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Figure 11.14a. PROCESS IMPRO VEMENT STRATEGIES: Del ighting the Custom er

EM9027: The Tor o nt o St ar, Mar ch 3, 1990, page s E1 and E4

Cu stom er satisfac tion is a continu i ng pro cess
______________________________

Ho m e buil d ers are inc rea singly placi ng gre ater empha sis on after-sales customer ser vic e

By Kat hy Dermott
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

The building bon a nza groun d to a halt last
ye ar, ending three years of frantic home
cons tructio n.

During that tim e buil d ers str ugg led to
ke ep up wit h the dem and for new hou sing,
but in the rush to complet e homes and meet
dea dli nes, after-sales ser vic e often suf fered .
There were cou ntles s co mplaints about wor k-
ma nship and lengt hy delays in fixi ng up de-
fe cts.

Bu ilde rs were criti cized by the pub lic,
me dia and gov ernment for thei r tardin ess as
thou s a n ds of frust r ated home buyers ang rily
co mplaine d abou t after-sales ser vic e.

Bu t the flood of complaints is now a tiny
tr ickle as the con str uction slowdow n ha s
give n buil d ers tim e to con cent r ate on custo -
me r se rvi ce. Many hav e le arned from their
past mis takes and have set up troub le-sh oot-
ing sys tems desig ned to look after a pur-
cha s er’s complaints promp tly and efficie n tly.

Bu ilde rs con tend that when anot he r hous-
ing boom arriv es they wil l be bett e r equip-
ped and not caug ht nap ping.

In thes e in cre asi ngly competitive days of
re sid e n tia l cons tructio n, sophis ti c ated, wel l-
infor med purcha s ers and a strong warranty
prot e ction progr am , buil d ers say quali ty
after-sales ser vic e will only inc rea s e in im-
portanc e.

Un d er the Ont ario New Home War ranty
Prog ram (ONHWP) buil d ers are requi red to
warrant their produ ct, a prot e ction for the
home owner which is guarant e e d by the
ONHWP. By adapting and exp anding the
prog ram , buil d ers hav e deve loped after-sales
se rvi ce into its own min i-indust ry. They
re cognize that good after-sales ser vic e is
si mply good busin ess.

"If you don’t provi de good after-sales ser-
vi ce to pur c h ase rs today, I don’t think you’r e
go ing to be aroun d long," says Sam Wils on,
vi ce-presid e n t and manage r of operation s
fo r Coscan Dev elo pment Corporation. "We
have very sophis ti c ated buye rs today. They
do recog n ize the impor tanc e of after-sales
se rvi ce."

Buye rs als o know that their rig hts are pro -
tected . All builde rs con str ucting a new home
or con d o m in ium with the int entio n of sel ling
it must regis ter the home wit h ONHWP.
The progr am requ ire s the builde r to offer a
on e-year war ranty protection aga inst defe cts

in wor kma nship or mat e ria ls , a two -ye ar
basement protection war ranty and a five -
ye ar maj or str uctural defect guarant e e.

Buye rs are guarant e e d a maximum of
$20,000 deposit protection in case their
buil d er can’t or won’t complet e the sale. Pur-
cha s ers are als o prot e cted aga inst delaye d
cl osi ngs or sub stitution s ma de wit hou t thei r
ag reement. As wel l, an allowa n ce for in-
co mplet e wo rk can compens ate buye rs for
unfin ishe d it ems for up to two per cent of
the home’s value or $5,000, whi c h eve r is
greater.

Furthe r, ONHWP now pub lis hes an an-
nu al Ho m e Buye r’s Guide To After Sales
Se rvi ce, a guide whi c h rates the after-sales
se rvi ce a builde r give s to pur c h ase rs. The
se con d edit ion, for 1989, has exp ande d to lis t
buil d ers wit h av erage and bel ow-ave r age
ratings as wel l as exc ellent and above -av er-
ag e ratings. As a ju dgement of the builde r’s
re co r d of after-sales ser vic e fo r 1986, 1987
and 1988, the guid e also tel ls pur c h ase rs
how long the builde r ha s been regis tered
with the war ranty progr am and the total
number of pos s essio ns (cl osi ngs) the builde r
ha s ha d in three years.

Also lis ted in the 1989 guide is the num-
ber of chargeable con ciliation s (if any) a buil-
de r ha s ha d fo r the last three years. Con cil-
iation s are hel d when the home owner and
buil d er cannot agree on whether a disp u t e d
it em is cov ere d by the progr am . If the
buil d er is fou nd responsib le, it becomes a
chargeable con ciliation and is recorded by
the guide.

The guide ave r age s a builde r’s after-sales
se rvi ce ove r a three -ye ar per iod to giv e a
buil d er a  fairer rating and to giv e the con-
sume r a better ove r-all picture of a builde r’s
perfor manc e.

"Usi ng the three -ye ar ave r age is good be-
caus e it giv es the builde r an oppor tun ity to
im prove upon his record ove r time," says
Barry Ros e, pre sid e n t of ONHWP. "Bu t it’s
not too sho rt, so that if he sli ps he’s back in
the soup aga in."

The year that rev ealed a glaring need for
the guide, as wel l as addit ion s and improve -
ments to ONHWP cov erage, was 1986, an
unprecedent e d boom year. Toron t o buil d-
ers sol d 41,000 new homes and were cau ght
unprep are d by a labor sho rtage whi c h coul d
only con str uct 25,000 homes. The res ult
wa s delaye d cl osi ngs, an inability to com-
plet e wo rk wit hin a reaon able tim e and dif-

fic ulties cor recting defi cie n cie s becaus e of
the dire sho rtage of manpowe r.

"The dema n d fo r housing had been dow n
and all of a sudden it exp l ode d. The indus-
tr y coul dn’t get trades and it cou ldn’t get
thos e trades back to fix defi cie n cie s ," says
Ro se. "The numbers of cla ims we were get-
ting for con ciliation s we re just goi ng crazy".

As a res ult, in 1987 ONHWP added to its
prog ram cov erage the incomplet e wo rk al-
lowa n ce and the two-year basement protec-
tion war ranty aga inst wat e r se epage throu gh
the fou ndation walls. In 1988 it added pro -
tection aga inst delaye d cl osi ngs as wel l as
the protection aga inst sub stitution s ma de
withou t the agreement of the pur c h ase r.

Bu ilde rs react e d posit ive ly to the problems
of 1986, implem e n ting change s to ensure the
same problems did not res urface aga in.

To meet the requi rements of buyers, many
buil d ers hav e im p lem e n ted a dis tin ct self-
function ing after-sales ser vic e department.
Ma ny hav e thei r ow n se rvi ce manage rs, ser-
vi ce people and equ ipped vans, speci al com -
plaints for ms and eve n li sts whi c h coach
purcha s ers on not only what to look for
when completing complaint for ms, but how
to maint ain the produ cts in the home to en-
sure their efficie n cy and lifespan.

Tr ibute Corporation, now sev en-and -a-half
ye ars old, grew rapidly in the 1980s from
cons tructlng 15 hou ses in its first year to 170
homes by its thi rd year. Howard Sok olow-
sk i, chief exe cutiv e offic e r of Tribute Corp. –
which he operates wit h partne r and pre si-
dent Al Lib fi eld – believe s that any com-
pany building more than 50 homes per year
"c l early needs a ser vic e department."

"We made our fair share of mis takes in
the beginning, but we learned qui ckly that
to sur viv e it meant ser vicing the customer",
says Sok olowsk i. "We hav e a moral oblig a-
tion to satisfy the customer and they are en-
titled to pro per care and ser vic e."

Tr ibute Corp. now has a ful l-tim e st aff of
12 people in its ser vic e department, inclu d-
ing nin e se rvi ce people wit h thei r ow n fully-
equipped vans. At the tim e of issuanc e of a
Certific ate of Completio n and Pos s essio n, as
requ ire d by ONHWP, the builde r and the
purcha s er walk throu gh the home and lis t
any complaints or con cer ns. Any defi cie n-
cie s are rectifie d within 30 days . Follow ing
the first inspectio n, Tribute’s ser vic e depart-
ment soli cit s a lis t of con cer ns and deficie n-
cie s at two fou r-mon th int e rvals and aga in at
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the end of a one -ye ar per iod.

A number of other companies also oper-
at e after-sales ser vic e in a sim ilar, organized
ma nne r. Many, like Mason Homes, ins tall
se rvi ce people on the variou s jo b sit es so
that their pur c h ase rs can repor t proble ms
directly. Her ity Corporation uses computers
to record problems, whi c h are then dis-
cus s ed in weekly meetings bet ween the ser-
vi ce dep artment and the pre sid e n t of corpo -
rate affairs, Hug h He ron, or his par tner.
Some companies offer thei r ow n gu arant e es
which exc e e d ONHWP standards and stil l
ot he rs incorporate after-sales ser vic e in t o an
ov er-all customer care package whi c h be -
gi ns the moment a pur c h ase is made.

Daniel s Deve lopment Corporation and
Camrost Dev elo pment Corporation are two
fir ms that go to gre at lengt hs to infor m thei r
purcha s ers of the status of their home or
condominium and of the processes inv olved
– from tim e s to select flooring and wall
cove rings, to deficie n cy repor ting and recti-
fic ation. Sam Rei ss calls it a "t eaching com-
ponent to minimize anxie ty".

Bo th Daniel s and Camrost, as wel l as other
large companies, giv e thei r purcha s ers a home
ow ner’s manu al or kit upon occup anc y,
which giv es det ailed infor mation abou t war-
rantie s , ma int enanc e of mat e ria ls and fin-
is hes, and eve n maps of the neighbourhood
co mplet e with dat a regarding sho pping,
banking and the offic es of local poli ticia ns.

"The empha sis is not just on rep air ing
cr ack s in the drywa l l. We take it much more
se riously ", says Bob Daniel s of Daniel s De -
ve lopment Corporation. "The home -buyi ng

de cisio n is so impor tant and so complex that
you hav e to be con cer ned with other mat-
ters as wel l."

The dev elo pment of after-sales ser vic e to
it s current sophis ti c ation, bot h by the indus-
tr y and ONHWP, is not only to the ben efit
of the pur c h ase r but to the builde rs as wel l.
Thos e buil d ers that do ens ure good after-
sales ser vic e are vin d i c ated by the guid e,
which in tur n acts as an inc entiv e. ONHWP
presid e n t Ro se believe s that the guid e is
fa st becoming an impor tant component to
after-sales ser vic e and that it wor ks.

Rating sys tem

Mo re than 11 per cent of Ont ario builde rs
have achieve d the exc ellent or above -av er-
ag e rating in the 1989 guide, while the com-
panies wit h excellent ratings across the pro -
vi nce hav e in cre ase d to 839 in 1989 com-
pare d to 532 in 1988. In Toron t o 8.75 per
cent – or 255 of 2,911 builde rs – hav e achie-
ve d an exc ellent or above -av erage rating.

Slig htly more diffic ult for judgment is the
ratio of con ciliation s to pos s essio ns, whi c h
ha s in cre ase d on an ove r-all basis in the lat-
ter half of the 1980s. At the pub lis hing of the
first guid e, for the years 1985, 1986 and 1987,
there was a con ciliation rat e of 8.11 per cent.
That con ciliation rat e rose to 8.31 per cent
fo r the 1989 guide.

The rea son for the inc rea s e is not that buil-
de rs are not improvi ng after-sales ser vic e, says
Ro se; it is becau se builde rs are stil l carry-
ing problems of the past on their records.

A builde r, for exa mple, who con str ucted
an unus u ally hig h number of homes dur ing

the boom year of 1986, wil l have had any
proble ms of that year recorded in the 1987
conciliation s which take place fol low ing the
first year of pos s essio n. Those con ciliation s
won’t be eli min ated from his record until
the 1991 guide is pub lis hed, wit h it s rating
fo r the years 1988,1989 and 1990.

"A lot of builde rs are car r ying their record
fo r 1986 and 1987, but eve n tually the con cil-
iation s will go dow n," says Ros e.

While it is only at its secon d ye ar of pub li-
cation, Ros e says that the re is a good aware -
ness of it by con sum ers. He estim ates that
40 to 60 per cent of pot entia l new-home
buye rs now refer to the guid e when con-
si der ing the pur c h ase of a home.

Probably the people who take the mos t
in terest in the guid e are the builde rs them-
selves. Those wit h excellent and above -av-
erage ratings want the pub lic to know about
it. One builde r ev en bou ght 1,000 copie s of
the guide so that pot entia l buye rs can’t pos -
sibly mis s his company’s rating, says Ros e.
Othe r buil d ers, like Tribute, use their exc el-
le n t rating in their adver tising.

"I t’s a marke ting facto r now", he adds.

Anyone int e rest e d in a fre e co py of the
1989 guide to after-sales ser vic e sh oul d call
any of the nine regio nal offic es – in Toron t o,
Br amp t on, Hamilt on, Kit chen er, Newmarket,
Whit by, Ott awa, Sudbury and Thu nde r Bay,
or call the toll-fre e number 1-800 -668 -7504.

Guid e s are als o av a ila ble for per usal (or
soon wil l be) at all maj or lib r aries, and at
local gov ernment lev els.

The article EM9027 reprint e d ov erleaf and above lis t s a number of speci fi c action s take n by builde rs to provi de after-sales
se rvi ce to pur c h ase rs of their homes. Lis t thes e action s in order of what you con sid er to be decrea sing impor tanc e to new
home pur c h ase rs; identify the parag raph of the article from whi c h you take each actio n you lis t.

• Which actio ns on you r li st wou ld you cla s sify as deligh ting the custo mer, as dis tin ct from actio ns you regard as the nor-
ma l oblig a t ion s of any buil d er of new homes for purcha s e? Justify briefly the actio ns you choos e, or you r re asons for not
choosing any action s fr om you r li st.

1

Sup pos e that ONHWP has accumulat e d a computer file of infor mation on all the chargeable con ciliation s it dealt wit h ov er
a per iod of sev eral years. On the basis of Ishikaw a’s sev en problem -solv ing tools (which are dis cus s ed in Fig ure s 11 . 19 to
11 .22 of thes e Course Mat e ria ls), outlin e how such dat a coul d be use d to improve the satisfactio n of custome rs of new
home builde rs in Ont ario.

2
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