
Practice Biopsy Breakdown of Toyota Way to Service Excellence 
 

Chapter 1: What is Service Excellence  
In this chapter we will define service excellence, starting with two contrasting stories comparing a 
reputable appliance retail outlet that is pretty good vs one that is on the path to excellence. 
 
Oftentimes, we think of ‘service excellence’ as good upfront customer service, being friendly, etc - but 
this is a more comprehensive approach that truly comes from beginning to end. Not only the human 
interaction of customer service, but the relationship between the infrastructure of the business with 
the customer and with the employee team. 
 
Story 1: 

Gas Cooktop Purchase and Installation. 
Jeff decided he wanted to get a new gas cooktop for his wife as a Mother’s Day surprise. He looked 
up the one he wanted, a Jenn-Air, found the model number and took that information to a local 
reputable appliance store in town. 

- Drove to the store, and gave the salesman the info of what he wanted, “it seemed the 
salesman, hunting and pecking on the computer, was typing a lengthy article, not selecting an 
item with a mouse click. I continued to wait patiently, and the salesman told some interesting 
stories as he continued to search on the computer.” 

- Finally found it on the computer, did not have it in the store.  Said if he placed an order 
today, he could have it in 2 days. 

- “By now 15 minutes had passed, tired of waiting, I started fiddling with my iPhone. After at 
least another 5 minutes, the salesman finally printed out an order.” 

- An installer would then need to visit the house PRIOR to installation to determine what parts 
would be needed for the new gas line and to estimate labor charges. To do this, he needed to 
pull up another computer program. There was an opening to do this the next day. 

- Jeff realized he wouldn’t be available at that time, and had to ruin the Mother’s Day Surprise 
and ask his wife to stay home and wait for the installer to come by. 

- Paid a 50% deposit.  
- Total Lead Time: 1 hour. 
- Lead Time is defined as the elapsed time from the start to the end of a process. 
- The next day his wife stayed home waiting for the installer, after 1 hour of waiting during the 

window service time, 2 stallers arrived and provided an estimate. Took 30 minutes for 
installers to calculate the estimate. 

- Total Lead Time: 1..5 hours 
- Was surprised by how much the installation would cost. (No one likes a surprise bill) 
- Next day, Jeff got back in his car to drive to the store to complete the order and pay the 

balance. The salesman from last time was not in working that day, so had to go through all of 
the discussion again with a new salesman (work for the customer).  



- How do you handle if a patient is discussing Tx or a situation with a different staff 
member (diff Dr/diff Front desk staff) do they have the information ahead of time or 
are you making the patient work harder? 

- “The salesman asked me for much of the same info that I had provided on the first visit….” 
- Cooktop was in the store, and can now schedule an install. 
- Jeff was gone and again had to ask his wife at home to be there for the install. Called his wife 

from the store. Set it up, paid and signed 
- Lead Time = 55 minutes 
- On the day of install, wife waited for the installers. They called to confirm ETA, but called 

Jeff who was working and not able to answer. Wife never knew about the call. 
 
Total Project time start to finish was 6.9 hours of time over 13 days to get the new gas stove 
top. 
“After the installation was complete, neither Deb nor I received any follow-up calls or 
customer satisfaction surveys from the appliance store. We probably would have said 
everything was fine.” 

 
 
Story 2: 

Volvo Automotive Service and Repair 
Einar Gudmundsson VP of Customer Service, 3 goals: 
 1) Positive Relationships w/ Customers 2) Time Reduced to the Minimum 3) Good Problem 
Solving to Service and Repair Cars 
The place Einar focused on making the changes was in the repair bays. 
 



Old Way: similar to the appliance store. A customer needing a pair would call the dealership, 
a receptionist would schedule a time for the customer to drop the car off for Diagnosis. When 
the customer picked up the car, he would be told what the problem was and have to make 
another appointment to have the work done. The customer would be without a car for a 
significant portion of time. There was lots of waiting. 

 
New Way: Developed the PST - Personal Service Technician - position. In theory there are no 
handoffs, and the customer is dealt with the same person, a technician, from initial call to 
payment, reducing the errors and reducing the time that the customer spent waiting. 
Core Principle: One-step flow. What would it look like for the customer to flow from step to 
step w/o interruption.  
Initially did not work, the technician would be busy working on the cars and miss phone calls 
or be too busy to check people out and collect payment. 
Settled on needing a team of 2-techs per pay. Eventually attained the goal of the ‘one-hour 
stop’ you could get your car fixed in ~1 hour start to finish, even if you didn’t make an 
appointment ahead of time. (The old way, you needed a diagnostic appointment). 



 
Often a pair of Einar’s techs could do as much work as 3 or 4 of a dealer's techs. Could more 

than double capacity without investing in any new brick and mortar. 
So what did this system look like: 1) When customers call in they talk directly to the Tech, who Dxs 
the problem over the phone 2) They order the parts they need for the problem they Dx’d over the 
phone, if they think it could be two different problems, they will order the parts for both potential 
problems. 3) Customer arrives 2 days later w/ the car, waits in the lobby for ~1 hour and the techs do 
the repair. 4) Tech comes out, summarizes and collects the money.  
 
Within 1.5 years Einar’s dealership became one of the top 10 most profitable in Sweden. Was 
previously a middle of the pack dealership.  New construction was planned to actually reduce the 
number of service bays.  
 
Summary of Results achieved using one-hour stop in Volvo Dealerships in Belgium, Spain, and 
Taiwan. 

- Only ½ of the work bays were needed for the typical given # of repairs 
- Sold time per work bay up 114% to 193% 
- 2x to 3x the productivity per repair worker 
- 3x to 4x the profit as throughput increases and cost per repair drops 
- Half the walking steps of technicians  
- A rise in customer ratings as very good or outstanding from 74% to 83% 

 
Comparing the Two Cases 

The appliance store, and Volvo before the changes, were not particularly bad. People are still pretty 
happy with the service, but not excellent. Just not bad enough to complain about if the product is 
good.  



For appliance, “perhaps a service tech could have talked me through the measurements that 
were needed over the phone, and I could have sent some photos with my phone for the tech to look 
at. Then, like the Volvo dealer, perhaps it would have been possible to have the unit delivered and 
installed w/in one or two days.” 

 
Vocab: 
Customization of Work: How routine (steps, sequence, time) is the operation (low) versus how 
specific is it to the unique situation (high)? 
Intangibility of Work: How much can we physically see the transformation process (low) versus how 
much do we need abstract ways to describe it (high)? 

“Consider a surgeon who, on one hand, performs a routine checkup. Then think about 
open-heart surgery where the surgeon adjusts second by second based on the condition of the 
patient, the nurse is doing routine things like providing suction, and various orderlies are bringing 
tools and materials to the room as they are needed. We have a wide range of types of work occurring 
simultaneously even in the same room.” 
“Volvo dealership did most of its early lean work achieving one-hour stop and focused on standard 
procedures like oil changes and tire changes. On the other hand, when Einar and his team began to 
work on improving sales process, they quickly noted that sales is a creative process…they did not 
want to limit those skilled at this craft w/ long lists of standardized processes for selling. We will 
revisit this issue in Chapter 6.” 

 
Four Types of Service Organizations 

1. Mass Goods Distribution: You are selling a product in your service business, such as selling 
burgers at a stand or books in a bookstore. Selling ovens in an appliance store. You are selling 
goods one on one, and there is a huge element of customer service to do so. 

2. Personalized Goods Distribution: The sale of customized goods. Would typically be more 
luxurious and expensive versions of the goods distribution. A firm spends a great deal of time 
and direct observation to understand the customer.  

3. Standard Experience: Better fits the definition of service as intangible, something that can’t 
be stored or consumed. There is direct interaction between the service provider and 
customer. There is some variation in the service, but it is pretty much standard across 
customers. “We go to the bank to deposit a check and have direct contact w/ a teller. We go 
for a routine dental cleaning...we have to call our cable company with a question about our 
bill. In these  cases we are one of a long line of customers getting a very similar service.  

4. Personalized Experience: A customized experience. Usually more expensive and luxurious. A 
personal trainer coming to your home and making a workout plan just for you. A high-end 
hair stylist that creates a personalized unique look for their clients 



 
 
As a general rule, as we move from Mass Goods to Personalized Experience, the service becomes 
more complex.  A higher level of tacit knowledge involved. More “knowledge that is learned through 
repeated experience and cannot be easily documented as a standard recipe.” 
 
Lots of what comes to mind w/ excellent customer service is the cherry on top. But the real 
excellence is in the details. Imagine a Ritz Carlton hotel that has special requested hypoallergenic 
pillows, your favorite fresh fruit, and a magazine for a topic of interest waiting for you in your room 
when you walk in, wow! But the same hotel has carpet that stinks, a toilet that doesn’t flush properly, 
and your bill was wrong.  
 
 


