usually the result of either a miscon-

DEAL NO DEAL

Service Is a Business

Equal Voice

Strategic Plan

Market Research

Brand Management

Available Resources

Commitment to Change

Figure 1
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ception that new initiatives can be
rolled out sharing already overbur-
dened resources or that the program
will gain traction immediately. New
initiatives require new and dedicated
resources in order to drive the busi-
ness. They also require adequate time
to test, develop, and implement. At-
tempts to do more with the same re-
sources are rarely successful.
• Commitment to change. In or-
der for services to achieve acceler-
ated growth or enter new markets,
commitment is required at all levels
of the organization. All company ex-
ecutives, division managers, support
functions, and field personnel must
share the same vision. Services mar-
keting programs generally are given
the go-ahead with the caveat that they
don’t upset the applecart. All parties
involved must recognize that new is-
sues and challenges will surface that
may have a negative effect on other
areas of the business. Without a solid
commitment by all potentially af-
fected parties, the effort may wither
at the first sign of stress.

It’s possible to be successful in
marketing services without all of the
key components discussed. It’s prob-
able that measured success can be re-
alized when a majority of the items
are in place. Success is almost certain
when a company has committed to all
of the listed requirements. The result
will be a services marketing function
empowered to grow revenue far in ex-
cess of current projections. ▼

Joe Siderowicz is president of AfterMarket Con-
sulting Group in Acton, Massachusetts. Joe has
more than 25 years’ experience in designing
and implementing services marketing programs
for industry-leading technology-based product
manufacturers. He can be reached at
joe@aftermarketconsulting.com  or 978-929-

9790. Visit www.aftermarketconsulting.com for
more information.


