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Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is “managing the customer life-cycle,” whatever it may be for a particular organization.  For NOAA’s National Weather Service (NWS), this means handling a vast array of weather-related inquiries from the American public and our partners, providing consistent and timely responses, and ensuring a high quality experience.

Lacking an agency-wide approach and formal tools for serving customer, the NWS acknowledged CRM as a clear solution to facilitate our mission.  Yet, CRM systems are traditionally costly to implement and a significant number of CRM projects fail due to lack of adequate analysis, planning, and preparation.  To mitigate these risks, the NWS adopted a structured, methodical, and evolutionary strategy to include:

· Identifying candidate business processes,

· Utilizing a rapid prototype to evaluate the CRM concept,

· Employing a pilot process as proof-of-concept,

· Repeating the pilot process to evaluate and integrate all unique business processes, and

· Building on success with incremental implementation.

The business process must drive CRM implementations.  To align its CRM tool closely with the business process, the NWS selected a web-based customized Commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) solution from Professional Services Corporation of Herndon, Virginia, to meet our functional objectives to:

· Capture and track requests,

· Manage associated tasks and workflow,

· Provide timely FAQ and email responses,

· Assess customer satisfaction, and

· Report performance.

At a quick glance, implementing the system may seem easy.  NWS employees have been responding to customer inquiries all along within their personal email systems.  They will simply be using another method, right?

Wrong!  Software is only 10% of a CRM solution.  Critical success factors extend far beyond the technical tool and a host of challenges await any CRM project.  The pilot process, a microcosm of full implementation, has helped NWS confront these challenges and quickly recognize a number of key issues to master when implementing a CRM system:

Senior Advocacy and Sponsorship – It’s not enough just to have it.  It must be prominent and observable by those involved in and impacted by a CRM project.  This is particularly important for managing cultural change.

Cultural Change Management – The opportunity to identify and re-engineer functionally fragmented processes may require a radical rethink of the way we’ve always done business in the past.  Change brings resistance.  How the resistance manifests itself must be fully understood, anticipated, planned for, and appropriately addressed.

Cross-Functional Team Management – CRM projects include business elements in addition to technology elements.  Thinking of CRM solely as an IT project is a critical mistake.  Representatives from both areas (business process owners and technologist) must be fully involved in the decision-making process from the beginning.

Matrix Team Management and Learning Curve – Not all project team members are assigned to the project full-time.  For some, it may be the first experience working on a major project.  Building a solid team foundation requires providing the necessary information and training to help team members tackle the tasks at hand and ensure all are on the same page.  Roles and expectations must be clearly defined.

Operational Preparedness and Guidance – A comprehensive implementation package including a training plan and curriculum materials, clearly defined global and local operational procedures and guidelines, performance measures, outreach program materials, and complete system documentation should be a natural by-product of the piloting process.

Training and Outreach Program – A strong, well-designed training and outreach program will help achieve buy-in in a big way!  Identify the benefits of the system, the elements that will generate enthusiasm, and exploit them well before deploying the system to the desktop.  Create reusable artifacts that can be used by all members of the project team such as presentations and scripts, self-running kiosk demonstrations, brochures, system overviews, and anything else that will get the message out in a positive and consistent fashion.  Cut no corners on this one!

Listen to the Customer – Be customer-centric.  Deploying a CRM system without considering input from your customer is a fatal flaw.  Include them in the pilot process.  The system is designed to serve them so be sure to find out what they think is important and give them an opportunity to evaluate it sooner than later.

Take the pain early!  With 60-90% of CRM projects failing, it’s well worth the effort to invest significant time up front in the planning, analysis, and preparation stages.  Having already achieved success with two initial pilot groups at NWS Headquarters with unique business processes, preparations are underway to further expand the project.  Maintaining a positive attitude, NOAA’s National Weather Service expects to remain on the 10-40% success side of the CRM project curve - coining our effort “Project Ten-Forty”.
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