Region 6 Means Business

March 17, 2004: Mike Curran
We asked Mike Curran to talk with us about NOVA.  NOVA is always at the top of the list for excellence and we learned a little bit of why… Mike was, as always, highly informative and thought –provoking; excerpts from the discussion are below.  (any disjointedness is mine-  editing Mike is no easy task!)
…I have four things that I want to talk about:  (1) why and how to organize around customers’ requirements; (2) trying to understand businesses and their environment, how do businesses operate and what context do they need to make their choices; (3) what’s our current agenda – what are the things we’re working on right now; (4) what are our current challenges – what are the things we think we probably should be working on in a different way because they’re not working out very well.

Why/How to Organize Around Customer Requirements

…we are actually really fortunate --  back in 1983 at its very first meeting the Board said “Who are our customers?” and “How are we going to measure success.”  Now that’s kind of like “duh!” but at that point in time it was really the first time to ask the question about the different role of a business or an employer versus how much we are there to help an unemployed job seeker.  It was a major shift change for us. 
Our board has been pretty clear on four customer bases – it talks about job seekers, it talks about businesses, it talks about investors and it talks about the Stakeholders and the One Stop delivery systems. It sees the four different areas of customer base and asks what is important to these folks and how we can be most be relevant.  We try to put businesses and job seekers on the same plane although it has been tremendously difficult because the funding resources and the regulatory requirements make that difficult to do.  When we’re looking at  how we organize, after having said these are our customers, one of the most significant things we did in the later 80’s, was we as a whole organization developed our Customer Service Action Plan.  It was an eight to ten page document that talked about who we are, what kind of business we’re in, who are customers are and how we are going to “customerize” our programs around what businesses and job seekers were looking for at that time.  It was a public statement amongst the whole organization that our goal is try to figure out a way to get to “yes” with our customers as often as we could and it was not limited to what we had under JTPA or was not limited to what we have inside the NOVA bank account or inside the NOVA staffing… it was really trying to figure out how we can make community assets work better for that customer to get what was important to them. 
Where we made our next evolution is in measuring success --  and it was really instance based.  We tried much more often to go to different units and say “Go through where you are having occurrences with your customers and try to understand customer satisfaction from the place on what services are being delivered.” I think that’s the next evolution, trying to look at customer satisfaction as one of the critical glues that bring together a One Stop system,  of how do you have different entities and agencies that align with each other around the success they have in their customer transactions.  We went to a company that joined the Board as part of the WIA transition,  Solectron.  Solectron is a Malcolm Baldridge award winning company, winning once in the 80’s as a single company in Milpitas and once in the 90’s as a company that was in 23 different countries.  It used the Malcolm Baldridge processes to unify its culture and at the core of that was really understanding customers’ requirements and their ability to deliver to that.  I remember the day, sitting with the individual from Solectron who had done their Baldridge processes when I said we really need some help around customer satisfaction and the One Stop system and what they said to us first  was “show us what you do and we will figure out how we can help you” and then at the end “You can’t do it.  You guys can’t measure customer satisfaction.”  That blew me away because “why not?  Of course we can do it.”  The individuals comment was “because you’re only asking people whether they are happy with what you are doing, you are not asking them what do they need.”  And trying to understand that concept difference of the requirements of our customer, you can see probably from my language how much now it’s a more natural thing for us to say, “what is important to them and why and how can we organize to accomplish that.”   
We used a process (Voice of the Customer)  where the Board members followed a rather defined set of procedures to go out and ask businesses and job seekers, those who are happy with us and those who are not  “what’s important to you and why? How do you make your buying decisions? And how could we be more relevant to that?”  That caused us to do a complete reorganization of how we deliver our services, who delivers them, how we organize our staff, how we organize even our financial reporting around elements that made more sense around trying to serve overall the job seeker or a person that is looking for a job or looking for a better job and not really organizing around our funding streams and the different requirements that came with that.  Voice of the Customer helped us evolve in looking at customers’ requirements and getting good data to assess our progress relevant to that.  

Understanding Businesses and their Environment

The second part where we’ve made evolutionary process over the years is understanding the businesses and their environment and especially if you think about Silicon Valley and the evolution from 1983 to 2004, the tremendous shifts that have occurred in not only in what work is being done but who and where it is being done and how it is being done and the nature of that work.  …at one point in time the State paid us money to go out and talk to our businesses and say “what is important to you as far as your occupations and what do you hire for and how do you value that.”   As we did that more and more, we realized that the story of occupations was not enough because it changed from industry to industry and we started in the mid 1990s with studies we called Labor Market plus information or LMI+ initiatives.  We began to look at it more from an anthropological approach of what’s happening inside this industry.  What are the stories that are occurring and how can we be more relevant to what these businesses are experiencing?  So it was not looking in the rear view mirror at what had happened with occupations and unemployment and employment but looking at what are the struggles these businesses are having around the shifting change for demand in the workplace and the skill sets and talent it took to be able to do that.  
We hired a company called Tactics to help us on our fee-based services to do surveys of companies we didn’t even do business with to ask them what went into their buying decisions and HR functions and what were the ones most important to them.  That’s something we learned from Tactics.  At that time we still had a large portfolio of services available through a number of our partners before the One Stop initiatives had hit, but it was what we call the collaborative marketing of all our partners’ assets together.  We were proud that all of us were working together but we realized that businesses could care less if we work together.  They really wanted to know their buying choices-- what did we have to offer them when they needed it.  I also participated at that time at a different venue as one of our cities looked at how it could re-engineer its services to help businesses be in business, a lot dealt with permitting, a lot of it dealt with site location activities, it dealt with regulatory environment…asking those businesses, in essence, “in the environment you have to operate in if you are trying specially to be competitive in a worldwide economy, what are the things that we can do that can avoid some of these stumbling blocks that maybe make you less competitive?” 
    Again, businesses were very, very clear in that setting and in the Voice of the Customer process, on not only their image of our program and the inconsistencies they had with that, but also on when they needed us and why they needed us, how we had to be able to respond to that.  As I said, our Voice of the Customer learning caused a complete re-organization of all that we did here at NOVA, with our CONNECT! One Stop partners.  
Our Current Agenda

We are going through the struggle (we have the commitment to do it but we’re struggling to do it) of how do you pick winners inside of the different industries and businesses that make up your economic landscape? 

In the last couple of years, we’ve made it a priority that with several businesses, it wouldn’t be just providing them with a service but we would form lasting or bonding relationships in which we both helped each other do our business.  So it’s more than giving them something, that’s really getting something from them also that help us be more relevant to a wider customer base with just our limited funding.  We move that also now to industries.  We have a multi year commitment around teaching, math and science teaching; health care because of the immediate crisis that almost all of us are experiencing; Bioscience as an emerging industry; Nanotechnology as an infrastructure or technology enhancement that helps build other industries; and Manufacturing as an industry that is going through a tremendous shift, as it still continues to lose both the greatest percentage and the greatest numbers of jobs inside of our community.  So for each one of these industries there is a commitment during the course of the year to try to find something that’s built around both understanding and expanding upon the opportunities those industries have to become competitive in the Silicon Valley region.  
The second thing that is on our current agenda, not only trying to figure out better what’s happening, what really create a better economy but also how we do that and that’s more the integration of our business services.  Business services could be so much, so many different things.  Where does it start? Where does it begin around that commitment of partnership or working together for the common goals of helping our business community?  That’s a challenge for us trying to figure that out, especially for those who are not part of the campus.  A lot of services here are offered on campus.  We have a One Stop center for business but as you get further and further away from the campus, the integration of that, so that our partners actually not just coming in as pinch hitters at times but they really are part of the ongoing team that we have.  

Current Challenges – Meeting Customer’s Expectations

Something that we are dealing with is a major part or anchor tenant in our business service center was the Center for Applied Competitive Technology (CACT), which was a manufacturing assistance program that was offered through the community colleges and when budgets got tough, they decided one day to pick-up and go back to the college campus.  And suddenly when you have a hole in something you are building towards, how do you try to fill that hole when you have an integral partner that all of sudden can no longer be there because of the financial choices of its parent organization?

  We also have unstable dollars for training, our training dollars are the ones that seem to evaporate the quickest.  We’ve done a lot of incumbent working training, which we felt for the businesses were very important, H1B as an example of that, however our last application did not get funded.  We have labor market information studies that were funded that we no longer funded this year.  So we have seen different levels of funding shift what were able to do and put more tension on where do we make our investment with the limited dollars that we have.  I should say when we are looking at incumbent worker training, one of the aspects that we realized in business services, was that if the only way you looked at the game was that you were trying to get people who are unemployed to get a job, then you are not very relevant to businesses in the first place.  

The last part of the challenge is the friction between job seeker demand and business demand.  We have the unfortunate circumstance of way, way too many people coming to our door.   They’re staying way, way too long and probably the average time of re-employment at NOVA now is over a year’s worth of time.  A lot of those people need some level of skill acquisition or training above and beyond what they had to be competitive, which is expensive and we don’t really have the funding to do that and that’s competing against the dollars that the Board has set aside for business services.  It will continue to have that friction because there’s no allocation.  We don’t get any more money because we have more businesses -- we get more money because we have more unemployed people.  So, it’s trying to figure out how to balance those two together.  
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