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                               Busyness is not good business! 

The following word-for-word conversation took place recently between the Customer 
Service Manager of a mid-sized manufacturer and a consultant. 

  Customer Service Manager:  I have 2 poor performers, Barry and Mary. 
  Consultant: How are you handling them? 
  CSM:  Well, all our big customers are assigned to our good people and we 
handle all their calls. We route the calls from the small customers to Barry and 
Mary. 
  Cons:  What’s the reason for doing that? (My Thought: They can’t do too much 
damage?) 
  CSM:  Oh! So they’ll stay busy! I want them to stay busy. 
  Cons: Who are some of the small customers? 
  CSM: (She rattles off several global retailers.) 
  Cons: Those are ‘small’ customers? 
  CSM: They do very little business with us. 
  Cons:  Let me understand this. Issues for small customers such as (Global 
Giant) are all handled by two poor performers so they can keep busy. 
  CSM: (beaming) That’s right! 

 
      No, I did not invent this conversation. But it's not the first time I've heard 
it. Busyness is NOT good business…or related to productivity or quality…or a way to 
deal with customers…or a way to improve poor performance! 
      It's not uncommon to find managers measuring activity instead of results, 
following from a pronounced tendency to focus on tactics rather than strategy. This 
tactical approach obscures results until it's too late and failure is upon you. You don't 
have to be a manager to fall into this trap also. Even experience administrative 
professionals can make this mistake. 
      Busyness obscures the results. Barry and Mary have no idea their performance 
is unacceptable since they are so busy they cannot imagine doing any more, much less 
anything different. 
      More importantly, in this scenario, ‘small’ customers do not get the attention they 
need. Some have drifted away and others refuse to increase the size or diversity of their 
orders because customer service is so weak. Some of these ‘small’ customers are 
actually very large companies with a large need for what this manufacturer supplies. 
These customers decided to give the manufacturer a chance and, with this level of poor 
service, the manufacturer failed. Because the manufacturer is well-known in the region, 
these experiences challenge the good reputation it has with ‘big’ customers. Everyone 
in this business community knows everyone else; bad news spreads fast. 
      The prescription for curing this sick situation is simple. If you are a manager, like 
the Customer Service Manager:  

• work with Barry and Mary to set clear expectations for their performance based 
on the customers’ needs and satisfaction, 

• train them in the fundamentals of the job, especially solving customer’s 
problems in a proactive and pleasant way, 



• work with them to create an improvement plan with clear measurements of 
results, not activity, and  

• coach them regularly to help them execute the improvement plan effectively 

If you are Barry or Mary:  
• ask your manager to set clear expectations for your performance based on the 

customers’ needs and satisfaction, 
• get training in the fundamentals of the job, especially solving customer’s 

problems in a proactive and pleasant way, 
• develop your own improvement plan with clear measurements of results, not 

activity, and 
• seek out coaching regularly to help execute your improvement plan 

effectively.     

      When the CSM is satisfied all that can be done has been done to improve each 
individual’s performance, it's time for a decision. Has performance improved enough? 
Does a new improvement plan need to be implemented? Is this a situation where the 
person is not a good match for the job and needs to move on or into another area of the 
company where their talents are useful? If you are Barry or Mary, is this job a good fit 
for your talents and experience or would you prosper in another situation. 
      Look at how you are managing both your good and poor performers. Are you 
tracking activity—busyness—or are you looking at employee performance and 
customer satisfaction strategically based on results? If you are caught in the 
busyness trap, extricate yourself by expanding your strategic business plan. If you 
do not have a strategic business plan, it is time to develop one. Employee performance 
should be measured based on your strategic business plan goals and objectives. Each 
employee has a role in fulfilling the plan. Follow the steps we suggested for the CSM or 
Barry and Mary. This approach helps you stay focused on managing your results and 
your employees strategically. Focus on business not busyness. 

(c) Rebecca Staton-Reinstein, Ph.D., President of Advantage Leadership, Inc., 
http://www.AdvantageLeadership.com/ 

http://www.advantageleadership.com/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The material appearing in this website is for informational purposes only and is not legal advice. 
Transmission of this information is not intended to create, and receipt does not constitute, an 
attorney-client relationship. The information provided herein is intended only as general information 
which may or may not reflect the most current developments. Although these materials may be 
prepared by professionals, they should not be used as a substitute for professional services. If legal or 
other professional advice is required, the services of a professional should be sought. 

The opinions or viewpoints expressed herein do not necessarily reflect those of Lorman Education 
Services. All materials and content were prepared by persons and/or entities other than Lorman 
Education Services, and said other persons and/or entities are solely responsible for their content. 

Any links to other websites are not intended to be referrals or endorsements of these sites. The links 
provided are maintained by the respective organizations, and they are solely responsible for the 
content of their own sites. 


