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WHY IT MATTERS
The basis of any long-term, 
sustained commercial success 
is the ability to continually earn 
customer decisions in your 
favour.  Customers’ lives are far 
more important to them than any 
business. And if a business starts 
to introduce unnecessary stress, 
anxiety, or effort into their lives, 
a better option is just a tap of a 
finger away. Those businesses that 
thrive in the modern economy 
understand this.

It’s only by understanding what 
really matters to customers (not 
just their opinions on what you 
produce) that you can design an 
experience that will repeatedly 
earn those decisions. However, 
being customer-led is easy to say 
but hard to do.

1



TAKEAWAYS

• Many organisations find themselves taking a 
transactional approach to customer experience, 
pursuing a single score and reacting to issues as 
they arise.

• Good customer experience management relies on 
taking a systematic approach, prioritising those 
experiences that create value for both customers 
and the business and assessing them from a 
functional, emotional, and commercial perspective

• Monitoring the customer experience should 
take advantage of all existing data within the 
organisation before asking customers, focussing 
on actual experiences not just averages, with 
results shared widely from the boardroom to the 
front-line

WHERE TO START

When it comes to customer experience, most 
organisations find themselves taking a transactional 
approach, pursuing a single score - maybe NPS, 
satisfaction or customer effort - and reacting to issues 
as they arise. 

This looks customer-led, but it is not a path to customer-
led success. Some common practices include:

• Prioritising by what customers are complaining 
about or what senior leaders care about, rather 
than the experiences that have genuine value to 
customers and the business

• Reactively fixing individual pain points to 
stop customers being dissatisfied, rather than 
proactively designing great experiences to make 
customers happy

• Subscribing to generic frameworks that assume a 
good experience is the same for all customers in 
all industries in all organisations

• Building large and expensive customer journey 
maps leading to recommendations for IT 
transformation, rather than identifying specific 
opportunities to provide delight, reduce dismay, 
and differentiate

• Obsessing about raising a single number leading 
to unhelpful behaviours as people learn what 
makes the number go up and down, not what really 
matters and how much is ‘enough’ – for example 
is the cost of achieving an increase always a good 
commercial decision?

Best-in-class customer experience requires an ongoing 
systematic approach that continually improves the 
areas that matter most to customers, in an increasingly 
efficient way for the business.

It starts with the big picture of what genuinely matters 
to the customer and to the business. Then it works in a 
way that continually assesses performance through a 
customer and commercial lens, designing in line with 
the outcomes customers are trying to achieve and the 
organisation’s strategic ambition. That performance is 
monitored in terms of what customers perceive and 
receive, alongside the operational and financial impact 
on the business. 

This approach is better for customers. A better 
customer experience will help to earn more customer 
decisions in your favour, decisions to try you, buy more 
from you, and recommend you to others

This approach is more efficient for the organisation. A 
better customer experience will help to reduce failure 
demand, complaints, and stop wasteful activities that 
don’t matter to customer
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1. PRIORITISE THE EXPERIENCES THAT CREATE THE MOST 
VALUE FOR CUSTOMERS AND THE BUSINESS

The first step is to understand all of the different moments in a customer’s relationship with an organisation, and 
the actual outcomes customers are trying to achieve in those moments (such as buying a new home or getting help 
with financial difficulty, not just which of your products they’ll be using). This enables organisations to understand 
where they have the potential to be most useful and most needed. 

This allows a longlist of all the experiences customers have with the organisation to be created, aligned to the desired 
customer outcomes. Not all of these customer experiences are ‘customer journeys’. Taking an energy company as 
an example, some are high-level triggers, the things that matter most to customer in their life that trigger the 
need for help (such as moving home). Some are middle-level journeys, multi-stage experiences that customers will 
occasionally have with an organisation (such as switching energy tariff), and others are micro-level moments, one-
off interactions that usually only have one step involved (such as informing the company of a change of address).

Experiences should be split by these levels, and prioritised by value to both customers and the business, considering 
the full range of experiences a customer might have.

This means looking at how many customers are impacted, how often, and how deeply, alongside associated business 
costs and revenues. This also means identifying where errors, drop-outs, and complaints are creating failure demand 
and bringing extra cost into the business that could be removed whilst providing a better customer experience, and 
the organisation’s overall strategic ambition.
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2. ASSESS EXPERIENCES AT A CUSTOMER AND  
COMMERCIAL LEVEL THROUGH IMMERSION INTO WHAT 
REALLY MATTERS

The assessment of the customer experience needs to focus on the actual drivers of the human behaviour, as well as 
considering the colleague and commercial journey for the organisation, to have a full and complete picture of what 
really matters.

This means understanding what drives how customers feel – the trigger for the experience and the emotional, 
physical, and mental effort required– combined with an understanding of the commercial, operational and financial 
experience – such as colleague involvement, error rates, or costs incurred. 

Rather than relying solely on classic market research to do this, which is usefully robust but susceptible to the 
awkward bits being debated or avoided, the most effective way to understand customers is to be exposed to them 
directly in face-to-face situations. It’s about authentic encounters with real people and real stories.

• This means having direct conversations – not about existing products, but about their life – to understand the 
impact of the organisation’s experience on their world.

• It means going shopping with them, to see whether what they say (‘I’m very health conscious…’) really matches 
up with what they do (‘…except on Fridays’ as they sweep a load of chocolate into the trolley). 

• It means spending time on the front line with colleagues to see and hear first-hand the experience customers 
are having, without aggregated feedback reports averaging out the real picture.

 

This immersive approach allows the team to understand and identify specific opportunities to delight, reduce 
dismay, or differentiate. It also allows the team to understand the most important factors to customers in having a 
great experience and recognise shifts in expectations coming from new technology and new experiences, often in 
other areas of their lives.

But more than that, it means that inconvenient truths are heard first-hand, without a PowerPoint presentation or 
printed pdf coming between the decision-maker and the insight. This not only makes them unarguable but gives 
strong opinions and genuine personal conviction to do something differently in response. 
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3. DESIGN IMPROVEMENTS BY TAKING INSPIRATION FROM 
OUTSIDE-IN PERSPECTIVES

The future customer experience should be designed in line with the organisation’s strategic ambitions and the 
most important factors to customers in having a great experience, learning from a wide range of other sectors and 
geographies.

This requires an understanding of where in the experience the organisation wants to differentiate from competitors, 
because often much of the experience will be broadly the same. It should also take into account moments where 
an organisation is over-delivering, possibly spending too much on a part of the experience that isn’t important to 
customers.

 

Once the ambition is clear, to create genuinely breakthrough ideas, it’s necessary to look outside of your own 
industry, otherwise you’ll only ever be as good as your best competitor. 

And as William Gibson said, ‘The future is already here, it’s just not evenly distributed’.

The best way to do this is to hear directly from senior leaders in other sectors, who can share their stories first-hand 
of what is already happening in another organisation in another industry, but in a similar situation.

This exposure to real world success, and failure along the way too, grows belief. It motivates teams to want to try 
answers that other competitors might not have tried. And it helps to convince sceptics in the business – those with 
their hands on the purse strings, for example – that what feels like a risky new approach can work, because it has 
worked elsewhere. 

Unique 
(What only we can do)

Distinct
(What we can do better than others)

Competitive
(What we’ll do as well as others)

Uncompetitive
(What we’ll choose to 

do less well)
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4. MONITOR PERFORMANCE BASED ON WHAT CUSTOMERS 
BOTH PERCEIVE AND RECEIVE, FOCUSING ON ACTUAL 
EXPERIENCES NOT AN AGGREGATED SCORE

Monitoring the effectiveness of the customer experience should focus on both customer and commercial 
performance, connecting them as one to produce actionable insight that works alongside higher-level summary 
figures such as NPS, not just NPS. Doing this effectively requires understanding the performance at a top-down 
relationship level (how the customer feels about the overall experience the organisation provides) and a bottom-up 
transactional level (how well a business is doing on the priority experiences that matter the most). 

These should be based on actual performance, not an averaged experience that no customer is actually having. 
Averages can cover up the worst (and best) experiences being had, missing the chance to celebrate success or spot 
the experiences that may cause customers to leave.

Remember that their experience isn’t only about what they perceive but also about the service they actually receive, 
so bringing together customer opinion (‘I was dissatisfied’) with hard facts (‘average wait time of 20 minutes’) is 
crucial. Some elements will be true for all experiences (e.g. keeping promises) and some will be experience-specific 
(e.g. ease of making a payment). These data points can be brought together with operational and financial measures 
for a complete picture of the experience.

And to avoid accidentally making the customers’ experience worse, organisations should only ask for feedback 
when absolutely necessary. There’s a myriad of rich insight from existing sources, such as drop-out rates, recorded 
calls, and repeat contacts, as well as front-line colleagues who are often a rich source of inconvenient truths.

 

Organisations then need to have a closed feedback loop, responding to and acting on what customers have told 
them to make rapid, continuous improvements.

Making this scalable requires prioritising the feedback of most value to the business, then choosing the most 
appropriate response based on customer and organisational priorities - including feeding any findings back into the 
prioritisation approach to enable full root cause analysis where needed.

This feedback should be shared across the organisation in a way that is easily understood, directly connected to the 
overall strategic ambition, and used to build belief by sharing stories of success.
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CASE STUDIES 

Amazon

There’s a reason Amazon is commonly cited as a great case study in customer-led success. From the start, the 
organisation has had a deep understanding of the things that matter most to their customers: choice of items, speed 
of delivery, and certainty in the experience.

They’ve ruthlessly focused on the moments that have the biggest impact for them and their customers. Complaints 
and issues are often resolved immediately, and returning items is almost as quick, with money refunded within hours 
rather than weeks. 

And famously, whilst Amazon ask customers to rate their items, they very rarely ask customers to rate their service. 
When was the last time they ask if you’d recommend them? They have enough data within the company to know if 
you’re satisfied or not, without needing to put an extra burden on you to find out.

Riverford

Less commonly used as a case study is Riverford, who have been delivering fresh food boxes for over 30 years. 

Like Amazon, Riverford is clear on what matters to its customers, and focuses on delivering those most valuable 
experiences consistently and to a high quality. They understand that as a small organisation, their uniqueness can 
come through a more human touch. So each local delivery service creates its own newsletters, and the CEO writes 
an article every week on what’s happening with the business and wider views on the relevant economy. 

Like Amazon, there are no constant requests for feedback or recommendations. Instead, Riverford get in touch 
if a customer hasn’t ordered for a few weeks to check if everything’s ok. They also invite their customers to give 
thoughts on new ideas they’re considering, and a few weeks later tell you which ideas they’re going to try and why, 
based on the feedback they received.
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