
WHY FOCUS ON CUSTOMER SERVICE?

Foundations have been talking about
customer service for years and have different
motivations for soliciting grantee feedback.
Many are looking for ways to measure and
improve their effectiveness and impact.
Others want to be sure that they are
responding to important needs. Further, as
foundations push grantees to be accountable
for a high level of performance, funders send
a mixed message if we do not ask the same
of ourselves.

At Heron, we quickly learned that customer
service doesn’t happen just by talking about
it. A customer-focused approach requires
discipline, systems and commitment
throughout the organization. Further, the
traditional customer service models had to
be reconsidered within the context of a
foundation which holds the purse strings.
But first, before we could put new practices
in place, we had to agree on what we mean
by “customer service.”

WHAT CONSTITUTES 
QUALITY SERVICE?

We defined the dimensions of quality service
to be—clarity, timeliness, courtesy,
respectfulness, and responsiveness. These
dimensions fit well with the Foundation’s
core values, resonate with our grantees and
investees, and are consistent with factors
that other organizations such as the Center
for Effective Philanthropy have found to be
important.1

Clarity—Do we communicate our mission,
program areas, types of funding, procedures,
criteria, and standards upfront? Are we fair
and consistent in our process and
communications throughout the
Foundation?

Timeliness—Have we set expectations for
timeliness? Do we manage our work so that
we meet or exceed those expectations?

Courtesy—Are we polite, for example, by
being on time for meetings, responding to
written communications and phone calls,
speaking and behaving appropriately?

Respect—Do we show that we value the
experience and knowledge of our
customers? Are we mindful of their
traditions and do we value different points
of view?

Responsiveness—Do we listen well, 
address customers’ concerns, anticipate
issues, learn from others, share knowledge,
and advance solutions?

MAKING IT WORK

Using these quality dimensions, we 
quickly identified some things at Heron 
that were already responsive to customers
such as our longstanding commitment to
making general support grants. From the
day the foundation opened its doors, we
consistently heard how valuable and rare
general support is for nonprofit
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Knowing who your customers are and what
they need is a prerequisite to high quality
customer service. El Centro, a community
development corporation, found that current,
locally relevant data on its customers was
scarce. It set out to fill that information gap.
“For the past four years, we have conducted a
comprehensive survey of Latino immigrants in
the Kansas City area,” explains Vanessa Vaughn,
Director of Communications at El Centro. “We
ask our customers: What brought you here?
What challenges do you face? What services do
you want? What are your hopes and dreams?”

The survey results provide a rich data set on 
El Centro’s customers including information on:
demographics, employment, education, health,
taxes, future plans for themselves and their

children, and more. “In the past,” says Vaughn,
“we were just guessing what the community
needs were. Now, we can quantify the gravity
of conditions in which our clients are living and
their needs for jobs and education. This lends
credence to our policy efforts, especially when
making the case to legislators.”

Information from the surveys has changed how
El Centro does its own work, such as adding
more English as a second language classes and
computer training, at locations and times most
convenient to its customers. The survey also
confirmed that many Kansas City Latinos lack
relationships 
with banks and 
other financial
institutions—
making bill paying
cumbersome and
expensive, and loans

hard to secure. To address this problem, 
El Centro organizes Ferias de Finanzas 
(financial fairs)—in partnership with the FDIC,
area banks, and volunteer help—to provide
financial information and demystify the 
process of setting up a bank account.

El Centro conducts its customer survey
annually and has four years of data so it can
document trends over time—such as the
increase in the number of respondents who
have bank accounts, which has grown from 
28% to over 50%. 

1 Center for Effective Philanthropy, Listening to Grantees: 

What Nonprofits Value in their Foundation Funders, 2004.

Heron provides general support funding for El Centro’s comprehensive
community development efforts including home ownership, enterprise

development and affordable, accredited child care.




