Roberts provide faster shipping than air freight
Since 1981 Roberts has been in expedited shipping. They provide cheaper and faster shipping than air freight. Their fleets of trucks are slower than air transport, but moving constantly at a steady pace. At weight of 500 pounds and distance of 800 miles or less, Roberts express can deliver at a third of the cost of air freight and one day earlier. That is the center of their market. Roberts was later sold to Caliber System Inc. After their huge success, it was acquired by FDX, the parent company of FedEx, and added to its arsenal.

Roberts Express does not own their trucks. It hires a team of independent contractors who own and drive five different sizes of trucks. Their trucks varying from minivans to 48 foot tractor trailers. Roberts provides dedicated service since they only transports goods from one customer in one truck at a time. They do this by trying to match the load with the correct sized truck. Initially most of their business came from big automakers as they tried just in time inventory to minimize their manufacturing costs which relied on precise pickup and delivery times. Roberts grew from a $3 million dollar company in 1982 to a $138 million dollar company in 1993. Their fleet had grown from a handful of vehicles to 1600 vehicles, traveled more than 80 million miles and made 200,000 deliveries in 1997.

It is important that every organization must adopt how to distribute its activities and how to control these activities to ensure that goals are achieved. Large organizations can be more efficient and achieve potential economies of scale in services through repetition. The possible interconnections among workers increases as the number of individuals in an organization increases which lead to complex organizational structures. Therefore, the need to break down tasks is more in order to allocate authority and delegate tasks to make sure that each individual works with efficient coordination to achieve the organization’s goals. Work flows or technologies, the combination of resources, knowledge and techniques that create a product or service output for an organization, dictate the arrangement of internal structure. This match between structure and technology is important for the successful design of organizations. The different types of goals that organizations develop and implement are characteristics of a basic structure of an organization. These also include techniques used to effect control and coordination within organizations. Another essential building block of structure is how the organization allocates authority and manages the chain of command and how labor is divided into organizational units. An effective organizational design takes into account external forces as well as internal forces. Organizations need to receive various inputs from their environment and sell various outputs to their environment. Therefore, scale, technology, environment and strategy are key factors that affect the structure of an organization.

As Roberts grew from a $3 million dollar company to a $138 million dollar company, it also grew in size. It was no longer a simple operation with a handful of agents who knew the customers by name. Many of their customers liked the intimacy of old Roberts. Roberts however understood the importance of this relationship and decided to stay small in the eye of the customer. Roberts shrunk itself by dividing its operations into self-managed customer assistance teams.

In 1989, Roberts was organized around two basic services: Customer service, which dealt with customers, quoting prices and handling complaints, and Operations, which dealt with dispatched trucks and oversaw them in en route. They acted and operated independently. As the orders came through, Customer Service dealt with the initial paperwork and would hand the customer and the paperwork to Operations. Therefore neither department had complete information or responsibility of a particular job. There were also delays of shipments due to the processing of information and authority from higher to lower agents within the departments. This system of division of labor was hard to maintain as well as inefficient as the number of customers grew rapidly.

New Roberts Express now has an entirely new organizational structure, centered on small Customer Assistance Teams (CAT). These teams are divided according to the geographical area they serve and consist of seven to nine people. Each team is capable of handling an entire customer service process from the beginning to the end. For instance, when a call comes through from a client, calls are routed to a small customer assistant team according to the geographical location of the customer so that they hear the same familiar voices. If they call back on the same day, the call will automatically be routed to the dispatcher in the customer assistant team they spoke with earlier, the person most familiar with that order. Therefore for a customer, Roberts is only as big as the size of the customer assistant team. Surrounding them are resource people; their job is to facilitate the CAT teams, based on their experience. The rest belongs to administrative functions and management.

Roberts is an information company as much as it is a trucking company. Roberts does more than answering phone calls; they use their phones smartly. They prioritize and direct their calls. They use technology to direct their calls to different CAT teams. Their phone system is also capable of communicating with their computer system. When a call arrives to an agent, the agent is automatically presented with the client's recent history on the agent’s computer. Therefore even before the agent answers the phone, the agent is already aware of the customers’ needs and requirements. This allows Roberts to be more efficient and give a highly personalized service to keep its customers happy.

For Roberts, information is power. Before integrating all these technologies, Roberts took orders without knowing which trucks are available. In order to track the shipment, drivers were required to call the headquarters regularly to inform their positions. Another problem was, if a truck broke down, drivers were unable to contact the headquarters for hours to inform them that they are running late. Drivers also wasted much of their time looking for parking and finding phones to call the headquarters. The headquarters was also bombarded with phone calls and wasted alot of drivers’ time putting them on hold. In 1988, Roberts had about 800 trucks with two-way satellite communication systems; C-Link. In the first year itself, the number of calls to the headquarters fell by half. This was followed by higher productivity of its dispatchers and more miles by its fleets. Today Roberts can track their trucks within 30 seconds. This integration of satellite and computer also lets dispatchers calculate and allocate jobs to drivers easily. When a driver agrees for a run, the driver can download directions and any special instructions regarding the shipment directly into the terminal in the truck. The whole process is done without a single phone call.

Roberts uses Dynamic Vehicle Allocation (DVA) to solve scheduling problems. This system marries their data from previous years, their perdition model and information from satellite to recommend which truck should take the next load.

Roberts tries very hard to keep its customers happy. Roberts guarantees reliable service to them. In order to keep its customers happy, Roberts emphasizes on measuring performance. Roberts’s customers are very happy and they know this because it measures customer satisfaction every month via National Market Measures. In 1987 they measured 1.8 out of 2 for customer satisfaction. Many expected and warned Roberts that the number would drop and that it is the law of averages. Ten years later Roberts measured at 1.9. Not only did they managed to keep the original number, but they also managed to raise it by point one.

Harnessing the motivation of employees in order to achieve the organization’s goals and objectives is one of the keys to effective management. The drive within an individual that measure up to the level of effort, efficiency and persistence performed during work is referred to as motivation to work. Motivation defers according to each individual, each organization’s work force, its characteristics, times, locations and circumstances. These affect the force of motivation and empowerment strategies in various ways. Therefore, in taking on the challenge of motivating employees in a given organization, it is important that its managers be aware of the context in which it is being done. They also need to be in good understanding of the work effort-motivation cycle in order to gain effective results from their employees.

The center of each CAT team is a whiteboard which shows everyone how the team is doing. Every day, the board is updated with the previous day’s statistics such as, on time pickups and deliveries and percentage of customer calls and failures handled. This creates a competitive atmosphere and everybody likes to see where they stand. There is more to these numbers than bragging rights for the teams. These numbers determine quarterly bonuses. The current performance is compared to the previous two years. If they notice any decrease in performance their members decide what they can do to fix it. For Roberts, drivers are also customers. Therefore Roberts tries to keep its drivers happy but nothing takes precedence over satisfying its customers. Dispatchers are encouraged to spend time with them and ride alongside them to understand their needs and problems. This gives the dispatchers a chance to understand each driver’s personality and build relationships. These relationships help when dispatchers are required to encourage drivers to take short less-profit runs.

Every CAT at Roberts is capable of making a wide range of decisions on their own. They know their priority is to meet the customer’s deadline. If they run in to any trouble, a CAT member will take the initiative on necessary steps in order to meet the customer’s deadline. Even in unexpected situations, they are able to adopt of using combined experience within their group and not depend upon supervisors. All CATs are now setting their own performance objectives themselves. They also schedule their work hours and vacation days. Some teams have taken the initiative of middle management responsibilities.

At Roberts they make are fully aware that self-directed teams not only work but also reach their full potential in work. Work means constant effort from all fronts. For example, hiring is a complex process especially for teams that launch peer reviews. They seek individuals whose abilities go way beyond job descriptions. In addition to qualifications some of the important abilities that are sought at Roberts are multitasking, communication skills and leadership qualities. They claim that it is not an easy task to find individuals with all these qualities but they also admit that finding such an individual is always worth the effort.

Since Roberts 24 hours a day and 365 days a year, work schedules complicating their training efforts is inevitable. Therefore, they have built in flexibility into their training programs with a modular approach in order to work around the time constraints in order to give its employees numerous opportunities to work on what they want and need. Being persistent in training is a challenging and never-ending process. As individuals keep reaching for newer and stronger goals, the company needs to keep up with them in order to provide them with opportunities to accomplish their efforts. Fortunately, the team approach followed in the training programs at Roberts give the company a chance to develop a “learning organization” that are tuned to new possibilities, an organization that keep the excitement about them alive.
“One of the ongoing efforts that were developed at Roberts Express is our Star-Point Program, which encompasses six broad areas of management practice”. He/she explains that in this program, individuals are encouraged to be familiar with one or more points of expertise, for example, Quality Management, Contractor Relations, and Team Development . They then become the team’s “resident expert” in that given area. Proceeding from there on, as the individual’s or team’s needs change; they can move on to other areas and continue to develop their skills, individually or collectively.

They keep a constant check on the progress of their work by keeping a daily track of everything from on-time shipment to average telephone calls. Each number is a report card that helps to continue improving. They also have a constant measure of the employees’ skills and personal strengths. In order to measure technical skills, they follow a proficiency testing system which they support with skill-based pay. Soft skills are also measured through anonymous peer reviews and surveys of which the results are translated into certain specific plans for personal improvement.

At Roberts what is most important is not the years of employment but job-performance and is the basis for compensation. They believe in incentivizing performance so as to monitor the impact a service makes on a customer and how is ultimately contributes in the success of their business. On the skill-based pay system that operates at Roberts ……..says, “We have a quarterly incentive-pay system that can add substantially to employees' take-home: as much as 22 percent of base pay for hourly employees, even more for supervisors and managers.” Incentive rates operate on the basis of Management by Objective (MBO) system that they implemented in order to place more focus on customer service. In addition to these very successful measures, they have added gain-sharing to their compensation package as early as last year. This helps each of the employees to benefit depending on how successful Roberts Express is with regard to customer satisfaction and company profitability.

The surveys show that Roberts in constantly at the top of the scale in customer service, showing a “perfect” score of 2.0. They also hear constant praise and steady compliments on their CATs and their “above and beyond” daily efforts. It is not only the customers they care to satisfy. Roberts also conduct annual surveys within the company in order to measure the satisfaction of their employees. These surveys have proved that that the team approaches they follow have made the work lives of their employees much satisfactory. Ones familiar with the “old” and “new” Roberts Express, notice and remark on the sense of pride and responsibility the company now hold toward their customers as well as teammates. Moreover, another measurement system shows that the 2000 drivers employed at Roberts value the relationship they entertain with their teammates which in turn have resulted in a better relationship with Roberts. This has contributed to a committed and eager performance on their part thus working towards further success of the company.

Roberts customers don’t use Roberts because the sophisticated technology they use or how they arrange the organizational structure. They use Roberts because they deliver on their promise. Roberts has incorporated their objectives and goals well in to its structure and culture. They have empowered their employees and developed systems that give incentives for employees for Roberts to be more efficient and act as well oil machine. This tight fit, give Roberts the competitive advantage to be profitable and deliver on their promise.
