
Winning the Financial Whac-a-Mole™ Game

By Al Kemp, illustration by Don Townsend

In today’s challenging economy, many companies face a series of financial problems, 
much like the furry critters that pop out of holes in the Whac-a-Mole™ arcade game. 
But unlike the arcade game, the financial game can’t be won by whacking lots of 
moles. Pounding down costs in one area may do more harm than good. If those 
pesky financial moles pop up somewhere else as increased costs or reduced revenue, 
a manageable financial problem may mutate out of control. Bigger moles replace 
smaller moles; the mallet bounces off them. Let’s play a game and see what happens.
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The moles win
A common consumer-electronics Whac-a-Mole™ 
game starts with customers returning a perfectly 
good product because they can’t get it to work. 
The company has a product-return problem and 
– whack! – they smack it down. The text below is 
from a neon pink sheet included in the packing box 
for a home theater receiver.

If thIs home theater receIver does 

not work, do not return It to the 

store. call 1-800-555-1234.

The neon pink sheet reduces the number of returns, 
but what really happens? The costs pop up again 
in customer support. If too many moles pop up in 
customer support, the company may try to control 
costs by moving the support operation off shore.

Off-shore support, however, may lead to a much 
bigger mole popping up in sales. If customers bare-
ly understand the support people, some will return 
the product in frustration and purchase a compet-
ing brand. Others will eventually solve the prob-
lem, but their experience will be unpleasant. The 
company will lose good will and future purchases.

Nasty customer dissatisfaction moles
Customer dissatisfaction with products and ser-
vices has serious repercussions. According to “How 
to Profit from Customer Dissatisfaction - A White 
Paper” by the Verde Group, customer dissatisfac-
tion places 20 percent of a typical North American 
company’s revenue at risk. Companies that correct 
fairly simple problems with service and quality can 
retain 70 percent of the at-risk customers. The find-
ings are based on studies conducted from 1999 to 
2004 involving 25,000 people.1

1 To order the white paper ($250), go to:
  www.verdegroup.ca/report_order_form.htm

The moles lose
That consumer-electronics game wasn’t much fun. 
Let’s play dsl Whac-a-Mole™.

When u.s. telecommunications companies first of-
fered broadband internet access through digital 
subscriber lines (dsl), each new subscriber required 

a “truck roll” – a technician 
who installed the service at 
the subscriber’s site. Each 
truck roll cost over $100. 
Many telephone customers 

wanted dsl service, but the cost to expand the staff 
of technicians (and provide them with trucks) was 
prohibitive.

To solve the problem, one of the telecommuni-
cations companies whacked the truck-roll mole. 
The project team developed an installation kit 
that enabled new subscribers to install the service 
themselves. Although the subscribers had to type 
a complicated series of commands to set up the 
dsl equipment, the combination of well-trained 
customer support representatives and a clear, exten-
sively tested installation guide allowed 85 percent 
of the subscribers to successfully install the service. 
Calls to customer support increased, but the overall 
cost of each new subscriber dropped by $100.

After hammering the truck-roll mole, the company 
went after the much smaller telephone-support 
mole. Rather than blindly whacking head count 
or labor cost, the company worked with its sup-
pliers to make the dsl equipment easier to install. 
They tested the equipment with users and devel-
oped “quick start” guides to complement the instal-
lation guides. Soon most subscribers could install 
their dsl service by following the instructions in 
the brief quick start guide. Support costs dropped 
dramatically. The moles lost!

$100
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Too many moles, too many holes
No organization can completely eradicate expensive 
financial moles. They are an outgrowth of change: 
new products and services, new manufacturing 
processes, new markets, new customers. Good 
planning reduces the moles, but organizations can’t 
anticipate everything. A market opportunity may 
require a quick response. If planning and develop-
ment take too long, the opportunity may be lost.

To eliminate moles, track down the holes in which 
they hide. A company may fail to assess the organi-
zational impact of departmental cost reductions if 
its accounting system charges costs to departments 
rather than to projects or products. This situation 
encourages departmental cost transfer at the expense 
of company-wide improvement. On accounting re-
ports, company-wide improvements may appear as 
departmental costs, and company-wide mistakes 
may appear as departmental savings. Such reports 
encourage companies to feed the moles: to “fix” a 
simple problem in one department by creating a 
bigger problem somewhere else. Don’t whack those 
moles out of your cost center; solve the underlying 
problem and eliminate the moles. An excellent way 
to analyze a problem, identify solutions, and choose 
the best solution for the entire organization is to 
prepare a business case.2

2 A free 24-page Business Case Primer is available at:
 www.ImpactOnTheNet.com/bcprimer.html

Get yourself a good mallet
The best mallet for winning the financial Whac-a-
Mole™ game is product and process improvement. 
Incremental improvements may provide the finan-
cial breathing room needed to implement extensive 
improvements.

Product improvement
While product improvement is a cost, it often re-
duces the much greater costs of training, customer 
support, and customer dissatisfaction. Too often, 
departmental cost cutting degrades the quality of 
products and services. As the American Society for 
Quality points out, “Quality doesn’t cost money. 
It’s poor-quality products and services that pile up 
extra costs for your organization.”3 Unfortunately, 
while improving quality takes time and effort, deci-
sions that reduce quality are often quick and easy to 
implement. The anticipated savings from reduced 
quality often turn into gigantic financial moles that 
pop up at the worst possible time.

When you have a cost problem, look for solutions 
that improve quality while reducing costs. You can 
implement quality improvements in the products 
and services themselves as well as in the develop-
ment, marketing, sales, installation, and support of 
the products and services.

Process improvement
Process improvement is another cost that often re-
duces the much greater costs resulting from inef-
ficient, wasteful processes. Beware of short-sighted 
departmental cost cutting that degrades business 
processes. When efficient processes are damaged, 
they require more resources. Organizations are then 
tempted to reduce the cost of the resources, further 
damaging the processes.

3 American Society for Quality website:
 www.asq.org/learn-about-quality/basic-concepts.html
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When you have a cost problem, look for solutions 
that improve processes while reducing costs. You 
can implement process improvements in develop-
ment, marketing, sales, installation, and support.

Knowledge
Knowledge is a key part of product and process im-
provement. Developers must have the knowledge 
necessary to produce products that meet custom-
ers’ needs. Marketers must have the knowledge 
necessary to show customers the value of products. 
Sales people must have the knowledge necessary 
to close sales without wasting resources. Custom-
ers must have the knowledge necessary to set up 
products and use them efficiently. Customer service 
representatives must have the knowledge necessary 
to support products economically. Problems arise 
when knowledge in any of these areas is missing or 
insufficient.

Some knowledge problems are easy to solve. In the 
consumer-electronics Whac-a-Mole™ game, cus-
tomers did not have the knowledge they needed 
to set up the home theater receiver. The problem 
was a missing step in the user guide. Had the com-
pany put the missing step on the neon pink sheet, 
they would have saved many phone calls. Had they 
tested the product and its user guide with typical 
customers, the problem would have been identified 
during testing. The company could have revised the 
user guide before the current product went out the 
door and made future products easier to use.

Other knowledge problems are more difficult to 
solve. If you can’t improve a product in the short 
term, provide the knowledge required to use the 
product and to support it efficiently. The one-time 
cost of providing knowledge reduces the much 
greater ongoing cost of support. In addition, knowl-
edge makes clear the complexities of the product so 
that developers can easily see how to improve it.

In the dsl Whac-a-Mole™ game, the telecommuni-
cations company first provided subscribers with the 
knowledge and telephone support they needed to 
install the dsl service. The company then reduced 
the knowledge required and the need for support 
by making the dsl equipment easier to install.

Knock out those moles
The stakes are high in financial Whac-a-Mole™; 
each loss increases costs and may reduce sales. A 
series of losses may lead to bankruptcy. Financial 
pressure tempts us to whack indiscriminately at 
costs, shifting them to other departments. To win, 
we must reduce or eliminate the costs. True cost 
reduction is seldom easy. We must understand the 
underlying problems. Often those problems result 
from poor product quality, inefficient processes, or 
insufficient knowledge. Once we have identified 
the source, examined the alternatives, and chosen 
the best solution, we can knock out those annoying 
financial moles!
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Whac-a-Mole™ is a trademark of Bob’s Space Racers, Inc.
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