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   If you’re still in business, chances are
you understand how important customer
service is to your company’s success. In
the plumbing supplies business, it’s often
cited as the single best determinant of
success or failure. But how do companies
continue to improve their service and stay a
step ahead of the competition?
   One significant tool that has emerged in
recent years is the concept of the Critical Success
Factor. By identifying the critical functions and
objectives of each department in the
organization, managers can set out to
measure those functions and develop a new set of goals for
the coming year. Activities that are measured have been
shown to be performed more efficiently than those that are
not.
   A good CSF program for your company’s customer service
function will provide a mission statement, involve the
development of 5-6 high level goals, establish clear instruc-
tions on how to reach those goals, and develop a system for
measuring specific behaviors that contribute to meeting those
goals.
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   For instance, your goals might be:  1) Reduce
time to provide a quote, 2) Improve upselling
opportunities, 3) Improve ability of service
representative to remember customer names,
4) Reduce time to fill an order, 5) Reduce
fulfillment errors.
   The next step is to establish a series of steps
to accomplish each goal, and develop a
system to measure specific behaviors that
lead to each goal.
   CSF programs can be very simple and
practical, or very complex and
multidepartmental. The point is to set down

goals and develop measurable means to reach them.
   So, what does it take to develop a CSF Program for your
company? A good place to start is www.RapidBi.com/created/
criticalsuccessfactors.html. This site details the many facets of a
CSF program, many of which won’t apply to your company, but
some probably will. Then think what parts of the sample CSFs
apply to your organization, set down your goals and the steps
needed to reach them, and you’re off to the races. The winner is
the competitor who, all else being equal, provides the best
service. Make it be you.

Oops! Typo in November Items
leads to confusion

   We  know, we know. The lead
story in last month’s newsletter was
about the price increase coming
January 1. The problem is, the
headline said January 1, 2010, but
the body copy said January 1,
2020. While we like to pride
ourselves on being able to plan
ahead for things like price in-
creases, and we like to give the
market as much advance notice as possible, even we can’t look
ahead 10 years. No folks, the price increase will take effect
January 1, 2010 (next month).
   Sorry for the confusion.

  A corollary to this commitment to
people is our dedication to constant
improvement. Even though we truly
believe that we provide greater value
than our competitors, we’re never
satisfied with the status quo and are
continually looking for new and better
ways to improve our operations and our
service to our customers and to our team.
   Lastly, AB&I values integrity.  We insist
upon dealing with the straightforward
truth, 100% of the time.  We insist on
standing behind our word as well as our
products.

Through it all, our people have
pulled together to accomplish the
impossible, to rebuild, to innovate,
and to emerge leaders.

   Grit, commitment to people, constant
improvement, and integrity comprise the
foundation upon which AB&I was built
over a century ago, and upon which
AB&I continues to operate today.
   As our business changes to meet the
dynamics of our economy and the
commercial construction environment,
AB&I will make the necessary improve-
ments to ensure our continued ability to
meet and to exceed the needs of our
customers. As we make these changes,
those bedrock traits and core values
formed in 1906 will carry us forward
and will keep us focused on the things
that truly matter.

   Somebody once said that luck favors
the prepared mind. As we move forward
into the new normal, it should be clear to
everybody that the companies who do
best will be those most prepared and

able to adapt as things change.
   But what does “being prepared”
mean? Aren’t good businesspeople
always prepared, ready for change,
and willing to adapt? Well, unfortu-
nately, no, not really.
   Being prepared in the new normal
means different things to different
companies, but there are commonalities
across companies and business types
that should be considered:
   1) Recognize the true value of the
customer. As the pace of business
moderates, take the time to reconnect
with customers, talk to them face-to-
face, learn about their biggest chal-
lenges, and then craft solutions to those
challenges that make you an invaluable
partner.
   2) Streamline operations. This doesn’t
mean cut, cut, cut, but rather, find new,
faster, better ways to do things.
Develop a Critical Success Factors
program (see next page), minimize
errors, and reduce steps.  Avoid excess
infrastructure, be stingy with expenses.
   3) Plan for change. Staying loose
and able to change course on a dime
will be critical for future success.
   4) Keep your ear to the rail. Know
what’s coming. Network like crazy.
   5) Focus on quality and service in all
areas of your business. Don’t skimp on
making things better.

   On behalf of the entire team at AB&I,
I would like to wish you all a very
Merry Christmas and Happy Holiday
Season.
   We look forward to serving you in
2010.

   I have spent a lot of time recently
considering just who AB&I is, what we
stand for, and what makes us truly
different from our competitors.
   First and foremost, AB&I is a family
business. I know, we’re now part of a
much larger family, McWane, but our core
being is as a small, scrappy business
started by an Italian immigrant just after
the San Francisco Earthquake in 1906.
From that core came the traits and values
that drive AB&I to this very day, character-
istics that define who we are and what we
stand for, more than a century after our
founding.
   One key trait is grit. In our 100+ years,
the people of AB&I have withstood wars, a
depression, numerous recessions, fires that
destroyed our plant (but not our spirit), an
airplane accident that took out senior
managers, government regulation
seemingly designed to put us out of
business, foundry consolidations, near
financial ruin - you get the idea. Through
it all, our people have pulled together to
accomplish the impossible, to rebuild, to
innovate, and to emerge leaders.
   After grit, another trait that exemplifies
AB&I is our commitment to people.  We
are committed to our team members, for
whom we’ve invested millions in creating a
fun, safe, and healthy environment in
which to work and to grow.  Additionally,
we are committed to our customers and
are focused on providing friendly service.
No decision is ever made, change
proposed, or action taken without much
consideration of how it will affect our
customers.


