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Managing the Moments of 
Truth
by Larry F. Johnston, Ph.D.    

        In	
  a	
  world	
  of	
  hourly	
  
shocking	
  headlines,	
  here’s	
  an	
  
admittedly	
  un-­‐shocking	
  
truth:	
  the	
  :ield	
  of	
  develop-­‐
ment	
  isn’t	
  overrun	
  with	
  phi-­‐
losophy	
  majors.	
  	
  

	
   You	
  see,	
  by	
  and	
  large,	
  de-­‐
velopment	
  folks	
  are	
  generally	
  
activists	
  at	
  heart.	
  	
  That	
  
means	
  most	
  of	
  them	
  won’t	
  :it	
  
the	
  de:inition	
  of	
  a	
  conserva-­‐
tive	
  that	
  I	
  love:	
  	
  “Someone	
  
who	
  sits	
  and	
  thinks,	
  but	
  
mainly	
  sits.”

	
   I	
  won’t	
  bore	
  the	
  philo-­‐
sophically	
  disinclined	
  with	
  
nuanced	
  distinctions	
  be-­‐
tween	
  all	
  the	
  various	
  :lavors	
  
of	
  correspondence	
  and	
  con-­‐
structivist	
  epistemologies.	
  	
  
That	
  would	
  understandably	
  
be	
  a	
  cause	
  for	
  great	
  yawns.	
  	
  
But	
  in	
  a	
  nutshell,	
  the	
  corre-­‐
spondence	
  crowd	
  generally	
  
believes	
  that	
  “truth”	
  exists	
  as	
  
a	
  sort	
  of	
  monolithic	
  “given,”	
  
an	
  external	
  “objective”	
  reality	
  
entirely	
  independent	
  of	
  our	
  
perception.	
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   Constructivists	
  rightly	
  
recognize	
  that	
  all	
  reality	
  out-­‐
looks	
  to	
  varying	
  degrees	
  are	
  
“constructed”	
  and	
  thus	
  
they’re	
  generally	
  less	
  inclined	
  
to	
  confuse	
  the	
  map	
  with	
  the	
  
territory,	
  the	
  symbol	
  with	
  the	
  
reality.

	
   What’s	
  the	
  relevance?	
  	
  
Simply	
  that	
  from	
  the	
  perspec-­‐
tive	
  of	
  your	
  stakeholders,	
  
there	
  is	
  no	
  such	
  thing	
  as	
  the	
  
reality	
  of	
  your	
  organization.	
  	
  

	
   Instead,	
  there	
  is	
  only	
  the	
  
highly	
  subjective	
  mental	
  im-­
age	
  your	
  stakeholders	
  have	
  of	
  
your	
  organization	
  and	
  its	
  
work,	
  and	
  this	
  image	
  is	
  sim-­‐
ply	
  the	
  cumulative	
  sum	
  of	
  all	
  
the	
  impressions	
  they	
  have	
  
been	
  exposed	
  to,	
  along	
  with	
  
the	
  ways	
  these	
  have	
  been	
  
mentally	
  (and	
  idiosyncrati-­‐
cally)	
  processed,	
  stored,	
  and	
  
recollected.

	
   In	
  other	
  words,	
  “moments	
  
of	
  truth”	
  matter.	
  	
  What	
  exactly	
  
are	
  moments	
  of	
  truth?	
  	
  They	
  
are	
  all	
  the	
  impressions	
  stake-­‐
holders	
  have	
  of	
  your	
  organi-­‐
zation	
  along	
  with	
  the	
  “service	
  
encounters”	
  they	
  experience	
  
as	
  they	
  interact	
  with	
  you.	
  	
  

	
   That’s	
  why	
  for	
  many	
  years	
  
I’ve	
  advocated	
  an	
  under-­‐
standing	
  of	
  the	
  “image	
  bank,”	
  
exhorting	
  staff	
  from	
  non-­‐
pro:it	
  organizations	
  to	
  
recognize	
  that	
  every	
  contact	
  
with	
  donors	
  and	
  other	
  stake-­‐
holders	
  either	
  makes	
  a	
  de-­‐
posit	
  in	
  their	
  image	
  bank	
  (a	
  
good	
  thing),	
  or	
  a	
  withdrawal	
  

(something	
  to	
  strenuously	
  
avoid).

	
   Albrecht	
  and	
  Zemke,	
  in	
  
their	
  book,	
  Instilling	
  a	
  Service	
  
Mentality:	
  Like	
  Teaching	
  an	
  
Elephant	
  to	
  Dance,	
  make	
  a	
  
point	
  that	
  all	
  of	
  us	
  would	
  do	
  
well	
  to	
  grasp:

	
   “From	
  many	
  of	
  our	
  	
  	
  	
  
everyday	
  experiences…we	
  
can	
  draw	
  a	
  fairly	
  mundane	
  
conclusion,	
  one	
  that	
  we	
  be-­
lieve	
  can	
  be	
  stated	
  as	
  an	
  
out-­and-­out	
  principle	
  of	
  
service	
  management:	
  When	
  
moments	
  of	
  truth	
  go	
  un-­
managed,	
  the	
  quality	
  of	
  
service	
  regresses	
  to	
  medi-­
ocrity”

	
   	
   	
  
	
   Although	
  a	
  great	
  many	
  
nonpro:it	
  leaders	
  and	
  man-­‐
agers	
  have	
  yet	
  to	
  fully	
  
awaken	
  to	
  the	
  signi:icance	
  of	
  
these	
  moments	
  of	
  truth	
  and	
  
the	
  impact	
  they	
  have	
  on	
  an	
  
organization’s	
  brand,	
  here’s	
  
something	
  worth	
  pondering:	
  
The	
  quality	
  of	
  service	
  your	
  
organization	
  provides	
  to	
  
stakeholders	
  -­‐-­‐	
  along	
  with	
  
the	
  quality	
  of	
  myriad	
  impres-­
sions	
  your	
  organization	
  and	
  
staff	
  make	
  on	
  them	
  day-­‐in	
  
and	
  day-­‐out	
  -­‐-­‐	
  will	
  increas-­‐
ingly	
  determine	
  your	
  future.	
  

	
   It’s	
  sobering	
  to	
  recall	
  that	
  
your	
  stakeholders	
  have	
  
lots	
  of	
  choices	
  in	
  a	
  :iercely	
  
competitive	
  environment.	
  
With	
  limited	
  resources,	
  
many	
  donors	
  are	
  alert	
  to	
  op-­‐
portunities	
  to	
  discontinue	
  or	
  
reduce	
  support	
  when	
  organ-­‐	
  

izations	
  fail	
  to	
  measure	
  up	
  to	
  
expectations.

	
   It’s	
  also	
  prudent	
  to	
  recall	
  
that	
  moments	
  of	
  truth	
  aren’t	
  
just	
  about	
  the	
  big	
  things.	
  	
  
They	
  include	
  the	
  way	
  phone	
  
calls	
  are	
  handled,	
  how	
  timely	
  
and	
  accurate	
  receipts	
  are,	
  
salutations	
  on	
  letters,	
  and	
  a	
  
host	
  of	
  other	
  seemingly	
  “mi-­‐
nor”	
  details.	
  	
  

	
   With	
  this	
  in	
  mind,	
  here’s	
  
a	
  question	
  worthy	
  of	
  serious	
  
re:lection:

	
   Have	
  you	
  mapped	
  and	
  
are	
  you	
  proactively	
  manag-­
ing	
  the	
  moments	
  of	
  truth	
  
that	
  deBine	
  your	
  organiza-­
tion	
  in	
  the	
  hearts	
  and	
  
minds	
  of	
  shareholders?

	
   If	
  not,	
  perhaps	
  no	
  need	
  to	
  
panic	
  yet.	
  	
  Many	
  of	
  your	
  
competitors	
  aren’t	
  either.

But	
  still,	
  I	
  wouldn’t	
  wait	
  
too	
  long.	
  	
  The	
  competition	
  is	
  
awakening.	
  	
  Some	
  much	
  
faster	
  than	
  others.

And	
  as	
  the	
  title	
  of	
  one	
  
business	
  book	
  vividly	
  puts	
  it,	
  
“It’s	
  not	
  the	
  big	
  that	
  eat	
  the	
  
small.	
  	
  It’s	
  the	
  fast	
  that	
  eat	
  
the	
  slow.”
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