From Winning Proposals to World-Class Customer Service: Using Microsoft® Office Small Business Edition 2003 to Improve Your Order Management Process
This paper focuses on the “horizontal operations” that are generally shared across all small businesses. It describes how Office Small Business Edition 2003 can be used in conjunction with the templates included on this CD to help your employees efficiently manage the five major steps of the order management cycle: delivering a successful proposal, planning and tracking the resulting project, fulfilling your product or service, billing, and customer service after the sale.
Office Small Business Edition 2003 enables small businesses like yours to better administer an order management process with minimal IT staff and implementation expenses. Using the more than 20 customizable templates on this CD, your employees can automate many day-to-day, paper-based processes – freeing up resources to generate more sales revenue for your company. The payoff is more informed decisions, improved productivity, and enhanced customer service.

Order Management Connects All Aspects of Your Business

Think of the order management process as a cycle. Its successful completion naturally flows back to the starting point of a new proposal. If everything goes well, your reward will be repeat business. Customers will come back to you as a trusted resource. And they will also become advocates, recommending your company to their friends and colleagues, thus launching new order cycles.

Exhibit 1: The Interconnected Order Management Cycle
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Exhibit 1 (above) illustrates how each of the main operations steps (in blue) lead naturally to the next step. For the cycle to succeed, it’s important to set customer expectations appropriately at each step so they can be met successfully in the succeeding steps.
Once you have established policies and standards that are realistic and consistent across the order management cycle, you need to communicate them clearly – to the customer and across your own organization. This can be done in a variety of ways, from regularly scheduled status meetings to informal project emails to an order acknowledgment letter that reiterates your payment policy. All of these options will be discussed in detail in this paper.
The remainder of the paper will focus on how Office Small Business Edition 2003 – when combined with the templates on this CD – can enable your employees to more effectively and efficiently manage the five major steps of the order management cycle: 
· Accurately estimate work and deliver winning proposals
· Plan projects and track resources
· Efficiently deliver the product or service
· Bill customers and collect payment
· Offer strong customer service and support after the sale
Step 1: Accurately estimate work and deliver winning proposals
The first step in any order management process is to win the order. A comprehensive, accurate, and professional-looking proposal can be a great tool for differentiating your company from the competition and demonstrating that you understand the customer’s needs.

A proposal is the customer’s first full picture of your business and its capabilities. It is essential that this first impression be a strong one because it sets the tone for the rest of the customer relationship. Using the templates on this CD, you can follow three steps for creating a winning proposal. First, decide whether you are creating a detailed or a basic proposal. Second, chose the best template for your needs. Customize your template, and finally, present your proposal.

Detailed versus basic proposals

First, select the right proposal format and decide how much detail to cover in your proposal. If you are seeking a first-time sale for a relatively complex, high-risk, high-dollar transaction, then you should deliver a proposal that goes into greater detail. On the other hand, if you are dealing with a repeat order or a low-dollar, low-risk transaction, you don’t want to overwhelm the customer with detail. You may be able to cover some of the same key points discussed below in a straightforward one-page or two-page letter with a price quote. 
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In developing your proposal, be sure to solicit input from the ground up. You want your proposal to be upbeat, but it must also be realistic in terms of what you can deliver. Many businesses set themselves up for failure down the road by over promising to win the business. They end up either under delivering and disappointing the customer or undercutting their own profit margins. One way to guard against this is to make sure your salespeople get a quick reality check on each proposal from your employees who will actually be delivering the product or service if the proposal is accepted.

Some areas to cover in detailed proposals are:

· Background on your company. This might include years in operation, financial strength, relevant training and certification, and key references.
· Unique capabilities relative to the competition. What sets your company apart and makes you the best fit for the customer?
· Understanding of the customer’s key needs and requirements. You must demonstrate that you understand your customer’s situation and needs.
· Vision for how your product or service will uniquely meet their needs. You should marry your company’s capabilities with the customer’s needs. Create a compelling vision of how much better off your customer will be with the help of your product or service.
· Quantifiable benefit to the customer of adopting your product or service. Make the vision tangible by providing a measure of the benefit, such as a return-on-investment or breakeven point. 
· Suggested next steps. Be proactive about suggesting the next logical step in the process. You might recommend further refinement of the proposal or a limited trial of your product or service.
Choose your proposal template

The Sales Proposal Presentation template for Microsoft Office PowerPoint® 2003 shows how a fictitious company – the Adventure Works outdoor equipment company – would construct a pitch for new business to one of their retail partners. It provides a good model to use for a detailed proposal intended for a larger, sophisticated customer.

[image: image3.wmf]Customers want to know how your company stacks up against the other companies that they plan to talk to. Often business owners and salespeople are reluctant to address the competition head-on in discussions with potential customers. This may be a missed opportunity. If your customer is savvy and the project is important to them, you have to assume that they will seek out your competition. Would you rather have your competitors define themselves – and you – for the customer, or would you like to be in control of these messages? The Competitive Points List template for Microsoft Office Word 2003 gives you a customer-ready framework for defining the competitive landscape across key attributes such as years in operation, financial strength, relevant training and certification, and references. You can plug this right into your proposal, or bring it to a proposal meeting to help reinforce your key points.

[image: image4.wmf]In any proposal – whether simple or elaborate – you should clearly quantify the benefit that your product or service will bring to the customer. A good measure is return-on-investment (ROI), which looks at the return for the customer from higher revenues or reduced costs compared to the investment in your product or service, calculated over a given period. Another measure is breakeven point, which is the point in time at which the benefits from higher revenues or reduced costs exactly equals the investment made by the customer. Also be sure to highlight the key assumptions behind your calculations. You may not get it right the first time, but the customer will be impressed that you are thinking strategically about the bottom-line benefits to their business. The Value Analysis Calculator template for Microsoft Office Excel 2003 calculates ROI and breakeven for you with just a few inputs. The Selling Points Presentation template for PowerPoint 2003 is a single slide presentation that builds these calculations into a benefit statement, along with a sidebar for listing your key assumptions. This could be used as a stand-alone element to help close a sale, or it could be incorporated into an existing sales presentation.

If you are instead dealing with a repeat order or a low-dollar, low-risk transaction, you don’t want to overwhelm the customer with detail. You may be able to cover some of the same key points discussed above in a straightforward one-page or two-page letter with a price quote. There are several templates for Word 2003 that can be easily customized for these situations. Each of the following letter templates contains a table for basic pricing calculations. Each letter then thanks the customer for the opportunity and provides contact information for follow-up. Choose the best one for your needs based on whether you are selling a good or a service, and whether you are making a proposal to a new customer, or to an existing customer.
· Price Quote on Goods to New Customer
 
· Price Quote on Goods to Existing Customer 
· Price Quote on Services to New Customer 
· Price Quote on Services to Existing Customer 
Personalize your proposal

Whatever proposal format you choose, you should tailor it for each customer. Start with your standard proposal and inject as much as you can about the unique requirements of this customer. This gives them the perception that you are delivering a product or service customized to their needs – even though perhaps 75% or more of the proposal is unchanged from one customer to the next.
Present your proposal

Many good proposals are rejected by customers for reasons that remain a mystery to the salesperson delivering the proposal. Too often, the customer has key questions about the salesperson’s company or its abilities to meet their needs, but these questions went unasked and unanswered. When you are creating the proposal, spend some time in the customer’s shoes and try to anticipate their key concerns. And probe at key points during the presentation of the proposal to unearth any lingering issues the customer may have. Consider using the Competitive Points List and Selling Points Presentation at this step of the process to reinforce the points you made in your presentation. 

Stay responsive

It is essential to be responsive to customer inquiries during the proposal process, while initial impressions are being formed. Microsoft Office Outlook® 2003 with Business Contact Manager has been designed for small businesses to enable employees to more easily and effectively manage customer information within the familiar Outlook environment. Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager consolidates all of your customer interactions – e-mails, tasks, appointments, notes, and even documents – in one place so you will always have a comprehensive, up-to-date picture of what is going on with that customer. 
Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager also gives you increased insight into your business, whether you are a sales professional or a small business owner. A sales professional can quickly assess a customer opportunity by attaching pricing information to the opportunity and assigning a probability of closing the sale. They can also run one of the twenty customizable reports in Outlook 2003 Business Contact Manager to view their sales pipeline sorted by customer, product, or stage in the pipeline.
Step 2: Plan projects and track resources
[image: image5.wmf]Once your proposal is accepted and you have won the business, you need to track the progress of the project to ensure that your organization and your customers stay on schedule. If you are about to embark on a long-term, complex project, it is worth the time and effort to brief your employees and your customer so that everyone is on the same page. It is essential to clearly communicate the expectations and metrics for the project so that everyone has a picture in their mind of what they are collectively working to achieve. Establishing major milestones and associated project deliverables is a good way to accomplish this.
You may find that a “one size fits all” briefing doesn’t work; there might be too much detail for people not involved day-to-day in the project, but not enough detail for others. Provide both the big picture so people have the overall framework plus drill-down sections for areas of specialization. 

A project briefing should flag key assumptions that impact the schedule or cost of the project. You should also be very clear about any project dependencies that are the responsibility of the customer so that their senior project managers are aware and can manage these dependencies effectively.

[image: image6.wmf]The Project Overview Presentation template for PowerPoint 2003 gives you a ready-made framework for a new project briefing. It can also be easily customized so your customer could brief his or her team – or sensitive information could be removed and you could use it later as a reference story.

The Project Status Report is another template for PowerPoint 2003 that can be useful on complex projects. It helps boil up the key status issues – schedule, resources, attention areas, and others – that need periodic review in order to keep a project on track.

Once the project is in full swing, you should have a mechanism for tracking and communicating the progress on the major milestones and deliverables. Depending on the client and the complexity of the project, this may range from an informal weekly phone call or e-mail to a formal meeting with a detailed project plan. Whatever method you choose, you must be honest and proactive in communicating any potential delays in the schedule or any potential cost overruns. One method for doing this is a Green/Yellow/Red system:
· Green = all systems go, no problems or delays

· Yellow = area of concern, is being monitored

· Red = critical path issue, requires immediate action

For Yellow or Red issues, provide the necessary background context as well as your suggested course of action.

The Product/Service Evaluation Plan template for PowerPoint 2003 helps you create a "roadmap" for a formal evaluation of a product or service. It can also be used to track the actual implementation of the project. The template includes key milestones with action items for both the seller and the customer.
Obviously a key component of tracking resources on any project is capturing the time and expenses of your employees. It is essential for tax purposes, as well as for maintaining accurate billing records for labor-driven projects. The calculation and storage capabilities built into Excel 2003 help you save time by automating this task, and there are a handful of templates to give you a head start:
· Weekly Time Sheet by Client and Project. This template is ideal for service companies tracking billable hours when key employees are working for multiple clients
· Weekly Timesheet. This is a more universal timesheet for hourly employees that distinguishes regular hours from overtime hours
· Employee Timecard. This template tabulates the daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly hours for a given employee
· Employee Absence Tracker. This captures vacation hours and medical leave hours on an employee-by-employee basis for each month with annual totals
· Expense Report. This template divides expenses into the categories typically prescribed by the IRS 
· For many more resource tracking templates, check the Time Sheets category in Templates on Office Online. (Office Online is an essential resource for Office with thousands of templates, clip art and media, assistance articles, business services, training, product information, and more.)
In this phase of the customer relationship, your employees are starting to work with many more people within the customer’s organization. Use Outlook 2003 with Business Contact Manager to easily roll up all contacts for a given company into one Account Record.
Your employees can also use Tasks in Outlook 2003 to stay on top of key work items. They can flag tasks as a high priority, assign them to a teammate, record estimated hours and actual hours, and classify tasks in different categories. To learn more, view the “Demo: Manage Your Tasks Easily with Outlook” on Office Online.

If your business requires truly robust project management capabilities, Microsoft Office Project Standard 2003 enables you to efficiently create schedules, estimate costs, and track your progress. Project Standard 2003 also integrates smoothly with other Microsoft Office System programs. With a few keystrokes, you can convert existing task lists in Outlook 2003 or Excel 2003 into your project plans and then quickly present information in a variety of formats. Through a new wizard, you can easily format and print one-page schedules. You can also smoothly export project data into Word 2003 for formal documents, Excel 2003 for custom charts or spreadsheets, PowerPoint 2003 for crisp presentations, or Microsoft Office Visio® 2003 for diagrams.

Step 3: Efficiently deliver the product or service

[image: image7.wmf]Technology now enables small businesses like yours to add the little touches that combine to make a world-class customer experience. In fact, you can be even nimbler and more responsive than your larger competitors – but you need to do it efficiently. Office Small Business Edition 2003 can help you efficiently deliver a great customer experience by automating the day-to-day processes associated with fulfilling your product or service.
Many businesses today take orders over the phone or via their web site. Customers like to have a record of their purchase – particularly if it is a high-dollar transaction. The Acknowledgment of Order template for Word 2003 is a straightforward letter or e-mail template with customizable fields for the order number, total cost of the order, and the expected delivery date. It is an easy way for your employees to close the loop with a customer on a phone or web order.

[image: image8.wmf]A packing slip is another component of the customer experience that can be time-consuming to generate – and can undermine your company’s hard-earned reputation for customer service and professionalism if it is filled with errors or looks sloppy. A packing slip is also a good place to reinforce any unforeseen status on an order, such as multiple shipments or items on backorder. The Packing Slip template for Word 2003 is designed to fit a wide range of in-the-box needs and includes a fully customizable “Comments” field. 
Microsoft Office Publisher 2003, a key part of Office Small Business Edition 2003, helps you design, create, and publish professional-looking marketing materials. But it can also help you with more operational tasks, such as creating product labels or shipping labels. Publisher 2003 comes with hundreds of professionally designed templates that can be easily tailored to fit your company’s needs. Thousands more in 14 different categories – including Envelopes and Mailing Labels and Labels and Inserts – are available free in Templates on Office Online. The label templates are designed to work with standard Avery® labels.
Step 4: Bill customers and collect payment
Securing orders is one thing – ensuring that your customers pay for their orders is another. Many profitable businesses fail because of cash flow and working capital issues, which makes billing and collection a key operational concern.
The best place to start is by setting your accounts receivable policy, usually stated in terms of the number of days that the customer has to pay you. “Net 30 days” is standard. You don’t want to make your receivables policy too lenient because you are essentially extending a loan to your customer – they have the use of your product or service and the cash that is due you. And you obviously need this cash to pay off your bills, buy more inventory, and pay employee salaries.

[image: image9.wmf]Once you have set your receivables policy, the next step is selling to the right customers. It seems counterintuitive to turn down a sale, but sales that you can’t collect on are not good sales. If you are selling high-cost products or services, be sure to do a credit check on every new customer – just as a bank would do a credit check on your company before financing a large investment in plant or equipment.

When you are satisfied that a new customer is a good credit risk, be sure to communicate your receivables policy at every relevant juncture – before the sale, on each invoice, and on any periodic account statements. You can also help insure prompt payment by “striking while the iron is hot” – billing promptly so that the customer receives their invoice at the same time as their product or service is delivered (or soon thereafter), rather than weeks or months later when memories have faded. 
Use the following templates for Excel 2003 and Word 2003 to help automate the billing process:

· Billing Statement. This template for Excel 2003 enables installment billing with columns for current payment and the resulting balance, as well as a remittance section for the customer to keep for their records. This can be very helpful when dealing with regular customers who reorder often and may have trouble keeping track of where their account stands.
· Invoice with Tax Calculation. A similar template for Excel 2003 that adds in the ability to insert your relevant sales tax rate and have the invoice automatically calculate the total amount due.
· Work Order. This is a template for Word 2003 that focuses on billing for hourly services.

· For many more billing templates, check the Invoice and Purchase Orders category in Templates on Office Online.

Inevitably, however, some customers will be late paying their bills. The first step in solving this problem is recognizing which customers are causing the problem. You can do this by running a report in Excel 2003 at least once a month that shows the “age” (the number of days that a given invoice has been outstanding) for each of your receivables. If your receivables policy is net 30 days, alarm bells should go off if an invoice has aged for 45 days or more.
You can use either a “carrot” (reward) or a “stick” (punishment) approach to persuade customers to pay within 30 days. One “carrot” would be offering a discount for payments made within 15 days. The flipside “stick” would be to charge interest on payments that miss the 30 day window. It may even get to the point where you put routinely tardy – but still valuable – customers on probation: pay first, then we’ll deliver your product or service.

When you get into the realm of overdue payments, you need to walk a fine line. Be diplomatic so that you don’t burn bridges to future sales, but be firm so your past-due customers get the message that now is the time to pay up. Two letter templates for Word 2003 can lend a hand: the First Request for Overdue Payment and Final Request for Overdue Payment. Both maintain a professional tone but clearly reiterate the terms of your agreement with your customer and set expectations for the collection process if payment is not forthcoming. To avoid alienating good customers, treat these letters as a last resort. 
Step 5: Offer strong customer service and support after the sale
Customer satisfaction can be measured by comparing the customer’s expectations of the benefits they hope to derive from your goods or services compared to the reality of the benefits that they actually truly experience – plus the way they are treated along the way. As you can see, it’s important to help your customer set attainable expectations prior to delivering your product or service. This harkens back to the proposal phase of the process: don’t promise in your proposal what you cannot deliver.
As you get further into a project, you want to make sure to track the project status versus key milestones and help the customer modify their expectations accordingly. The Product Service Satisfaction Tracker template for PowerPoint 2003 includes examples of key indicators to track effectiveness, along with plans for periodic measurement and reporting. This type of documented tracking is essential when you are in the midst of a long term, complex project where personnel and responsibilities may change. There is also an Assistance article – “Track customer satisfaction with your product/service” – to assist you with this template
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No matter how well you track a project and stay on top of its execution, problems will sometimes arise. Customers tend to be very reasonable – up to a point. They may accept that unexpected occurrences can cause delays or cost overruns, but they won’t accept a seller being evasive about the situation. Therefore, if a problem arises, be proactive about communicating the issue, what impact it will have on the fulfillment schedule or pricing, and offer suggestions for how to remedy the situation. Show that your company is eager to be a part of the solution and not a part of the problem. These templates for Word 2003 can help you smoothly manage such situations:

· Apology for Delayed Order. This template helps you craft a concise explanation of the delay.
· Apology for Billing Error. This is another simple, one-page letter that explains the error and verifies that it has been corrected.
· Many more customer-ready letter templates can be found in the Letters to Customers category in Templates on Office Online.
[image: image11.wmf]Measuring customer satisfaction can be tricky. The most important thing is to convince your unsatisfied customers to speak to you before they speak badly of your company to family, friends, and colleagues. Bad news travels fast: one rule of thumb is that people with negative feelings about a company will tell 20 or more people, while people with positive feelings will only tell five people. Inserting comment cards with an invoice or having feedback forms on your web site are ways to solicit good feedback. You should also train your employees to keep their eyes and ears open for unsatisfied customers – and have the willingness to probe for insights when they encounter one. A typical situation would be when someone returns a product.
You encouraged customers to share their complaints. Now what do you do with them? You have to act on them. Start by thanking people for their constructive criticism. You might couple this with a small reward – perhaps a modest discount on their next purchase. You should also alert customers to any change in company policy that was spurred on by their feedback. But the single most important thing is to make sure that the problem doesn’t happen again.

An easy way to measure the overall level of customer satisfaction with your company is to look for trends in your sales records. You could conclude that satisfaction is improving if you are seeing these kinds of trends – with satisfaction declining if these indicators are moving in the opposite direction:

· Increasing ratio of repeat business versus new business. It is much more efficient to retain a customer than to get a new one.
· Increasing level of dollars per each transaction. Customers are buying more from you each time they make a purchase
We’ve focused on the negative here for a while, but more often than not a project goes well. Once a project has been completed, it is important to leverage that success and follow up promptly with the customer to seek out more business. This may take you back to the proposal phase discussed in Step 1 above. Or you may choose to write a letter using the Sale Follow-Up Letter template for Word 2003. This letter or e-mail template helps set the stage for new orders by reiterating key success metrics and suggesting the exploration of additional opportunities.
Next Steps
To continue your investigation of the many ways that Office Small Business Edition 2003 can help your employees more effectively and efficiently administer the order management process, consider these resources:
· Templates for tracking resources and fulfilling your product or service. Customizable templates for Office 2003 that cover the key resource tracking and product/service delivery concepts discussed above. 

· Templates for billing for your product or service. More customizable templates to help you invoice efficiently and collect payments.
· Microsoft Office Small Business Edition 2003 demo. Learn about the features and capabilities of Office Small Business Edition 2003 in this self-guided, interactive tour.

· Office Online. An essential resource with thousands of additional templates, clip art and media, assistance articles, business services, training, product information, and more for Office. Visit the special section for operations professionals.
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� Manage Expectations


Consider sharing your project status reports with your customer from Day One. Be sure to call out the key deliverables and milestones that are their responsibility.





� Bill Me Now


A sure way to improve your cash flow is to bill promptly. This obviously gets the bill to the customer sooner – and typically results in faster payment because the customer gets the bill when they are enjoying the initial benefits of your product or service.














� Slip in a Message


Something as innocuous as a packing slip can be used to convey relevant marketing messages. Use the Comments field to alert the customer to discounts on future orders, special sales – or to simply say “Thank You” for their order.








� Quantify the Benefit


In any proposal clearly quantify the benefit that your product or service will bring to the customer and highlight the key assumptions behind your calculations.





� Define Yourself


By proactively addressing the competition and how you rank against them on key attributes, you can control how the customer views the competitive landscape.





� Find an Angel


If you are trying to make a first-time sale to a large company, it will help to find an “angel” or “sponsor” who can guide you. This person can provide valuable access to the true decision-maker, give you feedback on your proposal, and be your internal advocate.





� Problem – or Opportunity?


Having a hiccup with a customer can actually open the door to cementing your relationship with them if you far exceed their expectations in how you deal with the issue. Look for ways to reward their patience that also drive future business, such as discount coupons or free trial offers.





� It All Adds Up


A customer’s overall impression of your company is a mosaic of many small interactions. So don’t miss out on a chance to reinforce your company image with a professional looking packing slip or invoice. It all adds up. 





� Mind Your�P’s and Q’s 


Studies have shown that the #1 reason that customers leave a company is that they feel they are not valued as important customers – not because of dissatisfaction with the price or quality of the product or service. So don’t overlook the little touches that together add up to a great customer relationship.





� No Surprises, Please


With the possible exception of their birthdays, customers don’t like surprises. If there is a real chance of a project delay or cost overrun, get out in front of the story and discuss it with the customer. This enables them to plan accordingly – and maybe help remedy the situation altogether.
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